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loading up a spoon and finishing it bit by bit, and then taking an-
other spoonful and another—one kind of pleasure, enhanced by
stealth and guilt, when it is someone else’s carton, someone else’s
homie in the middle of the night, another kind when it’s her own
and she carries her bowl, in full light, to the couch before the tele-
vision in the living room, Forbidden youthful passion and domestic
married love, something like that, anyway, if you want to extrapo-
late. If you want to begin with the ice-cream dishes licked clean by
a girl who is now the old woman past all usefulness, closing her
eyes at the first taste. If you want to make a metaphor out of her
lifelong cravings, something she is not inclined to do. Pleasure is
pleasure. A remnant of strawberries, a young man’s hands, a new-
born in your arms, or your own child’s changing face. Your lips to
the familiar stubble of your husband’s cheek. Your tongue to the
last vein of fudge in the empty carton. Pleasure is pleasure. If you
have an appetite for it, you'll find there’s plenty. Plenty to satisfy
you—lick the back of the spoon. Take another, and another.
Plenty. Never enough.

Alice Munro

50

Floating Bridge

ONE TIME, she had left him. The immediate reason was fairly
trivial. He had joined a couple of the Young Offenders (“Yo-yos”
~ was what he called them) in gobbling up a gingerbread cake she
* had just made, and had been intending to serve after a meeting that
“evening. Unobserved—at least by Neal and the Yo-yos—she had
left the house and gone to sit in a three-sided shelter on the main
. street, where the city bus stopped twice a day. She had never been
. in there before, and she had a couple of hours to wait. She sat and
" read everything that had been written on or cut into those wooden
walls. Various initials loved each other 4 ever. Laurie G. sucked
© cock. Dunk Cultis was a fag. So was Mr. Garner (Math).
Eat Shit. H.W. Gange rules. God hates filth. Kevin S. Is Dead
. meat. Amanda W is beautiful and sweet and I wish they did not put
- her in jail because 1 miss her with all my heart. [ want to fuck V.P.
" Ladies have to sit here and read this disgusting dirty things what
. you write. Fuck them,

Looking at this barrage of human messages—and puzzling in
particular over the heartfelr, very neatly written sentence con-
cerning Amanda W—Jinny wondered if people were alone when
they wrote such things. And she went on to imagine herself sit-
ting here or in some similar place, waiting for a bus, alone as she
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| ' i ; just th he liked to wear his
would surely be if she went ahead with the plan she was set More likely it was a transplant. Or just the way

on now. Would she be compelled to make statements on public
walls?

;1.1.3%1‘;(0u couldn’t ask him. He came from Syria or Jordan—-—so‘m.t;-
ﬁlace where doctors kept their dignity. His courtes‘les were frl’jgl .
.' “Now,” he said, “I do not wish to give a wiong impression.”
’ ‘She went out of the air-conditioned building into t.he stunning
glare of a late afternoon, in August, in Ontario. S-ometlmes tl}e su;
burned through, sometimes it stayed behind' thin clouc.is——;t wth
: just as hot either way. She saw the car detach lts?lf from its place ‘1
the curb and make its way down the strc?et to pick her up. Ilt wfi S‘t
light-blue, shimmery, sickening co!.or. LxghFcr Elue wher;: Bzve X
.'épots had been painted over. Its stickers sald’,’ I Kn‘(‘)w e
Wreck But You Should See My House,” and Hf)flOl K‘;
Mother—Earth,” and (this was more recent) “Use Pesticide—k1
.Weeds, Promote Cancer.”
- Neal came around to help her. o
. “She’s in the car)” he said. There was an eager note In his voxc;
‘which registered vaguely as a warning f)r a ple?l. A lbuzz arov;:s
‘him, a tension, that told Jinny it wasn't time to give him he; ni[ e;
if “news” was what you'd call it. When Ne.al was a.rounh o ;d
'p.eoplc, even one person other than .jin.ny, hl-S l?ehav.xox C al:gno;
_becoming more animated, enthusiastic, ingratiating. Jinny wa et
‘bothered by that anymore—they had been togc‘ther fior tw:dti'o
~ one years. And she herself changed—a? a reafztloz'l, she us 0
think—becoming more reserved and slightly ironic. Some 1; -
‘querades were necessary, or just too habitual to be dropped. Li :
‘Neal’s antique appearance—the bandanna headband., ;her lizut;gle
- gray ponytail, the little gold earring that caught the ixg tli
- gold rims around his teeth, and his shaggy outlaw clothes. -
While Jinny had been seeing the doctor, Neal ha.d l;-i-cn p:(; Hi

- up the girl who was going to help them with their life no d
“knew her from the Correctional Institute for Young Offenders,
where he was a teacher and she had worked in the kitchen. The

She felt herself connected at present to those people who had
had to write certain things down-—connected by her feelings of
anger and petty outrage (perhaps it was petty?), and by her excite--
ment at what she was doing to Neal, to pay him back. It occurred
to her that the life she was carrying herself into might not give her
anybody to be effectively angry at, or anybody who owed her any-
thing, who could possibly be rewarded or punished or truly af. .
fected by what she might do. She was not, after all, somebod
people flocked to. And yet she was choosy, in her own way. :

The bus was still not in sight when she got up and walked..
home. Neal was not there. He was returning the boys to the school, -
and by the time he got back, somebody had already arrived for the
meeting. She told Neal what she'd done, but only when she was -
well over it and it could be turned into a joke. In fact, it became a -

Jjoke she told in company-~-leaving out or Just describing in a gen-
eral way the things she'd read on the walls. '

“Would you ever have thought to come after me?” she said to
Neal.

