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Clothes

The yard was full of the last of Rita's furniture: the
sofa with the violent magenta spread thrown over i1t to dis=-
guise its worst defects, the antique bedroom set which needed
to nave the footboard to the bed repaired, and thé bléck and
white television with its own stand and accompanying audio
defects.

Aita Chadwick sighed. There was nothing worth salvaging
that wasn' 't already packed in ner dying, but not yet dead,
Volvo. She had had tine car longer than she'd had pets or
nusbands, The latter nad come and gone without taking too
much of her or from her, and she was glad to be alone. Just
as long as the car didn't conk out, things would be fine.

'VShe shaded her eyes and watched tne quiet street in the
small college town for some prospective buyer, in a car or
on foot, to take the rest of her furniture. But all she saw
was her landlady, Mrs. Chen, who had come to inspect the pre-
mises so that Rita could get her deposit back,

"You a’'ready to go?" Mrs. Chen asked in nher btroken,
staccato English, dita liked the older Chinese lady very
much. Her tusiness-=like and sincere manner had remained con-
stant throughout the two years that dita had rented the base-
ment apartment.,

Li Chen had been a source of comfort to aita. After a
long day spent at the welfere office where she listened to
the continual threats, complaints, and lies of her clients,

and to the screaming and bickering of the dirty children who

1
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invariably accompanied their equally dirty parents, dita was
glad to drive home and find Li Chen moving about her rental
property, mowing the grass or sweeping the entry way. Iome=-
how, Li's unobstrusive presence eased the tension which always
remained like coils around her spine-on those long days at a
job which Rita hated. But now it was all over, and she was
going back to her home town to teach English onrnce more.

"Yes, I'm almost ready," she said. "But what am I going
to do with the rest of this stuff that didn't sell?"

"I take., 1 buy from you. How mﬁch yoﬁ want for the lot?
I have other property I need furniture for,"

They haggled, Li, offering more than she wanted to pay;
and Rita, accepting less. 23ut they settled the sale with Li
saying that her husband could easily repair the footboard, and
her son could work on the television.

' she said, and her agate eyes sparkled.

"Cheap labor,'

Rita laughed and took one last look at her furniture.
She would not miss it. She had owned the same pieces of
second-hand, garage=-sale mercnandise since she nad graduated
from college ten years before. She would sooner sleep on the
floor than move the junk one more time; she had moved so
many times.

"I guess I'm ready then, You can mail me my check for
the deposit and the furniture. Send it to my mother's houss.
Here, I1'll write the address on this for you.'

Rita tore a deposit slip from the check book sne carried

in her purse. On the back of the slip she wrote, "fita Chadwick,
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# Carolyn Chadwick, 321 Odessa Terrace, La Rue, Kansas, 67219.°
She handed the slip to Li.

Li folded it carefully then looked pointedly at Aita.
"Maybe with the money I send you, you buy new clothes."

Rita looked down at her blue, cotton, draw-string pants
and her green t-=shirt with its permanent grease spot from salad
dressing just above her left treast., One of the nice things
about working at the welfare office had been that no matter
how badly she had dressed, she had still teen better dressed
than her clients. And she definitely had smelled better.

"Maybe, " she said, but she had no intention of spending
the money on clothes for teaching. Yot ruch money, anyway.

It had taken her a long time to complete her M. A., four jyears,
including summer school, while working full time. =2Aita had
no desire to spend her first available funds on clothes.
Clothes didn ' t make the teacher, was fdita's argument; hard
work, determination, and dedication did., It was her atility
to teach and her credentials which had laﬁded ner thes teaching
pogition at La Rue High School, not the clothes which she had
worn to her initial interview.

Li ran a finger judiciously across the wood of the vanity
table shne had just bought and flicked off a ladybug crawling
along the surface,

"You glad to be going home to your mother's nouse?” she
asked, "You get along?”

"I don't know, to your rirst gquestion; and we try, to

your second,” They did try, too. They had for years. AT
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least Rita was trying harder each time sne saw Carolyn. But
she felt gspprenension about the move home.

Home., aita had Celt homeless ever since she had zegun
work on ner 3., A. at the age of eighteen. Neither of nrita's
two husbands had provided a home for hner or security, out
she had neither expected nor required it of them. Her at-
titude in all areas had teen extremely independent, wnich was
one of the reasons she was no longer married. Her independence
was the major reason why she really didn't relish the thought
of returning to Carolyn Chadwick's house after veing on her
own for so many years.

For all the years prior to college she had tehaved and
spoken as her mother had wished. Having no brothers or sisters,
Rita had witnessed no rebellion against hef mother’'s strength,
no challenge to her power. But her own rebellion nhad come wnen
she was safely at college, and witn the rebellion had come the
knowledge that she had her own strength and her own power.

dita shook hands with Li Chen and handed her the key. 1€
had been good living in Endicott, but fita lkmew that one vir-
tue she possessed was the ability to know when change was ne-
cessary and why. Working at the welfare oifice had served its
purpose in her 1life as‘had completing her education., 3oth had.

been the means to an end; and now with her appointment all but
secure, she was glad to be leaving.

It was hot work, driving into the August setting sun in
her un-air-conditioned Volvo., 3ita watched the road carefully

as she reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a
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covered rubber tand. With a quick motion of her ieft wrist,
and the added help of two fingers of her right hand, she was
able to twist her long, dark hair into a pony=tail while
steering with her knees.

A posted sign along the highway indicated that La ue

was one=hundred-and-twenty miles awaye. ita resigned herselfl
to another two nours of driving time and reached for the bvottle
of grapefruit juice wedged betwsen the driver -and passenger
seats. She swallowed half of the juice, capped it, and looked
at the country. The day was golden with the first haziness

of late summer, impending fall., The buffaloc grass on either
side of the road was losing its lush green color and waved in
hissing undﬁlatioﬁs. The hills of grass rose and fell into
the horizon and were btroken only by an occasional pond wnhich
shimmered btright oplue when viewed from a distance and glittered
darkly when seen Ifrom a few feet away.

Even though she enjoyed the scenic drive, she was glad
when her ancient car finally made it to La Bfue. The last
opalescent streaks of dusk had faded from the sky, and a
sliver of moon gleamed overhead., Uinston Avenue was a flurry
of traffic iliuminated on all sides by the bright lights of
the large city; neon lights indicated clubs, restaurants,
car dealerships, motels, and shopping malls. As Rita drove
west on Winston, she concentrated on the treffic, switching
lanes and btearing north on Plum, west on Fairfax, and north
once more °n her mother's street ol Odessa.

Finally, -he car was gliding quietly down the three

blocks of stately, well=kept homes with individually appro-
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priate landscaping, and pulling into Carolyn Chadwick's drive=
way and througnh the back gates., Aita switched off the
ignition.

Evening breezes swept through the trees, removing the
last, lingering heat of the day. A ©tird called from the
manicured shruts which lined the stone wall of the back yard.
Suddenly the surrounding darkness was 1lit oy the trightness
of flood lights, and a screen door slammed.

"Rita, is that you?"

"Yes, it's me."” Rita's legs were numb from ner extended
drive, and she felt needles shoot upward while she moved slowly
td the house.

Inside the kitchen, she was momentarily dazed by the
ceiling light. A window air-conditioner, in addition to the
central air system, circulated cool air. Tiny ice picks
pricked her skin, and goosebumps formed on her forearms.

She sneezed wetlye.

"Bless you,"” Her mother's arms were around her. Her
mother s fragrance enveloped her. 3ita held her mother
briefly tefore she reached for a kleenex.

Carolyn pushed wisps of her daughter's hair from her face
and pronounced judgment. “You look awful. Good God!i Are
those the only clothes you have?”

"I thought they were a bargain. A gquarter for the
pants at Good Will. The t=-shirt for Iree, courtesy of an
0ld boyfriend. And thongs on sale for only sixty-nine cents.

No one cen call me a slave of fashion,'
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“That's for sure, Carolyn motioned for Rita to sit
opposite to ner at the kitchen table. “So," she said. 'How
long can you stay?”

Rita stared at her motner in amazement. "I thought you
understood from the telephone conversation we had earlier in
the week, Mother. I 'm moving back to La Rue for good. I signed
a contract which was mailed to me, and I'm teking it to the
superintendent tomorrow morning.’

"I guess I didn't realize your appointment to teach was

n

definite,” Carolyn said slowly. "I don't know where my mind
was when we were talking. 1 thought you were considering taking
the job if it was availarle.” She paused and looked at Rita
doubtfully, "Then this isn't a visit.”

"o, it's not. But if you don't want me to stay here--
I had planned to find a place to rent just as soon as possitle,
anyway, and « « o

"It s only that I'm just now getting used to being on my
own again after so many years of being married to ielson. In
some ways I achually enjoy living alone. I can go to the
sympnony whenever 1 want without feeling guilty acout it.
Nelson never did like the symphony.”

"I remember, '

"I can have whatever 1 want to eat without listening to
him scream at me for not buying generic brands. I do whatever
I want, wnenever I want. It's been quite an adjustment,'but

I'm getting used to doing things for mysell{ without worrying

about others.’



