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  Appearances are evil,


  But they are everything.


  —Jean-Paul Sartre


  Bernie


  The way I see it now, I should have murdered them both.


  Why bloody discriminate? Like they say, and it does have that Old Testament ring, might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.


  Double or nothing.


  Smoke gets in your eyes.


  Some people get lost to the world, they get disappeared, and the world doesn’t care a bloody lot.


  I should know. Meeting needs, after all, is my specialty.


  You could make it up to me.


  Why don’t you imagine you are here with me, then? We live together, let us say, in this ancient house, which belonged to many centuries of my dismal ancestors. Or so I will have you believe. Americans take me for a Brit, and the Limeys assume I’m a Yank.


  No one claims me, but surely you will?


  Surely you will sit next to me on my velvet chaise longue, watch the river turn pewter, the sky duller and duller, a shade of metal too cheap to have its own name.


  I’m a witty chap; you will find yourself laughing frequently and fondly, glancing out at the water and the sky, enormous manse looming behind us.


  Inside we have booze. Drugs, of course. We have truffles, pate, aged cheese, and sugar dainties. The richest chocolates, the finest confections.


  We have wall after wall of art, paintings and sculptures to die for.


  And clothes! Fashion abounds. The most chic, the most expensive, the most avant-garde.


  Black silk dresses, slit one side and secured with a section of burlap bag. (That was the sort of thing the two of them designed, and it was scarcely original.) Jackets that droop longer on one side—when you button them up, they scrunch with delicious oddness, a weird effect concocted by one’s senile grandmother on hallucinogens. Bowler hats without crowns, only webs of tulle. Doc Martens hand-painted with gold peacock feathers. Tunics and shirts so gossamer that when you layer three or four, you cannot detect the color nor the substance.


  In the evening, after the pale sun sets behind the canal, we would dress up wild, so wild and beautiful. We would go to the opera, the ballet, an art performance at the ICA. An obscure opening, an obscene poetry reading. Afterwards we would find the clubs only the special few may locate, rooms full of fragrant oils, mirrors, and faces painted in masquerade.


  We would smoke my cigarettes.


  And in the morning?


  Well, you would have forgotten everything. You would awaken again in the first blue of twilight, body bruised, throat parched, and all the details would have vanished, anything that might have made you think twice.


  In a sort of swoon, you would be ready to begin again.


  And so we would continue.


  How long, you might wonder. A fortnight? A month? Would you grant me a season? A year out of your life?


  Where, one wonders, is your final limit? And perhaps you could be persuaded to go beyond that limit?


  Or, perhaps, you believe that you would not be tempted at all.


  It might happen like this: We might glance at each other, casually, at some sort of arty event. You are excited to be there, and you’ve had some wine, a little recreational powder. I smile at you and then you approach me, admire the beaded snake on the lapel of my jacket. And then you notice my cigarette.


  How unusual, you say, how amusing! Extra long, such an odd shade of mauve. And what is that strange little insignia?


  —A Guru, I explain. A golden Guru.


  You say you’ve never seen a cigarette like that before.


  —No doubt you have not.


  You ask me then if you might try one.


  —Are you quite certain? I inquire. Perhaps this cigarette might change your life forever. Life, after all, is so very odd. You might never, I demur, be the same person again if you smoke one.


  You laugh merrily.


  Do you trust me so entirely then, a total stranger?


  You continue to laugh. And then you hold out your palm.


  Then, I laugh, too.


  Easy as pie. Candy to a baby. Like falling off a log.


  Hmm, you say. Tastes like an ordinary cigarette to me.


  I smile.


  Where do you get these exactly? you inquire after the third puff. You explain that you might like to buy more sometime. They’re so pretty, after all. So unusual. And the taste does grow on you…


  —You won’t find these in any store. But I can always provide them, when you need me.


  You shiver. Then you ask, Suppose I want more tonight?


  — Come along to my house with me.


  You laugh nervously.


  And now I need not smile anymore.


  You will come to me, just as I knew you would.


  The Old World


  


  Norma


  Are they vampires?


