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Chapter One

Upstairs in his study, Joseph Meaker heard Maggie’s voice drown out the others. Weekends, Maggie held court in the living room, over coffee and brandy, after a late dinner. Her audience was always a captive one, since the guests were there for the weekend. Last night had been a two-thirty night, and this one? Joseph Meaker glanced at his watch. Ten-after-one. He was reminded of an old Frost poem which ended: “And miles to go before I sleep.” Hours to go — Saturday night Maggie was always in top form.

They had reached an agreement about weekends after the last fight, four or five days ago. Joseph could simply sleep in his study on weekends. Maggie would close the door separating the upstairs from the downstairs. By the time everyone was ready to turn in, Joseph would be asleep, and Maggie would sleep in their bedroom so as not to disturb him. After all, wasn’t that the fair way, Maggie asked? It was certainly no fault of hers that Joseph did not drink and did not enjoy sitting up and talking. “Chewing the fat,” as she put it. Besides, Maggie always added, the move to Pennsylvania had completely inconvenienced her, and all it had done where he was concerned was to make life easier. It was Maggie who had to get up at six every weekday morning, in order to be at her office in New York by ten. It was Maggie who had to watch the weather reports and the road reports and the Trenton train schedules; Maggie, who had to rearrange her entire life so they could rent this farm. And — the knife’s final thrust — if Maggie did not have friends out for weekends, what the hell kind of a weekend would it be for her? A quiet one, maybe? Joseph Meaker thought of that answer, but said nothing. It would only start her off again on her favourite subject: how he lived in a dream world. So they had reached an agreement about weekends, and here it was in effect.

Maggie’s shrill laughter startled the cat on Joseph’s lap. A Siamese cat named Ishmael, after a favourite opening line of Joseph’s. One of his pastimes was recollecting famous opening and closing lines of novels, plays and poems; and his cat’s name came from Moby Dick. “Call me Ishmael” — and then followed the narrator’s description of the “damp, drizzly November in my soul.” Often Joseph took down his copy of the novel and read and reread the whole opening paragraph. It was always November in Joseph Meaker’s soul, and no way to wander and escape it as Herman Melville’s hero had. The cat, then, could do it for him, Ishmael — wanderer. Joseph put his hand out and calmed the creature. Everyone downstairs was laughing now, and Joseph wondered if Ishmael felt more than a disturbance at the noise. Ishmael often slept contentedly through the noise of Joseph’s typewriter, the noise of the radio — even the noise of Joseph’s and Maggie’s arguments; but now the cat’s ears twitched nervously, and he switched his position on Joseph’s lap, and flagged his tail. Oh, there was more to it than the noise, wasn’t there? Something else, even more annoying than noise: a door closed to you. Not just the door separating the downstairs from the upstairs, but the door separating Maggie’s kind from Joseph’s. The Maggies of the world outnumbered the Josephs, and even if that was not a fact, who would know? If there were a million or more Josephs alone in the night, who would count them? Would one of the Maggies leave the bright room, put down her drink, excuse herself from her friends and go off to make the report on Josephs? No, unlikely. A Joseph doing it was even more unlikely. He would never find his way around the Real World.

“Listen! Hush, I’ll read it!” Tom Spencer’s voice from downstairs now.

“Yes, read it, Tom!” — Maggie’s — “Joseph had them printed in Doylestown.”

Joseph Meaker did not have to listen too carefully to know what they were talking about. Maggie always got out one of the signs on weekends, to show guests. Joseph had designed them and had them made up as supplements to the standard NO GUNNING signs required by law to keep hunters off your property. Joseph’s signs were just as large as the official ones, and he had gone about his land tacking one over the other, on every tree in sight. It was a sort of postscript to the cold legal wording of the official one, and Joseph was aware that his sign was shamelessly sentimental, but he had always liked the poem; “corn” never really bothered Joseph Meaker if it made the point well.

He heard Tom Spencer reading the de la Mare poem now, imagined Maggie sitting back cupping the brandy snifter with that certain smug smile tipping her lips. Joseph’s eccentricities pleased Maggie more often than not; Joseph was her conversation piece.


HI!

HI! HANDSOME HUNTING MAN,

FIRE YOUR LITTLE GUN.