"Zow's tusiness?” asked gita to divert the conversation
which would, any time now, take a direction toward Carolyn's
continuing interest, reading and reviewing seli-nelp books
for her own benefit and Rita s. Over the last five years
she had heavily armed hersell with them against velson in
order to gain the courage ror a divorce.

"Not so0 not." Former nurse, erstwnile musician, and
college graduate at the age of fifty-six in sociology,
Carolyn had bpeen selling Mercedes-Senzes in La fue for three
years and doing very well. She had e reputation in the com=-
runity for honesty, intelligence, and sincerity which certainly
helped her in the car business. Additionally, her gquiet air
of self-assurance and her willingness to work with a customer
were assets.

Carolyn stood up. The plum and rose patterned designer
"float" dress swirled mid-calf, Plump legs were encased in
nylons and reacned stockily from tortuously high, smootnh,
beigs pumps. Rica looked, really looked at her mother's
face beneath the silver, coirfed hair and was startled.
"She's an old woman,'" she said to hersell and remained silent.

"I can't do everything in a year: get a divorce, enjoy
being on my own, and make a tundle in btusiness. 1 can't do

it all." Carolyn reached a hand toward her cigarettes which
were on the window ledge, extra&?d one from her pack, and 1lit
it., Dieamond rings sparkled in the kitchen light as she shook
out a match. An old woman btut a powerful one, ita thought

to herself and wanted suddenly to escape,
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"I'm going to bring some of my things in and take them
upstairs, if that's all right.”

"If you'll wait awhile, Welson will ve over; and he can
unpack your car for you., There's no need ror you to carry
all of that heavy stuff in.”

Rita shaded her eyes from the ceiling light, as she looked

at her mother. 'Nelson? I thought the two of you got a divorce
because you couldn't stand each other. I thought you were
making a new life for yourself."

"sre you hungry? You look too thin.” Carolyn opened the
refrigerator and stood aside, Afita saw milk, four kinds of
juice, several cans of Fepsi, and a bottle of wine on the top
shelf, Zggs, cheeses, two nounds of butter and cream were on
the next shelf, in addition to a pecan pie and a container of

wnipped cream. Then came the sliced barbequed brisxet, the
smoked turkey breast, and shredded ham. Delicatessan con-
tainers of cole slaw, macaroni salad, and potato salad were
labeled on the bottom shelf.

"Whatever you want: grapes, bing cherries, salad stuff
are all in the produce drawer, Rosa baked a chocolate cake
that is out of %this world. It's over there.” A glittering
hand pointed to the pass-througn which held, in addition %o
the cake, a portable color TV, antique dishes of costume and
precious jewelry, and empty, washed Miracle Whip jars without
lids.

"I'm not hungry, but I will get a glass of water.'

Carolyn wandered into the dinette area off the kitchen

and began dialing on cne of the many phones in the house.
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"That s fine, dear. I really want to hear about yﬁur job, buct
I have a Cew business calls to make first.”

Knowing her mother's tendency for long phone conversations,
fita got her w;ter, slipped off her thongs, and moved on bare
Tfeet into the carpeted hallway and through the mirrored door
into the living rodm. Art deco and art nouveau lamps lit the
corners of the lavender living room. A4 violin and bow were
framed next to the old=-fashioned pump orgen which reached to
the ceiling. A grandfather clock swung its pendulum heavily,
Individual portraits of Carolyn and Rita hung over a parlor
set and recliners. The sounds of chamber music came over
the intercom system. Rita curled herself in one of the gray,
velvet recliners and set her glass on the carved, teak
coffee table. 4 chill was in the air, reminiscent of 2 mauso=-
leum, and she rubbed her arms.

"If this were my house,’ she said aloud, "I'd decorate
it in reds and yellows.' Only silence answered her.

The doorbell rang, and she answered it. 'Why Nelson,"
she said drily and stood aside to let her step-Tather into

the house.

Poor Nelson. At sixty-two he looked as he had always
looked to Rita: short, balding, and telligerent. :His only
charm was the Paul Newman smile which slid across his face
when he was amused. Generally he was too concerned avout the
arms race, the problem of his immediate financial situation,
which always, in his own mind, bpordered on bankrupcy, and
the chronic disrepair of his ovens at the two exclusive baker=

jies which he owned.
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A little man, thought Aita as she watched her motaer, who
outweighed Nelson by a good twenty pounds, come into tne room
and kiss nim briefly. Even a little man is entitled to nappiness,
Aita realized with astonishment and felt mild picty. An adver=-
sary.while ‘Rita nad been growing up, Nelson nad seemed to takKe
perverse pleasure in making her cry with his tactless personal
remakrs: her dress seemed too short, the color made ner face
appear green, the style made her "look like a bale of hay with
a wire busted.”" He could never make any more comments aoout
her poundage at any rate, Rita thougnt, as she slid easily
onto the parlor set sofa and crossed her legs.

They were scrutinizing her.

“She's toolthin, isn't she, Nelson?" Carolyn's second
and third cnins quivered as snhe spoke., Reacning ror another
cigarette, she paused, waiting for idelson to lignt it for hner.
This ritual completed, Carolyn deposited nersell in the re-
cliner thet no one else was permitted to use and waited for
Nelson to agree with her.

"I don't know," he said. “She looks all right to me
except for those God-awful clothes and that mop she calls
her hair.,"

Por Nelson, this was a compliment; and fita knew it.
Still, left-over anger from childhood and teenage years
welled inside her. "You're in no position to criticize my
hair or my clothes, Nelson: You have rather tizarre taste
in hair styles as you exhitit througn that draping erfect
of your two or three nairs across your skull. Ana as rfor

your lime-green, rolyester jumpsuit, it would make even



12

Herb Tarleck cringe." T[here, taought dita. But sne looked
at him sitting quietly next to her mother, and she cursed
inwardly. After Teing acgquainted with Nelson for twenty=four
of ner twenty-eight years, she should have known better,
Nelson could not help being Nelson.

Strangely enough, Carolyn wassmiling. “Let's have some
cake, she said.

The next morning nrita awakened early with a sense of dis-
orientation from teing in her mother‘'s house. She was conscious
of two things: she shouldn t nave eaten the céke, (it still
weighed heavily in her stomach), and she snould nave asked
Nelson to nelp ner lug the impoésibly neavy suitcase up the back
stairway. She ruboved her shoulder area and the small of her
back as well as she could and sat upright in the bved, groaning.
Still wearing the same t-shirt and a pair of bikini underwear,
she slipped out of bed, opened the door of her old bedroom,
and stared into the gloom of the hallway. A moth as ©vig as
a bat flew into her face, and she ran past it into the tath-
room,

Moths: Why had God ever created them? Leaning her
nead against the bathroom door, she remembered how Carclyn
had tried to reason with ner atout ner phocia. It nad veen
tne surmer after kindergarten.

"Rita, look at the miller in the jar. It can't hurt
you.," At CArolyn's command, Nelson had caught a miller and
placed it in an empty jar with'air noles puncned in the metal
lid,

"I hate it. It has teeth,” Rita had said deriantly.
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Carolyn had been adamant. 'You hold the jar, nita, and
look at the millser,”

"No, take it awayl Kill it!’ Rita rememvered screaming.

"Leave her alone, Lyn," Nelson had said. "It doesn't
matter.” That one time he had teen on Rita's side. Maybe
it was just that he knew all about how it felt to be bullied.

The hapless miller had pteen disposed of, flusnad down the
toilet.,

Now, in the safety of the bathroom, fita turned on the
light and ventured a glance at the mirror. Mayce sne would
look and feel better after a shower. HDer final meeting with
the superintendent was scheduled for ten o'clock. Snhne began,
in thinking of the meeting, to feel glad as she did on those
rare occasions when she had a goal in sight or had reacned ice.
She thought of the time, several years prior to her casework
days, when a student who hated to read had asksd her for the
second book in a series and the time when she had been told
by a principal that ner work as a first-year teacher had been
excellent.

The water beat on her face., 3She loved teaching. It
actually frightened her sometimes that she loved it so much.
It had taken her so long to finish her education and get on
with her life. Rita parboiled her skin, turning her sore
shoulder to the stinging spray.

The grandfather clock was striking nine as she closed
the door to her bedroom and looked critically at herself in

the hallway mirror., The dark-blue, India-print, peasant
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blouse and skirt were probably, no, were definitely not the
thing to wear; but it couldn't te helped. Rita sighed.
Sometimes her dislike for dresses put her at a disadvantags.

A bleary-eyed Carolyn sat in her recliner, A cup of
coffee steamed on the teakwood tavle. A 1lit cilgarette was
poised in her hand. 3he put the cigarette to her lips, inhaled,
and coughed. Seating herself across the room, Aita felt
8lightly sick as she looked at her mother,

“I'11l be going to my meeting soon,” she said.

"Oh, that's right," Carolyn said. 'You're returning
your contract today to the superintendent. How much will
you maks next.year?“.

"Fifteen-Tive.,"

"Pifteen-five after your previous teaching experience
and your M. A.?" Carolyn was incredulous and smiling. "You
were making fourteen-eight withouﬁ grading papers as a case=
worker."

