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Harold Ostrich was the most ordinary of men: ordinary in appearance, ordinary in habits, ordinary in ambition, ordinary—or rather something less than this—in intelligence; all of which made him the typical modern American and a successful businessman.

During the weekdays he always woke up at the same time and in the same way: seven o’clock in the morning and to the sound of his alarm clock radio.  The alarm clock was set on a dresser opposite his bed so that he would have to get up to turn it off.  It was set to go off only on weekdays.  On those mornings the first thing he heard was a voice announcing a news story or perhaps a traffic report.  Depending on how long he lingered in bed, he might also hear a commercial or two.  For the last several weeks a new one for an insurance company had been running.  It started out with a happy jingle—happy, laughing children’s voices singing—and then an adult’s voice dubbed over the tinkling music with the sage counsel: “Everyone knows life has its ups and downs, but it’s important in the best of times to prepare for the unexpected.  Here at Klumper Insurance we’re ready to help you overcome anything life throws at you.  Call us: our rates are low and are benefits are among the best in the industry...”—and it was usually at about this time, as the voice announced life insurance rates for non-smokers in their forties and fifties, that Ostrich got up, went to the radio, and shut it off.

This morning as usual the first thing he did was take a shower, not without first looking at his tired face in the mirror.  His eyes shifted up to his hairline; he noticed that the scalp was showing through a little in a way it never had years earlier.  Age, of course.  He considered however that as he still had a rather full head of hair at forty-three years of age it wasn’t likely that he was going to go bald any time soon, and that was something of a relief.  Then again, there were certain wrinkles about the eyes, a certain sagging about the jowls, and if he put down his chin low enough a second one appeared beneath it.  Age, of course.  Ostrich shook his head and frowned but did not seem overly concerned about any of these things because he was a sensible man and knew that, first, he was still relatively young, and that, second, only people who were lucky grew old. He turned on the hot and cold water faucets of the shower and adjusted the flow of each until the water was comfortably warm, then took off the boxer shorts in which he slept and got into the shower.

An hour and a half later he had left his apartment, gotten into his car, and was driving to work.  In the interim he had eaten his breakfast and dressed in his business attire of slacks, a white shirt, and a tie.  Though he rarely wore it he always brought along a matching jacket just in case “something came up” during the day—some flash meeting with a client, say, or an unscheduled lunch with an executive higher up on the corporate ladder.  As he drove his luxury sports car he had the radio turned on low, listening to music, sometimes humming along. The drive to work took him about twenty minutes.  One of the roads he drove along had many traffic lights, which were frustratingly mistimed so that half of them turned red just as one approached them.  Thus he often pulled up alongside other drivers on this road.  Sometimes he would pull up alongside a car driven by an attractive woman who was also on her way to work.  He would look over to her and (like most men) have an immediate, reflexive, instinctive fantasy about meeting her and having an intimate encounter with her.  Of course most of the time these women didn’t give a second thought to the driver beside them.  And yet now and then one did give a thought to him;—did look back at him;—did (after turning to him, seeing his interest in her, and at once returning her eyes to the road before her with a stiff and artificial intensity) understand and freely indulge in the meaning of that moment.  But by then the light had turned green, and everyone zoomed ahead,

Harold Ostrich worked for GSC Worldwide, Inc., one of the largest and most prestigious investment companies in the world.  Its thirty-five story office tower dominated the area of the city in which it had been built.  His office was on the 21st floor.  This morning, as every weekday morning, he got off the elevator, opened the glass doors stenciled with the company’s name and logo, and entered the reception area, saying “Good morning” to the two receptionists there, then proceeding to another set of doors accessed by his card key and which gave way to the floor proper.

It was a vast space on either side of which were the glass-walled offices of middle managers such as himself, and in the middle of which ranged rows of desks occupied by “lower-level” staff: “analysts,” “associates,” secretaries, and those holding miscellaneous administrative positions;—a pecking order definite and known to everyone here, though to an outsider it would have been impossible to tell who was who.  There they all were, the men in white shirts and ties, the women primly dressed, dutifully on time at their desks and already working.  Several people stood about discussing business with each other and several others were holding papers as they walked briskly to someone’s desk or perhaps to an early meeting.  The sounds of printers softly whirring and telephones trilling filled the air.  These sights and sounds filled Ostrich with the warm, reassuring sense of the well-known and grateful; it was the atmosphere he had known all his working life, the one he had made his way in so successfully, the one that was his home away from home.  As he neared his office he looked over his coworkers with a sense of comfortable admiration.  He had known most of them for many years and regarded them all as skilled, specialized, smart people dedicated—as he was—to the important work of high finance.

His office was small and glass-walled like the others on this floor, and when he reached it he saw that his secretary, Yolanda, was already sitting at her desk a few feet outside his door.  She bade him good morning and told him that he had no calls and that his calendar was free today.  Ostrich nodded, glad he had nothing immediately to do; he wanted to grab a cup of coffee and relax a few minutes before starting the day.  He entered his office and sat at his desk, entering his password on the computer and, as it logged onto the company’s computer system, glancing up now and then outside the glass wall of his office.  He saw that Yolanda was already looking at herself in a handheld mirror, holding it up with her left hand as, puckering her lips slightly, she raised her right hand to her hair and adjusted it here, there, everywhere.  She did this at least twenty times a day—a habit picked up from her younger, prettier days when she had lived in constant anticipation of meeting a future boyfriend.  She struggled to maintain an image, both to herself and the world, of slender, kittenish femininity.  But those days were long gone.  She was thirty-five years old and already age was putting on her frame a certain plumpness increasingly stubborn against any of the fad diets she went on throughout the year.  She was an avid consumer of popular culture.  When she wasn’t busy with work she was surfing the Internet looking at celebrity gossip sites.  She knew everything there was to know about which celebrity was dating whom, or which were marrying or getting a divorce, or which had bought a new mansion, or who was worth how many millions of dollars.  Otherwise she was on the phone talking to friends and relatives—animated conversations about who had gotten into a fight with whom, or who had a new boyfriend, or who was getting married, or who was throwing a birthday or anniversary party.  In short, the poor dear hadn’t a serious thought in her head.  Ostrich often wondered how she had been hired, for GSC Worldwide was a prestigious firm and prided itself in hiring (as it made a point of saying in its publicity statements) “only the best.” Little did he know that Yolanda had an Associates Degree in “Administrative Sciences”;—a title whose emptiness had resonated impressively in the empty heads of the Human Resources people who had hired her.  Yet whether she had gone to college for four years or four minutes wouldn’t have mattered so long as she came in on time, could type, take messages accurately, and schedule appointments;—all of which she did to Ostrich’s satisfaction.