BANG! NOW THE ANIMAL

IS DEAD AND DUMB AND DONE,

NEVERMORE TO PEEP AGAIN,

CREEP AGAIN, LEAP AGAIN,

EAT OR DRINK OR SLEEP AGAIN — 

OH, WHAT FUN!



Laughter and squeals and Maggie’s voice again above it all, “Isn’t it per-fect? Per-fect!”

“Per-fect!” Tom Spencer’s.

“Per-fect!” Miriam Spencer’s.

Joseph Meaker reached on the table beside him for the package of Flents. From it he took one of the pink wax plugs and popped it into his right ear, then another for the left. The noise became a humming, a buzzing; and he went back to what he was doing: reading over the letters, the poems, the notes — all that was in his Varda file.

“… and my dear, I love your soul — profound, sad, wise and exalted, like a symphony….”
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“Don’t be silly! He has his Flents in his ears,” Maggie Meaker said. “Joseph shuts the world out with wax balls! Ah, but he’s sweet! God, but he’s sweet!” She was sitting crosslegged on the couch, wearing the new red gondolier’s pants from Bonwit’s, cradling her brandy in her palm, smoking the new brand of cigarette Albion & Frazier was launching. The confirmation that A. & F. had won the account had come through yesterday; Picks were unfiltered, regular-size cigarettes, and A. & F. was supposed to dream up a campaign which would emphasize the pleasures of the past, the old way of doing things. Tom Spencer and Maggie were to work on it together; Maggie, in charge, of course, because of seniority and experience.

“He really is sweet,” Miriam Spencer agreed.

“He must hate advertising people!” said Tom.

“I’m advertising people,” Maggie laughed. “No, Joseph’s just different. A loner, you know? Dreamer. He’d do the same if I had the Queen of England out for a weekend. That’s just Joseph.”

Maggie reached across for the bottle of Remy Martin and refilled everyone’s glass. Her own was full. She was two or three ahead. At A. & F. when men went to lunch with Maggie, they often did not appear in the office again until next day, Maggie always came back, no worse for three or four martinis and a brandy or two after the meal, but Maggie’s lunch dates (the men, not the women who never tried keeping up with her) faded off to steam rooms, early trains, or some movie to sleep through. Maggie held her liquor as well as she carried her age. At thirty-eight she had a full figure, not a thin girlish one by any means, but certainly not one that inspired her to read the Metrecal ads all the way to the end either. She was a 36-C with no sag, and a perfect size 14. Her skin was clear and softer than many women’s, and her features were good, strongly feminine, in the wide-mouthed, big-eyed, long-legged way, with large hands and feet, as some very beautiful women have, and coal black hair she wore in a semi-short, windblown fashion. If she was not exactly as beautiful as some of the classic examples of women with big feet, she was a very good-looking woman. She had style and confidence, and she was New York to her teeth.

And Joseph? Her opposite. If Joseph was anything to his teeth, he was Joseph. He was not handsome, and if someone who knew him well (whoever that would be) were asked if he were good-looking, that someone (Maggie) would most likely pause a moment and then answer, “Well, yes, I’d say he was.” There was room for doubt, in other words. He was extremely skinny and long-nosed, with sand-coloured hair that always seemed matted to his head, since he wore a cap most of the time, and he was nearsighted, though he seldom wore his glasses. The result was that Joseph squinted. One of the things about Joseph, one in a thousand, that Maggie never figured out, was the fact that vanity kept him from wearing his glasses. He would just as soon take Maggie out to dinner in a fine restaurant tieless, with egg on his shirt, but he would not appear in public wearing glasses. If he could help it, Joseph would not appear in public, period.

A lot of it Maggie crossed off as the predictable eccentricity of the scholar. A lot of it, as she always framed it in her thoughts, griped her soul! Before she had married Joseph three years ago, she had thought it would be fascinating to be a folklorist’s wife. She had imagined quiet evenings before some fireplace, sitting and listening to Joseph explain folk tales, discuss mores, and describe odd and enchanting peoples no one in the world had ever heard of but Joseph. As it turned out, Joseph never discussed his work and he did not enjoy sitting before fireplaces. He spent most of the time up in his study, and before they had moved to Bucks County, when they were still living in New York, he spent his evenings in the local library. Early in their marriage he had made an effort, but it was so obviously an effort — fidgeting at the table after dinner while Maggie had a second cup of coffee, falling asleep in front of guests — that Maggie finally encouraged him to do what he felt like doing, which was spending as much time as possible by himself. Bed was good, bed was very good, but whenever Maggie made a reference to her enjoyment, it seemed to embarrass Joseph. He never liked to talk about it.