"I didn't like casework. I didn't like the people.”

"You're being intolerant., It takes all kinds," Carolyn
said primly.

"How would you know?'" Rita asked angrily, suddenly
annoyed by the opulence and safety which surrounded Carolyn.
"You never meet the type of people I had to work with, Mother,
Not at the Mercedes-Benz dealership, not at the symphony, and
certainly not in this neighborhood.”

"ell, who rattled your cage?" asked Carolyn cooly. "I
was only commenting that you certainly aren’'t going to make

enough money to justify career changes.”
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t

"That I want to do it is justification enough,"” said

Rita flatly and looked at the grandfather clock.

"Not to change the subject, tut when do you nlan to
move your furniture rrom Endicott?”

"I've sold my things, Motner. All but wnat's in the car."

The pendulum swung ponderously in the clock Cfor a full
minute before Carolyn spoke again in tones which conveyed
tight displeasure. 'That was very unwise of you.'

"Listen, I'm tired of having my living quarters look
like a junk yard. I'm going to buy what I want, piece by
piece, to replace what I've sold.'

"Some of those things can't be replaced, and I'm sorry
vou sold them. But that's the way your are,”’ Carolyn's
voice was husky with anger. "You've never been satisfied
with anything--not jots, not places to live, not furniture,
not husbands, not anything.”

"“YJour job isn't exactly making you jump for joy these
days. And as for husbands, at least I knew enough to get out
quickly enough to avoid getting pregnant and naving a daughter
that I never wanted."

Carolyn looked out the window next to her chair. "I'm
sorry you hate me so much,” she said.

Rita could tell it was going to be a wonderful day.

"I'm sorry 1've been such a bad mother," Carolyn said,
still looking out the window,

This had always been Rita s cue. "It's not your raulc.

I'm sorry that I've been so irritable and mean. Psacking,
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driving, and an interview, all in less than twenty-four nours,
have left me a little crazed.” But she knew that there was
more to it than that.

Carolyn continued to sit, folded like a caterpillar, in
the offended silence of a smoke cloud. ©Smoke had already ve=-
gun, even tihis early in the morning, to fill the top third of
the large living room.

"I'd better be going if 1I'm going to get to the inter-
view on time.” Rita stood up using her hands for leverage
on the arms of the parlor set chair.

Still not looking at Rita, Carolyn managed a parting
shot, ''Your dress doesn't exactly fit the occasion.” The
sky outside the window was gray. 'You'd better take an
umbrella," Maternal concern prevailed at the end.

Rita left the house, slamming the back door benind her.
She should never nave apologized. The more she thought about
the implicitly required apology, the madder she tecame. 3he
nad been forced into a corner and had retaliated. She forgave
herself but not Carolyn as she backed her Volvo out of tﬁe
driveway and drove to her appointment.

In an alley behind the Board of Education, a2 cat darted
in front of Rita's car. Not being able to brake quickly enough,
-Rita felt an ominous burp tveneath her tires, Slamming on her
brakes and shifﬁing into park, sne jumped out of fthe car and
ran back to the cat. It was a thin, yellow stray with scars
on its ears and patches of hair gone from its coat. It gave a
guttural moan, a hiss, and coughed as it tried to crawl Detween

the trasn cans lining the alley.
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Rita stared wildly at the gray strip of sky above the
old buildings. 3Shaking her fist at whatever malizn inrI'luence
seemed to be currently at work in her life, she threw herselrl
into the car, noted that her —eeting was in ten minutes, and
snifted into drive.

Dr, Hart did not keep her waiting. At exactly ﬁen o' clock,
he ushered her politely into his office and asked her to take
a seat. ie looked through his ti-focals at the signed contracet
which she handed to him before she sat dewn.

"Aita Chadwick,” he intoned seriously, "why do you want
to teach in this school system?”

In this room at this meeting she was sure of nerselfl.
"I want it vecause it's right,"” she said slowly, deliberately.
' Tahrough years of unrelated jobs outside my field, and the
relative poverty of graduate school, I have known two things:
I enjoy teaching high school, and I enjoy my subject material.
I want to teach again., Zere.' She began to pick up momentum,
"La Rue is my home town, even though I have not lived here
for ten years, and . « o

"Dr, Hart held up a hand and lsughed. “Just as long
as you have good and sufficient reasons to stick with it.
I don't want you to break contrasct three months Ifrom now
because teaching in La 3ue is not for you." He cleared
his throat and continued to speak. “"You will be teacning two
Comp, 11 sections, one class of arlerican Literature, one

creative writing section, and one Eusiness EZnglish course.

That's four prevarations daily.”
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“I don't mind having four preparations. The variety
of classes TO Teach more than compensates Ior the extra tinme.”
Dr. dart smiled, took off nis glasses, and pinched the
oridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. '"Since
you're so eager to begin, we're glad to have you., 7ill out the
necessary wW=2's with Anna in the outer office and report to
the principal of La Rue High School two weeks from today.”
He ertended nnis hand and Rita shook it.

1

"There's just one thing,"” she said.

' he sat back, put his glasses back on,

"There always is,’
and waited.
"It's about my clothes."
"Ms., Chadwick, please spare me any stories about how you
- feel concerning dress codes. Wwe stopped enforcing codes ten
years ago; 1t was téo difficult. As long as what you wear is
clean and as long as your clothes are not a distraction to the
students, I believe that there will be no difficulties. Do
a good jobt, that's all we ask,”
"I will," she answered firmly,
"If I didn't think you would, I wouldn t have hired you.
¥ow, is there anything else?”
There was nothing else. After filling out the W-2's,
Rita ran down the stairs in the old building, flung herselfl
into the gray morning, and twirled until her peasént skirc
flew high avtove her knees and passersby stared.
On the way to Carolyn's house, Rita felt her spirits

become more subdued. It would never work, staying at Carolyn's.
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They both made one another miserable., She would look for an
apartment during the two weeks before school started. Li would
send her the_money'she owed within the next Tew days.

Inside the house on the kitchen table, 3ita found a note.
"I'm at the dealership. 'M%t me at the Carriage Eouse for
lunch at noon, ﬁove, Mother."

Rita vaused in the living room to turn off che central
air and took the front stairs two at a time. Undressing and
flinging her skirt, blouse, nhose, and heels in the closet
of her bedroom, Rita reached for her suitcase and pulled

out a pair of faded jeans, a clean teshirt, socks, and a pair
of tennis shoes.

Since it was only eleven-rifteen by the grandfather .
clock's reckoning, Rita decided to take an umbrella and walk .

to the Carriage House which was a chic lunch spot less than a
mile from her mother's house. She enjoyed the open Zrosperity
of her mother's neighbornood now that ner own future seemed
more secure, and sne felt the tension of the early morning
leave her as she walked by the well-tended houses. 1t was
a quiet neighvorhood with only the sound of gardener’'s shears
snipving at aedges and lawns. The chnildren who had been Rita's
friends and »lay-mates had grown up, gone to college, and
begun carsers, Host of them had done well, tut some of themnm,
like Cory Wilson, hadn't. 4nd #fudy Stark, valedictorian ol
Rita's class, had enlisted in the service because he nated
his parents who wanted him to go to a prestiglous zZasvern

university.
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Rita remembered all of the games ol kick-the-can, lemonade,
murder-in-the-dark, army, and tag with the old gang. 3he
never saw any of them any more. rhey never came home, just
as she seldom came home, The animosity was still too fresh
between her friends and their parents.

Block after block of soft, green lawns and stately homes
rassed. Only an occasionsal dog challenged ner rignt to walk
in the exclusive residential area. It was such a safe place
to live. People could drive into their gated driveways, walk
into their centrally air-conditioned nouses, and feel secure
behind years of accumulated po wer and money.

| Rité knew all about it, had lived it, and realized that
as a single woman and a teacher, she would never have it,
Times had changed; lifestyles and goals had changed. at least
hers had, She wanted more than safefy.

She reached the Carriage Hdouse a licttle tefore noon and
spotted her mother in a corner booth. Swinging her umcrella
jauntily, she decided to ve kind and forget the morning in-
cident. Carolyn handed her a menu as she sat down.

' Carolyn said.

"It's all good, but try tne quiche,’

"what about the crab avocado salad?”

"Not bpad, tut the quiche is tetter.”

A smiling waiter came to take their order and bring water.
Looking around, Aita saw several acquaintances of her mother
from her mother's side of town. They resembled one another
and Carolyn in their expensive three-piece suits, diamond

jewelry, and heaviness of body. Rita remembered, when she was

thirteen, her mother's angry answer to a statement she had made.
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Her mother's reply had been, "I don’'t care what your friends
get to say, wear, and do. It has nothing to do wita vou.”
But Carolyn was safe in her own anonymous conformity and had
always been, IIita smiled to herself, but her mother had guick
eves,

"What s so funny?"

"I was just thinking atout row you always wanted me to
ve dirfferent from everyone else, but you don't now. You and
your friends are all the same.’

"You tnink so?" Carolyn 1lit a cigarette and did not bdother
to keep the smoke out of Aita's face.