“Of course. Given time”

THE ONCOLOGIST had a priestly demeanor and even wore a black
turtleneck shirt under a white smock—an outfit that suggested he
had just come from some ceremonial mixing and dosing. His skin

was young and smooth—it looked like butterscotch. On the dome.
of his head, there was Just a faint black growth of hair, a delicate
sprouting, very like the fuzz Jinny was sporting herself, though hers
was brownish-gray, like mouse fur. At first, Jinny had wondered *
if he could possibly be a patient as well as a doctor. Then, whether
he had adopted this style to make the patients more comfortable,
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“short supply. Neal thought of everything. He lmng up some hfaavy
_curtains that were discards from a friends family room. Jlf’lllY
. thought them very ugly, but she knew now that there comes a m?:
when ugly and beautiful serve pretty much the same purpose,
“when anything you look at is just a peg to hang the unruly sensa-
i ir body on.
: ita(?i_llsinOrfyyi:as fort;y—two, and until recently she had looked youn}:gecll'
_than her age. Neal was sixteen yeats older. than she was. So s}?e t;e
) thought that in the natural course of thu_}gs she W(?uld be mh y
: .'position he was in now, and she had sometimes \.vorrl.ed aboult o y
she would manage it. Once, when she was holding his hand in bed
before they went to sleep, his warm and Present hand, she ha
thought that she would hold or touch this hand, at least or;lc.c,
“when he was dead. And no matter how long she had fores?ecn this,
-.she would not be able to credit it. To think of his not l.mvmg some
.. Iknowledge of this moment and of her brought on a kind of emo-
_ tional vertigo, the sense of a horrid drop. - iy
- And yet—an excitement. The unspeakable excitement you el‘
“‘when a galloping disaster promises to release you from all responj;
bility for your own life. Then from shame you must compose you

Correctional Institute was just outside the town where they lived,

about thirty miles away. The girl had quit her kitchen job a few

months ago and taken a job looking after a farm household wher

the mother was sick. Luckily she was now free. '
“What happened to the woman?” Jinny had said. “Did she

die?”

Neal said, “She went into the hospital *

“Same deal”

NEAL HAD sPENT nearly all his spare time, in the years Jinny had
been with him, organizing and carrying out campaigns. Not just
political campaigns (those, too) but efforts to preserve historic
buildings and bridges and cemeteries, to keep trees from being cu
down both along the town streets and in isolated patches of old
forest, to save rivers from poisonous runoff and choice land from -
developers and the local population from casinos. Letters and peti-
tions were always being written, government departments lobbied
posters distributed, protests organized. The front room of their..
house had been the scene of rages of indignation (which gave
people a lot of satisfaction, Jinny thought) and of confused propo-
sitions and arguments, and Neal’s nervy buoyancy. Now it was sud-
denly emptied. The front room would become the sickroom. It -
made her think of when she first walked into the house, straight -
from her parents’ split-level with the swag curtains, and imagined
all those shelves filled with books, wooden shutters on the win-
dows, and those beautiful Middle Eastern rugs she always forgot
the name of, on the varnished floor. On the one bare wall, the
Canaletto print she had bought for her room at college—Lord
Mayor’s Day on the Thames. She had actually put that up, though
she never noticed it anymore.
They rented a hospital bed—they didn’t really need it yet, but it
was better to get one while you could, because they were often in

“self, and stay very quiet. .
 “Where are you going?” he had said, when she withdrew her

~hand. 5
“No place. Just turning over. . .

She didn’t know if Neal had any such feeling, now that it 'had
‘turned out to be her. She had asked him if he was used to the idea

‘ yet. He shook his head.

She said, “Me neither” . -
Then she said, “Just don’t let the Grief Counsellors in. ‘They

i .
ing t y tive
“could be hanging around already. Wanting to make a preemp

“i ) . h 1 »* o d ..
on't harrow me, lle sal s 111 4 VOICC ()f rare ;111ge[.

“Sorry.”
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: . . : . I} the win-
. . N . - ned kind—just roll down a
You don't always have to take the lighter view? "*We've got the old-fashio !
) » : H : dows.” R
1 know,” she said, Bgt the fact was that, with s<') much going o.n hev made at the next corner was one Jinny had not
and present events grabbing so much of her attention, she found it . The turn they m: he hospital,” Neal said. Helen’s sister
A ; I the nos .
hard to take any view at all. expected, “We have to go to o to pick up. Isnt
" works there, and she’s got something Helen wants to p
_that right, Helen?” p ;
N - . . . a et oo shoes., .
“Tuis 1s HELEN,” Neal said. “This is who is going to look after - Helen said, “Yeah. MY,gN I looked up at the mirror. “Miss
— - p ? Neal loo
us from now on. She won't stand for any nonsense, cither.  “Helens good shoes .
. ’ ek
“Good for her,” said Jinny. She put out her hand, once she was - Helen Rosic’s good shoes.

T as if it was
i il mi ; : M A Rosie.” said Helen. It seemed
settled in the car. But the girl might not have seen it, low down be-. . “My name’s not Helen Rosie,

tween the two front seats, not the first time she had said this.

