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I WALKED TWENTY-TWO blocks to find a can of Fix A-Flat in Brooklyn. Anywhere else in North America, the stuff is kept several cans deep on the store shelves, but not in New York City. At last, in a narrow-aisled bodega, I found a single can, hidden behind a basket of paraffin-coated yucca roots. There were three red price stickers on the cap, stacked carefully so that only the top price could be seen.

I got “on line” behind a white-haired woman in a black tunic. There was Latin music playing from a radio. The woman bent over at the counter, scratching at something, then straightened and began to scream in short bursts, like this: “Aah! Aah! Aah! Aah! Aah!”

The man at the register took a step back and lifted a golf club over his shoulder. “What is she screaming for?”

“I’ve just won ten thousand dollars!” the woman said. She moved her body to one side, and I saw she had a New York Lottery scratch-off card pinned to the counter with both thumbs.

“You did what? Let me see,” the man said. He lowered his club, and she turned the card around so he could read it right-side up. “No, no. You won a hundred. There’s a decimal in there.”

“A hundred? You’re nuts,” she said. “Get your glasses on.”

He carefully slid on a pair of reading glasses, then bent over and peered at the card again. “Holy mother! You did win ten thousand! Aaaaahhh!”

“I told you! Aaah! Aaah! Aaaaaaahhh!”

New Yorkers are an excitable breed, but they’re quick to settle down again. After a small crowd had gathered and dispersed, things went back to the New York version of normal. The woman tucked the winning card into her wallet and asked the man for a carton of Marlboro Lights and a bottle of Poland water. A man who’d been trying to sell some key rings on the sidewalk asked her to buy him a carton, too. She said she would buy him one pack, and a sandwich if he was hungry.

“I’m not hungry,” he said.

She bought him a pack of Winstons and left. I paid for my Fix-A-Flat.

After six disappointing months in the city, this simple can of leak-sealing, tire-inflating foam was my ticket out. I walked the twenty-two blocks to where my yellow Plymouth Duster sat listing at the curb. By the time I got there, I had shaken the can quite thoroughly per the instructions. I attached the tube to the left rear tire valve and released the foam, and the tire inflated. I got on my way.

I was twenty-eight years old. The historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. had won a Pulitzer by this age. The thought depressed me, and I reminded myself that Professor Schlesinger had the benefit of some early advantages that I lacked, in addition to his no doubt considerable native intelligence. We all have to do what we can with the tools we are given. By this same age of twenty-eight, Andrew Johnson had advanced himself from tailor’s apprentice to elected representative in the Tennessee General Assembly. Unlike Schlesinger, the future seventeenth president had no Exeter or Harvard behind him. He’d been taught to write by his teenage bride.

I left the city with my windows down, crossing the Verrazano Narrows Bridge, then Staten Island. The Duster could not maintain highway speed with its air conditioner running. I followed U.S. 1 through New Jersey and Pennsylvania, then into Maryland. In Baltimore I spotted a medium-sized fowl bird with an eighteen-inch tail sprinting frantically along the gutter of Belair Road. Traffic was heavy, and the bird, whose head was green with scarlet patches, was badly out of place. I later confirmed it to have been a male ring-necked pheasant.

Farther south, in the District of Columbia, I spent an hour outside the Smithsonian Institution’s Arts and Industries Building eating two peanut butter sandwiches and trying to make myself feel, with all its fullness, this brief moment of my presence in the nation’s capital. History is a difficult thing to imagine. Is it a line in which our lives form a tiny segment? Or is it a massive live beast to whose hump we cling? Andrew Johnson, I recalled, had in early days proposed converting the Smithsonian into a national trade school offering courses of study in carpentry, dentistry, and plumbing. What kind of man had thoughts like that?

