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ALICE WALKER
(1944– )

Alice Walker was born and raised in Eatonton, Georgia, the youngest child in a
sharecropper family. She was blinded in one eye as a child of eight, and the injury
and resultant scars had a dramatic effect on her life: first by giving her “the gift of
loneliness * * * sometimes a radical vision of society or one’s people,” later by
making her eligible for scholarships to Spelman College in Atlanta, which she at-
tended from 1961 to 1963, and Sarah Lawrence College, where she received her
degree in 1965. Muriel Rukeyser, writer in residence at Sarah Lawrence, brought
her writing to an editor’s attention, and Walker’s first book of poetry, Once, ap-
peared in 1968.

Active in the civil rights movement of the 1960s, she later remembered herself
and friends at that time as “young and bursting with fear and determination to
change our world.” Her experiences in those years greatly influenced her subse-
quent work. In her first novel, The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970), she
draws on her observations to portray the customs, natural features, and folk her-
itage of the South. Her admiration for the struggle of black women toward self-
realization in a hostile environment, a theme of much of her work, is first expressed
in this book and in the short-story collection In Love and Trouble (1973). Her po-
etry collection Revolutionary Petunias (1973) and her novel Meridian (1976) also
use material from that period. In her third volume of poetry, Good Night Willie
Lee, I’ll See You in the Morning (1979), she ranges from personal loss to an un-
derstanding of love, sometimes demonstrating a political commitment based on
healthier relations between men and women.

Walker’s second collection of short stories, You Can’t Keep a Good Woman
Down (1981), seemed to some critics too dogmatically feminist as she focused an
impressionistic style and subjective perspective on controversial issues raised by
the women’s movement of the 1970s: abortion, sadomasochism, pornography, in-
terracial rape, and homosexuality. In her third novel, The Color Purple (1982),
she effectively used the southern black vernacular of a narrator who preserves the
details of her isolated life in letters to God and to her sister. A victim of sexism,
racism, ignorance, and poverty, the narrator retains her integrity, is reunited with
the people she loves, and learns serenity.

Walker turns frequently in her poetry and fiction to images of gardening or
quilting as analogies for the creative struggle of black women. Growing flowers in
poor soil and using scraps to create new beauty serve as symbolic activities for
characters who must contend with bigotry, poverty, and abuse. In the essay “In
Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: The Creativity of Black Women in the South”
(1974) she defines three types of black women: the physically or psychologically
abused; the woman who represses her past and heritage in order to fulfill her po-
tential; and the “new” black woman who can base her self-realization on the
legacy of her maternal ancestors. In the essay “One Child of One’s Own” (1980)
she discusses women’s difficult choice between artistic creativity and motherhood,
recounting her experience of having a daughter born three days after she finished
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her first novel. She concludes it is not a child that restricts a woman’s freedom, but
a social system; Walker has dedicated considerable energy to trying to change that
system. She asserts that a change in basic human relationships, especially those be-
tween men and women, can alter society for the betterment of women.

Employed early in her career by the Welfare Department of New York City, and
by Head Start in Georgia and Mississippi, she has taught at Jackson State University
in Mississippi, Tougaloo College, Wellesley, and the University of Massachusetts.

Works of fiction in addition to those named above are The Temple of My Familiar, 1989; Possessing
the Secret of Joy, 1992; By the Light of My Father’s Smile, 1998; and Now Is the Time to Open Your
Heart, 2004, a fictional tribute to a grandmother. The Way Forward Is with a Broken Heart, 2000, col-
lects memories and stories of marriage. Collections of verse are Horses Make a Landscape Look More
Beautiful, 1984; and Her Blue Body Everything We Know, 1991. Essays and other prose are collected in
In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose, 1983; Living by the Word: Selected Writings
1973–1987, 1988; and Anything We Love Can Be Saved: A Writer’s Activism, 1997. The Same River
Twice, 1996, presents notes and meditations concerning The Color Purple, book and movie. She edited
I Love Myself When I Am Laughing * * *: A Zora Neale Hurston Reader, 1979. A biography for chil-
dren is Langston Hughes, 1973.

Evelyn C. White’s Alice Walker: A Life appeared in 2004. Other studies include Janet Sternberg, ed.,
The Writer on Her Work, 1980; Donna Haisty Winchell, Alice Walker, 1992; and Maria Lauret, Alice
Walker, 2000.
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ALICE WALKER

Everyday Use

for your grandmama

I will wait for her in the yard that Maggie and I made so clean and wavy yester-
day afternoon. A yard like this is more comfortable than most people know. It is
not just a yard. It is like an extended living room. When the hard clay is swept
clean as a floor and the fine sand around the edges lined with tiny, irregular
grooves, anyone can come and sit and look up into the elm tree and wait for the
breezes that never come inside the house.

Maggie will be nervous until after her sister goes: she will stand hopelessly in
corners, homely and ashamed of the burn scars down her arms and legs, eyeing her
sister with a mixture of envy and awe. She thinks her sister has held life always in
the palm of one hand, that “no” is a word the world never learned to say to her.

You’ve no doubt seen those TV shows where the child who has “made it” is
confronted, as a surprise, by her own mother and father, tottering in weakly from
backstage. (A pleasant surprise, of course: What would they do if parent and child
came on the show only to curse out and insult each other?) On TV mother and
child embrace and smile into each other’s faces. Sometimes the mother and father
weep, the child wraps them in her arms and leans across the table to tell how she
would not have made it without their help. I have seen these programs.

Sometimes I dream a dream in which Dee and I are suddenly brought together
on a TV program of this sort. Out of a dark and soft-seated limousine I am ush-
ered into a bright room filled with many people. There I meet a smiling, gray,
sporty man like Johnny Carson who shakes my hand and tells me what a fine girl
I have. Then we are on the stage and Dee is embracing me with tears in her eyes.
She pins on my dress a large orchid, even though she has told me once that she
thinks orchids are tacky flowers.

In real life I am a large, big-boned woman with rough, man-working hands.
In the winter I wear flannel nightgowns to bed and overalls during the day. I can
kill and clean a hog as mercilessly as a man. My fat keeps me hot in zero weather.
I can work outside all day, breaking ice to get water for washing; I can eat pork
liver cooked over the open fire minutes after it comes steaming from the hog. One
winter I knocked a bull calf straight in the brain between the eyes with a sledge
hammer and had the meat hung up to chill before nightfall. But of course all this
does not show on television. I am the way my daughter would want me to be: a
hundred pounds lighter, my skin like an uncooked barley pancake. My hair glis-
tens in the hot bright lights. Johnny Carson has much to do to keep up with my
quick and witty tongue.

But that is a mistake. I know even before I wake up. Who ever knew a John-
son with a quick tongue? Who can even imagine me looking a strange white man

“Everyday Use” from In Love & Trouble: Stories of Black Women, copyright © 1973 by Alice Walker,
reprinted by permission of Harcourt, Inc. and The Wendy Weil Agency, Inc.
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in the eye? It seems to me I have talked to them always with one foot raised in
flight, with my head turned in whichever way is farthest from them. Dee, though.
She would always look anyone in the eye. Hesitation was no part of her nature.

“How do I look, Mama?” Maggie says, showing just enough of her thin body
enveloped in pink skirt and red blouse for me to know she’s there, almost hidden
by the door.

“Come out into the yard,” I say.
Have you ever seen a lame animal, perhaps a dog run over by some careless

person rich enough to own a car, sidle up to someone who is ignorant enough to
be kind to him? That is the way my Maggie walks. She has been like this, chin on
chest, eyes on ground, feet in shuffle, ever since the fire that burned the other house
to the ground.

Dee is lighter than Maggie, with nicer hair and a fuller figure. She’s a woman
now, though sometimes I forget. How long ago was it that the other house burned?
Ten, twelve years? Sometimes I can still hear the flames and feel Maggie’s arms
sticking to me, her hair smoking and her dress falling off her in little black papery
flakes. Her eyes seemed stretched open, blazed open by the flames reflected in
them. And Dee. I see her standing off under the sweet gum tree she used to dig
gum out of; a look of concentration on her face as she watched the last dingy gray
board of the house fall in toward the red-hot brick chimney. Why don’t you do a
dance around the ashes? I’d wanted to ask her. She had hated the house that much.

I used to think she hated Maggie, too. But that was before we raised the
money, the church and me, to send her to Augusta to school. She used to read to
us without pity; forcing words, lies, other folks’ habits, whole lives upon us two,
sitting trapped and ignorant underneath her voice. She washed us in a river of
make-believe, burned us with a lot of knowledge we didn’t necessarily need to
know. Pressed us to her with the serious way she read, to shove us away at just the
moment, like dimwits, we seemed about to understand.

Dee wanted nice things. A yellow organdy dress to wear to her graduation
from high school; black pumps to match a green suit she’d made from an old suit
somebody gave me. She was determined to stare down any disaster in her efforts.
Her eyelids would not flicker for minutes at a time. Often I fought off the tempta-
tion to shake her. At sixteen she had a style of her own: and knew what style was.

I never had an education myself. After second grade the school was closed
down. Don’t ask me why: in 1927 colored asked fewer questions than they do now.
Sometimes Maggie reads to me. She stumbles along good-naturedly but can’t see
well. She knows she is not bright. Like good looks and money, quickness passed
her by. She will marry John Thomas (who has mossy teeth in an earnest face) and
then I’ll be free to sit here and I guess just sing church songs to myself. Although I
never was a good singer. Never could carry a tune. I was always better at a man’s
job. I used to love to milk till I was hooked in the side in ’49. Cows are soothing
and slow and don’t bother you, unless you try to milk them the wrong way.