? Neal

Or she might not have known what to do. Neal had said that ~ “Ljust call you that because you have such a rosy faces” N
she came from an unbelievable situation, an absolutely barbaric : said.
family. Things had gone on that you could not imagine going on in ~~ “I have not.” ' . . : 've got
this day and age. An isolated farm, 2 widower—a tyrannic%l, de- . “You do. Doesn't she,jlr'my? _Im,r’:y agrees with me-—you've g
ranged, incestuous old man-—with a mentally deficient daughter a rosy face. Miss Helen Roswﬁl':a(:e. A had also noticed her
and the two girl children. Helen, the older one, who had run away - The girl did have tender pink skm.i;nn(‘:ji bab ~wool hair, and
at the age of fourteen after beating up on the old man, had been nearly white lashes and eyebrows, her lonk ¥ tY just the normal
sheltered by a neighbor, who phoned the police. And then the po- " her mouth, which had an-odfﬁy naked look, n;) t l_:e_e ook was
lice had come and got the younger sister and made both children "look of a mouth without lipstick. A fresh-out-of- &

: . . ‘eci final
wards of the Children’s Aid. The old man and his daughter——that . what she had, as if one layer of skin were ;EIH I:zlesyggl’ec:gerashes
is, the children’s father and their mother—were both placed in a growth of coarser, grown-up hair. She mustd Pi) Su'sef o get sores
psychiatric hospital. Foster parents took Helen and her sister, who, - and infections, quick to Sh.ow scrapes 3}“ n;;'te, lashes, Jinny
were mentally and physically normal. They were sent t6 school and - -around the mouth and sties b'etween 1erldW ere bro,ad she
had a miserable time there, having to start first grade in their teens. - - thought. Yet she didn’t look frail. Her shoulders w ,

S, : : , she
But they both learned enough to be employable. * was lean but big-boned. Sh_e didn’t I?Ok Stu(:nd', elg::;? ‘tt};:;;‘g l:m;st
When Neal had started the car up, the givl decided to speak. : * had a head-on expression ?Ik{'} acalfsora ?ers. 1 tgc whole of
“You picked a hot enough day to be out in,” she said. It was the *be right on the surface WIt,h her, her atte_nlzlon 'allnocent and—to
sort of thing she might have heard people say, to start a conversa- her personality coming straight at you, with an 1
tion. She spoke in a hard, flat tone of antagonism and distrust, but Jinny-—a disagreeable power.. £ the hospital, then, follow-
even that, Jinny knew by now, should not be taken personally. I They drove up to the main doors o “; ESPk‘ i;’eople’ in hos-
was just the way some people sounded—particularly country * ing Helen’ directions, SWARE :fround ‘t‘O t\]e lail 'come outside to
people-—in this part of the world. pital dressing gowns, some trailing their 1.V, ha

“If you’re hot, you can turn the air-conditioner on,” Neal said. smoke.
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name, Helen? What’s your sister’s name?”
“Muriel,” said Helen. “Stop here. O.XX. Here”

shut tight. Helen was getting out of the car.

“You know how to find your way in?"” Neal said.
(‘Easy.”

Neal was laughing,
uG ) : 11:: h -d
o get ’em, girll” he said.
“Isn’t there any other way?” said Jinny.
Helen had run up to the third floor and disappeared.
“If there is, she ain’t a-gonna use it,” Neal said.
“Full of gumption,” said Jinny, with an effort.

all the gumption she could get””

and began to fan herself,

“You’re fine. There’s nobody around here anyway,”

“The doctor I saw today wasn’t the same one 1'd seen before. I
think this one was more important. The funny ching was he had a
scalp that looked about like mine. Maybe he does it to
tients at ease.”

She meant to go on and tell him what the doctor had said, but

“Helen’s sister works in the laundry,” Neal said. “What's her

They were in a parking lot at the back of a wing of the hospital.
There were no doors on the ground floor except a loading door,

The fire escape stopped four or five feet above the ground, but -
she was able to grab hold of the railing and swing herself up,
maybe wedging a foot against a loose brick, in a matter of seconds. .

“Otherwise she’d never have broken out,” he said. “She needed -

Jinny was wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat. She took it oft

Neal said, “Sorry. There doesn’t seem to be any shade to-
park in.” .
“Do I'look too startling?” Jinny said. He was used to her asking
that.

put the pa- -

the fanning took up most of her energy. He watched the building, _'
“I hope to Christ they didn’t haul her up for getting in the -

Wl()llg way he Sa[(‘. :;lle 18 JUSE TIC it a ga] (8] Wh(nli tl[e 1u| ere
s ¢ f €5 Wi
j

 After several minutes, he let out a whistle. y .
“Here she comes now. Here-she-comes. Headin down -

homestretch. Will she, will she, will she han: enough'liellasc ttil :) . ep
- before she jumps? Look before she leaps? Will she, will she—
. Nope. Unh-unh.”
" “Helen had no shoes in her hand?. Sh o e
banged the door shut and said, “Stuplfi_‘ldlots. F;lSt ge L{Phwe .
and this asshole gets in my way. Where's your tag: \,(03 go}t :t O o
~tag. | seen you come in off the fire escape, you canth ,0 t ;:1 0 - .he;
~ OK., I gotta see my sister, You can't see her now, shes it L
" break. I know that. That’s why I come in off the fire tlascaplt?;n Jnot
" need to pick something up. I don't \\"ant to talk' to mr;}%]l -
- goin’ to take up her time. I just gotta pick something upil ‘M:WM
can't. Well, T can. Well, you can’t. And then [ start to holler ,

| i -ees in there.
" Muriel. All their machines goin’. It’s two hundred degrees in -
. can she hear me or not. But she com:

She got into the car and

I don’t know where she is, ' she
7 e 5aYS
tearing out and as soon as she sees me—Oh, shit. Oh, shit, s Y5,

1.went and forgot. She forgot. T phoned her up last ni,ghtbanii ;t;
‘minded her, but there she is. Shit, she forgot. I could’ve et:.: o
' .up Now you get out, he says. Go downstairs and out, Not by
escape, because it’s illegal. Piss on him.” o .
Neal was laughing and laughing and shaking his head. _
Jinny said, “Could we just start driving now and get some ai
“don’t thi ing is dof f good.”
don’t think fanning is doing a lot o ‘

“Rine” said Neal, and started the car and back‘ed and tu;-m;i
around, and once more they were passing the famllfar fronF o hteir
.hospital with the same or different smokers par.ad?ng by int e
"Idreary hospital clothes with their LV.s. “Helen will just have to
us where to go.” ) )

He called into the back seat, “Helen.