  Norma looked up from The Teachings of the Compassionate Buddha, which she had been reading from her position on the bulkhead overlooking the beach. It was only twenty feet of rock to the sand below, and you had the feeling of looming over the shoreline, observing the play beneath you. Her well-bronzed skin was damp with sweat and coconut oil: high noon in mid-August.


  Perhaps some special displacement in the atmosphere had alerted her to their presence. Pale and odd, the quintet of misfits picked its way across the hard sand of one of those beaches famous for its ability to support the weight of many automobiles. There weren’t many cars today, but the surface was still mottled with oil spills and trash, stuff the waves would try to wash away when the tide came in.


  Their skin was shockingly white, and their bodies were all long and thin, attenuated like a special breed, not necessarily human. What would bring such creatures down to the shore? One of Norma’s favorite vampire films was about a female bloodsucker who lives somewhere out in the desert, maybe Arizona, and she can actually go out in daylight as long as she keeps herself swathed in hat, gloves, and gauzy scarf. The deal is that sunlight can never directly hit her skin, even with the strongest sun block. The most amusing thing about most vampire films was watching how the usual rules were bent to fit the situation.


  Norma blinked. Was it her angle of perception, or was this party of five actually free of shadows? Was it her imagination? Or was high noon really a state of perfection?


  And now the sunlight directly hitting these creatures appeared to reflect back, like a mirror someone is manipulating to catch your eye. Three men and two women, they hovered at the edge of the surf, maybe fifty feet away, their voices low and archly inflected, their cigarette smoke peculiarly pungent. The air, which had suddenly grown even hotter and more still, was the signal buzz of hallucination.


  Norma hastily picked up her sketchbook and pencil. Maybe if she made them real, she would remember them.


  The tallest man, the ringleader, was her first focus of attention. Beneath the brim of his oversized Panama hat, his dark hair was closely cropped, his chin cleanly shaven, and his eyes covered with tiny round dead-black sunglasses. He projected: totally cool, utterly hip. Yet, as she drew in his features, she realized they were uneven, a caricature, goofy. The nose and the ears protruded, the chin sank, the teeth gapped, and the Adam’s apple belonged to a cartoon buzzard.


  Nevertheless, he wore his clothing in sharp, straight lines. He was easy to draw. At six foot plus and maybe one hundred and thirty pounds, his body was the exaggerated paradigm of the others’. The ecru linen suit was baggy, high-waisted, pleated. Very forties. Norma smiled smugly as she sketched it all in, grateful for her early passion of tracing clothes in fashion magazines. And the other two men, as well, dressed as if they had watched too many Jimmy Stewart or Fred MacMurray movies. Vast sport shirtsleeves flapped around their slender arms, and cuffed trousers bagged at their wing-tipped feet. Their faces were symmetrical and handsome and much less compelling than that of the goofy one.


  For all of the men, sunglasses and smokes were de rigueur.


  Now, for the women. Norma penciled in their chic silhouettes, their Audrey Hepburn pizzazz. One had her dark hazelnut hair, the color too uniform to be natural, caught in a high, cascading ponytail, bangs trimmed in a little girl fringe. The print on her oversized smock resembled upholstery chintz and failed to blend in with the tropical floral patterns on typical tourist swimsuits. Norma took a few extra moments to detail the whirls and the petals. Artistlike, the smock extended to the tops of her knees; her calves were horizontally bisected by black toreador pants. Her shins and ankles, white as typing paper, vanished into (what else?) black ballet flats.


  The other woman was more overtly dramatic. She wore a midnight blue cocktail sheath with that you-know-it-when-you-see-it distinctiveness of genuine couture. Her corn-colored hair was cut boyishly short, her sunglasses as large and opaque as Loch Ness. Norma lingered in the painstaking detail of a glinting pearl necklace, no doubt genuine, wrapped casually around one fragile wrist.


  She fooled with the shading and the sharper details, the precise collar widths, the insouciance of the Goofy One’s excess belt length (he was so very slender), which was threaded back on itself rather than left merely to dangle.


  It was the details, after all, that dictated the coolness. That’s where your confidence resided.