I have deliberately turned my back on the house. It is three rooms, just like
the one that burned, except the roof is tin; they don’t make shingle roofs any more.
There are no real windows, just some holes cut in the sides, like the portholes in a
ship, but not round and not square, with rawhide holding the shutters up on the
outside. This house is in a pasture, too, like the other one. No doubt when Dee
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sees it she will want to tear it down. She wrote me once that no matter where we
“choose” to live, she will manage to come see us. But she will never bring her
friends. Maggie and I thought about this and Maggie asked me, “Mama, when
did Dee ever have any friends?”

She had a few. Furtive boys in pink shirts hanging about on washday after
school. Nervous girls who never laughed. Impressed with her they worshiped the
well-turned phrase, the cute shape, the scalding humor that erupted like bubbles
in lye. She read to them.

When she was courting Jimmy T she didn’t have much time to pay to us, but
turned all her faultfinding power on him. He flew to marry a cheap city girl from
a family of ignorant flashy people. She hardly had time to recompose herself.

When she comes I will meet—but there they are!
Maggie attempts to make a dash for the house, in her shuffling way, but I stay

her with my hand. “Come back here,” I say. And she stops and tries to dig a well
in the sand with her toe.

It is hard to see them clearly through the strong sun. But even the first glimpse
of leg out of the car tells me it is Dee. Her feet were always neat-looking, as if God
himself had shaped them with a certain style. From the other side of the car comes
a short, stocky man. Hair is all over his head a foot long and hanging from his
chin like a kinky mule tail. I hear Maggie suck in her breath. “Uhnnnh,” is what it
sounds like. Like when you see the wriggling end of a snake just in front of your
foot on the road. “Uhnnnh.”

Dee next. A dress down to the ground, in this hot weather. A dress so loud it
hurts my eyes. There are yellows and oranges enough to throw back the light of
the sun. I feel my whole face warming from the heat waves it throws out. Earrings
gold, too, and hanging down to her shoulders. Bracelets dangling and making
noises when she moves her arm up to shake the folds of the dress out of her
armpits. The dress is loose and flows, and as she walks closer, I like it. I hear Mag-
gie go “Uhnnnh” again. It is her sister’s hair. It stands straight up like the wool on
a sheep. It is black as night and around the edges are two long pigtails that rope
about like small lizards disappearing behind her ears.

“Wa-su-zo-Tean-o!” she says, coming on in that gliding way the dress makes
her move. The short stocky fellow with the hair to his navel is all grinning and he
follows up with “Asalamalakim, my mother and sister!” He moves to hug Maggie
but she falls back, right up against the back of my chair. I feel her trembling there
and when I look up I see the perspiration falling off her chin.

“Don’t get up,” says Dee. Since I am stout it takes something of a push. You
can see me trying to move a second or two before I make it. She turns, showing
white heels through her sandals, and goes back to the car. Out she peeks next with
a Polaroid. She stoops down quickly and lines up picture after picture of me sit-
ting there in front of the house with Maggie cowering behind me. She never takes
a shot without making sure the house is included. When a cow comes nibbling
around the edge of the yard she snaps it and me and Maggie and the house. Then
she puts the Polaroid in the back seat of the car, and comes up and kisses me on
the forehead.

Meanwhile Asalamalakim is going through motions with Maggie’s hand.
Maggie’s hand is as limp as a fish, and probably as cold, despite the sweat, and
she keeps trying to pull it back. It looks like Asalamalakim wants to shake hands
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but wants to do it fancy. Or maybe he don’t know how people shake hands. Any-
how, he soon gives up on Maggie.

“Well,” I say. “Dee.”
“No, Mama,” she says. “Not ‘Dee,’ Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo!”
“What happened to ‘Dee’?” I wanted to know.
“She’s dead,” Wangero said. “I couldn’t bear it any longer, being named after

the people who oppress me.”
“You know as well as me you was named after your aunt Dicie,” I said. Dicie

is my sister. She named Dee. We called her “Big Dee” after Dee was born.
“But who was she named after?” asked Wangero.
“I guess after Grandma Dee,” I said.
“And who was she named after?” asked Wangero.
“Her mother,” I said, and saw Wangero was getting tired. “That’s about as

far back as I can trace it,” I said. Though, in fact, I probably could have carried it
back beyond the Civil War through the branches.

“Well,” said Asalamalakim, “there you are.”
“Uhnnnh,” I heard Maggie say.
“There I was not,” I said, “before ‘Dicie’ cropped up in our family, so why

should I try to trace it that far back?”
He just stood there grinning, looking down on me like somebody inspecting a

Model A car. Every once in a while he and Wangero sent eye signals over my head.
“How do you pronounce this name?” I asked.
“You don’t have to call me by it if you don’t want to,” said Wangero.
“Why shouldn’t I?” I asked. “If that’s what you want us to call you, we’ll

call you.”
“I know it might sound awkward at first,” said Wangero.
“I’ll get used to it,” I said. “Ream it out again.”
Well, soon we got the name out of the way. Asalamalakim had a name twice

as long and three times as hard. After I tripped over it two or three times he told
me to just call him Hakim-a-barber. I wanted to ask him was he a barber, but I
didn’t really think he was, so I didn’t ask.

“You must belong to those beef-cattle peoples down the road,” I said. They
said “Asalamalakim” when they met you, too, but they didn’t shake hands. Al-
ways too busy: feeding the cattle, fixing the fences, putting up salt-lick shelters,
throwing down hay. When the white folks poisoned some of the herd the men
stayed up all night with rifles in their hands. I walked a mile and a half just to see
the sight.

Hakim-a-barber said, “I accept some of their doctrines, but farming and rais-
ing cattle is not my style.” (They didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask, whether Wangero
(Dee) had really gone and married him.)

We sat down to eat and right away he said he didn’t eat collards and pork was
unclean. Wangero, though, went on through the chitlins and corn bread, the greens
and everything else. She talked a blue streak over the sweet potatoes. Everything
delighted her. Even the fact that we still used the benches her daddy made for the
table when we couldn’t afford to buy chairs.

“Oh, Mama!” she cried. Then turned to Hakim-a-barber. “I never knew how
lovely these benches are. You can feel the rump prints,” she said, running her
hands underneath her and along the bench. Then she gave a sigh and her hand
closed over Grandma Dee’s butter dish. “That’s it!” she said. “I knew there was
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something I wanted to ask you if I could have.” She jumped up from the table and
went over in the corner where the churn stood, the milk in it clabber by now. She
looked at the churn and looked at it.

“This churn top is what I need,” she said. “Didn’t Uncle Buddy whittle it out
of a tree you all used to have?”

“Yes,” I said.
“Uh huh,” she said happily. “And I want the dasher, too.”
“Uncle Buddy whittle that, too?” asked the barber.
Dee (Wangero) looked up at me.
“Aunt Dee’s first husband whittled the dash,” said Maggie so low you almost

couldn’t hear her. “His name was Henry, but they called him Stash.”
“Maggie’s brain is like an elephant’s,” Wangero said, laughing. “I can use the

churn top as a centerpiece for the alcove table,” she said, sliding a plate over the
churn, “and I’ll think of something artistic to do with the dasher.”

When she finished wrapping the dasher the handle stuck out. I took it for a
moment in my hands. You didn’t even have to look close to see where hands push-
ing the dasher up and down to make butter had left a kind of sink in the wood. In
fact, there were a lot of small sinks; you could see where thumbs and fingers had
sunk into the wood. It was beautiful light yellow wood, from a tree that grew in
the yard where Big Dee and Stash had lived.

After dinner Dee (Wangero) went to the trunk at the foot of my bed and started
rifling through it. Maggie hung back in the kitchen over the dishpan. Out came
Wangero with two quilts. They had been pieced by Grandma Dee and then Big Dee
and me had hung them on the quilt frames on the front porch and quilted them.
One was in the Lone Star pattern. The other was Walk Around the Mountain. In
both of them were scraps of dresses Grandma Dee had worn fifty and more years
ago. Bits and pieces of Grandpa Jarrell’s Paisley shirts. And one teeny faded blue
piece, about the size of a penny matchbox, that was from Great Grandpa Ezra’s
uniform that he wore in the Civil War.

“Mama,” Wangero said sweet as a bird. “Can I have these old quilts?”
I heard something fall in the kitchen, and a minute later the kitchen door

slammed.
“Why don’t you take one or two of the others?” I asked. “These old things

was just done by me and Big Dee from some tops your grandma pieced before she
died.”

“No,” said Wangero. “I don’t want those. They are stitched around the bor-
ders by machine.”

“That’ll make them last better,” I said.
“That’s not the point,” said Wangero. “These are all pieces of dresses

Grandma used to wear. She did all this stitching by hand. Imagine!” She held the
quilts securely in her arms, stroking them.

“Some of the pieces, like those lavender ones, come from old clothes her
mother handed down to her,” I said, moving up to touch the quilts. Dee (Wangero)
moved back just enough so that I couldn’t reach the quilts. They already belonged
to her.

“Imagine!” she breathed again, clutching them closely to her bosom.
“The truth is,” I said, “I promised to give them quilts to Maggie, for when

she marries John Thomas.”
She gasped like a bee had stung her.
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“Maggie can’t appreciate these quilts!” she said. “She’d probably be back-
ward enough to put them to everyday use.”

“I reckon she would,” I said. “God knows I been saving ’em for long enough
with nobody using ’em. I hope she will!” I didn’t want to bring up how I had 
offered Dee (Wangero) a quilt when she went away to college. Then she had told
me they were old-fashioned, out of style.

“But they’re priceless!” she was saying now, furiously; for she has a temper.
“Maggie would put them on the bed and in five years they’d be in rags. Less than
that!”

“She can always make some more,” I said. “Maggie knows how to quilt.”
Dee (Wangero) looked at me with hatred. “You just will not understand. The

point is these quilts, these quilts!”
“Well,” I said, stumped. “What would you do with them?”
“Hang them,” she said. As if that was the only thing you could do with quilts.
Maggie by now was standing in the door. I could almost hear the sound her

feet made as they scraped over each other.
“She can have them, Mama,” she said, like somebody used to never winning

anything, or having anything reserved for her. “I can ’member Grandma Dee with-
out the quilts.”