“What?”

fire

rf
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“Which way do we t -
: urn now to get : sster |i : , .
get to where your sister lives? - ~and brassy in the sky. Neal swung the car onto a street lined with

Where your shoes are.”
heavy old trees, and somewhat more respectable houses.

“We're not goin’ ; ) . i
done me one fa%ornan?tltf’lsreilszzhs’?Ii:llel?mt telhfng you. You . “Better here?” he said to Jinny. “More shade for you?” He
she could, pushing her head between I‘\iea!’s seaiaar:: o fo,rward a - spoke in a lowered, confidential tone, as if what was going on in
They slowed down, turned inito a side street "Thi::?ngj&” e the car c?uld be set a‘31de fora mom.ent. ?t was all nonsense.
said. “You’re going thirty miles away, and you ;ni h s stlly,” Neal : “Taking the scenic route,” he said, pitching his voice agam to-
here for a while. You might need th ’ b4 g t not get bi.le' ‘ward the back seat. “Taking the scenic route today, courtesy of
ght need those shoes.” No answer, He tried “Miss Helen Rosie-Face.”

again. “Or don’t you know the way? Don’
here?” yeDon'tyou know the way fron}_- - “Maybe we ought to just go on,” Jinny said. “Maybe we ought

110 just go on home.”
Helen broke in, almost shouting. "I don’t want to stop nobody

“So we’re just goin - :
2 to have to drive around and a i ' . "
get ready to tell us.” round till you from getting home.

“Iknow it, but 'm not telling”

They were driving through a ) “Then you can just give me some directions,” Neal said. He was
seen before. They drove verg B P lart Ofi town that Jinny had not  trying hard to get his voice under control, to get some ordinary so-
that hardly any breeze went 3}; OWhy and made frequent turns, so briety into it. And to banish the smile, which kept slipping back in
discount stores, pawnshops «t‘CfOL;g Cthe car. & E‘O&.l’dedﬂup factory, “place no matter how often he swallowed it. '
above barred ’\ ind ps. “Cash, Cash, Cash,” said a flashing sign . Half a slow block more, and Helen groaned. “If 1 got to, [ guess
oot i o x;m ows. But there were houses, disreputable-- I.got to” she said
ng o uplexes, . . v s .
plexes, and the sort of single wooden houses that - It was not very far that they had to go. They passed a subdivi-

were put up quickly, durin :
g the Second Wo . . . : -
corner store, some children were sucki ;d \)Valr. In front of a - sion, and Neal, speaking again to Jinny, said, “No creek that I can
ngon OPSiC Cs ) . "
Hel i : . ’ see. No estates either.
o~ en ;p()[i{e to Neal. “You're just wasting your gas”’ B Jinny said, “What?”
orth of town?” Neal said. “S : ; , !
! . “South of ? .
cast, west, Helen, tell us swhich is bew” O town? North, south, “Amber Creek Dstates, On the sign. They don’ cate what they
] 3 3 N
expression of conscious, helpless siflsitr; I;_Il-\kal; f?czthefe wasan - say anymore. Nobody even expects them to explain it.”
. » ess, rl1s whole being was in- - T »
vad‘ed. He was brimming with foolish bliss. ' “gu;n, Séldhl;l,?]en'
€ 3y -
You're just stubborn”’ Helen said. o Ae thor rg tk ,
113 . 1,13
You'll see how stubb " t the wreckers,
orn.
“I am, too. I'm just as stubborn as wi , : They went past a wrecking yard, with the car bodies only partly
: ‘T as what you are.” : : s .
It seemed to Jinny that she could f 31( u are. : ~hidden by a sagging tin fence. Then up a hill, and past the gates to 3
cheek, which was so close to hers Ai:d 1 . t};e blaze of Helen' ; gravel pit, which was a great cavity in the center of the hill.
’ . And she i , . )
girl’s breathing, hoarse and thick with cc.)u d certainly hear the “That’s them. That'’s their mailbox up ahead,” Helen called out
’ with exc : . .
some trace of asthma ttement and showing - * with some importance, and when they got close enough, she read
~ out the name. “Matt and June Bergson. That’s them.”

The sun had b .
ad burned through the clouds again. It was still high A couple of dogs came barking down the short drive. One was,
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large and black and one small and tan-colored, puppy-like, They 3
bumbled around at the wheels and Neal sounded the horn. Then -
another dog-—this one more sly and purposeful, with a slick coat -
and bluish spots—slid out of the long grass.

Helen called to them to shut up, to lie down, to piss off. “You..
don't need to bother about any of them but Pinto” she said,
“Them other two’s just cowards.”

They stopped in a wide, ill-defined space, where some gravel
had been laid down, On one side was a barn or implement shed, tin
covered, and over to one side of it, on the edge of a cornfield, an
abandoned farmhouse. The house inhabited nowadays was a trailer,
nicely fixed up with a deck and an awning, and a flower garden be-
hind what looked like a toy fence. The trailer and its garden looked
proper and tidy, while the rest of the property was littered with
things that might have a purpose or might just have been leff
around to rust or rot. " '

Helen had jumped out and was cufting the dogs. But they kept |
on running past her, and jumping and barking at the car, until a-
man came out of the shed and called to them. The threats and .
names he called were not intelligible to Jinny, but the dogs qlueted :
down.

Jinny put on her hat. All this time, she had been holding it in
her hand. '
“They just got to show off,” said Helen. Neal had got out, toog

and was negotiating with the dogs in a resoiute way. The man from-
the shed came toward them. He wore a purple Tushirt that was wet -
with sweat, clinging to his chest and stomach. He was fat enough.
to have breasts, and you could see his navel pushing out like a preg-
nant woman’s, :
Neal went to meet him with his hand out. The man slapped his -
own hand on his work pants, laughed, and shook Neals, Jinny
could not hear what they said. A woman came out of the trailer
and opened the toy gate and latched it behind her.