• • •

There was a plus side, of course, even omitting bed. Joseph was a real individual, not cut out of anyone else’s pattern, nor chipped off anyone’s block. He was a beautiful artist, whether he simply sketched Maggie while she was cooking dinner or reading, or whether he did a full-scale oil of the house or a view from his study window. Any other man Maggie knew, who had a talent like Joseph’s, would be stacking canvases for a show, or never mind that, off in some garret wearing a beret and waiting for the world to recognize him; but Joseph often painted over his very best work, and never dragged a canvas out for anyone to see. Sometimes when Maggie was cleaning up Joseph’s study, she would come across a poem scribbled on his yellow scratch pad. Once she had asked him if she could make a copy of one and send it to The Saturday Review. Joseph’s answer: “What for?”

Then there was the gentleness of Joseph, the nearly self-effacing modesty of her husband. She had never seen him lose his temper, nor make what even came near a harsh statement, and Maggie had often thrown the book at him. In contrast to Maggie’s first husband, who drank himself into Roselawn Cemetery before his thirty-third birthday, Joseph was a Ladies’ Home Journal dream partner.

“What is Joseph working on now?” brought Maggie back from her thoughts; Tom Spencer, apple-faced and boyish (“Gotta have a gimmick, Mag, gotta get a gimmick” — rushing around A. & F., pushing his way up the ladder with calculated sincerity, fighting the good fight for that plot of suburbia at the end of the rainbow), “Another book?”

“We don’t know whether it will be a book yet or not,” Maggie said. “The Pennsylvanian Society of Folk Mores has given him a grant to study hexerei.”

“What-er-eye?”

“You know, hex signs on barns and everything. A form of Pennsylvania-Dutch witchcraft.”

Miriam Spencer exclaimed, “I love hex signs on barns!”

The single word “dumb” came to Maggie’s mind, but she smiled sweetly at Tom’s wife, and for some reason, said she loved hex signs on barns too. Tom Spencer said he had always thought they were very interesting, that someone at the agency ought to work them into an ad some time. Well, Maggie thought as she sipped her brandy, you can take the Chinaman out of China, but you can’t take China out of the Chinaman.

“I mean,” said Tom Spencer, “I’ve never seen hex signs in an ad, and I think we could work up something damn good around them.”

“I love them on barns,” Miriam Spencer repeated. She was trying hard not to yawn.

3

Joseph had dozed off. In the dream Varda sat beside him on the steps of Jesse Hall, back at the University of Missouri, blonde hair spilling down her back with the sun on it, warm; she was reading the poem she wrote. “It’s called Dear, Joseph” — smiling up at him on the steps of Jesse Hall, in the years back at the University.


Am I dear to you?

I wish I were.

Dear is the held in mind

in warm rooms of thought

Do I live there?

Do I live at the fireplace of your eyes?

Dear you call me

I wish I knew

Dear is the tear, the wind soft-voiced

the peaceful word

Is there peace in you?

Is there



Is there. Is there — is — and the buzzing seemed louder in his ears, slicing into his dream, waking him. He pulled the Flent out of his left ear.

“Is there any reason why you have to sit up with her all night?”

It was Miriam Spencer’s voice outside the door of his study, in the hallway by the bathroom. Joseph Meaker glanced at his watch. Six-past-three now.

Tom Spencer was saying, “Keep your voice down, Miriam!”

“Well, is there any reason why you have to sit up with her all night?”

“We’re having one last nightcap together, Miriam. Just one!”

“Every time I hear your steps come up the stairs I think you’re finally coming to bed, but oh, no, you’re just going to the bathroom, then back down to Maggie for another hour!”

“Go back to sleep, Miriam. I told you what it would be like this weekend. Didn’t I? We’ve got to work out this Picks deal.”

“All night?”

“Yes, all night, if it takes all night, dammit!”

There were angry mumblings then, and the sound of the bathroom door shutting, of feet shuffling down the hall towards the guest room. Joseph removed the other Flent and sat up on the studio couch. Ishmael was curled in a ball at the end of the couch, and scattered on the floor beside the couch were pieces from the Varda file. Joseph picked them up and put them back neatly in the Manila file folder.