  The five creatures lingered a little longer by the edge of the feeble waves, smoking and laughing, yet somehow charmingly awkward in their placement there, while Norma put the finishing details on her sketch. The mystery to ponder was why they stuck out they way they did, contrasting so demonstrably with the tourists from Georgia and Alabama, who were also too pale and frequently malnourished.


  But what a difference the clothes made! Not that old cliche about clothes making the man—this was something more mysterious. Inscrutable, maybe.


  Worm-white skin. Limbs like coat hangers. Angles and the lines creating them.


  Norma glanced down at her own body, bronzed and athletic, a form she was normally fairly proud to inhabit. What made this body suddenly burdensome, a real liability? Dress her up, tanned skin and Summer Blonde hair, in that midnight blue cocktail sheath, and she’d look foolish, even childish, like she was ready for Halloween.


  Suddenly, there was movement. The tallest guy, the goofy ringleader, snapped his fingers and pivoted on his heel, tossing off some remark over his shoulder. Then he walked away and carelessly flung the cigarette he’d been smoking onto the damp, firm sand.


  Even from twenty feet, you could see that the cigarette was long and mauve and nearly intact, and that it was still smoldering.


  Norma waited for someone to pick it up or at least grind it under an expensive heel. But the other creatures were joking and cocking their heads at ironic angles, chins up and lips smirking. Momentarily, casually, they began to drift away like smoke, following their leader and yet not wanting to appear to be doing so, cows moseying back to the barn.


  Norma stared until they had disappeared under the far side of the pier.


  Then, they were gone. Except for the cigarette, it was as if they’d never been.


  Had they ever been there?


  The regular world shut back down like the lid of a trunk.


  And then, as if thoughts really were things and could propel you forward without your active volition, Norma found herself picking her way over the rocks, down to the base of the bulkhead, and bending over the abandoned object.


  Delicately, she plucked it from the sand and held it, poised, between thumb and forefinger.


  Suddenly self-conscious, she straightened up and glanced over her brown shoulder, aware of the oily sweat oozing down between her breasts. But the same oblivious tourists were splashing in the waves, the same young boys in wet cut-off jeans were tossing their Frisbee. No one seemed the least bit interested in her actions.


  No one was watching her.


  None of this was happening.


  And nobody cared.


  Okay, she thought, and placed her lips on the filter and took a puff. It seemed so natural somehow, as though this were something she’d done before.


  And it tasted ordinary enough, or so she guessed. What was she expecting? Why was she smoking a stranger’s flung stub? Perhaps the tobacco was foreign or richer or fresher—she was certainly no connoisseur—but, basically, this was just a cigarette.


  She took another puff.


  Well, okay, maybe it was a little better than most American cigarettes. How would she know? It had a little something special going on. How bright the day was, shiny, preternaturally calm.


  She took a third puff.


  And then, it must have been exactly noon, or the devil was walking over someone’s grave, or… whatever. The air was entirely still, no time passing at all, only this eternal now, precisely what was recommended by the Buddha.


  Now.


  And now.


  And then—what?


  Norma finished the cigarette, right down to the gold insignia on the filter. And it was a strange one. At first glance, you thought it was the head of a guy wearing a turban. But if you looked more closely, you saw that the emblem was comprised of the letters “G” (the turban), “U” (the face), “R” (his beard), and “U” (his hands folded demurely in meditative prayer).


  G-U-R-U.


  Guru.


  She was reluctant to drop the butt in the sand. The filter was useless but somehow too exotic to abandon. Norma reasoned that if she hung onto it, then she could show it around in a tobacco shop and get some more.


  Get some more! This was a surprise! She didn’t smoke! Plus, she was two years too young to buy them anyway. Why on earth would she want more?


  Sighing, perplexed, she picked her way back up the bulkhead, only marginally aware of the rats that lived down in the crevices of the rocks. They were always there, but mostly you didn’t notice them. When no one was around, often at twilight, they came out and scavenged for the odd crust, stuck their heads in an abandoned food container. Normally, their proximity distressed her, but not now. In fact, everything around her was subtly altered. There were her things—towel and supplies—right where she’d left them, but now their appearance was slightly bizarre, like the belongings of some other person.


  What had she been doing, for instance, before being so deeply distracted? Were they merely an apparition, born of hot sun and dehydration?