“Muriel went and forgot she was supposed to bring my shoes, )
Helen called to her. T phoned her up and everything, but she went
'and forgot anyway, so Mr. Lockley brought me out to get them.”

.. The woman was fat, too, though not as fat as her husband. She
wore a pink muumuu with Aztec suns on it, and her hair was
:.streaked with gold. She moved across the gravel with a composed
and hospitable air. Neal turned and introduced himself, then

-brought her to the car and introduced Jinny.
“Glad to meet you,” the woman said. “You're the lady that isn t

jvery well?”
(1% ¢ kL] : 1
'm Q.IL.,” said Jinny. - _ :
“Well, now you're here, you better come inside. Come 11 ou
of this heat.” ' o
- The man had come closer. “We got the air-conditioning n
there,” he said. He was inspecting the car, and his expression was
S L
enial but disparaging,.
. - .
“We just came to pick up the shoes,” Jinny said.
. 37 M
- “You got to do more than that, now you're here, said the
‘woman, June, laughing as if the idea of their not coming in was 3
. : _ 43
“scandalous joke. “You come in and rest yourselves.
. “We wouldn't like to disturb your supper,” Neal said.
o - 11
. “We had it already,” said Matt. “We eat early.
“But there’s all kinds of chili left,” said June. “You have to come
‘in and help clean up that chili.”
. Jinny said, “Oh, thank you. But I don't think [ could eat any-
‘thing. [ don’t feel like eating anything when it’s this hot”
©: “Then you better drink something, instead,” June said. We got
gmger ale, Coke. We got peach schnapps.”
LH
©. “Beer;” Matt said to Neal. “You like a Blue? .
. Jinny waved at Neal, asking him to come close to her window.
“[ can’t do it,” she said. “Just tell them I can’t” ’
b : b . 1]
. “You know you'll hurt their feelings,” he whispered. They’re

trying to be nice.”
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1 y 1d it could never come to
o eant” body she had to have around the house, ai d

“anything. The boy’s time would be up, he'd go away. N
So would this time be up. It shouldn’t matter: SlTe l1accii to Wo
“You'd be O.K. once you got inside. The air-conditioning re- “der if it would have mattered le:ss yesterday than it chd}tot Sagre .
wlly would do you gaod” .. She got out of the car, leaving tl-.le door open s0 dt 1a e o
Jumy just shook her head. '. hang on to the inside handle. Anytllnng o‘n the outside wl-} 00 b
L straightened up. to hang on to for any length of_ time. She had to se;: i she o
teady. Then she walked a lictle, in the shade. Some o t.te o
eaves were already going yellow. Some were alrealey lyrmghonard
He turned back to Jinny with a hard smile. He seemed to he “ground. She looked out from the shade at jan the things Z]t;l : r:]anu;
desolate and angry. *You sure you'll be OK.7” he said for the oth- A dented delivery van with both headlights go;e ar: e e
ers to hear, “Sure? You don’t mind if 1 go in for a littde while?” - on the side painted out. A baby’s stroller that the dogs 11 s
L be fine” sad Jinny. g he seat out of, a load of firewood du_m-ped but not stacﬂeca,ns -
He put one hand on Helen’s shoulder and one on June’s shoul  of huge tires, a great number of plastic jugs and Solme.o cans and
der, walking them companionably toward the trailer, Matt smiled picces of old lumber and a couple of orange p ;st}lc: speople
at Jinny curiously, and followed. This time, when he calied the “crumpled up by the wall of the shed. What alot o tllmgh;)r P
dogs to come after him, Jinny could make out their names. . - - could find themselves in charge of, As _]lfll‘ly had been inc ngews-
Goober. Sally. Pinto. all those photographs, official letters, minutes of mec'tmcgis, e
paper clippings, a thousand categories that s‘he had devise dan er( :
been putting on disk when she had to go into chemo an flv “}r'n
thing got taken away. All those tldﬁngs might end up being thro
: ring at. As all this might, if Mate died.
o waveir" -lg ('):‘%-F’Iflili:acomﬁeldias the place she wanted to get to. "[,‘he co:l*n “;:
Earlier today, driving along the highway from the town where higher than her head now, mayb_e higher than Neal’s ht;o;he
thiey lived, they had stopped at a roadside stand and bought some wanted to get into the shade of .lt. She made he;l w;x(y SOd  the
carly apples. Jinny got one out of the bag at her feet and took yard with this one thought in mind. The dogs, than ,
small bite—more or less to see if she could taste and swallow it and have been taken inside. ' T
hold it in her stomach. It was all right The apple was firm and tar  There was no fence. The corn ﬁell d just petere | ou o the
but not too tart, and if she took small bites and chewed seriobsfy" yard. She walked straight ahead 1nt<? it, onto the narrow Eer Do
e aould manage i tween two rows. The leaves flapped in her face and against dd
like streamers of oilcloth. She had to remove her hat, s they I:wtmld
before. It would be over some boy at the school. A mention of the. not knock it off. Each stalk had its cob, like a baby 1n a shroud.
name in an ofthand, even belittling wa

. . t
y. A mushy look, an apolo There was a strong, almost sickening smell of vegetable growth, 0
getic yet somehow defiant bit of giggling, But that was never any

He bent closer. “You know what it looks like if you don’t.”
‘(You go',’

“Jinny thinks she better just stay in the car and rest here in the
shade,” Neal said. “But I wouldn’t mind a Blue, actually”

THE CAR WAS PARKED under a row of willow trees. These trees
were big and old, but their leaves were thin and
shade. Still, to be alone was a great relief,

She'd seen Neal like this—or something like this—a few tin_lf:&'

green starch and hot sap.
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- Then a door opened, she heard the dogs barking anld Matl:
yelling, and the door slammed shut. She pus.hed her way tlrmtlhgat
stalks and feaves, in the direction of that noise. ‘it turned 01'1t ‘
she had not gone far at all. She had been stumbling around in on
s:ﬁali corner of the field, the whole time.