"~ell, look a%t the ways in which you're alikes: clotnes,
attitudes, nair 3styles., OCOriginality in these and other areas
is definitely not present.”

"There are other things of wvalue in life that count for
as much as originality. Perhaps by the time you're my age
you'll know wnat they are."

Rita laughed and reached for her mother's hand. "Zeing
a memter o the country club and voting Aepuclican have to be
two of those things.”

"You've made it clear for tne last several years that jou
really don't have any regard for my thoughts, values, or
feelings. If you did, would you be dressed as vou are now
to have lunch with me? By wearing a dress, you would nave
compromised some lofty rrinciple, I imagine. %Well, let me
tell you, a rerson's entire life is filled with comprcmises
in order to get along in this world."” Carolyn paused and
ended with, "I hope you know that when you teach you'll nave

(]

tn wear dresses.’
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"That's where you're wrong. 1 can wear what I want, it
decesn t matter. I don't have to compromise just yet, it would

" Rita tried to laugh again and failed.

seem, '

"You don't know the meaning of the word, compromise.
You've always done exactly as you wanted, regardless of the
wishes or feelings of those around you."

Aita recognized ner mother's words and intentions as
variations on the ezrlier morning theme. Sne declined another
capitulation on her part. "You're the one wno doesn't know
the meaning of the word. And you're the one who zlways gets
her way by intimidating others or by making them feel guilty
for thinking and acting differently from you. Look at the
way you've tried to bully Nelson and me all of these years,”

The food arrivéfbefore Carolyn could answer, She stared
stonily at her daughter until the waiter was gone.

"I never would have spoken to your grandmother as you
do to me," she said.

Rita thought momentarily of the stately matriarch wno was
now dead. '"No, but I'll bet you wish you nad. And I'll bet
you kept a lot inside ar.d hated her sometimes. I don't want
to hate you, Mother. I just don't want to be like you. You're
wonderful to those outside of your home, but you've made life
very hard sometimes for those of us who have lived with you."

Carolyn cut into her quiche and lifted the btite to her
mouth, "Since I'm so hard to get along with, I think it would
be tetter for you to find an apartment before school starts,

I have soms friends in real estate who can nelp,” 3he chewed
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and swallowed. '"Yes, I do n?ve I'riends, and ctney would e
amazed To know wnat a terriole person 1 am, Listen, I don't
think I'm very nungry, and I nave tO getU bDacX TO WOrkK. dere's
some money for luncn and wnatever odds and ends you might
need to get this afternoon,” Carolyn nanded her daughter
a fifty-dollar bill and was gone.

Aita looked at the uneaten guicnhe. Snhe tried to eat ner
crabt avocado salad, but the crap wasn't very fresh, 3uddenly,
she felt uncomfortable and told herself that it was only otecause
she was wearing jeans and a t=-shirt., The jeweled {riends of
her mother eyed her with reprcocof and spoke in lowrundertones
as she walked slowly to the cashier and paid the bill,

It had tegun to rain in a drizzling soft mist. Outside
the restaurant on tne pavement sne opened ner umbrella and looked
at the traffic., She told nerself that she had tried and taat
some day it would be all right; <arolyn and sne could be friends.,
She clutched the change from the meal tightly in her Iist and

tegan to walk,
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Zoe awzkened in the cool dimness of ner tasement apartment
vedroom and listened to the squabtling of the zlue Jays in the
bush outside ner bedroom window. 3he raised ner eyslids
slowly and saw the silhouette of ner tlack cat, agatha, vetween
the gold=paisley, India-print curtain and the window., x«gatha's
tail hung past the curtain and ctwitcned furiously. The jays
continued their harangue in the busn while Zoe yawned, slid
out of bed, and pulled her cat's tail, Agatha poked her
head quizzically half way under the curtain and then resumed
her bird watching.

"3illy cat," Zoe spoke in early riorning throatiness and
flipped tack the curtain in order to survey tne May morning.
The sun caught the blueness of the jays' wings in the obusnes
and dazzled Zoe's eyes momentarily., The movement of the cur-
tain startled the birds, and they flew noisily away. In a
way, she was sorry. Jiney were noisy and obnoxious, but to
her they were Cascinating to watch, always in constant motion.
The cat chattered her teeth at them. |

"Don't worry, iggie," Zoe rubbed sleep from her eyes.
"They'll te vack.” She dropped the curtain and headed for
a shower,

Half an nour later in the steam=illed bathroom, she
wiped film from the mirror over the sink. racing nerselfl in
the bathroom mirror had become difficult lately. 1t wasn't
that she dreaded seeing the face in the mirror, 3he never

looked that bad, even though more silver hair was appearing

2.
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on a regular bvasis, It was just tnat she felt a stranger to
hersell these days. [Mere was somehow a sense of separateness
which made looking at the face an invasion of privacy. whose
privacy, sne didn't know. 3ut after wrapping ﬁer Iresnly washed
hair in a towel this Saturday morning, sne did look.

It was the same face, all right, The one with the largs,
trown eyes whicn Rachel said made veovle feel uncomfortatle,
as if they were bteing examined. Mayte Rachel was right. The
eyes were certainly staring now, looking for some sign of
recognition.

"Hi, friend,” Zoe said and smiled,

There, that was tetter. The smile softened the lirs, made
them gentle. I[he somewnat long, aguiline nose needed Tase to
nhide the pores and tiny, spider veins along th sides. ane
reached for her make-up in the medicine catinet. Scrutinizing
the round cheeks, she decided to use bplusn and sighed.

She didn't really mind scending the necessary time to
keep her appearsnce attractive. She did it as much Tfor her-
self as she did for others., 3Zven if she planned to spend a
day by herself, she never went without a shower or make-up.
Going without a shower was tantamount to wearing the same
underwear two days in a row., It just wasn't 2 clean prac-
tice, in her estimation; and Zoe strove for clsanliness in
everytning she did.

In the middle of applying 2 sparse coat of mascara, sne
heard the pnone ring in the living room. tiaking a dive for
the sofa, she caught the phone on the second “ing and answered

iU.
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it was Rachel. "#i. I was afraid I mignt wake you.”

"I'm awake, thanks to the tlue jays outside my window
this morning.” Zoe towel-drieé ner mostly=-sucurn nair and
veered out the uncurtained living room window to determine
wnether or not she should make a dash for her rote or crouch

in a naked huddle on the couch., 3he decided in favor ol her

"Just a minute, Hachel,” Wit her rote wrapped securely
around hser, she resumed her seat on the sora and tegzan again,
"are we still on for lunch and the art rmseum to celetrate
your move?"

"That's why I'm calling." =Rachel cleared ner voice and
went on. “I'm not through packing. actually, I haven't even
started. Tou know how I am.’

Zoe did know, and it exasperated her at times. Zspecially
today. "So, what are you saying? Yo lunch? Mo art rmuseum?’
She paused and counted to ten, ‘“VWe've teen planning this
for the last week, I arranged td work only a few hours todsay
S0 that we could spend some time together tefore you go.'

"Zoe, you're being unreasonable,’ Rachel sounded far
away, as if she were already in 4lbuguergue. 'Instead of
trying to make me feel guilty about ruining your Saturday,
you could try to understand my situation. I have to finish
packing before the new tenants get here,’

Zoe remained silent, picking a piece of lint ofi the
sofa, She stared upward at the ceiling and decided that

the cobweb in the corner would have to come down, all
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right, Rachel., Listen, if you're so otusy that you can't
take time this afternoon, what zpout tonight? Let
%0 Murrsy's for dinner and then to a show. 1I'll pzay.
Sort of a going= away dinner and . . .

"I'11 call you about it, " Rachel ssid firmly., "I'm

sorry if 1 ruined your plans, but the new tenants are moving

-

into ny place the day alter tomorrow. 1 have to run. 27

Zoe replaced the receiver carefully and sat quietly on
one corner of the sofa.- Agatha glided into the room and
cried loudly for her oreakfast.

"Shut up,’ Zoe sald and threw ner towel at the cat,
3ut the cat rerely registered disgust and reiterated her
demand for food. 'Okay, okay. You win.’

Zoe rose, picked up the wet towel, and walked into the
kitchen where a box of Cat Chow sat on top of the refrigerator,
She filled the cat's towl and then returned to the tathroom
wiiich she straightened by wiping the sink and shower, returning
the towel to its rack, and replacing her make-up in the
medicine cavinet behind the mirror.

Deciding that red definitely reflected her state of ming,
she slipped into her fire-engine red, cotton sundress and
thongs, threw her brush and check book into her purse, waica
she slung over her shoulder, and headed for the front door.

As she locked the door btehind her, she decided to walk instead
of taking her car to work., It would give aer time to think.