  Whatever. There would be no more beach today; that, at least, was for sure.


  Automatically, she began to repack her tote: sketchpad, book, thermos of fruit juice, towel. But what an ugly, gaudy thing that beach towel was! What had ever possessed her to purchase such an object, with its garish colors and offensive stripes? Black or charcoal grey would be so much more elegant.


  And, as she straightened her spine to standing, she was horrified by the flowered bikini she was wearing. What a hideous garment that was! No wonder the vampire people hadn’t noticed she was alive. She should have been wearing a maillot, in pewter or midnight blue, instead of the Malibu Barbie look. Which reminded her—what in the hell was she doing at the beach in the first place, getting a tan?


  Dissatisfaction was a medicine ball oomph at her solar plexus.


  Walking back to her house, picking her way among the beach cottages and small summer rentals, she was aware of a new relentlessness in her eye: chipped ceramic lawn figures, broken chaise longues like so many insect husks, local residents (portly and previously benign) now appearing fried and, well, somehow repellent. The world was offending her, as if she had had the veil of “quaint” and “neighborly” removed from her vision like the cellophane wrapper on a pack of cigarettes.


  A mere fifteen minutes ago, her summer had held the aura of charm and leisure. Now she was aware of a trapped, confined feeling, as if her spirit had suddenly been encased in the wrong body.


  I’ll never go out in the sun again, she swore, but it was already too late for that particular strategy. Those vampires had had that rare, particular alabaster pallor of bodies never subjected to the horrors of ultraviolet light. Norma, on the other hand, had had several blistering sunburns by the age of five, and ever since, her shoulders and back had been amassing freckles like interest on an outstanding loan.


  All Audrey’s fault, she concluded, passing the buck as she climbed the steps to their porch. How could anyone expect Norma to have the rarified vision of the true artist when she’d been raised by a mother who believed in “cute” and “pretty”?


  The cool, fan-twirled air of the living room was pleasant after the hot street, but Norma’s gaze was beleaguered by a variety of flowered objects: vases, fluffy pillows, and little statues. Arrangements of silk roses. The pale green brocade of the draperies contrasted soothingly (if too sweetly) with the ice pink shimmer of the sofa.


  Pretty was the death of the spirit.


  The whole room should be torched!


  Norma slitted her eyes. For just a moment she felt like she was seeing the world the way… well, the way they saw it. Perhaps the black wooden chair (a discount store fluke of clean lines) and the deco-ish beveled mirror could be saved, but everything else, this very instant!, should be made to disappear.


  Her body hummed, metabolism cranking up like a furnace.


  “Honey, are you back already?” Audrey’s voice called from her bedroom.


  Her mother came ambling out into the living room, auburn hair arrayed on pink sponge curlers which matched her t-shirt and shorts set. “I just got back from the store. Can you help put the groceries away?”


  “Tell me you didn’t go out in those curlers!” The rude words popped from her mouth like a toad and squatted there, ugly, between them.


  Audrey blinked, looking startled.


  But the toad remained.


  Another moment passed, and then her mother, typically good-natured, merely shrugged and disappeared into the kitchen.


  Norma sighed, feeling like a bad person and yet also, peculiarly, obscurely persecuted. “I’m sorry,” she muttered, following along. “Maybe I got a little too much sun.” The relentless cuteness of red and yellow gingham surrounded her, almost stifling her breath. Ruffled curtains! Was there no end to this?


  Humming “Zippety Do-Da,” Audrey rinsed a few plates and glasses while Norma busied herself with the brimming bags. It was the usual: a jar of green olives, large as quail eggs and stuffed with slimy pimientos. A can of pitted black olives. A quart of small curd cottage cheese. A few token bananas. A liter of generic gin. A bag of fig bars and a box of graham crackers. Store-brand peanut butter. And so on. Baked beans and spaghetti rings.


  Did the vampires eat actual human food, or simply sustain themselves on their mauve cigarettes?


  Bitter chocolates from Belgium, perhaps.


  Espresso from Guatemala.


  “What’s wrong with you today, honey? You look so glum.”