Dear is the shadow, reflection of us

Ours in light, yet also in darkness

Are you going my way?



He heard the toilet gurgle, then the faucet running. Ishmael stirred, and he leaned across and petted the cat. One day soon he would get another cat, a companion for Ishmael. The name of the second cat was already picked, from another of Melville’s novels, Mardi. In that novel there was a golden-haired girl and her name was Yillah.

Joseph Meaker whispered to his cat, “Soon I’ll get you Yillah.”

In college he had memorized a part of that novel: “The thoughts of things broke over me like returning billows on a beach long bared. A rush, a foam of recollections! — Sweet Yillah gone, and I bereaved!”

He heard Tom Spencer stumble out of the bathroom and down the stairs to Maggie. In ten minutes he would go down to the kitchen on the pretence of being hungry. He felt sorry for Miriam Spencer sleeping fitfully in the doublebed in the guest room, waiting; he would do his best to break up Maggie’s and Tom’s talk, even though it meant he would have to sleep with Maggie and smell the brandy. He hated the smell of liquor on her breath; worse, she snored when she had a lot to drink. On the floor he saw a piece of the Varda file he had neglected to pick up. By sight he knew it was the letter from Gregging, Austria. He would never forget receiving that letter. It had arrived five years after his last letter from Varda. Five years he spent wondering about her: had she married; was she happy back home; and what was home like — Hungary? And he wrote her; but never received an answer for five years. It had arrived a day before he had married Maggie, forwarded from his old address in Washington Heights. Joseph bent over and picked the letter up. Didn’t he know it by heart? No, still he reread it.


Dear Joseph,

I know that if this letter reaches you it will be a real miracle, as I only have your address of several years ago, and so much could have happened to change it by now.

But I do feel the urge of letting you know that on December 30 my family and I escaped from Hungary and are now awaiting transportation to Venezuela, where my husband’s mother lives. Are you surprised, Joseph? My ideas have changed during the last few years. I have become so disillusioned with that thing falsely called Socialism which I found in Hungary, culminating in the brutal, beastly suppression of the People’s Revolution in 1956. I was tired of the whole thing a long time ago (neither my husband nor I ever became party members), but we simply couldn’t stand it any longer and didn’t want to see our children be brought up in that awful trap. Besides, George took part in the preparation of the revolution and would have been arrested. We crossed the frontier walking for four hours in deep snow, across fields and woods carrying nothing else than our small children in arms. (Aniko is two years old and Katricka is just eight months now) I met my husband at the end of 1953 and married him early next year, romantically, you might say, against my father’s will (he’s a Protestant). I wanted the children very badly and adore them. We are living 20 miles from Vienna in a Refugee Home maintained by the American Mennonites. They are such nice people! We have to wait about three more weeks before we’ll be taken to Italy and from there to Venezuela, by boat. (But my letters will be forwarded from here.)

Are you in Europe by any chance? Where are you? And what are you doing? You must be married with children of your own by now.

Can you send some money, a loan? We haven’t got a cent, and George has no friends outside of Hungary, other than his mother who will soon assume enough of a burden. I’ll give it back to you as soon as I start earning in Venezuela. I hope to teach there.

I thought of you a lot last week while reading an article on Tom Wolfe in an issue of Life. It was about his correspondence concerning Look Homeward, Angel. I knew you loved Wolfe and his books.

I think, too, of happy days back at the U. of Missouri, sitting on the steps of Jesse Hall, talking, talking, talking, and of things a happily married mother of two children should have long ago forgotten; but in reflection there is only innocence in youth when now, even in my situation, all is so much more glorious than I had imagined. You would like George, Joseph. He is serious like you, a professor of philosophy.

It is a grand feeling to be able to meet people again and to write to people freely again. I hope you will answer soon.

Love,

Varda



Joseph put the letter back in the Manila file with the rest.

After that letter there had been one thanking him for the loan; then one from Venezuela repaying the loan — then, two Christmas cards. On one, a photograph: Varda, the children, the man she had married. Joseph almost had not saved it. He did not like to see the faces of the intruders; what right had they to sit beside her — he, with his arm around her shoulder — claiming her?

Joseph sighed. He slipped the file back behind his books in the bookcase, where he always kept it, and he slid his stockinged feet into his loafers under the couch. Once during the first month of his marriage to Maggie, she had looked across the dinner table at him, an eyebrow raised, her mouth tipped with that quizzical smile.