Things had not teen tne same tetwsen Rachel and her for

several months, mayte longer. Zoe tried to rememocer when she
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and Rachel nad stopped their daily nhone calls, the easy cam=-

1

eraderie, and the closeness whicn had sprung ug between 5Shem

since the first dsy they nad met at the Vitrant Vegetarian

o

restaurant. ithey had snared a table at acen taa: day and
exchanged conversation. Zoe smiled, rememcering ner instant
attraction to dachel's darffiness, ner neatly concise and
original turn of phrase, and her sunny disposition. Ihe
irmmediate Criendship was a comfortable one; and since they
both worked downtown, they had often gotten together for
lunch after that initial meeting at the Vibrant Vegetarian.,
Soon, they were getting together in the evenings and on
weekends for concerts, the theater, IV watching, whatever.

They had definitely had many good times together. Zoe
forgot to watch where she was walking and stubbed ner toe on
tne uneven sidewalk., It didn’'t actuzlly hurt enough to mske
her cry, but she found herself in tears a tlock away Irom
her orrfice.

"iiay to go, ace,” a familiar voice called from benind ner.

Zoe turned to see 3tuart Vincent, the other writer Irom
ner office, ambling toward her and smiling. Zoe hastily wired
away her tears.,

“You've smeared your mascara,' Stuart offered helplfully
as he surveved tae damage done bty the unexgected tear shower.

“Mind your own business,” Zoe flared wnile her lace grew
as red as her dress,

"Much better, much better. wow, do you care to tell

me wnat you re too-hooing about?’
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No, I don't," Zoe fished ner sunglasses from her purse
and stuck them in lop=-sided defiance on her nose,

"Good. I didn't want to hear, anyway. 1 was just ceing
polite.’ Stuart grabobed her arm zand escorted her across the
street. ‘My good deed for tne day.' e bpeamed ctroadly at him=
self and the world in general.

Zoe had never made up her mind completely acout 3tuart.

“e wrote the humorous inscriptions at Cards for Zvery COccasion Inc.
while Zoe wrote the more serious, appropriately sensitive and
sincere inscriptions., She and Stuart had worked fogsther in

a fairly congenial manner for over two years, ctut there was

just something about him which made Zoe uncomfortable, a feeling
of not ever wanting to turn her back on aim. Lot that she
suspected him of anything sinister, she didn't. 3ut eyeing

nim now through her angled sunglasses, shne decided that ne

was perfectly capable of tossing a cream pie or two at people's
faces and enjoying: their discomfort. [hat tendency in Stuart
made him perfect for nis job, Zoe realized and smiled into his
still zrinning face.

“From tears to smiles in minutes, %Williams., Has anyone
ever told you that such sudden mood swings are indicative of
mental problems?”

Zoe laughed, 'That's probably true.” 3Surprised to find
herself feeling better than she nhad all morning, she realized
that she had momentarily forgotten Rachel and rRachel' s move.
3ut now she rememcered., "1 don't know, it's procably normal
for me to nave tnese mood swings. a4 good friend of mine is

moving in a Cew days.'



30

"he eartn motaer that you eabt luncn with? unere's sae
moving, to a commune?’

"ves, dachel, Zut she's not really an earth motner type.
She's just big on rhysical healtn: eating right, getting
exercise, and working in a non-stressful environment. 3he’'s
moving to Albuquerque.”

Stuart unlocked and neld the door at lards Ior zZvary
Occasion Inc., He motioned Zoe inside., “latch your step,
he cautioned.

720e took off ner sunglasses and olinked as Stuart flipped
on the overnead fluorescent lignts. "It looks as if we have
tae place to ourselves today. We must be the only ermployees

who take their jots seriously," he said.

They walked down the corridor together ani paused at the
doors of their adjoining offices. S3Stuart opened ais door
and called to her from inside his office.

"They re the same thing, you know,’

"Winat are?" Zoe stepped to the door and watched him
open the Venetian blinds and raise windows.

"slbuquerque and a commune.”

"Not really.”

"Yes, really. also, veing a potter, sne won't Tecome
rich. 30, even if she has a low=stress joc, poverty can oe
fairly stressful and, subseguently, depressing.’

"How do you know sne's a potter?’ Zoe asked as sne
turned to leave his office.

"I used to date her a while btack. XNothing serious.”

3tuart beamed and closed the door benind nim. “Hothing ever is.’
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During cthe three nours that Zc¢e spent at aer desk, she
was able to accomplisn a great deal. ‘Wnen her watcn showed that
it was two o'clock in the afternoon, sne knew that it was time
to quit, Her mind was bteginning to wander, and she was grow=-
ing restless: sure signs that ner creativity was gone for

the day.

A Tew minutes later, Zoe closed the door to ner olfice
and knocked triefly on Stuart’ s door.

"Come in, williams,” nhe called. "I'm not in the middle
of anything.’

"And he wasn't, He was in a classic daydrsom pose with
his cnair tilted back, his nead leaning vack on arms crossed
behind his nead, and his long legs resting on tne desk top.
dis eyes were staring not at Zoe, but at a colorful, geometric
poster on the oppesite side of the room.

"I'm knocking off for the day,” Zoe began, tuf felt as

though he were not hearing her,

' Stuart said, and his

"She's not a bad person, you know,'
short moustache twitched in s Chaplinesque manner, "I didn't
stop seeing her because sne was a tad person.’

"Who are you talking about?" Zoe sasked.

"For an English major, your grammar is less tnan perfect,
0f whom are you speaking, would be mucnh better. Rachnel, the
earth-mother-potter, vegetarian zealot, former acquaintance
of mine, lunch buddy and erstwhile friend of yours." Stuart's

chair squeaked as he recrossed his legs and settled his pos-

terior more firmly in the padded seat.
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3ut Zoe didn t want to sveak of Rachel. Hot now. Things
nad teen so uncertain between them for so long. In a way,
she'd rfeel a sense of relief that Aachel would te gone. There

would no longer be any unfinished business between them, nothing

to figure out or regret. <Ihe geograpnical distance would

Iinally equal the .distance of two friends wno nad tecome strangers

and wno still hed memories of ceing I{riends.,

No, she did not want to speak of Aachel co Stuart. He
was being nice. He was being friendly. =ut in Zoe's mind
he was still a pie=thrower.

"I'm going now," she said.

"It always seemed strange to me,’ Stuart continued to
stare at the geometric poster, '"the two of you being friends.”

Now she was caught in spite of herself., 3he twisted the
door knot to nis office and ran a finger under the snoulder
strap of her sundress. "I don' t know why."

"Granted, I don't know you very well, but I can tell a
lot atout a person by his nabists, or in this case, her nabits.
You are invariably punctual and neatly dressed at work. ade-
ditionally, you are serious acoutf your wWork as your exira
time on Saturday would indicate. You're probably neat at nome
since your desk here is always neat, You're not Ilamcoyant,
but,” Stuart's eyes shifted to Zoe's red dress, ~ you do let
your moods cormunicate in your clothes. VI generally like %o
talke to you on your red, vellow, and orange days, you're
more expansive and gregarious, but I shy away from you on

your green and navy days. And as for purple and tlack,”
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he laugned. ‘dachel, on the other hand, is not neat, aot
nighly motivated, nor is she concerned with hygiene to a
nigh degree. 3ne doesn't care to make a career ror nerselifl
with her pottery. It's just as well, since she's no potter
extraordinaire, nor does snhe nave the patience to cerlect ner
¢craft, 3She's destined to obscurity in Albuguerque. She'll
probavly love living there, though; until sne realizes that
her days as a rosebud gatherer are quickly coming to en end.”
"I think you sell her short,” Zoe startled herself by
interrupting Stuart's observations. “iAnd as for me, you don’'ct
know me at 2ll, RAachel and I have a lot in common. In fact,
I was tempted to move with her when she asked me to go part-
ners in a2 vegetarian restaurant in ilbuguerque.’
Stuart rolled his eys. ''ne fact that you're staying
in a job which offers a future and advancement while sne
traipses off to the desert and all but certain poverty proves
my point., You're a realist; sne‘s not. You may not always
like being a realist « « o
"It's no problem for me. I like working here. I liks
my life," Zoe thought momentarily atout the stranger wno lived
in her vathroom mirror and went on. "I have notning to tempt
me Lo move as Rachel does. She's artistic, she's creative in
the kitchen. She's talented in 2 number of areas.’
"Sometimes our strengths are also our wesknesses,’ Stuart
said, sitting forward aoruptly and standing up. My candor
and ability to observe accurately could be construed as tact-

lessness and nosiness, for example., Don't get me wrong; I like
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tachel. At one point, I more than liked ner. Zut there’'s
an elusiveness atout her. It's as if sne's always standing
with a wall tetween herself and you, holding the mortar and
trowel, ready to run in the opposite direction,”
Outgide in the not sunshine or the May alfternoon, Zoe
thought of her friend with longing z=nd loneliness. Maybe
ner dark hair was oj;ly at times, and mayte she did wear her
orange sweat-pants a little too often, 3ut ner pottery was
peautiful and serviceatle. Zoe knew that if Rachel nad only
half a chance, she'd make it as eitner a chef of vegetarian
culsine or a potter.
Again, she tried to analyze when the friendship nzd bégun
to lose the entnusiastic momentum wiich had made it suca s
special thing to her. Aall she could come up withh was the
time several months past wnich she had mentioned to Stuart,
the time when she had not been recepvtive to dachel's idea of

accompanying her to Albuquerque as a partner, Wnen sne hzad

§

told Rachel that she liked her own job and the feeling of
accormplishment it gave her, fachel had been derisive, almost
insulting,