  “This is the stupidest food I’ve ever seen! Why don’t we ever get smoked oysters or crystallized guava or something?”


  Audrey chuckled. “Put it on the list. But I wouldn’t hold my breath.”


  Sighing and suddenly brimful of self-pity, Norma sat down at the small round table rendered puffy by its flouncy cover. She felt dizzy, burning up from within. Almost immediately, her mother’s cool palm rested on her forehead.


  If you let the hot blood from your veins, your body would be as delicious and chill as marble.


  Audrey opened up the jar of green olives and proffered them.


  “Doesn’t feel like a fever. Fight with Bruce?”


  “I’m not hungry, thanks.” Norma felt a little rush of queasiness, as if she’d never been less hungry in her life. “Actually, we’re supposed to go out tonight.” Such a big, beefy guy—the thought was pretty horrible at the moment.


  Audrey sat in the opposite chair. “You don’t sound exactly thrilled. Maybe you need to go to bed early, catch up on your sleep or something.” She popped two olives into her mouth, her large, mobile features expressing interest and concern at the same time her teeth were carefully chewing.


  “He wants to see The Endless Summer again! They’re like re-re-re- releasing it” When her mother’s face remained blank, Norma continued. “You know, it’s that stupid film from the sixties about the surfers who travel around looking for the ‘perfect wave.’ Duh, they find it in Africa.”


  “This’ll kick your self-pity. Ed and I are going line dancing. That’s his new thing.”


  “Jesus.” The world was too horrible.


  Her mother rolled her eyes. “Now that nobody does it anymore, he’s gotta try it.”


  “How’d he talk you into this?” Norma stared at the familiar face across from her, registering, as usual, that this was a beautiful woman. Only now, for some reason, she wanted to know why. All the features were oversized, almost comically, and the skin was textured like an old leather chair left outside. Add that to a taste in clothes somewhere between Cher and a pet poodle—well, sometimes charm and personality did win out, even if inexplicably.


  “Sugar, what woman in her right mind wants to stay home on a Saturday night?”


  Ordinarily, Norma would have agreed.


  Audrey went off to blow out her hair and Norma remained in the kitchen, exhausted yet restless. The cat clock ticked and rolled its rhinestone eyes, her mother’s gesture.


  What to do? What to do? Time weighed down weirdly, like a whole new thing to be dealt with. Each second of your life disappearing, spit down a well.


  The cat ticked away.


  Finally, she roused herself and drifted down the hallway and into her bedroom, strewn with its usual clutter. Shoes and shirts and CDs and books were all over the floor. You could hang the clothes up and put them in the closet, except the closet door didn’t really close because of the clothes already jammed inside. And if you opened the closet door to see what was in there, other things would fall on you from the shelves. It was easier, usually, just to wear what you found on the floor.


  A stupid state of affairs, but one she’d never really questioned.


  And then a light bulb went on in Norma’s head.


  That was what she would do tonight!


  The Buddha would approve.


  Moments like this one were what you lived for, never knowing when you might be taking a step closer to grace.


  Many hours later, around midnight, Norma sat on her mattress, which had been relieved of the bed frame proper, and scanned the room.


  Heaped in brown grocery bags were the remains of her childhood, her pre-pubescence, and her adolescence: a testimony that her life, so far, seemed to have been dedicated to the accumulation of worldly goods.


  Things.


  Stuff.


  Junk.


  It had been a way of life so far.


  Until now. Now was different.


  One whole bag, for instance, was heaped to the brim with cheap earrings: offensive shapes and materials, which had seemed cheerful or trendy or affordable enough at the time, and yet now they were dead kill, not even repellent enough to be campy or interesting. And, truthfully, all of the merchandise suffered from this same failure—mass-produced mall merchandise. Maybe in twenty-five years she could sell it all on eBay, but who knew for sure that you had twenty-five years, and that you wanted to spend that time hauling all this garbage around?


  Where had her true eyes been hiding?


  This divestment, however, was giddy and joyful, the adrenaline rush of releasing. Heady pleasure! If you could only get past the sick shame of the greed that had amassed all those objects.


  We all know what the average mystic has to say about worldly goods.