“Were you ever in love?”

“Yes?”

“Were you ever in love?”

“Yes.”

“With whom?”

“A Hungarian girl.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Did you meet her abroad?”

“No. At the University.”

“Oh. Puppy love.”

“Perhaps.”

“Well, did you go to bed with her?”

It had been the reason for their first fight, the fact that Joseph had not answered her.

From time to time Maggie would bring up the subject to irritate him. To keep peace, he had told Maggie her name, but he had not elaborated beyond that. It had nothing to do with Maggie and him, had it?

Joseph tiptoed down the hall outside his study, trying not to disturb Miriam Spencer. He could hear the drone of Maggie’s and Tom’s voices as he made his way down the stairs, and his hand was just reaching for the door separating the downstairs from the upstairs when he realized Maggie was talking about him.

“… not like other people, but I knew when I married him he wasn’t.”

“But you are happy, Maggie, aren’t you?”

“Who’s happy? I’m cheerful, Tom.”

“I never thought of it that way. Sometimes I could break Miriam’s neck! She’s just not on the qui vive about some things! She doesn’t get some things! I tried to tell her about A. & F., deciding that most people are really nostalgic for the past, you know?”

“Well, Joseph is. He lives in the past,” Maggie said.

“You know what Miriam said to me? ‘Tom,’ she said, ‘do you wish you’d married Irene Littlefield?’ Now, honest to God! Irene Littlefield was some dame I was dating way back in second year at Cornell!”

“Joseph doesn’t talk very much about his past, but I know one thing!”

“She didn’t even get the point about A. & F. and market research — none of it. She just took it as a personal attack!”

“There’s this girl — Varnish or something. Joseph was in love with her.”

“I might just as well be an iceman for all Miriam knows about my work!”

“Dear old happy days with Varnish! He’s kept all her letters, every last one!”

“Lots of men are married to women who help them. Chris Planter’s wife goes to the goddam library and does research for him!”

“I’ve told him everything about my first husband, but do you think Joseph would tell me anything?”

“Then there’s goddam Amos Fenton. God, do I hate Amos Fenton!”

“Not Joseph, he wouldn’t — ”

Joseph Meaker’s hand dropped from the door. He turned around and tiptoed back upstairs.





Chapter Two

“Then why aren’t you a vegetarian?” Miriam Spencer wanted to know.

Just as Joseph had anticipated, the burden of entertaining her fell on his shoulders that Sunday morning, while Maggie and Miriam’s husband slept it off. He had squeezed orange juice, and scrambled eggs, and now he was sitting at the breakfast table in the kitchen with her, drinking coffee. It was only quarter-past nine; probably no one else would get up before noon, and what on earth would Joseph Meaker do with Miriam Spencer during all that time? A heavy depression began to come in like a slow, smothering fog. To make matters worse, outside it was pouring; they were imprisoned together in the downstairs part of the house.

“If someone doesn’t approve of hunting,” Miriam Spencer continued, “how can that someone eat meat?”

“I suppose,” Joseph said, “because that same someone feels there’s a difference between eating what had been killed, and making a sport of the slaughter. I eat meat, but I don’t go to Abercrombie & Fitch and buy myself a gun and a special costume for the express purpose of killing what I serve for dinner.”

Miriam Spencer said, “I didn’t mean to make you angry.”

“I don’t know where you got the idea I’m angry. Do I look angry?”

“You sound a little angry.”

“I don’t get angry,” Joseph Meaker said. “It never gets you anywhere, does it?”

“It certainly doesn’t. I just thought — ”

“It’s just that next you’ll be asking me about my cat,” he said. “Of course, Ishmael kills, but it’s his nature to hunt.”

“Honestly, Mr. Meaker, I wasn’t going to say a thing about your cat.”

“Oh, that always comes next,” Joseph said. “It never fails.”

“Well, I just didn’t even think about the cat.”

“After all, the cat doesn’t have any guns or anything. I’d like to see one of these brave hunters catch a rat barehanded! With a rat’s teeth on their bare skin?” Joseph gave a snort, “They’d be in some nice shape.”

“I like cats myself. I’d even own one, if we didn’t have a dog.”

“It never fails,” said Joseph Meaker. “First people ask you if you’re a vegetarian, and then they ask you how come you own a cat.”