I looked at her hard. She had filled her bottom lip with checkerberry snuff
and it gave her face a kind of dopey, hangdog look. It was Grandma Dee and Big
Dee who taught her how to quilt herself. She stood there with her scarred hands
hidden in the folds of her skirt. She looked at her sister with something like fear
but she wasn’t mad at her. This was Maggie’s portion. This was the way she knew
God to work.

When I looked at her like that something hit me in the top of my head and
ran down to the soles of my feet. Just like when I’m in church and the spirit of
God touches me and I get happy and shout. I did something I never had done be-
fore: hugged Maggie to me, then dragged her on into the room, snatched the quilts
out of Miss Wangero’s hands and dumped them into Maggie’s lap. Maggie just sat
there on my bed with her mouth open.

“Take one or two of the others,” I said to Dee.
But she turned without a word and went out to Hakim-a-barber.
“You just don’t understand,” she said, as Maggie and I came out to the car.
“What don’t I understand?” I wanted to know.
“Your heritage,” she said. And then she turned to Maggie, kissed her, and

said, “You ought to try to make something of yourself, too, Maggie. It’s really a
new day for us. But from the way you and Mama still live you’d never know it.”

She put on some sunglasses that hid everything above the tip of her nose and
her chin.

Maggie smiled; maybe at the sunglasses. But a real smile, not scared. After we
watched the car dust settle I asked Maggie to bring me a snuff. And then the two
of us sat there enjoying, until it was time to go in the house and go to bed.

1973
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TIM O’BRIEN
(1946– )

William Timothy O’Brien was born in Austin, Minnesota, and moved with his
family to Worthington when he was ten. At Macalester College he majored in po-
litical science, completed a novel, earned election to Phi Beta Kappa, and gradu-
ated summa cum laude in 1968. Almost immediately upon graduation, he was
drafted into the army to serve in the Vietnam war. Although he was opposed to
the war, he accepted the induction “by a sort of sleepwalking default,” as he wrote
later in If I Die in a Combat Zone (1973). Serving as a foot soldier, he was mus-
tered out with a Purple Heart earned in action near My Lai. Graduate study in
government at Harvard followed, beginning in 1970, with time off for summer in-
ternships at the Washington Post in 1971 and 1972 and for a year reporting na-
tional affairs for the same paper during 1973–1974. Meanwhile, he had begun a
serious consideration of the effects of war upon himself and the nation and had
published his first book. In 1976 he gave up his graduate study, remaining in Cam-
bridge as a full-time author.

O’Brien’s first three books reflect the Vietnam war from different angles. If I
Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me Home is the full title of his first
attempt, a memoir in which he tries to assess the experience, knowing that a larger
than personal vision will probably escape him: “Can the foot soldier teach any-
thing important about war, merely for having been there? I think not. He can tell
war stories.” In his next work, the novel Northern Lights (1974), he examines the
relationship between two brothers after one of them has served in Vietnam and
returned to join the other in the northern Minnesota town of their childhood. A
strong work, constructed with meticulous care, it achieves its greatest power in
long sections in which the brothers, lost on a skiing trip, achieve a new under-
standing as they struggle to survive in the wilderness. O’Brien’s third book, Going
after Cacciato (1978), has been his most admired. Portions published as stories
were selected as O. Henry Award winners in 1976 and 1978, and the complete
book won the National Book Award in 1979.

O’Brien’s next novel, The Nuclear Age (1985), treats the horror of potential
nuclear disaster from the perspective of 1995. His hero, obsessed with fear from
childhood, has survived forty years of the possibility of worldwide destruction.
Now, by a means that looks to others like madness, he wishes to save himself and
his family from civilization’s apparently headlong thrust toward oblivion. Al-
though its message is urgent, most readers have found this novel less wholly suc-
cessful than Cacciato.

Going after Cacciato is in part a demonstration of Aristotle’s idea that poetry
(or fiction) is more serious than history because it presents permanent truth more
accurately than any mere record of fact. Hence much of the novel reports from
memory not so much how it was, but, as one of the chapter headings has it, “The
Way It Mostly Was.” Hence, also, much that is reported did not happen at all ex-
cept as a fantasy in the mind of the novel’s central character, who imagines pursu-
ing Cacciato (the name is Italian for “the hunted”) out of Vietnam and across Asia
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to Paris. A collection of linked stories of the experiences of the men of Alpha com-
pany in Vietnam and back in the United States, The Things They Carried (1990),
also explores the individual’s attempt to cope with the moral morass of war in one
of O’Brien’s strongest books to date. In the Lake of the Woods (1994) is a dark
novel of marriage, deceit, and the mysteries of human personality; Tomcat in Love
(1998) is a dark comedy of a man’s pursuit of his wife’s lover while Vietnam con-
tinues to haunt him; and July, July (2002) is a novel of a class reunion.

O’Brien’s books to date are named above. If I Die in a Combat Zone was published in a revised edi-
tion in 1979. Studies are Stephen Kaplan, Understanding Tim O’Brien, 1995, and Mark A. Heberle, A
Trauma Artist: Tim O’Brien and the Literature of Vietnam, 2001.
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TIM O’BRIEN

From Going after Cacciato

Night March1

The platoon of thirty-two soldiers moved slowly in the dark, single file, not talk-
ing. One by one, like sheep in a dream, they passed through the hedgerow, crossed
quietly over a meadow and came down to the paddy. There they stopped. Lieu-
tenant Sidney Martin knelt down, motioning with his hand, and one by one the
others squatted or knelt or sat in the shadows. For a long time they did not move.
Except for the sounds of their breathing, and, once, a soft fluid trickle as one of
them urinated, the thirty-two men were silent: some of them excited by the adven-
ture, some afraid, some exhausted by the long march, some of them looking for-
ward to reaching the sea where they would be safe. There was no talking now. No
more jokes. At the rear of the column, Private First Class Paul Berlin lay quietly
with his forehead resting on the black plastic stock of his rifle. His eyes were
closed. He was pretending he was not in the war. Pretending he had not watched
Billy Boy Watkins die of fright on the field of battle. He was pretending he was a
boy again, camping with his father in the midnight summer along the Des Moines
River. “Be calm,” his father said. “Ignore the bad stuff, look for the good.” In the
dark, eyes closed, he pretended. He pretended that when he opened his eyes his fa-
ther would be there by the campfire and, father and son, they would begin to talk
softly about whatever came to mind, minor things, trivial things, and then roll
into their sleeping bags. And later, he pretended, it would be morning and there
would not be a war.

In the morning, when they reached the sea, it would be better. He would bathe
in the sea. He would shave. Clean his nails, work out the scum. In the morning he
would wash himself and brush his teeth. He would forget the first day, and the
second day would not be so bad. He would learn.

There was a sound beside him, a movement, then, “Hey,” then louder, “Hey!”
He opened his eyes.
“Hey, we’re movin’. Get up.”
“Okay.”
“You sleeping?”
“No, I was resting. Thinking.” He could see only part of the soldier’s face. It

was a plump, round, child’s face. The child was smiling.
“No problem,” the soldier whispered. “Up an’ at ’em.”
And he followed the boy’s shadow into the paddy, stumbling once, almost

dropping his rifle, cutting his knee, but he followed the shadow and did not stop.

“Night March.” From Going After Cacciato by Tim O'Brien, copyright © 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978 by
Tim O'Brien. Used by permission of International Creative Management, Inc., and Dell Publishing, a di-
vision of Random House, Inc.

1. Published first in Redbook, May 1975, as “Where Have You Gone, Charming Billy?” the story was
revised for its appearance in Going after Cacciato (1978), the source of the present text.
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The night was clear. Before him, strung out across the paddy, he could make out
the black forms of the other soldiers, their silhouettes hard against the sky. Al-
ready the Southern Cross was out. And other stars he could not yet name. Soon,
he thought, he would learn the names. And puffy night clouds. And a peculiar
glow to the west. There was not yet a moon.

Wading through the paddy, listening to the lullaby sounds of his boots, and
many other boots, he tried hard not to think. Dead of a heart attack, that was
what Doc Peret had said. Only he did not know Doc Peret’s name. All he knew
was what Doc said, dead of a heart attack, but he tried hard not to think of this,
and instead he thought about not thinking. The fear wasn’t so bad now. Now, as
he stepped out of the paddy and onto a narrow dirt path, now the fear was mostly
the fear of being so dumbly afraid ever again.

So he tried not to think.
There were tricks to keep from thinking. Counting. He counted his steps along

the dirt path, concentrating on the numbers, pretending that the steps were dollar
bills and that each step through the night made him richer and richer, so that soon
he would become a wealthy man, and he kept counting, considering the ways he
might spend the wealth, what he would buy and do and acquire and own. He would
look his father in the eye and shrug and say, “It was pretty bad at first, sure, but I
learned a lot and I got used to it. I never joined them—not them—but I learned
their names and I got along, I got used to it.” Then he would tell his father the story
of Billy Boy Watkins, only a story, just a story, and he would never let on about the
fear. “Not so bad,” he would say instead, making his father proud.

And songs, another trick to stop the thinking—Where have you gone, Billy
Boy, Billy Boy, oh, where have you gone, charming Billy? and other songs, I got a
girl, her name is Jill, she won’t do it but her sister will, and Sound Off! and other
songs that he sang in his head as he marched toward the sea. And when he reached
the sea he would dig a hole in the sand and he would sleep like the high clouds, he
would swim and dive into the breakers and hunt crayfish and smell the salt, and
he would laugh when the others made jokes about Billy Boy, and he would not be
afraid ever again.

He walked, and counted, and later the moon came out. Pale, shrunken to the
size of a dime.