"Come on, Zoe. You' re not serious. 20 you vlan on
spending the rest o your life in some little cubtcyhole of
an ofrice, cranking out sentimental slop for cretins wh
don't nave 1t together to say what they want To say them-
selves? 1 just want you to know that resezrchers in <alifornia
nave done studies on the type ol overneesd fluorescent lighcts
wnicn you have at work; and there is a2 definite correlation
cetween the presence of the lignts and hypertension, ovordering

¢l schizoonrenia. ™
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Mayoe that accounted for tne estrangement whicih doe

4

or the person in her tathroom mirror. 3ne smiled

(=]

elt

eet as she walked,

-,

to herself and remembered Lo pick up her
Sometimes, iv seemed to ner that the motions of her 2ody did
not come normally, She had to remind herself not to walk
inﬁo buildings and fences, not to stut her toes on the side=
walks, not to cross against the lights in heavy traffic. Her
avsent-mindedness and total disregard for her surroundings nad
resulted in amazingly few accidents, btut each new day repre-
sented a challenge

Once more, she placed ner lop-sided sunglasses on top orf
ner nose and tried to focus through the brown, Iinger-smudged
lenses, Her attention was caught by the flower snop across
the street. It featured a special on lilies-of-the-valley.

Suddenly, Zoe knew what she would do. Jesolutely
watching for cars, she crossed the street and entered the
Tflower shov. A young shop girl of eighteen or nineteen,
dressed in a2 delicate, whife, lace tlouse and green slacks,
helped her with her purchase.

" Zoe sa2id as she tore a check from

"Thank you very much,
her check took and handed it to the girl. She took the zreen,
tissue-wrapred tundle gently in hand and lelft the snop.

Once again on the glittering pavement, she stood, btlinking
and futilely trying to adjust her glasses. A4 car horn nonked
close by, and Stuart called to her in a nastily suggestive
voice,

il=—

ey, little girl, want some candy?’
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Zoe laughed, even though she felt some minor exasperation.

L

[

She nad already had more than her fill of 3Stuart LCor one day.

3ut when he swung the passenger door wide for her, she Tfels
a certain relief to hop insice, oﬁly tanzging her shin =zs sne
deposited herselfl in the seat next to him,

"My time was wasted today, ailliéms, utterly wasted,”
Stuart said in mock gloom,

Zoe watcned him chieck carefully in rear and side view
mirrors of his rather dilapidated Wolkswagon vefore he swung

H

back into traffic. "It nappens,’ she said.

Stuart gave her a taleful look and asked ner where she
lived. A moment later he inhaled deeply. ‘Lilies-of=-the=-
valley. They're almost too fragile and sweet-srielling to
te real.”

Zoe sald nothing and watched traffic as she never watched
it when she drove., But then, she knew her car, and she knew
her driving. Stuart was an unknown guantity. In her worst
imaginings she saw herself maimed and disfigured in a car wreck
with her trown contacts smashed into her near-sighted eves,

vlinding her forever.

“A penny for your thoughts,” Stuart ssid.

Zoe laughed at his interested expression and at her fesr
ol death and destruction. His timing was perfect. Ihe ache
eased 2 little., "I somehow can't picture you and Rachel
together, " she said., 'Granted, I don't know you very well,
out I think I know dachel, .And , « «  Zoe stopped. She

couldn't continue without seeming rude.
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"Go on.

retty seriously. and vou

v

"Jell, Rachel taekes things

o)

don't seem to take anvthing very seriously,”

"You meanpike relationships, people, ideas?”

"Exactly,"

"Let me clue you in. Ihe only thing Rachel takes seriocusly
is nerself. I sne'd only rezlize that aer searca for the
doly Grail is just so much ca ca, she'd be a mucn naprier per=-
son and a ruch easier one to be around,

A Few minutes later, Stuart pulled in front of Zoe's
apartment., He eﬁed the white, stucco nouse, circa 1920. Ihe
house was fresnly-painted and had contrasting green shutters.
Tulips and irises lined the curved sidewalk leading up to
the house,

17

"Mice house,” ne cormented,

"I live in the basement apartment,’

"I*11l come in if you invite me,”

"Some other time," Zoe said and started To ovpen her car
door, tut there was no handle on the inside.

"Just a sec and 1'll let you out." Stuart reached for
ner sunglasses, bent and twisted the wire Crame, tlalnced the
glasses on his lap, wiped them briskly on a corner of his

orightly-colored Madras shirt, and placed them back on ner nose.

She could see.

"o charge,"” he said.

Inside the apartment igatha railed crossly at Eoe for

having teen gone. Zoe laid her purse and sunglasses on the
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coffee Tatle next to the phone. 3he continued to hold the
flowers in her hand as she sat on the sofa and inhaled the
fragrance once more, Mayte it was zll true, whnat 3tuart nad
said about dacnel. sut z2s far as oS was concerned, nis
perceptions were just that: nis,” Hacnel and she had a
special understanding vetween them, even thougn it seesmed

To be strained these days.

ne fragile white bells on the slender stalks would not
be able to take much more handliing, Zoe leaned pack against
the sofa cushions and wondered momentarily wnat to do. 3he
would just drop ty and leave the flowers., That was the thing
to doj and then if Rachel wanted her to stay, snhe would,

Zoe checked her hair in the tathroom mirror, touched
lipstick to nher livs, patted a little powder on her nose, and
stroked her cat until the plaintive wails, which had bteen in-
creasing in volume, subsided to a deep-throated purr,

"See you later, aggie," sne told the cat and snatched
up the Tflowers from the vack of the toilet wnere she had
drooped them.

Zven though Rachel lived only a mile zway, Zoe did not
feel like walking any more. 3esides, weirdos had a way of
accosting women who walked, as she nzd found out. Carefully
she pulled her yellow Toyota away from the curc, put on
her sunglasses, =nd aporeciated tne fact that they now fit
ner head and were clean enough to see through.

There was nothing really wrong with Stuart, alter s&ll,
he had never thrown pies at her. 2ut ne was indiscreet and

riend whom she walued,

Lot}

offered unsolicif%ed opinions zbout a
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Zoe had always distrusted people who spent time gossiping.
She wondered what those peovle salid atout aer when she was
not around.

The sun wés still oright and nhot when S$ne stepped, Ilowers
in hand, from her car in fron of the small Spanish-style
house which Rachel rented. dAachel's dog pulled at the end
of its chzin in the frort yard and ovarked wnile it wagged its
tail in enthusiastic greeting. Zoe felt mild disgust at the
sight of Loner. The dog was always unkermt as was the yard
which needed to be cleared of accumulated dropovings. rlies
buzzed near Zoe's esrs, and she stepped carefully to the
front door. Only the screen door was closed.

"Hey, Rachel,'" she called into the house and listened for
a response before stepping into the brightly-painted, yellow

living roon.

Zoe had always appreciated fachel's love ol art. I[he
living room with its walls covered by skillful etchings,
tapestries, African masks, and antique candle holders re-
flected Rachel's eclectic but discriminating téste. The
dog continued to bark outside, tut all else was quiet.

"Rachel." Zoe called louder.

Finally, from the tedroom came a rufiled voice. '"Here!"

She appeared in green draw-string pants and a dirty;
white t-shirt which said "Ski the Andes.” Her dark nair was
pulled back in a shiny pony-tail. Mascara underscored the
pottom halves of ner eyelids. 3She was pale and did not smile,

1

"Zoe," she said, "I was just going to call you. Let's

go to the kitchen, I want sometning to drink.”
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In the kitcnen Zoe ldoked around as Aacnel poured her-
sell a Pepsi. Nothning was packed, nothing was in the process
of being packed--not in tne kitcnen, nor in any otner part
of the house,

"You haven't even begun,” Zoe'said aloud, not so much
to Rachel as to herself in obtssrvation of her friend's state
of affairs.

"Don t start with me,”

Rachel warned, ner voice having
.the tense quality which Zoe had come to recognize as a sig-
nal not to press an issue further. "I'm not in a mood to
put up with your accusations., and don © try to lay a guilt
trip on me about lunch or acout the fact that 1'1ll be too
pbusy to have dinner tonight with you."

"When are you going to pack?” Zoe played witn the edge
of the table cloth and looked out thne kitcnen window.

"Tonight. Do you want a Pepsi? There's plenty here.’
Rachel hesitated momentarily before returning the vottle to
the refrigerator after Zoe shook her head.

"What have you been doing today?" Zoe asked.

"Look, not everyone operates like a ticker tape machine
the way you do. Some of us take time out to live, to appre=-
ciate 1life. ¥Cu probably fed your cat, went to work, wrote
a few little ditties at your office, and czalled it a day. I
got up, meditated, jogged, took a sauna, read, and worked in
my garden. I'm just now getting to the place where I'm ready
to box things up. So, don't look at me that way: Who are you
to pass judgment on my lifestyle and the way I do tanings? I'm
able to experience many feelings and thoughts you'll never

have,"”
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"Jt's just that I don't understand what's happened to our
friendship, Rachel. That's all. Please tell me. I don't
want it to end with your leaving.”