Already the sights and strains of travel had fatigued me some. I’d gotten a later start than I’d meant to, due to some confusion with my landlady Mrs. Chouri over the security deposit. The sum was not an enormous one, but I had counted on it, especially in the light of certain inconveniences that I had quietly put up with during my six months’ tenancy in her building. For example, the shower in my apartment had no shower head. There was only a threaded neck protruding from a hole chipped out between tiles. Warm, cloudy water gurgled from it. My neighbor crushed ice at all hours, on the counter top with a spoon if my ears do not lie. I hadn’t complained. Then, that morning, as we walked through the apartment, Mrs. Chouri announced that my book crates had ruined her carpeting.

“They have only made a very faint imprint,” I said.

“Oh no! They have seriously gouged the carpet, which affects the value of my building.”

The facial absurdity of this proposition did not embarrass her. She clicked her mouth at me, bringing it closer and closer to my face, flicking her fingers at the same time in a characteristic way that she had. When she got so close that her breath moved my hair, I had to leave, deposit or not.

Can a person so easily whipped as this look forward to any success in life? I turned the question around in my mind as I sat by myself on the National Mall. I had a postcard on my knee and was attempting to pen a note to my mother, but I could not think what to say in so few words. Across the pavement, a man emerged from the Arts and Industries Building with a puffy Uncle Sam hat on his head. He stopped for a moment, perusing a brochure. The giant hat was made of satin, and it flopped to one side. The man slid the brochure into a trash barrel and wandered away.

There are two kinds of historians: those who ascribe agency to vast impersonal forces, and those who give the credit and blame to individual humans. I hold the latter view, though I sometimes have to remind myself of it. I did this now. For a change, I had a plan, and I also had an advantage. Many had studied the scandal-torn presidency of Andrew Johnson; some had the backing of universities and endowed foundations, but I had a secret lead all the others had overlooked. The lead concerned a set of Johnson papers that had been deliberately mislaid, and had stayed lost for over a century. I had reason to think I could find them. All I had to do was stay on task with an animal tenacity. Setbacks and reversals would come, but I would deal with them, drawing on my life’s experience and my bit of self-knowledge as needed.

Step one had been leaving New York, the city where I developed a tic of excessive blinking. If for no other reason, I had to go away to rest my eyelids.

Step two was Tennessee. I got back on the road.

The Duster had been mine for one day. I had bought it from Mrs. Chouri’s nephew. When I stepped on the gas, a blue haze filled the rearview mirror. I had noted the smoky discharge on first inspecting the car, and when I mentioned it to Mrs. Chouri’s nephew he said, “What do you expect for under two thousand dollars?” This throwing the comment back in your face is the New Yorker’s idiom. He assured me some smoking was normal for a car with ninety thousand miles on it. But the smoking got worse, and now, on the interstate south of Washington, the yellow Duster started to hesitate. Women and girls scowled down at me from the passenger windows of tall SUVs. The Duster slowed to about fifty miles per hour, and I switched on the hazard lights.

The miles and hours passed slowly, until just below Wytheville, Virginia, the right rear tire blew out. I steered the crippled vehicle to the side of the road and got out to look. The sun was behind some hills, and a cantaloupe-colored light washed over the roadside grass and gravel. I found a ragged hole in the side of the tire.

I opened the trunk. The jack and spare were under all of my clothes, plus the entire University of Tennessee edition of the papers of Andrew Johnson, seventeen volumes counting the supplement. I had left the carpet-ruining crates in New York, having learned in the course of many moves that to pack a car truly full, the books must go in loose.

I decided to wait for morning. I read until dark, then tried to sleep, which was difficult in the little crowded vehicle under the stars at the edge of the freeway with eighteen-wheelers hurtling past all night at an irregular frequency, shedding enormous violent air wakes that made the Duster shudder in place, and some of them blowing their loud horns. At length I dropped off into a fragmentary slumber and dreamed I was a passenger on one of those haunted-house carnival rides where arms and squeals and hatchets pop out from the darkness, and you are strapped into your seat and can hear the wheels rattling underneath you on the tracks.