The helmet was heavy on his head. In the morning he would adjust the leather
binding. In the morning, at the end of the long march, his boots would have lost
their shiny black stiffness, turning red and clay-colored like all the other boots,
and he would have a start on a beard, his clothes would begin to smell of the coun-
try, the mud and algae and cow manure and chlorophyll, decay, mosquitoes like
mice, all this: He would begin to smell like the others, even look like them, but, by
God, he would not join them. He would adjust. He would play the part. But he
would not join them. He would shave, he would clean himself, he would clean his
weapon and keep it clean. He would clean the breech and trigger assembly and
muzzle and magazines, and later, next time, he would not be afraid to use it. In the
morning, when he reached the sea, he would learn the soldiers’ names and maybe
laugh at their jokes. When they joked about Billy Boy he would laugh, pretending
it was funny, and he would not let on.

Walking, counting in his walking, and pretending, he felt better. He watched
the moon come higher.
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The trick was not to take it personally. Stay aloof. Follow the herd but don’t
join it. That would be the real trick. The trick would be to keep himself separate.
To watch things. “Keep an eye out for the good stuff,” his father had said by the
river. “Keep your eyes open and your ass low, that’s my only advice.” And he
would do it. A low profile. Look for the beauties: the moon sliding higher now,
the feeling of the march, all the ironies and truths, and don’t take any of it seri-
ously. That would be the trick.

Once, very late in the night, they skirted a sleeping village. The smells again—
straw, cattle, mildew. The men were quiet. On the far side of the village, coming
like light from the dark, a dog barked. The barking was fierce. Then, nearby, an-
other dog took up the bark. The column stopped. They waited there until the bark-
ing died out, then, fast, they marched away from the village, through a graveyard
with conical burial mounds and miniature stone altars. The place had a perfumy
smell. His mother’s dresser, rows of expensive lotions and colognes, eau de bain:2

She used to hide booze in the larger bottles, but his father found out and carried
the whole load out back, started a fire, and, one by one, threw the bottles into the
incinerator, where they made sharp exploding sounds like gunfire; a perfumy smell,
yes; a nice spot to spend the night, to sleep in the perfumery, the burial mounds
making fine strong battlements, the great quiet of the place.

But they went on, passing through a hedgerow and across another paddy and
east toward the sea.

He walked carefully. He remembered what he’d been taught. Billy Boy hadn’t
remembered. And so Billy died of fright, his face going pale and the veins in his
arms and neck popping out, the crazy look in his eyes.

He walked carefully.
Stretching ahead of him in the night was the string of shadow-soldiers whose

names he did not yet know. He knew some of the faces. And he knew their shapes,
their heights and weights and builds, the way they carried themselves on the
march. But he could not tell them apart. All alike in the night, a piece, all of them
moving with the same sturdy silence and calm and steadiness.

So he walked carefully, counting his steps. And when he had counted to eight
thousand and sixty, the column suddenly stopped. One by one the soldiers knelt
or squatted down.

The grass along the path was wet. Private First Class Paul Berlin lay back and
turned his head so he could lick at the dew with his eyes closed, another trick,
closing his eyes. He might have slept. Eyes closed, pretending came easy . . . When
he opened his eyes, the same child-faced soldier was sitting beside him, quietly
chewing gum. The smell of Doublemint was clean in the night.

“Sleepin’ again?” the boy said.
“No. Hell, no.”
The boy laughed a little, very quietly, chewing on his gum. Then he twisted

the cap off a canteen and took a swallow and handed it through the dark.
“Take some,” he said. He didn’t whisper. The voice was high, a child’s voice,

and there was no fear in it. A big blue baby. A genie’s voice.
Paul Berlin drank and handed back the canteen. The boy pressed a stick of

gum into his fingers.
“Chew it quiet, okay? Don’t blow no bubbles or nothing.”

2. French: bath oil (literally, water).
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It was impossible to make out the soldier’s face. It was a huge face, almost
perfectly round.

They sat still. Private First Class Paul Berlin chewed the gum until all the sug-
ars were gone. Then in the dark beside him the boy began to whistle. There was
no melody.

“You have to do that?”
“Do what?”
“Whistle like that.”
“Geez, was I whistling?”
“Sort of.”
The boy laughed. His teeth were big and even and white. “Sometimes I forget.

Kinda dumb, isn’t it?” “Forget it.”
“Whistling! Sometimes I just forget where I’m at. The guys, they get pissed at

me, but I just forget. You’re new here, right?”
“I guess I am.”
“Weird.”
“What’s weird?”
“Weird,” the boy said, “that’s all. The way I forget. Whistling! Was I whistling?”
“If you call it that.”
“Geez!”
They were quiet awhile. And the night was quiet, no crickets or birds, and it

was hard to imagine it was truly a war. He searched again for the soldier’s face,
but there was just a soft fullness under the helmet. The white teeth: chewing, smil-
ing. But it did not matter. Even if he saw the kid’s face, he would not know the
name; and if he knew the name, it would still not matter.

“Haven’t got the time?”
“No.”
“Rats.” The boy popped the gum on his teeth, a sharp smacking sound.

“Don’t matter.”
“How about—”
“Time goes faster when you don’t know the time. That’s why I never bought no

watch. Oscar’s got one, an’ Billy . . . Billy, he’s got two of ’em. Two watches, you
believe that? I never bought none, though. Goes fast when you don’t know the time.”

And again they were quiet. They lay side by side in the grass. The moon was
very high now, and very bright, and they were waiting for cloud cover. After a
time there was the crinkling of tinfoil, then the sound of heavy chewing. A moist,
loud sound.

“I hate it when the sugar’s gone,” the boy said. “You want more?”
“I’m okay.”
“Just ask. I got about a zillion packs. Pretty weird, wasn’t it?”
“What?”
“Today . . . it was pretty weird what Doc said. About Billy Boy.”
“Yes, pretty weird.”
The boy smiled his big smile. “You like that gum? I got other kinds if you

don’t like it. I got—”
“I like it.”
“I got Black Jack here. You like Black Jack? Geez, I love it! Juicy Fruit’s sec-

ond, but Black Jack’s first. I save it up for rainy days, so to speak. Know what I
mean? What you got there is Doublemint.”
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“I like it.”
“Sure,” the round soldier said, the child, “except for Black Jack and Juicy

Fruit it’s my favorite. You like Black Jack gum?”
Paul Berlin said he’d never tried it. It scared him, the way the boy kept talk-

ing, too loud. He sat up and looked behind him. Everything was dark.
“Weird,” the boy said.
“I guess so. Why don’t we be a little quiet?”
“Weird. You never even tried it?”
“What?”
“Black Jack. You never even chewed it once?”
Someone up the trail hissed at them to shut up. The boy shook his head, put a

finger to his lips, smiled, and lay back. Then a long blank silence. It lasted for per-
haps an hour, maybe more, and then the boy was whistling again, softly at first
but then louder, and Paul Berlin nudged him.

“Really weird,” the soldier whispered. “About Billy Boy. What Doc said,
wasn’t that the weirdest thing you ever heard? You ever hear of such a thing?”

“What?”
“What Doc said.”
“No, I never did.”
“Me neither.” The boy was chewing again, and the smell now was licorice.

The moon was a bit lower. “Me neither. I never heard once of no such thing. But
Doc, he’s a pretty smart cookie. Pretty darned smart.”

“Is he?”
“You bet he is. When he says something, man, you know he’s tellin’ the truth.

You know it.” The soldier turned, rolling onto his stomach, and began to whistle,
drumming with his fingers. Then he caught himself. “Dang it!” He gave his cheek
a sharp whack. “Whistling again! I got to stop that dang whistling.” He smiled
and thumped his mouth. “But, sure enough, Doc’s a smart one. He knows stuff.
You wouldn’t believe the stuff Doc knows. A lot. He knows a lot.”

Paul Berlin nodded. The boy was talking too loud again.
“Well, you’ll find out yourself. Doc knows his stuff.” Sitting up, the boy shook

his head. “A heart attack!” He made a funny face, filling his cheeks like balloons,
then letting them deflate. “A heart attack! You hear Doc say that? A heart attack
on the field of battle, isn’t that what Doc said?”

“Yes,” Paul Berlin whispered. He couldn’t help giggling.
“Can you believe it? Billy Boy getting heart attacked? Scared to death?”
Paul Berlin giggled, he couldn’t help it.
“Can you imagine it?”
“Yes,” Paul Berlin whispered, and he imagined it clearly. He couldn’t stop

giggling.
“Geez!”
He giggled. He couldn’t stop it, so he giggled, and he imagined it clearly. He

imagined the medic’s report. He imagined Billy’s surprise. He giggled, imagining
Billy’s father opening the telegram: SORRY TO INFORM YOU THAT YOUR SON BILLY

BOY WAS YESTERDAY SCARED TO DEATH IN ACTION IN THE REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM. Yes,
he could imagine it clearly.

He giggled. He rolled onto his belly and pressed his face in the wet grass and
giggled, he couldn’t help it.
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“Not so loud,” the boy said. But Paul Berlin was shaking with the giggles:
scared to death on the field of battle, and he couldn’t help it.

“Not so loud.”
But he was coughing with the giggles, he couldn’t stop. Giggling and remember-

ing the hot afternoon, and poor Billy, how they’d been drinking Coke from bright
aluminum cans, and how the men lined the cans up in a row and shot them full of
practice holes, how funny it was and how dumb and how hot the day, and how
they’d started on the march and how the war hadn’t seemed so bad, and how a little
while later Billy tripped the mine, and how it made a tinny little sound, unimpor-
tant, poof, that was all, just poof, and how Billy Boy stood there with his mouth
open and grinning, sort of embarrassed and dumb-looking, how he just stood and
stood there, looking down at where his foot had been, and then how he finally sat
down, still grinning, not saying a word, his boot lying there with his foot still in it,
just poof, nothing big or dramatic, and how hot and fine and clear the day had been.

“Hey,” he heard the boy saying in the dark, “not so loud, okay?” But he kept
giggling. He put his nose in the wet grass and he giggled, then he bit his arm, try-
ing to stifle it, but remembering—“War’s over, Billy,” Doc Peret said, “that’s a mil-
lion-dollar wound.”