. Matt waved at her and warned off the dogs.

 “Tyon’t be scairt of them, don't be scairt,” he called. H;:. ‘wss
going toward the car just as she was, though frf)m anoth.er 1}1: )
tion. As they got closer to each other, he spoke in a lower, perhap

What she had intended to do, once she got in there, was lie .
down. Lie down in the shade of these large, coarse leaves and not-
come out till she heard Neal calling her. Perhaps not even then. But -
the rows were too close together to permit that, and she was too
busy thinking to take the trouble. She was too angry. '
It was not about anything that had happened recently. She was
remembering how a group of people had been sitting around one
evening on the floor of her living room—or meeting room:
playing one of those serious psychological games. One of those

more intimate, voice.
| < ” He thought
“You shoulda come and knocked on the door” H gl

i - nus-
that she had gone into the corn to have a pee. “I just told your h

b O‘K",
band I'd come out and make sure you're .
:- Jinny said, “P'm fine. Thank you” She got mto_the car but iﬂeft
the door open. He might be insulted if she closed it. Also, she felt

at each of the others. And a white-haired woman nained Addi
Norton, a friend of Neal’, had said, “I hate to tell you this, Jinny,
but whenever I look at you, all I can think of is—Nice Nelly”

Other people had said kinder things to her. “Flower child” or.
“Madonna of the Springs” She happened to know that whoever
said that meant “Manon of the Springs,” but she offered no correc-

tion. She was outraged at having to sit there and listen to people’s
opinions of her,

too weak. »
_+ “He was sure hungry for that chili.
. Who was he talking about?
- Neal. '
' She was trembling and sweating and there was a hum in her
ead, as if a wire were strung between her ears.
s i if you'd like it”
“I could bring you some out if youd '
She shook her head, smiling. He lifted up the bottle of beerin.
his hand-—he seemed to be saluting her.
“Drink?” - 3
.. She shook her head again, still smiling, )
. “Not even a drink of water? We got good water here. ‘ 1
“No, thanks.” If she turned her head and looked at his purple

Everyone was wrong. She was not timid or acquiescent or natu
ral or pure. When you died, of course, these wrong opinions wer
all that was left.

While this was going through her mind, she had done the easi
est thing you can do in a cornfield—got lost. She had stepped ove
one row and then another, and probably got turned around. She
tried going back the way she had come, but it obviously wasn't t}
right way. There were clouds over the sun again, so she couldn’t tell
where west was. And she had not checked which direction she was
going when she entered the field, anyway, so that would not have
helped. She stood still and heard nothing but the corn whisp
away, and some distant traffic.

Her heart was pounding just like any heart that had years and
years of life ahead of it, E

navel, she would gag. - -
“You hear about this fellow going out the door with a jar of

o L < dad
horseradish in his hand?” he said in a changed voice. “And his d
o o
says to him, ‘Where you goin’ with that horseradish?
“‘Going to get a horse,’ he says.

ering
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“Dad says, ‘You're not goin’ to catch a horse with no horse-
radish.

“Fellow comes back next morning, Nice big horse on a halter.
Puts it in the barn. _
“Next day Dad sees him goin’ out, bunch of branches in his
hand.
“ “What’s them branches in your hand?’
*“Them’s pussy willows—'”
“What are you telling me this for?” Jinny said, almost shaking
“1 don’t want to hear it. It’s too much.” ' sky overhead. The clouds were gone. hat someb.odY was
“What’s the matter now?” Matt said. “All it is is a joke.” -One of the dogs barked halfheartedly, tohsaj tn;:t come over to
Jinny was shaking her head, squeezing her hand over her coming but somebody they knew. They ha ed to her
mouth. 7 ‘bother her when she got out of the caih—the)lz were “? ¢
‘now. They went running out to meet whoever it was, without aty

MATT’S THINKING she had gone into the cornfield to pee h:x]d
made her realize that she actually wanted to. Jinny got 911t of the
‘car, stood cautiously, and spread her legs and lifted her'w1de. cotton
skirt. She had taken to wearing big skirts and no panties this sum-
mer, because her bladder was no longer under perfect control. |

A dark stream trickled away from her through the gravel. The
sun was down now. Evening was coming on, and there was a clear

“Never mind,” he said. “I won'’t take no more of your time.”

He turned his back on her, not even bothering to call to the
dogs.

alarm or excitement. .
idi i Var
It was a boy, or young man, riding a bicycle. He swerved tov

he car and Jinny went round to meet him, a hand on the warnl
fender to support herself. When he spoke to her, she. did not wan
it to be across her puddie. And maybe to distract him from ev.eclll
-_.l_ooking on the ground for such a thing, she spoke furst. She said,
“Hello. Are you delivering something?” o e
-'He laughed, springing off the bike and dropping it to
‘oround, all in one motiorn. )

41 live here” he said. “I'm just getting home from Work:

..+ She thought that she should explain who she was, tell hlm_holw
she came to be here and for how long. But all th‘is was too dlﬂlcuht.
.".Hanging on to the car like this, she must look like somebody who

“had just come out of a wreck. ‘ - .
. %Yeah, I live here,” he said. “But [ work in a restaurant in town.
: ¥