  Clutter is evil; simplicity is good. (Somewhere inside her Norma wondered if this dichotomy was a little too, well, simplistic—but this was not the moment for hesitation. As Conan the Barbarian’s friend said, Do you want to live forever?)


  Gone, now, were the snapshots of loved ones which had once adorned her mirror which was now also gone. Ditto the school pennants, construction paper and glitter badges proclaiming membership to various clubs, yarn voodoo dolls to support the football team, and so forth. Rock star posters. Moody museum reproductions that she’d thought made her so individual, which was about like feeling educated because you’d sat through all four episodes of a Masterpiece Theatre production. You and how many other million people? That kind of mass-think was part of the high school effluvia. And why sucker into the argument that gazing upon some object would fill you with delight in your dotage if the sight of that object now, right now, when supposedly it meant the most, was anything but delightful?


  Especially if you expected your dotage to find you in rapt absorption of the universal mysteries, perched on a snowy mountain peak somewhere, attired in sky-blue billowing robes, your body fasted down to a state of cheekboned beautification, your neck swathed in magic baubles. Or—no—perhaps a simple silver chain with a single silver star?


  Norma could see it all, the clear reasoning like a slick mountain stream, shooting downward, clean and electric.


  Simplifying your life was a breeze once you got into gear.


  Out with the Hummel figurine, the turtle-shaped pincushion, the ballerina jewelry box. Adieu to the Spice Girl dolls. Bon voyage to the Betty & Veronica comic books (big bon voyage—there must have been more than three hundred of them!), the Seventeen and YM magazines, the complete set of Nancy Drew. Bag after bag after bag. Had she never thrown away a single letter ever sent her, a single birthday card received? An old calendar? Washing instructions? Had she never wondered about collecting bits of fabric, old buttons, broken necklaces?


  Had she never actually examined her life—or the direction into which she was headed?


  But, now, she was.


  Down to the bones.


  And the bones of her room, now that the fat had been sucked away, were plain and sleek. Like a geometrical pecan, it was a square of knotty pine floor, ceiling, and walls. What remained inside were a mattress with a plain white spread, a chest of drawers, a bookcase with only the true and special books, her CD player, and a modest collection of CDs. Her laptop. A few pieces of good jewelry. Her sketchbooks and her pencils and her paints.


  A lamp. A fan. But, basically, that was it.


  However, she’d saved the worst for the last… her clothes!


  Now was the moment. There never was any other moment.


  She piled all the grocery bags full of dead things out in the hallway. It took quite a few trips, and she was sweating by the time she was finished. Then, she gathered up the scattered pieces of clothing from the floor and threw them in the center of her Spartan room. From the chest of drawers, she removed the drawers one at a time and dumped the contents on the top of the heap. Then, bravely, she stripped the closet, armloads and armloads, into a huge stack of purses and mothy wool skirts and tacky prom dresses and the whole stupid thing, the mass of it all, until the bare closet interior, which she couldn’t ever remember actually seeing, was as innocent as a child’s prayer.


  There!


  But now what?


  Resolutely, and without giving it a whole lot of thought, Norma marched into the living room, produced her beach tote, and extracted the mauve and gold filter (it was all that remained) from the mysterious cigarette. Returning to her room she stood in the middle, awash in apparel, and stared at the wee turbaned head, the miniature guru. There was a tinge of tobacco, which smelled delicious and odd, and for a moment she could see, almost as if they flickered right before her, the vampires on the beach, her vampires, their flapping shirt sleeves and natty style, their precise and wicked eye for detail.


  Soft-focussed, looking but not really looking, she stared at the heap of her clothing… and then, as if in a vision, she knew!


  Only solid colors!


  No babydoll prints or bold plaids, no multi-stripes and no miniature checks, no matter (no matter, or perhaps the converse) how cute. In fact, the only acceptable colors were solid, and they were black, white, grey, and navy. And leather.


  Oh, this was so easy! This was the way!


  Everything else simply got tossed into the hallway. The pink evening dress from last year’s spring dance, the coral and yellow mohair sweaters, the Target miniskirts she’d bought last week, the stretched out polo shirts and the blouse made in Home Ec, and, yes, even the famous Easter suit, a coy retro affair in flowered salmon.