“Hey, not so loud.”
But Billy was holding the boot now. Unlacing it, trying to force it back on, ex-

cept it was already on, and he kept trying to tie the boot and foot on, working
with the laces, but it wouldn’t go, and how everyone kept saying, “The war’s over,
man, be cool.” And Billy couldn’t get the boot on, because it was already on: He
kept trying but it wouldn’t go. Then he got scared. “Fuckin boot won’t go on,” he
said. And he got scared. His face went pale and the veins in his arms and neck
popped out, and he was yanking at the boot to get it on, and then he was crying.
“Bullshit,” the medic said, Doc Peret, but Billy Boy kept bawling, tightening up,
saying he was going to die, but the medic said, “Bullshit, that’s a million-dollar
wound you got there,” but Billy went crazy, pulling at the boot with his foot still
in it, crying, saying he was going to die. And even when Doc Peret stuck him with
morphine, even then Billy kept crying and working at the boot.

“Shut up!” the soldier hissed, or seemed to, and the smell of licorice was all
over him, and the smell made Paul Berlin giggle harder. His eyes stung. Giggling in
the wet grass in the dark, he couldn’t help it.

“Come on, man, be quiet.”
But he couldn’t stop. He heard the giggles in his stomach and tried to keep them

there, but they were hard and hurting and he couldn’t stop them, and he couldn’t stop
remembering how it was when Billy Boy Watkins died of fright on the field of battle.

Billy tugging away at the boot, rocking, and Doc Peret and two others hold-
ing him. “You’re okay, man,” Doc Peret said, but Billy wasn’t hearing it, and he
kept getting tighter, making fists, squeezing his eyes shut and teeth scraping, every-
thing tight and squeezing.

Afterward Doc Peret explained that Billy Boy really died of a heart attack,
scared to death. “No lie,” Doc said, “I seen it before. The wound wasn’t what
killed him, it was the heart attack. No lie.” So they wrapped Billy in a plastic pon-
cho, his eyes still squeezed shut to make wrinkles in his cheeks, and they carried
him over the meadow to a dried-up paddy, and they set out yellow smoke for the
chopper, and they put him aboard, and then Doc wrapped the boot in a towel and
placed it next to Billy, and that was how it happened. The chopper took Billy away.
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Later, Eddie Lazzutti, who loved to sing, remembered the song, and the jokes
started, and Eddie sang where have you gone, Billy Boy, Billy Boy, oh, where have
you gone, charming Billy? They sang until dark, marching to the sea.

Giggling, lying now on his back, Paul Berlin saw the moon move. He could
not stop. Was it the moon? Or the clouds moving, making the moon seem to
move? Or the boy’s round face, pressing him, forcing out the giggles. “It wasn’t so
bad,” he would tell his father. “I was a man. I saw it the first day, the very first day
at the war, I saw all of it from the start, I learned it, and it wasn’t so bad, and later
on, later on it got better, later on, once I learned the tricks, later on it wasn’t so
bad.” He couldn’t stop.

The soldier was on top of him.
“Okay, man, okay.”
He saw the face then, clearly, for the first time.
“It’s okay.”
The face of the moon, and later the moon went under clouds, and the column

was moving.
The boy helped him up.
“Okay?”
“Sure, okay.”
The boy gave him a stick of gum. It was Black Jack, the precious stuff. “You’ll

do fine,” Cacciato said. “You will. You got a terrific sense of humor.”
1975, 1978
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Ann Beattie
(1947– )

R
Ann Beattie speaks for her generation, witnesses to the altruism and turmoil of the sixties who
came to adulthood in the egocentric seventies. Most Beattie characters are educated and middle
class. They live in New England or the Middle Atlantic region. Often they are surrounded by rem-
nants of the past: inherited houses, failing automobiles, past lovers or spouses, and the popular music
that is always a part of the background. Their work is tedious; their relatives are irritating or mad.
Yearning for romance, they often settle for sex. In the face of disillusionment, their habitual stance
is inaction. In an interview, Beattie describes the characters of her first novel, Chilly Scenes of
Winter (1976): “They all feel sort of let down, either by not having involved themselves more in
the ’60s now that the ’70s are so dreadful, or else by having involved themselves very much to no
avail,” attitudes she admits were common among her own friends.

Beattie was born and raised in Washington, D.C., where her father worked for the Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare. She did her undergraduate work at American University (B.A.,
1969), earned an M.A. at the University of Connecticut in 1970, and entered the Ph.D. program
there, where she met and married David Gates, a musician. She has taught at the University of
Virginia and Harvard. With a Guggenheim grant she returned to Connecticut, lived briefly in
New York, spent summers writing in Vermont, and then settled in an old house in Charlottesville,
Virginia.

Beattie has earned praise for her ability to reproduce the verbal and physical texture of
contemporary life. She admits to using incidents gleaned from her acquaintances, insisting that she
never uses “a real bitter wound” and that an actual anecdote “comes out very scrambled.” Claiming
she does not have an ear that retains dialogue, she says that what has impressed her becomes appar-
ent only as she writes, often years later. Part of her effect of immediacy derives from her use of head-
line events, for instance, the falling of Skylab in Falling in Place (1980), or popular entertainment
such as soap opera in Love Always (1985). In a 1980 interview, she said, “I really love the notion
of found art. Warhol soup cans—that kind of stuff. When I write something, I like to look out
the window the night I’m typing and see what kind of moon it was on July the 15th and put it in.”

Often the lyrics of popular songs comment ironically on the lives of her characters. The
common experience of popular music weaving a tapestry behind the emotional events of the lives
in the foreground is present in all the novels and short stories and made an explicit theme in Love
Always. “All over America, people were driving around hearing a song and remembering exactly
where they were, who they loved, how they thought it would turn out. In traffic jams, women with
babies and grocery bags were suddenly eighteen years old, in summer, on the beach in the arms of
somebody who hummed that song in their ear. They ironed to songs they had slow-danced to, shot
through intersections on yellow lights the way they always had, keeping time with the Doors’
drumbeat.”

Although she declines to provide an explicitly moral component to her fiction “because I don’t
think there are answers to give,” she succeeds in describing and analyzing contemporary alienation,
most recently in the novels Another You (1995) and My Life, Starring Dara Falcon (1997). Her char-
acters know that some crucial ingredient is missing from their lives, but because they cannot
identify it, they don’t know where to seek it. In spare, elegant prose, Beattie demonstrates their
sense of loss.

In addition to the books named above, Picturing Will, a novel, appeared in 1990. Short stories are collected in Distortions, 1976; Secrets and
Surprises, 1978; The Burning House, 1982; Where You’ll Find Me, 1986; and What Was Mine, 1992.

A Study is Christina Murphy, Ann Beattie, 1986.
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ANN BEATTIE

Janus

The bowl was perfect. Perhaps it was not what you’d select if you faced a shelf of
bowls, and not the sort of thing that would inevitably attract a lot of attention at
a crafts fair, yet it had real presence. It was as predictably admired as a mutt who
has no reason to suspect he might be funny. Just such a dog, in fact, was often
brought out (and in) along with the bowl.

Andrea was a real-estate agent, and when she thought that some prospective
buyers might be dog lovers, she would drop off her dog at the same time she placed
the bowl in the house that was up for sale. She would put a dish of water in the
kitchen for Mondo, take his squeaking plastic frog out of her purse and drop it on
the floor. He would pounce delightedly, just as he did every day at home, batting
around his favorite toy. The bowl usually sat on a coffee table, though recently she
had displayed it on top of a pine blanket chest and on a lacquered table. It was
once placed on a cherry table beneath a Bonnard1 still life, where it held its own.

Everyone who has purchased a house or who has wanted to sell a house must
be familiar with some of the tricks used to convince a buyer that the house is quite
special: a fire in the fireplace in early evening; jonquils in a pitcher on the kitchen
counter, where no one ordinarily has space to put flowers; perhaps the slight
aroma of spring, made by a single drop of scent vaporizing from a lamp bulb.

The wonderful thing about the bowl, Andrea thought, was that it was both
subtle and noticeable—a paradox of a bowl. Its glaze was the color of cream and
seemed to glow no matter what light it was placed in. There were a few bits of
color in it—tiny geometric flashes—and some of these were tinged with flecks of
silver. They were as mysterious as cells seen under a microscope; it was difficult
not to study them, because they shimmered, flashing for a split second, and then
resumed their shape. Something about the colors and their random placement sug-
gested motion. People who liked country furniture always commented on the
bowl, but then it turned out that people who felt comfortable with Biedermeier2

loved it just as much. But the bowl was not at all ostentatious, or even so notice-
able that anyone would suspect that it had been put in place deliberately. They
might notice the height of the ceiling on first entering a room, and only when their
eye moved down from that, or away from the refraction of sunlight on a pale wall,
would they see the bowl. Then they would go immediately to it and comment. Yet
they always faltered when they tried to say something. Perhaps it was because
they were in the house for a serious reason, not to notice some object.

Once Andrea got a call from a woman who had not put in an offer on a house
she had shown her. That bowl, she said—would it be possible to find out where
the owners had bought that beautiful bowl? Andrea pretended that she did not

“Janus” by Ann Beattie, from The New Yorker. Reprinted by permission of International Creative Man-
agement, Inc. Copyright © 1985 by Ann Beattie.

1. Pierre Bonnard (1867–1947), French painter.
2. A style of furniture originally popular in Germany in the early nineteenth century.
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know what the woman was referring to. A bowl, somewhere in the house? Oh, on
a table under the window. Yes, she would ask, of course. She let a couple of days
pass, then called back to say that the bowl had been a present and the people did
not know where it had been purchased.