Then, in my dream, I was with my father at the Hall of the Presidents at Disney World in Orlando, Florida. I was ten. A very rich and keen expectancy lay upon us as the auditorium lights dimmed and the curtain rose on a life-sized tableau of the thirty-nine American presidents. My father pointed out the current one, Ronald Reagan, towards the front in a brown suit, alongside Abraham Lincoln and the seated General Washington. I searched the back rows for the two fat presidents, Grover Cleveland and William Howard Taft, and the sideburn-wearing Chester Arthur, and the hollow-cheeked John Tyler. I knew all of their faces well, having studied them daily at school. Their printed portraits were taped up in a row above the chalkboard in our classroom. My father clutched at my arm, and the shiny-haired Reagan spoke:

“I welcome you to the Hall of the Presidents, where the chief executives of our nation have gathered to share with you the story of our America.”

The president’s head turned smoothly a few degrees and stopped. His spotlight faded as another one rose on Teddy Roosevelt, who had a look on his face like he was being pinched by devils. His jaw chopped open and shut when he talked. The dozen or so major presidents spoke in turn, each pivoting his head in some way or lifting an arm to emphasize a point. Woodrow Wilson was eulogizing the League of Nations when my father and I noticed a low, monotonous sound. It seemed at first like something mechanical—a noisy blower in the ventilation system, possibly—but then a rhythm of muffled speech emerged. Wilson stopped in mid-sentence, his head twisting quizzically.

“Deem me not vain or arrogant,” the muffled voice said; “yet I should be less than man if under such circumstances I were not proud of being an American citizen, for today one who claims no high descent, one who comes from the ranks of the people, stands, by the choice of a free constituency, in the second place in the government.”

“What in the hell is that noise?” Teddy Roosevelt said.

“There may be those to whom such things are not pleasing, but those who have labored for the consummation of a free Government will appreciate and cherish institutions which exclude none however obscure his origin from places of trust and distinction,” the voice went on.

“It’s Johnson,” Woodrow Wilson said.

“It ain’t me,” Lyndon Baines Johnson replied.

“No. It’s Andrew Johnson,” Wilson said. “He’s giving his vice presidential inauguration speech again.”

“Speak not over your interlocutor, nor weary him with tedious iterations,” General Washington said from his chair down in front.

“You, Senators, you who constitute the bench of the Supreme Court of the United States, are but the creatures of the American people; your exaltation is from them; the power of this Government consists in its nearness and approximation to the great mass of the people. You, Mr. Secretary Seward, Mr. Secretary Stanton, the Secretary of the Navy….”

“I cannot make out the man’s words!” Franklin Delano Roosevelt exclaimed shrilly. He and Washington were the only seated presidents. “His speech is slurred!”

“The man has been drinking,” Lyndon Johnson said. “He’s shit-faced!”

“His jaw has no hinge,” Thomas Jefferson explained.

Jefferson was correct. A spotlight found Andrew Johnson’s place high on the back row of presidents and lit up his powdery white face and the obdurate blue eyes. Unlike the major presidents’ mannequins, his had limbs and a head that were nonmotorized. His jaw was immobile, and he spoke through what appeared to be a narrow slit between his pale wax lips. “Humble as I am, plebeian as I may be deemed, permit me in the presence of this brilliant assemblage to enunciate the truth that courts and cabinets, the President and his advisors, derive their power and their greatness from the people. Such an assertion of the great principles of this Government may be considered out of place, and I will not consume the time of these intelligent and enlightened persons much longer; but I could not be insensible to these great truths when I, a plebeian, elected by the people the Vice President of these United States, am here to enter upon the discharge of my duties.”

“Can it,” Lyndon Johnson said.

“How’d he get drunk when his jaw won’t hinge?” Harry Truman said.

“I welcome you to the Hall of the Presidents,” Ronald Reagan said.

Andrew Johnson went on, unfazed. “I, though a plebeian boy, am authorized by the principles of the Government under which I live to feel proudly conscious that I am a man, and grave dignitaries are but men.”

But then abruptly he stopped speaking, and his short, rigid frame fell forwards into the aisle with a soft crash. He was quiet.

“Thank you, Christ,” Lyndon Johnson said.

“Andy has learned his lesson,” Lincoln added.