“Not me, Mr. Meaker.”

“Joseph. I don’t know why you call me Mr. Meaker.”

“Joseph, then — I think Siamese cats are absolutely beautiful, I honestly do. They’re using them in advertisements more and more, you know.”

“I’ve often wondered what I’d do if one of those hunters killed Ishmael by accident. It could happen, too.”

“I bet you’d kill him! Wouldn’t that be something!”

“I don’t belleve in killing.”

“But I bet you’d be so upset, you’d just — ”

Joseph he! a I and up. “No. No. I’d never be that upset. No, I don’t know what I’d do.”

“What work you do?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’d try to find out his most vulnerab’e spot. Then I’d work on that. Find a way to hurt him through that.”

“You could hex him, maybe,” Miriam Spencer giggled. “Maggie told us you’re studying hexerei. You could put a hex on him!”

Joseph forced a thin smile. “Yes.”

“I wish you’d tell me about hexes.”

“Oh,” Joseph said, “it sounds more exciting than it is.” He knew what Miriam Spencer imagined she would hear: about demons and witches and spells cast and superstitions, the part that had very little to do with what Joseph was researching.

“Please tell me something about your work,” she said. Joseph glanced again at his watch. Nearly nine-thirty. He would have to drive to Doylestown for the Sunday newspaper, but the stand was not open before eleven. Joseph looked across the table at Miriam Spencer, a good look at her; he had not bothered really to see her before now. He saw what he had fully expected to see: a countenance that spelled out for him the certainty that they had not one single thing in common, save for the insurmountable fact that they were prisoners of the downstairs. He did not even dislike Miriam Spencer, which might have helped; he simply felt trapped by his own indifference, and by a monotony that might continue for another three hours. Slowly, Joseph Meaker looked away from that face, turning his eyes to the window and the fields outside, needled by rain, grey, lonely-looking; and slowly he could bring himself to conjure up a different countenance, familiar, unique; and stirring his coffee in an absent-minded gesture, he began to tell Varda about hexerei.

“Hexerei has a tradition that can be traced back to the early Christian arts of the catacombs,” he began. “The four- and six- and fourteen-pointed figures hinge around the lily, even the utilization of the lily seed pod is — ”

Miriam Spencer leaned forward, practising an expression of absorption.

2

The sun came out in the afternoon, a brisk November wind with it. Maggie took one of the folding summer chairs to the backyard, wrapped up in her heavy car coat, carrying her clipboard and several sharp pencils, a Bloody Mary, and the Picks material. She was going to write a commercial.

Inside the house, Miriam Spencer was spending the afternoon napping over the Times fashion ads in the guest room, and Tom Spencer was in and out of the bathroom, vomiting into the toilet. Joseph worked in his study for a while on material relating to European Seventeenth Century tulip symbolism and its connection with the Trinity. Ishmael sat on the file cabinet watching him and purring, and once in the midst of a paragraph Joseph was writing on sgraffito ware, he put down his pencil and wondered why he had married Maggie. He did not want to deal with the surface reasons this time (that he had been lonely, that he had found her physically attractive, that they had more or less formed the habit of being together a lot, so why not marry her?). This tune he wanted to know, not what was manifest knowledge, but what the motivation was. He had met Maggie the only way a man like Joseph would ever meet a woman like Maggie, by living across the hall from her. Their apartments were the only two on the third floor of the small brownstone on 94th Street, and it was unavoidable that they could meet by the elevator often, ring one another’s doorbells during small crises — fuses blown, heat off, a burglary upstairs and ultimately have a drink together. In those days, Joseph still drank. Her stories of the advertising world had amused him in those days, too. They had laughed together a lot, and the first time Joseph had ever made love to her, he had been rather amazed to discover she was not at all sure of herself, but shy somehow, her confidence returning only afterwards, once she had lit a cigarette, brushed her hair back from her face, and sat up. Then she was normal Maggie. It had always annoyed Joseph how she talked about it afterwards, like a football player or a bridge addict, reliving the game in every detail. Joseph told himself his impatience with her at those times was due to the fact he was no longer a young man, and along with middle-age he had acquired the predictable intolerance of others’ foibles. But neither was Maggie a young woman, and there was that to tell himself, too.