Rachel’'s hand that held the Pepsi trembled. She set the
glass on the table.

"It's not my fault," she said. "You don't value the right
things. I thought I knew you, but I guess I don't. You don't
have any goals or want to experience any new things in your
life. Unlike you, I'm not ready to call it quits at thirty=-four,
I'm just getting started,”

"I know you are."

"Your life is over, though."”

She shculd-have seen it coming, the fist which crasned
into her face. She was down for the count.

"I don't think so," she said and heard herself as a voice
behind a mirror. "I don't think so at all."

Rachel turned away. "Then you're fooling yourself."

Zoe was very careful with her eyes, keeping them strictly
focused on the red linoleum of the kitchen floor. "You never
told me in zll of this time that you knew Stuart Vincent.'

"There was nothing to tell. I went out with him for a
few months, once upon a time; and that was it. He was
nothing special.”

Zoe felt the tissue-paper which held the flowers growing
hot and sticky in her hand. She extended thH; flowers to Rachel.

"Here. I thought they mignt make packing more cheerful.”
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Their hands touched briefly as the lilies were exchanged.
Already wilting, the bells were beginning to turn brown.

Rachel pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. '"Packing
more cheerful?"

She smiled at Zoe, finally, and for a moment they were
friends again, still., Not trusting the moment to last, Zoe
hugged Rachel and left her standing in the middle of the
kitchen, staring at the flowers,

The interior of the car was hot, and the vinyl burned
her legs and arms. The sunglasses it securely on the bridge
of her nose as she checked traffic carefully before pulling
away from the curb. There were so many on=-coming walls in

the world.



Critical Apparatus

. Spoken language is frequently the source of, rather than
the alleviation for, many difficulties tetween people who
care for one another but who cannot express their feelings
in words. In addition to the problems inherent in spoken
communication are the barriers resulting from non-verbal
communication: silence, withdrawal, and indifference. T[hese
attitudes, which may not bte the intentional goal of an indi-
vidual, can be perceived in a negative way by others,
Especially is this true if there is not sufficient ease of
mutual verbal understandinge.

It was my goal in "Clothes" and "Friends" to create
situations in which main charascters were understandable to
the reader but were not sympathetic to the other characters

' Rita was appre-

in the stories. For example, in "Clothes’
hensive about returning to her mother's house in La Rue.

I wished to convey her fear to the reader and show how it
became intensified by Carolyn's, her mother's, apparent re-
luctance to have her daughter remain in her home for very

long. dAita’'s fear quickly turned to defensiveness and anti=-
pathy toward her mother even though Carolyn attempted to
clarify in words that she had an immediate personal need

to bte alone. Unfortunately, Carolyn did not try to use non-
verbal means of reassurance other than to offer food and money.
As a result, Rita's hostility increased as did Carolyn's
withdrawn attitude and aloofness. By the end of the story,

both women were so estranged that it seemed improbable they

could ever find ways to empathize with each other.
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A similar difficulty in communication resulted in "rFriends."
Zoe, wishing to spend as much time as possible with her friend,
fachel, suggested they go to dinner after nachel canceled
their luncn date. Rachel's detachment and aprarent disinterest
resulted in Zoe's depression and determination for a verbal
confrontation with Rachel. Unfortunately, Rachel refused
to be convinced that a problem existed., Since she was leaving
town, she felt there was no need for continued interaction
between the two of them., The Iriendship was over.,
) Having determined to make the deterioration of all forms
of communication the theme for my stories and deciding upon
the essential plot lines for each, I resolved the setting
for each story should be consistent with the action. '"La rue,"
originally from hreowan (to regret), was perhaps a little
heavy-handed for the name of a city in which there was so
mich sadness between mother and daughter., :HDowever, the city
was distinguished by little else; it could have been any
large, Midwestern town. In a similar way, the setting for
"Friends" was non-descript. Perhaps that was one of the
reasons for Zoe's apparent security in her job and in her
life and for Rachel’'s restlessness and desire to move to
Albuguerque.

I believe that stories should have unity of time, that
they should begin and end within twenty-four hours. What-
ever must be resolved or learned must be done in that time
frame. There are several reasons wihy I try to observe this
convention: a sense of urgency is created, and directness

from the characters in their actions and in their spescn
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is imperative, As a result of limiting my time in this
manner, I created chardcters in "Clothes" and "Friends'" wno
were often rude as well as direct. Zmotions ran high; actions
were spontaneous rather than pre-meditated. If the time
had been extended, perhaps probvlems might have teen resolved.
However, the dispositions of the characters make that possibility
remote.

In writing stories, I find that the one thing that in-
variably happens is they never turn out as I had planned.

More often than not, by the time I get a third of the way
through my first rough draft, one or several of the main
characters develop in such a way as to change or subvert my
original plot line or to make it necessary for me to do a com=-
plete re-evaluation and revision of my premises.

For instance, in "Clothes" Carolyn was initially so cold
and unfeeling as to be unreal, She was completely (hence, un-
convineingly) insensitive to Rita's good fortune in landing
a job she really wanted and to her desire to remain temporar-
ily in Carolyn's house. Knowing that this problem of Carolyn's
one~-sidedness rust somehow be resolved, I completed my first
draft with the realization that even though the story was
essentially Rita' s, dita was not tlameless in her interaction
with Carolyn, nor was Carolyn as evil as I had managed to depict.
The story did not '"ring ture.”

For a story to ring true to me, it must have several
things going for it: a believable plot line (no matter how
trivial); a setting which either actually helps or gquietly

complements the development of plot and characters; and,
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characters who act and speak like real people without actually
being real or having their conversations lifted from real life.

I had wanted to write a mother/daughter story, a story
in which the accompanying problems of such a relationship
could be viewed through the eyes of a daughter as she emerged
into adulthood and fought for equality with her mother., In
the story, I wished to show that Rita was a competent verson
who had many good qualities (independence, a sense of humor,
vitality); but in the initial draft she was as unbelievably
above reproach as Carolyn was witch-like. I knew that'changés
had to be made, I Jjust wasn't sure what changes to make or
where.

The story became a headache: how to make Rita and Carolyn
more even and still have the story remain Rita’'s. The answer
was obvious when I finally discovered it. TIhe reason why
Rita and Carolyn could not resolve their differences in the
story was that they were essentially the same type of indi-
vidual, Rita was educated and versatile. So was Carolyn.
Rita was on her own. 30 was Carolyn. Zach wanted her own
way as indicated by Rita’s refusal to wear certain clothes
and Carolyn's determination that her daugnter should behave
in a certain manner, keep her furniture, try the quiche, etc.
Both women wanted desperately to get along, but their basic
natures kept them apart, Rita's impulsiveness and Carolyn's
cool, steady manner were the real sources of conflict,

Once I had realized the essential similarity, I had

to revise the dialogue, omit situations which had made Rita
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saintly and Carolyn contemptiple and self-destructive, and
substitute dialogue and incidents which would be consistent
with my new=founa understanding of tnrne characters. No small-
task, The decisions of what to keep and what to delete made
writing very difficult. Additionally, I became aware that
the narrator was unreliable because of my corrsctions and
balancing act. This last problem remains essentially
unresolved.

I still feel that the final story is more or less a
composite Jig=saw puzzle with a piece of this draft, here,
and a piece of that draft, there. I'm not sure the plot
coalesces, but I am at last fully convinced of the reality
of the characters,

Although any concrete item would have worked, I used
clothes in the story as a symbol of the essentigl dis-
agreement between mother and daughter. Clothes, for so long,
have been a matter of contention between generations. And
given Caroclyn’'s and Rita's polarized perspectives regard=-
ing values and ideals, I felt clothes were more of a per=-
sonal symbol than anything else might be. Actually, every
concrete item could and did become a source of disagree-
ment which came from basically different temperaments and
inability to communicate effectively. Therefore, even though
Rita and Carolyn seemed to be arguing about apparently
meaningless topics, the topics became of singular irpor-
tance to them and a signal of the inevitable fact which
tecame obvious to both of them: they could not live in

the same house together,



because the psychology of the women's love/hate
relationsnip seemed so convoluted to me, I nad to keep the
language simple and straight-rforward. I eliminated many
narrative and descriptive passages which I nad included in
earlier drafts, to no purpose.