My father, who was still squeezing my arm, said, “That was not at all what I expected, son.”

I woke up to find the Duster’s windows fogged and myself encased in a clammy sweat.
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MANY LONG HOURS LATER, morning came, and I watched the sky turn pink through a spattered windshield. I emptied the trunk and changed the tire. The morning air was cloudy, and the ground was damp. The tire that had blown would not fit in the space where the spare had been, which meant that when I got everything reloaded, the trunk lid wouldn’t shut. There was nothing to tie it down with but a necktie, and I was not willing to do that, so I left the trunk open. I wiped my hands on the grass and dry-brushed my teeth, and I got back onto the road.

The Duster ran poorly and there was a new note in the sound of it, a throatiness. I thought I smelled gasoline. Around me were the shadowy, low foothills of the Appalachians, and as the mist burned off I saw sloping green pastures with cows and sheds on them, water tanks, and dark green cedar trees left to grow along fence lines. About nine o’clock ante meridiem I crossed the line into Tennessee. A building in the shape of a guitar stood between the freeway and the frontage road. It was some sort of tourist attraction but did not look open for business, and I would not have stopped if it had been. My destination was Greeneville, the city where a youthful Andrew Johnson first arrived in 1826, a runaway apprentice leading a one-eyed mule and accompanied by his brother, their mother, and her second husband.

I skipped the exits for Bristol and then Johnson City (named, incidentally, for a Johnson who was not related to the former president) and left the freeway on a narrow state route that took me some miles among small farms and wood lots, over creeks and past stone spring houses and barns. It was a winding two-lane. The question developed in my mind whether the road I was on was the one I had marked on the map. It was definitely Tennessee, though—and how satisfying it was to be here at last, after so much reading and planning. The sky was a candylike blue, the turf a nitrogen-charged green. Every curve in the road opened onto some small surprise: a picturesque farmhouse with clotheslines and tomato cages, or a tin-roofed Methodist church.

I came to a town. A service station, a grocery, and a large gray wood-frame feed mill with a Purina sign faced each other at the crossroads. Past the grocery was a brown-brick building with a fire truck in front, and next door to this was a cinder-block structure with a sign on its roof saying “MAISY RESTAURANT” in red capitals. There were a few houses set close together and also a tiny U.S. Post Office building with four white columns and a pediment bearing the legend “Pantherville, Tennessee 37612.”

I was fairly certain I had made a wrong turn. My map, photocopied from an atlas in the New York City Public Library, Fifth Avenue and Forty-second Street branch, did not indicate any “Pantherville,” and I had seen no signs for Greeneville. There was a slow tractor in the road, hauling a large round hay bale, and after following it patiently through town and then for the better part of a mile beyond, I hit my turn signal and accelerated past it on a straight stretch. The operator was a weather-beaten man in blue overalls and a red cap.

I was pulling back into the right lane when I saw that the Duster’s temperature light had come on. At first I didn’t stop; I thought a slight overheating might be something I could drive on through. But I smelled a burning odor. I cut the engine and coasted to the edge of the road with no building or pay phone in sight. Loud and slow, the tractor I had passed came out of a curve and passed me by. The operator gave me a frown and a wave.

I got out and raised the hood. I knew it would be no use, but not to look under the hood, at least, would have seemed girlish. I noted some hissing and saw that a greenish brown liquid dripped from several places, including the underside of the hood. I transferred a few volumes of the Papers of Johnson to the front seat—enough to allow me to close the trunk—and then I started the hike back towards Pantherville.

I make it a point to try and profit from whatever situation I find myself in. The effort itself may be morally helpful, and even if it isn’t, it is an example of the most benign sort of obsessional behavior. I walked briskly, using a loping gait that was intended to loosen any potential blood clots that might have begun to accrete in my leg arteries over the previous twenty-something hours that I had spent confined in the Duster, and I observed the old fence posts that lined the bank along the road. They looked very solid, and I made up my mind to find out what variety of wood such posts were made from. The fact might serve as a choice detail in some future written passage about the region.