“I po Not wish to give the wrong impression ot get carried away
with optimism." The doctor had spoken in a studious, almost me-
chanical way. “But it looks as if we have a significant shrinkag
What we hoped for, of course. But frankly, we did not expect it. |
do not mean that the battle is over. But we can be to a certain ex
tent optimistic and proceed with the next course of chemo and se
how things look then.” s
What are you telling me this for? I dos’t want to hear it. It’s too much.
Jinny had not said anything like that to the doctor. Why shoul
she? Why should she behave in such an unsatisfactory and ungrate
ful way, turning his news on its head? Nothing was his fault, But it -
was true that what he had said made everything harder. It made her-
have to go back and start this year all over again. It removed a cer-
tain low-grade freedom. A dull, protecting membrane that she had
not even known was there had been pulled away and left her raw,

T work at Sammy’s.” o
E - . . s
" A waiter. The bright-white shirt and black pants were waiter

“clothes. And he had a waiter's air of patience and alertness.
“Pm Jinny Lockley,” she said. “Helen. Helen is—
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“OK., I know,” he said. “You’re who Helen’ going to work most. Sometimes one of the diners’ asks me, _‘Do,you knm:r:e
for. Where’s Helen?” time; and I just tell them. They don’t even IlOt.lCC I'm -not weB ?
“In the house” a watch. I go and check as soon as I can, clock in t.llf: htcl:eu. ut
“Didn’t nobody ask you in, then?” ever once had to go in there and tell th?n - ;111&?,1 eflt.l said. “1
He was about Helen’s age, she thought. Seventeen or eighteen .. “I've been able to do that,. 100, once 1.n a while, tJ;}n’t' y said.
Slim and graceful and cocky, with an ingenuous enthusiasm that guess you do develop a SENSe, i you never wear a warch.
would probably not get him as far as he hoped. Jinny had seen a few . "Yeah, you really do. o .
like that who ended up as Young Offenders. He seemed to under- S0 what time do you think it is now!
stand things, though. He seemed to understand that she was ex- - He laughed. He looked aF the sky. ) I d-
hausted and in some kind of muddle. - “Getting close to eight. Six, seven ml_nutes o cieh B0t Ian ant
“June in there, too?” he said. “June’s my mom.” ' antage, though. I know when I got oft of work, Ianci kth(;ﬂ:() ::;e
His hair was colored like June’s, gold streaks over dark. He wore to get some cigarettes at the 7-Eleven', and then Yta ; n’t live in
it rather long, and parted in the middie, flopping off to either side guys a couple of minutes, and then 1 biked home. You do
“Matt, too?” he said. e town, do you?”
“And my husband. Yes.” ' Jinny said no.
“That’s a shame.” ' . “So, where do you live?”
¥ ” i aid I'd rather wa ' _ She told him.
herc.E)h, 1no,” she said. “They asked me. I said I'd rather walt‘ous ) iYou getting tired? You want to go home? 2{0“ want me to go
Neal used sometimes to bring home a couple of his Yo-yos, to in and tell your husband you want to go home?
be supervised doing lawn work or painting or basic carpentry. He +"No. Don't do that,:’ she sa,1 d ling their fortunes in
thought it was good for them, to be accepted into someboc_iy.'s:: o "OK. OK. T wont. June’s p:obably telling their
home. Jinny had flirted with them occasionally, in a way that she thc_ff’ anyv»}ray;fhe can read hands.
could never be blamed for. just a gentle tone, a way of making’ - "Can shes .
them aware of her soft skirts and ier scent of applz soap, Thag'_ ..“Sure. She goes in the restaurant a couple of times a week. Tea,

wasn’t why Neal had stopped bringing them. He had been told it-
was out of order, G

100. Tea leaves.”
He picked up his bike and wheeled it out of the way of the car.
“So how long have you been waiting?” o ‘Then he looked in, through the driver’s window. o -
: ) . 1 id #So-— Ve
“I don’t know,” Jinny said. “I don’t wear a watch”’ i - “Keys in the car” he said. “"So—you Wa:; t‘ m;i:ﬁ ar:d Hgien
“Is that right?” he said. “I don’, either. I don’t hardly ever meet - home or what? Your husband can iet- Mate t(; ;{V:}Om your place
- ' an bring me ba .
another person that doesn’t wear a watch. Did you never wear one?’ when they get read);.. lfmil he can ! g . June’s my mom, but
id, » ' Or if it dont look like Matt can, june can. ’
‘S‘he Sald', o o ' ' kno Mates not my dad. You don'’t drive, do you?”
Me neither. Never, ever. [ just never wanted to. I don’t know att’s not my dad. P b
. . ) ®enid T b riven 1or mo .
why. Never, ever wanted to. Like, [ always just seem to know what - “No,” said Jinny. She ha notl R t me to? O.K.?”
. .o Ly . . . ¢ idn’ 1 3 LK. then? You wanl oDl
tme it is anyway. Within a couple minutes. Five minutes at the ~“No. I didn’t think so. O.K. the
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“TH1s 15 just a road I know. It’l get you there as soon as the high-
way.”

They had not driven past the subdivision. In fact, they had
headed the other way, taking a road that seemed to circle the gravel
pit. At least they were going west now, toward the brightest part of

the sky. Ricky—that was what hed told her his name was—had

hot yet turned the car lights on.
“No danger meeting anybody,” he said, “I don't think 1 ever

met a single car on this road, ever. See—not so many people even
know this road is here. And if I was to turn the lights on, then the °

sky would go dark, and everything would go dark, and you
wouldn’t be able to see where you were. We Just give it a little
while more, so then when it gets dark, we can see the stars, that’s
when we turn the lights on.”