When the bowl was not being taken from house to house, it sat on Andrea’s
coffee table at home. She didn’t keep it carefully wrapped (although she trans-
ported it that way, in a box); she kept it on the table, because she liked to see it. It
was large enough so that it didn’t seem fragile or particularly vulnerable if anyone
sideswiped the table or Mondo blundered into it at play. She had asked her hus-
band to please not drop his house key in it. It was meant to be empty.

When her husband first noticed the bowl, he had peered into it and smiled
briefly. He always urged her to buy things she liked. In recent years, both of them
had acquired many things to make up for all the lean years when they were gradu-
ate students, but now that they had been comfortable for quite a while, the plea-
sure of new possessions dwindled. Her husband had pronounced the bowl
“pretty,” and he had turned away without picking it up to examine it. He had no
more interest in the bowl than she had in his new Leica.

She was sure that the bowl brought her luck. Bids were often put in on houses
where she had displayed the bowl. Sometimes the owners, who were always asked
to be away or to step outside when the house was being shown, didn’t even know
that the bowl had been in their house. Once—she could not imagine how—she left
it behind, and then she was so afraid that something might have happened to it
that she rushed back to the house and sighed with relief when the woman owner
opened the door. The bowl, Andrea explained—she had purchased a bowl and set
it on the chest for safekeeping while she toured the house with the prospective
buyers, and she . . . She felt like rushing past the frowning woman and seizing her
bowl. The owner stepped aside, and it was only when Andrea ran to the chest that
the lady glanced at her a little strangely. In the few seconds before Andrea picked
up the bowl, she realized that the owner must have just seen that it had been per-
fectly placed, that the sunlight struck the bluer part of it. Her pitcher had been
moved to the far side of the chest, and the bowl predominated. All the way home,
Andrea wondered how she could have left the bowl behind. It was like leaving a
friend at an outing—just walking off. Sometimes there were stories in the paper
about families forgetting a child somewhere and driving to the next city. Andrea
had only gone a mile down the road before she remembered.

In time, she dreamed of the bowl. Twice, in a waking dream—early in the
morning, between sleep and a last nap before rising—she had a clear vision of it. It
came into sharp focus and startled her for a moment—the same bowl she looked
at every day.

She had a very profitable year selling real estate. Word spread, and she had
more clients than she felt comfortable with. She had the foolish thought that if
only the bowl were an animate object she could thank it. There were times when
she wanted to talk to her husband about the bowl. He was a stockbroker, and
sometimes told people that he was fortunate to be married to a woman who had
such a fine aesthetic sense and yet could also function in the real world. They were
a lot alike, really—they had agreed on that. They were both quiet people—reflec-
tive, slow to make value judgments, but almost intractable once they had come to
a conclusion. They both liked details, but while ironies attracted her, he was more
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impatient and dismissive when matters became many-sided or unclear. They both
knew this, and it was the kind of thing they could talk about when they were alone
in the car together, coming home from a party or after a weekend with friends.
But she never talked to him about the bowl. When they were at dinner, exchang-
ing their news of the day, or while they lay in bed at night listening to the stereo
and murmuring sleepy disconnections, she was often tempted to come right out
and say that she thought that the bowl in the living room, the cream-colored bowl,
was responsible for her success. But she didn’t say it. She couldn’t begin to explain
it. Sometimes in the morning, she would look at him and feel guilty that she had
such a constant secret.

Could it be that she had some deeper connection with the bowl—a relation-
ship of some kind? She corrected her thinking: how could she imagine such a thing,
when she was a human being and it was a bowl? It was ridiculous. Just think of
how people lived together and loved each other . . . But was that always so clear,
always a relationship? She was confused by these thoughts, but they remained in
her mind. There was something within her now, something real, that she never
talked about.

The bowl was a mystery, even to her. It was frustrating, because her involve-
ment with the bowl contained a steady sense of unrequited good fortune; it would
have been easier to respond if some sort of demand were made in return. But that
only happened in fairy tales. The bowl was just a bowl. She did not believe that
for one second. What she believed was that it was something she loved.

In the past, she had sometimes talked to her husband about a new property
she was about to buy or sell—confiding some clever strategy she had devised to
persuade owners who seemed ready to sell. Now she stopped doing that, for all her
strategies involved the bowl. She became more deliberate with the bowl, and more
possessive. She put it in houses only when no one was there, and removed it when
she left the house. Instead of just moving a pitcher or a dish, she would remove all
the other objects from a table. She had to force herself to handle them carefully, be-
cause she didn’t really care about them. She just wanted them out of sight.

She wondered how the situation would end. As with a lover, there was no
exact scenario of how matters would come to a close. Anxiety became the opera-
tive force. It would be irrelevant if the lover rushed into someone else’s arms, or
wrote her a note and departed to another city. The horror was the possibility of
the disappearance. That was what mattered.

She would get up at night and look at the bowl. It never occurred to her that
she might break it. She washed and dried it without anxiety, and she moved it
often, from coffee table to mahogany corner table or wherever, without fearing an
accident. It was clear that she would not be the one who would do anything to the
bowl. The bowl was only handled by her, set safely on one surface or another; it
was not very likely that anyone would break it. A bowl was a poor conductor of
electricity: it would not be hit by lightning. Yet the idea of damage persisted. She
did not think beyond that—to what her life would be without the bowl. She only
continued to fear that some accident would happen. Why not, in a world where
people set plants where they did not belong, so that visitors touring a house would
be fooled into thinking that dark corners got sunlight—a world full of tricks?

She had first seen the bowl several years earlier, at a crafts fair she had visited
half in secret, with her lover. He had urged her to buy the bowl. She didn’t need
any more things, she told him. But she had been drawn to the bowl, and they had
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lingered near it. Then she went on to the next booth, and he came up behind her,
tapping the rim against her shoulder as she ran her fingers over a wood carving.
“You’re still insisting that I buy that?” she said. “No,” he said. “I bought it for
you.” He had bought her other things before this—things she liked more, at first—
the child’s ebony-and-turquoise ring that fitted her little finger; the wooden box,
long and thin, beautifully dovetailed, that she used to hold paper clips; the soft
gray sweater with a pouch pocket. It was his idea that when he could not be there
to hold her hand she could hold her own—clasp her hands inside the lone pocket
that stretched across the front. But in time she became more attached to the bowl
than to any of his other presents. She tried to talk herself out of it. She owned
other things that were more striking or valuable. It wasn’t an object whose beauty
jumped out at you; a lot of people must have passed it by before the two of them
saw it that day.

Her lover had said that she was always too slow to know what she really
loved. Why continue with her life the way it was? Why be two-faced, he asked her.
He had made the first move toward her. When she would not decide in his favor,
would not change her life and come to him, he asked her what made her think she
could have it both ways. And then he made the last move and left. It was a deci-
sion meant to break her will, to shatter her intransigent ideas about honoring pre-
vious commitments.

Time passed. Alone in the living room at night, she often looked at the bowl
sitting on the table, still and safe, unilluminated. In its way, it was perfect: the
world cut in half, deep and smoothly empty. Near the rim, even in dim light, the
eye moved toward one small flash of blue, a vanishing point on the horizon.

1986
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SANDRA CISNEROS
(1954– )

The daughter of a Mexican father and a Mexican American mother, Cisneros
spent a good deal of her childhood shuttling between her birthplace of Chicago
and her paternal grandparents’ home in Mexico City. She graduated from
Chicago’s Loyola University and enrolled in the Writers’ Workshop at the Univer-
sity of Iowa. Since graduation from Iowa, she has lived mostly in Texas, where the
cross-border bilingual culture she chronicles is prominent.

Her first collection of poetry, Bad Boys (1980), distributed by a small press
specializing in Latino literature, received little notice. With her fiction collection
House on Mango Street (1984), Cisneros gained the attention of the New York
publishing establishment. Centering on a young girl’s experiences growing up in a
segregated urban neighborhood, Mango Street is a series of short prose pieces
loosely organized around the central character and her evolving artistic vision.

My Wicked, Wicked Ways (1987), a second poetry collection, also deals with
the development of a young woman, but in this case the change is from a “bad
girl” to an “evil woman.” The female character struggles with and defies cultural
expectations while trying to define an artistic perspective. Loose Woman (1994), a
third book of poems, again focuses on the “wicked woman” and her feminist defi-
ance of traditional assumptions.

Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories (1991) brings together stories and
sketches from Texas and Mexico. A bilingual children’s book, Hairs/Pelitos, ap-
peared in 1994. Caramelo (2002) describes a Mexican American family’s yearly
trip from Chicago to Mexico City, with stops in Texas. Surrounded by grandpar-
ents, aunts, uncles, parents, and six older brothers, “Lala” Reyes tries to find her
voice and her role in the transborder life of her family. The work is organized, like
Mango Street, around the central female protagonist, whose views of her extended
family help to clarify her own character.
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SANDRA CISNEROS

Woman Hollering Creek

The day Don Serafín gave Juan Pedro Martínez Sánchez permission to take Cleó-
filas Enriqueta DeLeón Hernández as his bride, across her father’s threshold, over
several miles of dirt road and several miles of paved, over one border and beyond
to a town en el otro lado—on the other side—already did he divine the morning
his daughter would raise her hand over her eyes, look south, and dream of return-
ing to the chores that never ended, six good-for-nothing brothers, and one old
man’s complaints.

He had said, after all, in the hubbub of parting: I am your father, I will never
abandon you. He had said that, hadn’t he, when he hugged and then let her go.
But at the moment Cleófilas was busy looking for Chela, her maid of honor, to
fulfill their bouquet conspiracy. She would not remember her father’s parting
words until later. I am your father, I will never abandon you.

Only now as a mother did she remember. Now, when she and Juan Pedrito
sat by the creek’s edge. How when a man and a woman love each other, some-
times that love sours. But a parent’s love for a child, a child’s for its parents, is an-
other thing entirely.

This is what Cleófilas thought evenings when Juan Pedro did not come home,
and she lay on her side of the bed listening to the hollow roar of the interstate, a
distant dog barking, the pecan trees rustling like ladies in stiff petticoats—shh-
shh-shh, shh-shh-shh—soothing her to sleep.