There were cows across the fence, standing in mud at the margin of a pond. They watched me go. The grass on their side of the fence was cropped; on my side, along the road, it was tall, and nestled in it was the type of waste one would spot along most any roadside in America: brown bottles, sodden magazines, odd bits of automobile trim, and the like. Here at the edge of the pavement was a disposable tooth-flossing tool, built like a coping saw, which some fastidious litterbug had flicked out of his window.

A vague thought came to me, and I stopped for a second. It wasn’t a thought so much as a feeling—a surge of dread, to be exact. It was beginning to dawn on me that buying the Duster from Mrs. Chouri’s nephew had been not only a bad move but a characteristic one. It fit right in with the series of choices I had made over the six previous months, in the course of which I had abandoned a life of secure and pleasant routine for a gamble that was almost certain to turn out badly and to teach me things about myself that I did not want to learn. What a sorry set of mistakes I had made, and was certain to continue making. Well, I knew I must put such thoughts out of my head, but the question was how to do so. Just about this time I felt something stirring near my leg. I looked down to discover that I had surprised a little gray garter snake in the grass. Frightened, it had slipped into the cuff of my trouser leg.

I have no special fear of snakes, but I just was not prepared for this one, and I began to kick my leg out very spastically many times. Improbable as it may seem, the small snake had found a cranny that fit it in my trouser cuff, and though I shook my leg violently it did not come out. I could feel its tugging weight with every kick.

A white vehicle approached in the road, rather fast. Still kicking, I moved off the pavement so as not to get hit. The ground was uneven at the edge of the road and I reached out to steady myself by touching a piece of fence wire. I received a powerful shock that sent me careening off-balance back into the road, right into the path of the oncoming vehicle, a Jeep Wagoneer with a white light flashing from its roof. I went down. The Wagoneer stopped. On my back in the road, I thrust my leg into the air and the garter snake dropped out of my cuff and onto the front of my shirt. I flipped myself along the pavement like a trout on land, and then I jumped to my feet and looked all around me for the snake, at the same time touching my clothes all over. I decided the snake had gotten away. Rather crazily I even patted my hair to make sure it was snake-free.

I went to the driver’s-side window of the Wagoneer to ask for a lift into town. To my surprise the driver’s seat was empty. The driver was on the passenger side, staring at me with large dark eyes.

“I need a ride into town,” I said. “My car died.”

She said nothing but only stared. Her mouth hung open and I saw the white tips of her teeth.

“I had a snake in my trouser cuff, if you’re wondering what that business was about in the road. Then I got shocked by that fence. It’s a barbed-wire fence, but also electric. You probably passed my car up the way, there—I’m just headed back to Pantherville to call a tow truck.”

On the driver’s-side seat was a tray of mail.

“But if you’d rather not give me a ride I completely understand,” I said. “I’ll just be moving on now.”

I started walking, shakily. I had gone only a few steps when the Wagoneer stopped again alongside me. “You can ride,” the woman said.

She was a young woman, perhaps twenty-five, with walnut-brown hair and fair skin with some freckles. Her manner was shy. Her face made me think of the face of a proboscis monkey with its long and not very delicate nose and curious blinking eyes, which is not to say that others would make the same association. She watched me climb in. This was in itself a tricky matter, because the Wagoneer had not been modified for passenger-side driving. The mail carrier sat on one hip on the inside edge of the passenger seat, extending her left leg over the drive-train hump while she steered with her left hand. I eased in under the mail tray with my knees cocked up against the door so that my feet would not interfere with her foot as it worked the floor pedals. She wore smallish black work boots and blue coveralls, and her hair was gathered behind her head in a beige rubber band.

On we went. Soon I was sweating heavily. It was hot inside the Wagoneer and I was wearing a wool tweed jacket that was too heavy for summer. There was no question of my getting out of it now, though, folded up and canted over as I was in my seat. I had not wished to leave the jacket in the Duster because its breast pocket contained my last two hundred and twenty dollars, along with a Visa credit card that I had sworn not to use.