The sky was like very faintly colored glass—red or yellow or
green or blue glass, depending on which part of it you looked at.
The bushes and trees would turn black, once the lights were on.
There would just be black clumps along the road and the black
mass of trees crowding in behind them, instead of, as now, the in-
dividual, still identifiable, spruce and cedar and feathery tamarack,
and the jewelweed with its Bowers like winking bits of fire. It
seemed close enough to touch, and they were going slowly, She
put her hand out. :

Not quite. But close. The road seemed hardly wider than the
car.

She thought she saw the gleam of a full ditch ahead. “Is thete -

water down there?” she said.

“Down there?” said Ricky. “Down there and everywhere.
There’s water to both sides of us and lots of places, water under- -

neath us. Want to see?”

He slowed the car down and stopped. “Look down your side”
he said. “Open the door and look down”
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When she did that, she saw that they were on a bridge. A little

g r o
‘bridge, no more than ten feet long, of crosswise-laid planks. N
railings. And motionless water.

“Bridges all along here,” he said. “And where it’s not bridges it’s

‘culverts. *Cause it’s always flowing back and forth under the roa
.Or just laying there and not flowing.”

“How deep?” she said. . ‘
“Not deep. Not this time of year. Not till we get to the big

pond—it’s deeper. And then, in spring, it’s all over the ro.ad, yoz
can’t drive here, it’s deep then. This réiaid goes flat 'for, miles an

~miles, and it goes from one end to the other. There isn’t even a;ly
road that cuts across it. This is the only road I know of through the

ke
Borneo Swamp.

i i ? e is an island calted Borneo.
Jinny said, “Borneo Swamp? There is a

It halfway round the world.”

“I don’t know about that. All I ever heard of was just the Bor-

. n
neo Swamp.

There was a strip of dark grass now, growing down the middle

-of the road.
“Time for the lights,” he said. He switched them on, and they

| i 3 on
were in a tunnel in the sudden night. “Once T turned the lights

. . e in
like that, and there was this porcupine. It was just sitting there

- the middle of the road, sitting up on its hind legs, and looking right

it
at me. Like some little tiny old man. It was scared to death and

e 1
. e "
couldn’t move. I couid see its littie old teeth chattering

i hought, This is where he brings his girls. o
{lgclylzvth::)t dgo I do? I tried beeping the horn, and it still didn’t d(;)
nothing, I didn'’t feel like getting out and chasing it. He was sca: ci
"but he still was a porcupine and he could let ﬂy.‘So I just par e:”
there. I had time, When I turned the lights on again, he was gon(l,.
Now the branches really did reach the car and brush against the

door, but if there were flowers she could not see them.

. o iy . 0
“I am going to show you something,” he said. “I'm going t
show you something like I bet you never seen before:
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“swamp. It’s got the same stuff in it tea has got, and it looks like
black tea” .

- She could see the shoreline, and the reed beds. Water in the
*reeds, lapping water, was what was making that sound.

. “Tannin,” she said.

The slight movement of the bridge made her imagine that all
~the trees and the reed beds were set on saucers of earth and the
:road was a floating ribbon of earth and underneath it all was water.
.- It was at this moment that she realized she didn’t have her hat.
-She not only didn’t have it on, she hadn’t had it with her in the car.
She had not been wearing it when she got out of the car to pee arlfl
vhen she began to talk to Ricky. She had not been wearing it
“when she sat in the car with her head back against the seat and her
. éyes closed, when Matt was telling his joke. She must have dropped
‘it in the cornfield, and in her panic left it there.

While she had been scared of seeing the mound of Matt’s navel
“with the purple shirt plastered over it, he had been looking at her
‘bleak knob. .
“It’s too bad the moon isn't up yet,” Ricky said. “It’s really nice
“here when the moon is up.”

- “It's nice now, too.” ‘

He slipped his arms around her as if there were no question at
‘all about what he was doing and he could take all the time he
wanted to do it. He kissed her mouth. It seemed to her that this was
the first time that she had ever participated in a kiss that was an
‘event in itself. The whole story, all by itself. A tender prologue, an
efficient pressure, a whole-hearted probing and receiving, a linger-

ng thanks, and a drawing away satisfied.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh.”
.- He turned her around, and they walked back the way they had

“COME.

if this had been happening back in her old, normal life, it’s pos- -
sible that she might now have begun to be frightened. If she were
back in her old, normal life she would not be here at all,

“You're going to show me a porcupine,” she said.

“Nope. Not that.”

A few miles farther on, he turned off the lights. “See the stars?”
he said. He stopped the car. Everywhere, there was at first a deep si-
lence. Then this silence was filled in, at the edges, by some kind of
humming that could have been faraway traffic, and little noises that
passed before you properly heard them, that could have been made.
by birds or bats or night-feeding animals,

“Come in here in the springtime,” he said, “you wouldn’t hear
nothing but the frogs. You'd think you were going deaf with the
frogs.” He opened the door on his side.

“Now. Get out and walk a ways with me.” o

She did as she was told. She walked in one of the wheet tracks, -
he in the other. The sky seemed to be lighter ahead, and there wa
a different sound—something like mild and rhythmical conversa--
tion. The road turned to wood and the trees on either side were |
gone, '

“Walk out on it he said. “Go on.”

He came close and touched her waist, guiding her. Then he
took his hand away, left her to walk on these planks, which were -
like the deck of a boat. Like the deck of a boat, they rose and fell.
BDut it wasn’t a movement of waves, it was their footsteps, his and: -
hers, that caused this rising and falling of the boards beneath them,
“Now do you know where you are?”” he said. '

“On a dock?” she said.

“On a bridge. This is a floating bridge.” i

Now she could make it out—the plank roadway just a few
inches above the still water. He drew her over to the side, and they.
looked down. There were stars riding on the water,

“It's dark all the time,” he said proudly. “That’s because it’s a