  Out the door with the lot of it! And her aim became expert and frenzied, like a dog tossing dirt in an even pyramid in his fervor to excavate.


  The shoes, understandably, were the last.


  Religiously reverent, she detached the pocketed organizer from the inside of her closet door and set it on the floor. And then she patiently added all stray pairs from the room at large. System for your vision was the key.


  Starting in the upper left hand corner, she plucked the first pair from their cozy pocket. Basic red Keds, just like the ones she’d cried for, and subsequently received, on her seventh birthday. Except these, understandably, were somewhat larger.


  It was a wonder, all things considering, that she hadn’t stumbled across the original pair.


  Sentiment began to rear its ugly head. Norma was getting tired, running out of steam. That’s when they got you with the memories.


  The pro argument: These shoes were in good condition, a classic style, and actually comfortable.


  The con: These shoes were also red, thus not included in the color dictum of the new regime, and she always felt like a dork when she wore them.


  Swiftly, surely, as if of their own volition, they sailed out of her life and into the hallway.


  The second pocket was easy. Heavy Swedish clogs in that honey leather that always made her heart leap with delight. These shoes stayed, color dictum or no (plus—was leather really a color? Shouldn’t it get some kind of irreproachable asylum?), there was just no doubt here, and the depth of her conviction proved how tangentially attached she’d been to the Keds.


  But the third pocket proved to be a major stumper. Foot-So-Port sandals so ugly that when you wore them, you dared not glance down. But that was okay because they were so comfortable that you tended to forget you had feet. Further, the nothing-beige color matched the skin so perfectly that someone might have thought you’d actually grown those obscene flippers.


  A dilemma. Thing was, something so ugly, her first seed of genuine creative chic told her, was bound to be stylish. The high-waisted pleated pants, the Panama hat, the flowered smock.


  Toss or keep. Toss or keep.


  Then Norma realized something that was really important; aha! This was what it was all about! If you wimped out and created a third pile of things, The Maybes, and allowed yourself to settle for something that didn’t please you entirely and utterly (one quick glance at the clogs, for instance, confirmed her conviction in them, their total rightness), you screwed everything up!


  The point was this: if you hesitated at all, you’d made your decision.


  The point was to keep seeing that, over and over.


  An hour later and all Norma had left were the clogs, a pair of sleek black tap shoes without taps, Bass Weejuns in oxblood leather, and white rubber flip-flops. Her clothes now consisted of a black miniskirt, a white t-shirt, a black t-shirt, a charcoal grey sleeveless dress, a pair of white shorts, a navy oversized sweatshirt, and two pairs of perfectly faded Levis 501’s.


  And the underwear drawer of St. Theresa.


  How satisfying this minimum, and what a thrilling feeling it was! Now there was more room for stuff than she had stuff. Freedom and ease, room to spread around… or, room for new and better stuff.


  Leaving the benign austerity of her bedroom, she began to cart away the heaps of brown grocery bags lining the hallway like an invading army. Everything could go into the garage to await future pickup from Goodwill. It didn’t really matter anymore who in the world ended up with the turtle pincushion or the Easter suit, did it?


  Norma’s thoughts had been so loud inside her head through the whole culling process that she hadn’t realized how still it was, how late the night. Audrey must have decided to stay at Ed’s. The living room clock, a frou-frou thing sporting a 17th century French lady with sky-high white hair and buckled boots, all lacy ceramic, coyly fanning herself on one side while a bewigged gentleman bowed to her on the other, ticked forlornly in that special way of isolated clocks. Two forty-three in the morning.


  When the last load was safely in the garage, she settled down in the kitchen with a glass of cold wine. The quiet, the peace, the sip of alcohol, and her weary muscles—she savored fully, for this moment in time, the precise quality of it all.


  What might be nice, in addition, was a cigarette. But, not just any old cigarette.


  She felt so free.


  Or maybe not.


  Freedom and Nausea: Intro to Vision 101.


  She was free. She was hooked. She was ready.


  Now, in this suspended blissful state. Now, something was out there for her; now, something was just waiting to happen.
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