“So this is East Tennessee,” I said inanely. We passed a small clapboard house partly re-sided in tar paper and vinyl. In the front yard was a crape myrtle tree thickly burled on top from many seasons of pruning, and its trunk was painted solid white five feet up from the ground. Why?

“I’ve got to check the classifieds and find a place to rent,” I said. “Did I mention that I just arrived?” I scrutinized the young female mail carrier. Her work kept her hands and foot busy, and she divided her attention between the tray of mail in my lap, the road in front of us, and the mailboxes where we stopped. There was a tub of advertising flyers in the floor on her side where she reached, without looking, at every stop. When there was outgoing mail she dropped it into a container behind my seat. She gave no answer to my question.

Her shyness did not surprise me much. My reading had prepared me to expect it from the natives of East Tennessee. Consider what sort of a people, historically, would choose to settle in such a narrow-valleyed and rocky-soiled region. The gregarious, the lovers of openness, the public-minded, and also anyone who hoped to own or be associated with a large plantation would have kept on going, drawn to the fertile flat basin and plain of Middle and West Tennessee. The ones who stayed here were the ornery types: the clannish, the inward, the independent. Their farms were small enough to be worked by single large families without servants or slaves. They grew corn and tobacco, killed a hog or two in fall, and shot the anvil on election day. Indeed, the spirit of this region was distinct enough that Andrew Johnson had once proposed splitting off the eastern counties of Tennessee into a state of their own, to be called “Frankland.” His reasons for suggesting this name are not known. He was a poor speller, and it is possible that he meant to name the state after the nation’s first postmaster, Benjamin Franklin. At any rate, nothing came of it.

“I have just driven in from New York City,” I said by way of conversation. “Have you been to New York City?”

She shook her head no. I had guessed that, but wanted to make the point of not assuming.

“Mm, you should visit,” I said. “There’s no reason to be scared of the place. Millions live there. They walk fast, and you have to walk fast too, or be walked into. Just keep it moving or you’ll get a shove. You might get shoved by an award-winning playwright or a multilingual UN employee, or then again by a homeless person who’s in a hurry somewhere. Here’s something to think of. True, it is the ‘City that doesn’t sleep,’ but what is the corollary?”

Our eyes met briefly. “I don’t understand what you’re saying,” she said.

“If it’s true that the city is never completely asleep, then it’s also true that the city is never completely awake. Many New Yorkers don’t rise until two or three in the afternoon, you see. Some chefs, for example.”

The tray in my lap was empty now. It was made of a milky white corrugated plastic. She lifted it from one end and shot it towards the back window of the Wagoneer, where it bumped the glass then landed in a stack of trays. Using both arms she set a full tray in its place across my legs. She wore no makeup, and it would not have surprised me to learn that she never had worn any in her life. Her face was not colorless, though. Her lips were pink and there were blotches of color that came and went on her throat. I noted her plump, dark brown irises.

“Perhaps there will be a postal convention one day that will give you an excuse to visit,” I said. “One thing you will notice immediately if you walk around the city is that New Yorkers are constantly throwing out good furniture. This is because they live in such tiny apartments. They just don’t have the room. If you ever should move to New York”—I smiled at her—“don’t bother moving your furniture. Just bring your hand truck, and take it on a walk when you get there. You’ll find chairs, dressers—”

“Where are you from originally?” she said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Where are you from before New York?”

“What makes you think I’m not a native New Yorker?”

“Are you?”

“No, I’m not. I lived for varying periods in Florida, Texas, Scotland, and Ohio.”

“How long did you live in New York?”

“Six months. The rents are very high.”

“My cousin has a place he wants to rent,” she said.

“I’ll have to shop around,” I said.

She had pulled up a one-lane dead-end road, and she stopped at the only house on it. After depositing some flyers and a magazine in the mailbox, she pulled from the smaller box next to it a newspaper and held the paper out to me.

“What is this?” I said.

“This is how we spread the news in Tennessee,” she said quietly. She reversed into the gravel driveway and pulled out going back the way we had come. By the time I understood what was happening, we were back on the main road, and I was holding someone else’s newspaper.