• • •

In the town where she grew up, there isn’t very much to do except accom-
pany the aunts and godmothers to the house of one or the other to play cards. Or
walk to the cinema to see this week’s film again, speckled and with one hair quiv-
ering annoyingly on the screen. Or to the center of town to order a milk shake
that will appear in a day and a half as a pimple on her backside. Or to the girl-
friend’s house to watch the latest telenovela episode and try to copy the way the
women comb their hair, wear their makeup.

But what Cleófilas has been waiting for, has been whispering and sighing and
giggling for, has been anticipating since she was old enough to lean against the
window displays of gauze and butterflies and lace, is passion. Not the kind on the
cover of the ¡Alarma! magazines, mind you, where the lover is photographed with
the bloody fork she used to salvage her good name. But passion in its purest crys-
talline essence. The kind the books and songs and telenovelas describe when one
finds, finally, the great love of one’s life, and does whatever one can, must do, at
whatever the cost.

“Woman Hollering Creek” from Woman Hollering Creek. Copyright © 1991 by Sandra Cisneros. Pub-
lished by Vintage Books, a division of Random House Inc., and originally in hardcover by Random
House, Inc. NO FURTHER REPRODUCTION OR DISTRIBUTION OF THIS MATERIAL IS PER-
MITTED. Reprinted by permission of Susan Bergholz Literary Services, New York. All rights reserved.
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Tú o Nadie. “You or No One.” The title of the current favorite telenovela.
The beautiful Lucía Méndez having to put up with all kinds of hardships of the
heart, separation and betrayal, and loving, always loving no matter what, because
that is the most important thing, and did you see Lucía Méndez on the Bayer as-
pirin commercials—wasn’t she lovely? Does she dye her hair do you think? Cleófi-
las is going to go to the farmacía and buy a hair rinse; her girlfriend Chela will
apply it—it’s not that difficult at all.

Because you didn’t watch last night’s episode when Lucía confessed she loved
him more than anyone in her life. In her life! And she sings the song “You or No
One” in the beginning and end of the show. Tú o Nadie. Somehow one ought to
live one’s life like that, don’t you think? You or no one. Because to suffer for love
is good. The pain all sweet somehow. In the end.

• • •

Seguín. She had liked the sound of it. Far away and lovely. Not like Monclova.
Coahuia. Ugly.

Seguín, Tejas. A nice sterling ring to it. The tinkle of money. She would get to
wear outfits like the women on the tele, like Lucía Méndez. And have a lovely
house, and wouldn’t Chela be jealous.

And yes, they will drive all the way to Laredo to get her wedding dress. That’s
what they say. Because Juan Pedro wants to get married right away, without a long
engagement since he can’t take off too much time from work. He has a very im-
portant position in Seguin with, with . . . a beer company, I think. Or was it tires?
Yes, he has to be back. So they will get married in the spring when he can take off
work, and then they will drive off in his new pickup—did you see it?—to their
new home in Seguin. Well, not exactly new, but they’re going to repaint the house.
You know newlyweds. New paint and new furniture. Why not? He can afford it.
And later on add maybe a room or two for the children. May they be blessed with
many.

Well, you’ll see. Cleófilas has always been so good with her sewing machine.
A little rrrr, rrrr, rrrr of the machine and ¡zas! Miracles. She’s always been so clever,
that girl. Poor thing. And without even a mama to advise her on things like her
wedding night. Well, may God help her. What with a father with a head like a
burro, and those six clumsy brothers. Well, what do you think! Yes, I’m going to
the wedding. Of course! The dress I want to wear just needs to be altered a teensy
bit to bring it up to date. See, I saw a new style last night that I thought would suit
me. Did you watch last night’s episode of The Rich Also Cry? Well, did you notice
the dress the mother was wearing?

• • •

La Gritona. Such a funny name for such a lovely arroyo. But that’s what they
called the creek that ran behind the house. Though no one could say whether the
woman had hollered from anger or pain. The natives only knew the arroyo one
crossed on the way to San Antonio, and then once again on the way back, was
called Woman Hollering, a name no one from these parts questioned, little less un-
derstood. Pues, allá de los indios, quién sabe—who knows, the townspeople
shrugged, because it was of no concern to their lives how this trickle of water re-
ceived its curious name.
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“What do you want to know for?” Trini the laundromat attendant asked in
the same gruff Spanish she always used whenever she gave Cleófilas change or
yelled at her for something. First for putting too much soap in the machines. Later,
for sitting on a washer. And still later, after Juan Pedrito was born, for not under-
standing that in this country you cannot let your baby walk around with no dia-
per and his pee-pee hanging out, it wasn’t nice, ¿entiendes? Pues.

How could Cleófilas explain to a woman like this why the name Woman Hol-
lering fascinated her. Well, there was no sense talking to Trini.

On the other hand there were the neighbor ladies, one on either side of the
house they rented near the arroyo. The woman soledad on the left, the woman
Dolores on the right.

The neighbor lady Soledad liked to call herself a widow, though how she came
to be one was a mystery. Her husband had either died, or run away with an ice-
house floozie, or simply gone out for cigarettes one afternoon and never came
back. It was hard to say which since Soledad, as a rule, didn’t mention him.

In the other house lived la señora Dolores, kind and very sweet, but her house
smelled too much of incense and candles from the altars that burned continuously
in memory of two sons who had died in the last war and one husband who had
died shortly after from grief. The neighbor lady Dolores divided her time between
the memory of these men and her garden, famous for its sunflowers—so tall they
had to be supported with broom handles and old boards; red red cockscombs,
fringed and bleeding a thick menstrual color; and, especially, roses whose sad scent
reminded Cleófilas of the dead. Each Sunday la señora Dolores clipped the most
beautiful of these flowers and arranged them on three modest headstones at the
Seguin cemetery.

The neighbor ladies, Soledad, Dolores, they might’ve known once the name
of the arroyo before it turned English but they did not know now. They were too
busy remembering the men who had left through either choice or circumstance
and would never come back.

Pain or rage, Cleófilas wondered when she drove over the bridge the first time
as a newlywed and Juan Pedro had pointed it out. La Gritona, he had said, and she
had laughed. Such a funny name for a creek so pretty and full of happily ever after.

• • •

The first time she had been so surprised she didn’t cry out or try to defend
herself. She had always said she would strike back if a man, any man, were to
strike her.

But when the moment came, and he slapped her once, and then again, and
again, until the lip split and bled an orchid of blood, she didn’t fight back, she
didn’t break into tears, she didn’t run away as she imagined she might when she
saw such things in the telenovelas.

In her own home her parents had never raised a hand to each other or to their
children. Although she admitted she may have been brought up a little leniently as
an only daughter—la consentida, the princess—there were some things she would
never tolerate. Ever.

Instead, when it happened the first time, when they were barely man and wife,
she had been so stunned, it left her speechless, motionless, numb. She had done
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nothing but reach up to the heat on her mouth and stare at the blood on her hand
as if even then she didn’t understand.

She could think of nothing to say, said nothing. Just stroked the dark curls of
the man who wept and would weep like a child, his tears of repentance and shame,
this time and each.

• • •

The men at the ice house. From what she can tell, from the times during her
first year when still a newlywed she is invited and accompanies her husband, sits
mute beside their conversation, waits and sips a beer until it grows warm, twists a
paper napkin into a knot, then another into a fan, one into a rose, nods her head,
smiles, yawns, politely grins, laughs at the appropriate moments, leans against her
husband’s sleeve, tugs at his elbow, and finally becomes good at predicting where
the talk will lead, from this Cleófilas concludes each is nightly trying to find the
truth lying at the bottom of the bottle like a gold doubloon on the sea floor.

They want to tell each other what they want to tell themselves. But what is
bumping like a helium balloon at the ceiling of the brain never finds its way out. It
bubbles and rises, it gurgles in the throat, it rolls across the surface of the tongue,
and erupts from the lips—a belch.

If they are lucky, there are tears at the end of the long night. At any given mo-
ment, the fists try to speak. They are dogs chasing their own tails before lying
down to sleep, trying to find a way, a route, an out, and—finally—get some peace.

• • •

In the morning sometimes before he opens his eyes. Or after they have fin-
ished loving. Or at times when he is simply across from her at the table putting
pieces of food into his mouth and chewing. Cleófilas thinks, This is the man I have
waited my whole life for.

Not that he isn’t a good man. She has to remind herself why she loves him
when she changes the baby’s Pampers, or when she mops the bathroom floor, or
tries to make the curtains for the doorways without doors, or whiten the linen. Or
wonder a little when he kicks the refrigerator and says he hates this shitty house
and is going out where he won’t be bothered with the baby’s howling and her sus-
picious questions, and her requests to fix this and this and this because if she had
any brains in her head she’d realize he’s been up before the rooster earning his liv-
ing to pay for the food in her belly and the roof over her head and would have to
wake up again early the next day so why can’t you just leave me in peace, woman.

He is not very tall, no, and he doesn’t look like the men on the telenovelas.
His face still scarred from acne. And he has a bit of a belly from all the beer he
drinks. Well, he’s always been husky.

This man who farts and belches and snores as well as laughs and kisses and
holds her. Somehow this husband whose whiskers she finds each morning in the
sink, whose shoes she must air each evening on the porch, this husband who cuts
his fingernails in public, laughs loudly, curses like a man, and demands each course
of dinner be served on a separate plate like at his mother’s, as soon as he gets home,
on time or late, and who doesn’t care at all for music or telenovelas or romance or
roses or the moon floating pearly over the arroyo, or through the bedroom win-
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dow for that matter, shut the blinds and go back to sleep, this man, this father,
this rival, this keeper, this lord, this master, this husband till kingdom come.