After Varda, when he had been graduated from the University and gone East to get his doctorate, Joseph had been involved with several women. He had made love with a black-haired girl who had a slight moustache and who never took off her slip — a graduate student studying anthropology. The affair had dragged on for a year; and after her, others. A nurse who roomed near Columbia; a German professor he had met at a faculty party, who always put a stack of marching songs on the phonograph before they took down her Hide-A-Bed; and three or four other women, less easy to distinguish. Suddenly Joseph was thirty-six, and Maggie, across the room from him was saying, “Why don’t we give it a try? Lord, as it is, we practically live together.”

Had marriage happened to other people in the same random way? Unmarried people at 36, 37, 38, who suddenly leaped headlong into something they somehow had avoided for years, with someone they knew less well than girls they had known ten years ago? Was that moment of their marriage — the moment when it became a fact — the same for them as for Joseph? He had thought of it as being “the hour of lead”; he had read in a poem somewhere about such a moment, “the freezing and the numbness — then the letting go.” He had remembered himself a very young man wondering about such a day far off in the future, about his bride, who she would be and what it would be like, and how on earth it would all be accomplished and then happily ever after, and that young man that he had been, broke his heart to remember. Was everyone disillusioned, whether they had married at 21 or 36? Or was it that, for Joseph, disillusionment itself was an illusion?

There were no answers that Sunday afternoon, only the facts, and across from him, the eyes of Ishmael watching him. Pitying him, maybe? Ishmael had known Joseph for ten years. Had he always pitied Joseph?

“You know me,” Joseph said to the cat. “Tell me what I’m like.”

He reached out and picked up the cat, and held him close to his face. He remembered something Maggie had said once about Joseph caring for no other living creature in the whole world really, but that Siamese cat! To Joseph, it was a fair statement.
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Maggie had shouted at everyone to come downstairs and hear the commercial. White-faced, trembling while he picked up his cup of coffee from the saucer, Tom Spencer sat in the rocking chair in the living room, his wife on the hassock at his feet. Joseph leaned against the doorway between the living room and the kitchen, and Maggie stood in the centre of the rug.

“Testing, testing — one! two! three!” she said. “Now, no kidding, I want everyone’s frank opinion on this, and don’t spare the rod. Okay?”

“Go to it!” Tom Spencer said weakly.

“I can’t wait,” Miriam Spencer said.

Acting out both parts, Maggie read her first Pick commercial.

ANNOUNCER: Ladies and gentleman. Pick cigarettes bring you three minutes of uninterrupted silence. (Momentary pause; then:)

GIRL’S VOICE: (in a whisper) You mean we’re not supposed to talk?

ANNOUNCER: (whispering back) Not during a Pick commercial.

GIRL’S VOICE: (whispers all the way through) How can you sell Pick cigarettes if you don’t talk about them?

ANNOUNCER: (whispering all the way through, too) The public is tired of noisy commercials. They’re irritating. That’s why Pick cigarettes have bought silence. Now, shhhhh!

GIRL’S VOICE: You mean you’re not going to say anything about Pick cigarettes being unfiltered, and giving the smoker the enjoyment he used to get from cigarettes? Mild, mellow — 

ANNOUNCER: Will you please be quiet? People know all that about Picks. People everywhere are picking Picks. We don’t need to sell Picks! Shhhhh, now. GIRL’S VOICE: Gee, Picks taste so good though. ANNOUNCER: Shhhhh.

GIRL’S VOICE: I love to talk about Picks! It’s like reminiscing about the past, about the old days when — 

ANNOUNCER: Shhhhh!

GIRL’S VOICE: When cigarettes used to taste this good. When — 

ANNOUNCER: Please, you’ll irritate the public!

GIRL’S VOICE: I was just going to say, when there weren’t commercials irritating the public, those old days; that’s what Pick makes me think of!

ANNOUNCER: Will you be quiet please, Miss?

GIRL’S VOICE: Can’t I ever say anything? Not even Picks?

ANNOUNCER: Eventually, but not now. Shhhhh.

GIRL’S VOICE: Well, when, for heaven’s sake?

ANNOUNCER: Now!

GIRL’S VOICE: (no longer a whisper) Pick Picks!

“Maggie, no kidding, you’re colossal!” Tom Spencer was on his feet, rushing across to congratulate Maggie, colour coming back to his face, “Colossal!”

“That’s the word all right. Colossal!” Miriam Spencer said.