“You just took this from that box,” I said.

“You said you needed to shop around,” she said. She smiled.

It was a Johnson City paper. I quickly scanned the classified section. I saw that I could easily rent an entire trailer park for the amount per month I had paid Mrs. Chouri in Brooklyn. In spite of the many uncertainties of my present situation, I was so relieved to be out of New York I could have cheered.

But I didn’t. First I had something important to do. “Please let me out,” I said.

“Here?”

“Right here, please. I’m going to return this newspaper.”

I spoke sharply, which seemed to frighten her a little. I hadn’t meant to do that, and the expression of worry in her eyes gave me a sudden twist in my gut. But I would not be a party to the antisocial activity of newspaper stealing. “Excuse me, but I have some strong feelings about people and their subscriptions,” I said, more mildly now. “I subscribe to a large number of journals myself, and the idea of walking out to my mailbox and finding my periodical gone, stolen, is upsetting to me. I don’t like it.”

“I wasn’t stealing it,” she said.

“Well, borrowing—but I won’t go in for that either, for a simple reason that I will express to you in one word: time-sensitive. That is the nature of news, and this paper must be returned right now.”

She had stopped the Wagoneer in the road, and I got out and laid the tray of mail across the seat. “You probably don’t want to be giving rides on the job anyway,” I said. “You’re carrying the U.S. Mail.”

She stared at me with her chin hanging down like a mailbox door. Something in me wanted to reach out a finger and flip it shut. But it closed by itself. The woman’s throat was red.

“Well then,” I said. “I do thank you for the thought, however.” I felt awkward, as though I had not just spoken my mind. I thought I had spoken my mind. If it was not my mind, what was it then?

Without another word the mail carrier leaned towards me, grabbed the door, and swung it shut. She drove away.
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TO WALK HALF A MILE in the heat to return a stolen newspaper was a vexing digression. I was tempted to cut through what looked like an easily passable lot of trees, but I thought better of that and trudged onward, up the steep one-lane dead-end marked Jasper Price Road.

I returned the paper to its box then knocked on the front door, hoping someone might be home to let me use the telephone. No one answered, and I backed up into the yard to look around me. The house was tan brick with a small concrete porch and a second story added at the far end. The carport was heavily cluttered with houseplants, paint cans, some plastic Wise Men, and a car engine on a green shower curtain, among other things.

Under a bird feeder some small chickens were scratching the ground. I called out, “Hello?” A number of dogs began barking from behind the house, and I left.

This time I cut through the woods. I shed the tweed jacket and folded it over my arm, not wanting to snag it on something. I was proud of the jacket. It was made by a venerable New York “bespoke” tailoring firm called Osim Lowe. I was myself not actually the bespeaker of it, but had bought it secondhand. It fit me well, however. I sometimes wondered about the person for whom it was made, and whether he was still alive.

You need good clothes to be taken at all seriously in the city. Perhaps this is not always true. I am told that bad clothes may be good depending on how they are worn and by whom, and at what moment. This is an example of the sort of bewilderment into which one plunges oneself, when exchanging a comfortable existence in the middle of the continent for a new life alone in New York.

True, I had been around some, living in several states and one foreign country while my mother went through her second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth husbands. I got my education in the public schools, plus seven semesters at Sardis College, forty miles outside Cleveland. That first fall, Mother lived in an apartment at the edge of campus; then she married Tom DeWeese, my comma-splicing Composition Two instructor, and joined him in the leaking dome house which he had built himself. Mother was and is a die-hard optimist. As for DeWeese, he was the sort who makes a point of grading papers in green ink instead of red, because green is “the go color.” His idea of teaching English composition was to arrange the desks in a circle and invite us to talk about “a time when I questioned authority.” When conversation lagged, as it did, he would lapse into tales of his jug band days in the Pacific Northwest. He had suffered serious bruising on his fingertips while learning to play the doghouse bass. He ought to have spent less time spinning yarns, and more time caulking his dome house.
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