• • •

A doubt. Slender as a hair. A washed cup set back on the shelf wrong-side-up.
Her lipstick, and body talc, and hairbrush all arranged in the bathroom a different
way.

No. Her imagination. The house the same as always. Nothing.
Coming home from the hospital with her new son, her husband. Something

comforting in discovering her house slippers beneath the bed, the faded housecoat
where she left it on the bathroom hook. Her pillow. Their bed.

Sweet sweet homecoming. Sweet as the scent of face powder in the air, jas-
mine, sticky liquor.

Smudged fingerprint on the door. Crushed cigarette in a glass. Wrinkle in the
brain crumpling to a crease.

• • •

Sometimes she thinks of her father’s house. But how could she go back there?
What a disgrace. What would the neighbors say? Coming home like that with one
baby on her hip and one in the oven. Where’s your husband?

The town of gossips. The town of dust and despair. Which she has traded for
this town of gossips. This town of dust, despair. Houses farther apart perhaps,
though no more privacy because of it. No leafy zócalo in the center of the town,
though the murmur of talk is clear enough all the same. No huddled whispering
on the church steps each Sunday. Because here the whispering begins at sunset at
the ice house instead.

This town with its silly pride for a bronze pecan the size of a baby carriage in
front of the city hall. TV repair shop, drugstore, hardware, dry cleaner’s, chiro-
practor’s, liquor store, bail bonds, empty storefront, and nothing, nothing, noth-
ing of interest. Nothing one could walk to, at any rate. Because the towns here are
built so that you have to depend on husbands. Or you stay home. Or you drive. If
you’re rich enough to own, allowed to drive, your own car.

There is no place to go. Unless one counts the neighbor ladies. Soledad on
one side, Dolores on the other. Or the creek.

Don’t go out there after dark, mi’jita. Stay near the house. No es bueno para
la salud. Mala suerte. Bad luck. Mal aire. You’ll get sick and the baby too. You’ll
catch a fright wandering about in the dark, and then you’ll see how right we were.

The stream sometimes only a muddy puddle in the summer, though now in
the springtime, because of the rains, a good-size alive thing, a thing with a voice
all its own, all day and all night calling in its high, silver voice. Is it La Llorona,
the weeping woman? La Llorona, who drowned her own children. Perhaps La
Llorona is the one they named the creek after, she thinks, remembering all the sto-
ries she learned as a child.

La Llorona calling to her. She is sure of it. Cleófilas sets the baby’s Donald
Duck blanket on the grass. Listens. The day sky turning to night. The baby pulling
up fistfuls of grass and laughing. La Llorona. Wonders if something as quiet as
this drives a woman to the darkness under the trees.

• • •
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What she needs is . . . and made a gesture as if to yank a woman’s buttocks to
his groin. Maximiliano, the foul-smelling fool from across the road, said this and
set the men laughing, but Cleófilas just muttered. Grosera, and went on washing
dishes.

She knew he said it not because it was true, but more because it was he who
needed to sleep with a woman, instead of drinking each night at the ice house and
stumbling home alone.

Maximiliano who was said to have killed his wife in an ice-house brawl when
she came at him with a mop. I had to shoot, he had said—she was armed.

Their laughter outside the kitchen window. Her husband’s, his friends’.
Manolo, Beto, Efraín, el Perico. Maximiliano.

Was Cleófilas just exaggerating as her husband always said? It seemed the news-
papers were full of such stories. This woman found on the side of the interstate. This
one pushed from a moving car. This one’s cadaver, this one unconscious, this one
beaten blue. Her ex-husband, her husband, her lover, her father, her brother, her
uncle, her friend, her co-worker. Always. The same grisly news in the pages of the
dailies. She dunked a glass under the soapy water for a moment—shivered.

• • •

He had thrown a book. Hers. From across the room. A hot welt across the
cheek. She could forgive that. But what stung more was the fact it was her book, a
love story by Corín Tellado, what she loved most now that she lived in the U.S.,
without a television set, without the telenovelas.

Except now and again when her husband was away and she could manage it,
the few episodes glimpsed at the neighbor lady Soledad’s house because Dolores did-
n’t care for that sort of thing, though Soledad was often kind enough to retell what
had happened on what episode of Maríe de Nadie, the poor Argentine country girl
who had the ill fortune of falling in love with the beautiful son of the Arrocha fam-
ily, the very family she worked for, whose roof she slept under and whose floors she
vacuumed, while in that same house, with the dust brooms and floor cleaners as
witnesses, the square-jawed Juan Carlos Arrocha had uttered words of love, I love
you, María, listen to me, mi querida, but it was she who had to say No, no, we are
not of the same class, and remind him it was not his place nor hers to fall in love,
while all the while her heart was breaking, can you imagine.

Cleófilas thought her life would have to be like that, like a telenovela, only now
the episodes got sadder and sadder. And there were no commercials in between for
comic relief. And no happy ending in sight. She thought this when she sat with the
baby out by the creek behind the house. Cleófilas de . . . ? But somehow she would
have to change her name to Topazio, or Yesenia, Cristal, Adriana, Stefania, Andrea,
something more poetic than Cleófilas. Everything happened to women with names
like jewels. But what happened to a Cleófilas? Nothing. But a crack in the face.

• • •

Because the doctor has said so. She has to go. To make sure the new baby is
all right, so there won’t be any problems when he’s born, and the appointment
card says next Tuesday. Could he please take her. And that’s all.

No, she won’t mention it. She promises. If the doctor asks she can say she fell
down the front steps or slipped when she was out in the backyard, slipped out
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back, she could tell him that. She has to go back next Tuesday, Juan Pedro, please,
for the new baby. For their child.

She could write to her father and ask maybe for money, just a loan, for the
new baby’s medical expenses. Well then if he’d rather she didn’t. All right, she
won’t. Please don’t anymore. Please don’t. She knows it’s difficult saving money
with all the bills they have, but how else are they going to get out of debt with the
truck payments? And after the rent and the food and the electricity and the gas
and the water and the who-knows-what, well, there’s hardly anything left. But
please, at least for the doctor visit. She won’t ask for anything else. She has to.
Why is she so anxious? Because.

Because she is going to make sure the baby is not turned around backward this
time to split her down the center. Yes. Next Tuesday at five-thirty. I’ll have Juan
Pedrito dressed and ready. But those are the only shoes he has. I’ll polish them, and
we’ll be ready. As soon as you come from work. We won’t make you ashamed.

• • •

Felice? It’s me, Graciela.
No, I can’t talk louder. I’m at work.
Look, I need kind of a favor. There’s a patient, lady here who’s got a problem.
Well, wait a minute. Are you listening to me or what?
I can’t talk real loud ’cause her husband’s in the next room.
Well, would you just listen?
I was going to do this sonogram on her—she’s pregnant, right?—and she just

starts crying on me. Híjole, Felice! This poor lady’s got black-and-blue marks all
over. I’m not kidding.

From her husband. Who else? Another one of those brides from across the
border. And her family’s all in Mexico.

Shit. You think they’re going to help her? Give me a break. This lady doesn’t
even speak English. She hasn’t been allowed to call home or write or nothing.
That’s why I’m calling you.

She needs a ride.
Not to Mexico, you goof. Just to the Greyhound. In San Anto.
No, just a ride. She’s got her own money. All you’d have to do is drop her off

in San Antonio on your way home. Come on, Felice. Please? If we don’t help her,
who will? I’d drive her myself, but she needs to be on that bus before her husband
gets home from work. What do you say?

I don’t know. Wait.
Right away, tomorrow even.
Well, if tomorrow’s no good for you . . .
It’s a date, Felice. Thursday. At the Cash N Carry off I-10. Noon. She’ll be

ready.
Oh, and her name’s Cleófilas.
I don’t know. One of those Mexican saints, I guess. A martyr or something.
Cleófilas. C-L-E-O-F-I-L-A-S. Cle. O. Fi. Las. Write it down.
Thanks, Felice. When her kid’s born she’ll have to name her after us, right?
Yeah, you got it. A regular soap opera sometimes. Qué vida, comadre,

Bueno bye.

• • •
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All morning that flutter of half-fear, half-doubt. At any moment Juan Pedro
might appear in the doorway. On the street. At the Cash N Carry. Like in the
dreams she dreamed.

There was that to think about, yes, until the woman in the pickup drove up.
Then there wasn’t time to think about anything but the pickup pointed toward
San Antonio. Put your bags in the back and get in.

But when they drove across the arroyo, the driver opened her mouth and let
out a yell as loud as any mariachi. Which startled not only Cleófilas, but Juan
Pedrito as well.

Pues, look how cute. I scared you two, right? Sorry. Should’ve warned you.
Every time I cross that bridge I do that. Because of the name, you know. Woman
Hollering. Pues, I holler. She said this in a Spanish pocked with English and
laughed. Did you ever notice, Felice continued, how nothing around here is named
after a woman? Really. Unless she’s the Virgin. I guess you’re only famous if you’re
a virgin. She was laughing again.

That’s why I like the name of that arroyo. Makes you want to holler like
Tarzan, right?

Everything about this woman, this Felice, amazed Cleófilas. The fact that she
drove a pickup. A pickup, mind you, but when Cleófilas asked if it was her hus-
band’s, she said she didn’t have a husband. The pickup was hers. She herself had
chosen it. She herself was paying for it.

I used to have a Pontiac Sunbird. But those cars are for viejas. Pussy cars. Now
this here is a real car.

What kind of talk was that coming from a woman? Cleófilas thought. But
then again, Felice was like no woman she’d ever met. Can you imagine, when we
crossed the arroyo she just started yelling like a crazy, she would say later to her
father and brothers. Just like that. Who would’ve thought?

Who would’ve? Pain or rage, perhaps, but not a hoot like the one Felice had
just let go. Makes you want to holler like Tarzan, Felice had said.

Then Felice began laughing again, but it wasn’t Felice laughing. It was gur-
gling out of her own throat, a long ribbon of laughter, like water.
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