The difficulty I Tace in my writing has to do with know-
ing wnat background information to include and where to put
ite In my first draft of "Clothes"” I had Aita engaged in
an internal monologue so that readers would know wny sne
was going home. This was longer and seemed much more con-
trived than having her speak with Li Chen about her appoint-
ment in La Rue. 3Simple is vetter; but arriving at the simplest
way to present material can be, and uéually is, very difficult
for me.

also, simple can become formulaic. Sometimes in my
desire to get the story on paper I find myself resorting
to certain writing techniques which are very familiar and
comfortable. In my first few drafts of "Clotnes" I began
many of my sentences with verbals or verbal phrases., It was
difficult to change that pattern without disturting the flow
of the story or altering the essential meaning. Now I find,

in my most recent version, an excessive number of dependent

r '

clauses beginning with "as" and "as if" which I'1l1l attribute
to my newly-acquired appreciation of Nathaniel Hawthorne,
Fortunately, I believe my ability to write realistic dislogue
compensates for some of my deficiencies or excesses in other

areas., 'Who rattled your cage?’ is one of my favorite lines

from Carolyn.
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The necessity of Li Chen s, iilelson’s, and Dr. Hart's
presence in the story might vte questioned. However, I felt
that each served a purpose in revealing more aspects of'Bitaf
and MNelson zdditionally served to bring out elements in Carolyn's
nature, ZIZIven though these three characters were not developed
beyond their interaction with Rita and Carolyn, I felt that
more dackground material on the secondary characters would
have detracted from the original intention that the story be
essentially 2 mother/daughter story.

Even though the story was told primarily from Aita's’
point of view, the voice was not consistent. [his inconsis-
tency.was due in part to the story's jig-saﬁ formation, but
my oroblem with point of view has a2 history. I hzve now
written four chapters of a novel,-mcre_than a few stories,
and a play. Except for the play which is, of céurse, enfirely
dialogue, the narrative voice in all the rest seemed to take
on an =analytiesl, dignified, and distant quality bordering
on polite superciliousness--not a quzlity geared for getting
and keeping readers’ interest. I'm noping that time, work,
and awareness of this deficiency will cure it. I would like
to tring a lighter voice to my fiction than I seem able to
at present.

Seriousness of tone and voice is probabtly consistent
with the underlying symbolism in my fiction. although I

try not to overwhelm readers with an excess of symbols and
their significance, I usually selectT one or two concrete items

in each of my stories to represent some intangitle thought
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or quality I wisn to express, such as clothes representing

retellion, lack of consideration for another's feelings, z2nd/or

Lo B
[

the inability to say what one is thinking. 1In 3ita s case
clothes reprssented those concepts. ..dditionzlly, she ctelieved
that she should te able to wear what she wished whenever she
wished.

2 Tinal note on "Clothes.” It was very difficult for me
to keep a sense of detachment while writing the story. In nmy
work I write about what I know or have experienced from meeting
and/or knowing various individuals in my life. I take these
individﬁals, alter them sufficiently for the purpose of using
them in fiction, and create stories in which they can come to
life, 4s a result, the plot is entirely fictitious, out the
peoplg-remain as my imagination tells me they are. i mother
is a mother through my experiencing and lkmowing one. 2 daughiter
is a daughter through my teing one. Until I could get some
distance and drafts between my initial and my final concept
of the story, I felt that it was largely autobiographical.

Only many revisions and alterations gave me the essential
distance and perspective I needed.

The second story, "rriends," was not nearly as difficulsc
to write. I don't know if easier means cetter, but I do not
have the unresolved feeling toward the story that I have toward
"Clothes. "

In "Priends” Zoe and fachel revresented individu:zls who
must, during the course of their lives and their asscciation

with one another, part company. How they handled this sepsaration

differed markedly as Fthe story indicated.
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I intentionally lelt one essential question unanswered:
what was there in Rachel, on the zasis of her interaction with
Zoe, Tor Zoe to like? From thzt question, others arise.
Wny was Zoe so compelled to understand, do nice things for,
and defend dfachel, who not only did not reciprocate, but who,
at best, only tolerated Zoe's interest? Tness were gquestions
answered in the eventually revealed psyches of the characters.

Traditionally, characters are revealed in four ways: whzt
the author says of them, whzt others say of them, what they
say of themselves, and what they do. ZEven though Stuart and
"Zoe exposed their feelings about and reactions to Racnel
through much of the story, Aachel did not reveal.herself or
her attitudes extensively to them, This omission on Rachel's
part ségmed deliberate and, therefore, an indication of her
desire fc be left 2lone and undisturbed.

3tuart was, perhaps, the most enjoyable character I have
created., Again, selecting his personality from the
entourage of people I have known, I made him larger than life,
a man preposterous out perceptive. Though he appeared to com=-
municate with Zoe, he remained an unknown gquantity who re-
vealed little of himself, {(except nhis tactlessness and nosiness.)
Yet, through his dialogue he revealed a great deal about Zoe
and Rita., I left the pie-thrower epithet unresolved in the
story, but answered it in my own mind., 4nd whether answered
or not, it merited Zoe s wariness in "Friends.”

Writing "Friends'" was like writing a who=-dun-it. %ho

1

were the friends and why were they friends? There was an



initisl attraction between Zoe and rRachel wnich was satisrying,

Y
o

at least to Zoe, tut wny did it dissipate? was it simply

oecause Racnel was leaving?

Usually unanswered questions in a story indicate cﬁac &
writer has not done his/her job. But I endeavored to lesave
.certain questions unanswered in order to show that often no
one really knows why a friendship ends, why peovle no longer
are essential to one another's appiness, if they ever wers.
This last possibility is the kicker and the one that Zoe had
to come to terms with,

Finally, "Friends" could have veen a schmaltzy story,
especially with the lilies-of=the-valley symbolism,. ,I tried
to avoid maudlin overtones and too-serious treatment of a
failing friendshiprthrough'tne'creationrand presence of
Stuart.

In giving credit to writers for their influence in my
own writing, I feel at a loss., I can give credit for inspira-
tion but not for influence. My life, my experiences, and my
observations are the sources for my writing. The people 1
have known are, with major and minor alterations, my characters.

When I was six, my step=-father buillt me a doll-house wrhich
lined one entire wall of my bedroom and which reached almost
to the ceiling. (actuslly it was only a little larger than
a good-sized bookcase,) On top of it sat all the ovooks I

was to read through the sixth grade: Little women, Heidi,

zlsie Dinsmore, Ine Five Little reppeérs, Alice in Wonderland,

s3lack Beauty, dans Erinker, and many more of a similar type.

Even at the age of six or seven, 1 was able to create stories

for my dolls to enact. I arranged them in positions which I
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imagined., ~nd the books on top of the doll-nouse provided
me with the dreams and inspiration so necessary for an in-
ventive mind.

The doll-house has long been gone, and those esarly books
have been replaced by others. Much of the innocence ol that ‘
time has been lost or turned into disenchantment. Ferhaps
that is why I can identify with those who write of disillusion-
ment or loss such as many contemporary writers do. I admire
the work of J. D. Salinger, Phillip doth, Joyce C,rol Oates,
derzy Kosinski, and particularly sernard Malamud, and I believe
in their abilities to verceive, descrive, and assess their
characters., 1In all of these writers' works, plot is of secon-
dary importance,wni¢h is as I believe it should te.

Je. D. Salinger showed Holden Caulfield's troubled anarchism
of youth, Phillip Aoth presented brenda Patimkin's srmugness of
the nouveau riche. Joyce Carol Oates exposed arnold rriend's
obscenity. Jerzy Kosinski wrote of Jonathan whalen's decadent
disregard for his and others' lives, and Bernzrd Malamud depicted
William Dubin's despair of aging and related discontent,
all of these authors managed to show the darker, very real
side of humanity. Through knowing the psychology of their
characters, the writers were atle to portray weaknesses with
convincing accuracy; and in doing so0, these same writers were
able to show that it is our own weaknesses and the weaknesses
of others which undermine the world vearing in upon us.

Characters are everything. If a doll-house is empty, it

is nothing tut a collection of empty rooms which collect dust.
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If a story nas vague or unrevealed cnhnarzcters, 1t becomes
forgettavle and inconsequentiazl. fhough my work is signifi-
cantly different from that of the writers I zdmire, I will
te aple through time, hard work, and many drzafts to achieve
the integrity of characterization so necessary to a good

S tOI‘Y.
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Abstrazct. Problems in Comrmnication: Two Stories contains

“Clothes” and "Priends" and a critical afterword. In
"Clothes" Rita, z young woman of twenty-eigni, returns to
her hometown znd to her mother' s house, Jarolyn, nher mother,
neither expects nor wishes her daughter to stay in her home
for long; Carolyn is going through s series of changes which
leave no room for a daughter's presence., an =mbivalent anti=-
pathy is defined btetween mother and daughter. ©The source

of the problem is unclesar, and therefore, unasivle to be re=
solved, Hdowever, side issues, which are insignificant in
themselves, such as the inappropriataﬁess of Rita's clothes
for a job interview and for a lunch with ner mother, widen
the gulf between the two women.

In "Friends" two young women; Zoe and Rachel, end tneir
friendship on the day that Rachel is packing to move to ilbu-
gquerque. Zoe does not understand why her friend is trying
to put emotionzl =28 well as physical distance between them
and confronts fachel on the phone and at her house. Zoe
receives no plausible reason for her friend*s alooi and
withdrawn manner other than the rationale that Stuart, =
co=worker ol Zoe's and a former lover of Rachel's, suggests.
His explanation is that Rachel likes to keep a wall vetween
herselfl and others.

The critical afterword explains the problems involved
in the writing of the two stories, the resolution of the proo-
lems, stylistic considerations, and the influence oI major

writers on the author.