“Colossal,” Joseph said in a dull voice. He had not meant it to sound dull; he had wanted to go along with everyone’s mood; it had just come out flat.

Maggie said to him, “Thanks for your vote of confidence, Joseph. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Reaching for her Bloody Mary from the mantle of the fireplace, “On second thought, I know exactly what I’d do without you — I’d soar!”

“I wish I could think of things like that to say when Tom and I are squabbling,” said Miriam Spencer.

“You’d better not,” her husband told her. He laughed, crossed over and slapped Joseph on the back. “When I was a serious young fellow in Cornell, I wanted to be an anthropologist one year. Maggie ever tell you that? I wanted to be a scientist, go out in the bush and do research. I bet Maggie never told you that, Joseph.”

“I might have,” said Maggie, “if we ever talked together about anything.”

“What changed your mind?” said Joseph.

“Hmmm?” Tom Spencer looked blank.

“About being an anthropologist?”

“Oh that! Well, I guess I just grew up. Hell, I don’t mean that the way it sounds. I just mean — well, I changed my mind. My point was, not everyone in advertising is stupid. In a way, an ad man has to be something of a psychologist. Figure out what gets people, you know, Joseph? Hell, Maggie’s ad is a real gas! People’ll talk about it!”

“Yes,” Joseph said, “I agree.” He did not know why it was always like this when he was around Maggie’s friends; it was as though they thought he disapproved of them and Maggie, and they were impelled to apologize for themselves, or defend themselves; and once a rather bull-faced husband of one of Maggie’s old girl friends had taken Joseph aside and said, “You know, fellow, a lot of us who are close to Maggie think you’re a damn lucky guy.” Joseph could never think of anything to answer at times like that, but it always set him wondering about friendship. He had never been able to accomplish friendship. Had he ever tried? In college he had lived across the hall from an Indian student, in the boarding house assigned to foreign students and out-of-staters (Joseph was from Vermont) and a few times he had visited the Indian in his room. He was curious about India, and he would ask questions about it, but the Indian was obsessed with America’s popular songs, and could talk about little else. “I sing you a new ‘pop',” he would grin at Joseph, and then he would keep Joseph there while he went through one after the other, off-key, giggling fitfully at intervals, then launching onto yet another. “I dun vant her, you kin haf her, she doo fat for me, she doo fat for me, she doo fat for — ” And Joseph had known a student from Joplin, Missouri whom he had met in his statistics class; they had gone for coffee together from time to time, but the boy stuttered badly and was even less inspired at conversation than Joseph, so that often they sat over their coffee in silence — a silence which was emphasized by the sounds of collegiate congeniality around them. There were other acquaintances, of course, and Joseph often went to dinner at his professors’ homes, but he had no knack for intimacy with members of his own sex, nor did he ever think of women as friends. Certainly Varda belonged to no one category like that. One Easter he had coloured a hardboiled egg for her, and in ancient script around it he had lettered VARDA IS! And so she was — the world, perhaps, but not a friend. When Joseph left Missouri to study in the East, and ultimately to teach at a private school in Manhattan and work on various research projects, he found himself even less inclined to meaningless socializing. Often he drank by himself, but he brought that habit to an abrupt halt when he began blacking-out, when there were mornings he awoke with blood on his shirt, or a bruise of some kind on his person; or on the bureau where he left his change, a match folder from a strange bar he could not even remember being in. Those incidents were like nightmares to him, and after one of half a dozen, Joseph gave up alcohol altogether. Within a few months from his swearing-off, he took Maggie up on her proposal of marriage. When Maggie told him it was up to him to produce a best man for the ceremony, Joseph asked his dentist. He had had a great deal of trouble with his teeth the year preceding his marriage, and he had come to know Dr. Saperstein rather well, though they had never once seen one another outside of Saperstein’s office. At least, Joseph could think of no one else with whom he had talked so often; so he had put the proposition to Saperstein, adding that he hoped the doctor would not mind giving up a Saturday afternoon for such a purpose. It had surprised Joseph that his dentist had seemed very embarrassed and even slightly irritated, but Saperstein showed up dutifully at four o’clock at the church, and after the ceremony he presented Joseph with a tiny gold stickpin he had made himself, from the gold he used for fillings. It was Joseph’s sole wedding gift — the others were all from Maggie’s friends, intended for her, but presented to Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Meaker.
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