Sometimes he kept his door open just so that he might, with his very good hearing, catch her talking to yet another friend about celebrities or telling them about a sale at one of her favorite shoe stores.  He would smile to himself and sometimes chuckle: it was all so silly, so foolish, and yet it was rather innocent and even charming in an empty-headed kind of way. He always felt a little sorry for her too because she talked a lot about the dates she had gone on and how they hadn’t worked out—how the guy, invariably, was a “jerk.” She obviously wanted to get married.  She obviously wanted to marry well so that she wouldn’t have to work and could spend her days talking about celebrities, buying clothes, and applying makeup.  

“Good heavens, the man who marries her!” Ostrich would think, already pitying whoever that might be.  For he suspected that however harmless Yolanda was, however entertaining her chatter might be in small doses, any man who had to listen to her day after day and year after year would eventually jump off a bridge.

After he logged into his computer he checked his emails.  There were a dozen of them.  Half of them were company-wide announcements about upcoming projects and the departments they pertained to.  One of them was a birthday announcement for one of the top executives and detailed his “exciting accomplishments” at GSC.  Ostrich read it with interest and was duly impressed.  As a matter of etiquette, he tapped out a few lines of congratulations and emailed it to the man in question.  He imagined the day when such a notice would be sent out about his birthday and how he too would receive hundreds of congratulatory responses.  He also thought of the executive offices on the 34th floor.  They were the only ones that were really private, whose walls were opaque, whose dimensions were spacious, whose furnishings were plush and comfortable.  Harold Ostrich anticipated the day when he would have such an office, such a mark of prestige.  —Yes, it was all something to work toward.

A few minutes later he was leaving his office to walk down the hall to the company kitchen.

“I’m going for some coffee,” he told his secretary. “Want some?”

“No thanks.”

Ostrich walked down the office floor and made a left into a small corridor leading to the kitchen.  Two other employees, Todd and Martin, were already there, standing before the coffee machine as it emitted clicks and grinding noises in preparation for brewing the next cup.  They were “Information Technology” people who sat at a row of desks along the far end of the office.  Todd was a skinny man in his thirties who, when he walked, bobbed his head back and forth like a chicken.  He wore oversized glasses and had a tendency to smile vacuously or to stare intensely as though he were never sure how to react to people.  No doubt his lack of social skills had driven him into a field where he could count on the predictable behavior of machines.  As for Martin, he was fifty years old, fat, red-faced, brisk, a man who hated his job but kept it because it wasn’t hard and paid well.  They said hello to Ostrich when he entered the kitchen and took up a paper cup to await his turn at the coffee machine. Their small talk turned to the weekend and what they had done.  Todd had taken his young children to the movies—a cartoon of two painfully long hours—and reported how some brat of a kid somewhere behind him had thrown a wad of chewed bubble gum that had hit him in the head and stuck in his hair.  See that chopped-up part of his hair at the back of his head?  That’s where he had had to cut it out.  As for Martin, he had entertained his wife’s in-laws, and had had to put up with his father-in-law’s endless babble about politics.  And yet as “bad” as their weekend had been, their demeanor and tones of voice became lugubrious when they said that it had been too short—that weekends always were—and that here they were again, at work.

Ostrich sympathized with them over the return to the office, but in this he was disingenuous—merely playing a part that he knew was expected of him.  In fact he had never thought his job was an infringement on his personal life, though he recognized that most people felt that way about theirs.  But then again (his thinking went) most people didn’t have his kind of important career.  They weren’t, like him, a “key player” in the world of high finance.  He was responsible for helping to craft multi-million dollar deals with some of the largest companies in the world. In just the last two years he had been instrumental in forging three of the largest deals in GSC Worldwide’s recent history, and even now he was working on the PowerFrost Industries project, which could be worth tens of millions of dollars.  The success of that deal would again confirm his reputation as a “key player” (Ostrich liked to use that foolish term in thinking of his professional self) in the financial services industry.

There is an aphorism, “Give me a child at seven and I will show you the man,” but this mistakenly presupposes an evolution of character that does not really take place, or at least is not apparent, until adolescence.  This was certainly true in Ostrich’s case.  He had always been a “good” boy but by the time he was a teenager he was remarkable for what his parents, and people his parents’ age, admired as his unexceptionable behavior.   He had been an excellent student.  He had loved school and respected his teachers and later his professors.  He had studied hard and was meticulous in doing his homework.  He had always been among the “first” in his class and the school authorities had held him up as an exemplar of—if not scholarship—a dutiful meeting of expectations.  Moreover he had indulged in none of the risky behavior of other boys his age; he had never smoked or drunk or tried a drug; his personality was averse to risky hijinks.  When he got his driver’s license he had had no desire to go fast, and had never stayed out late.  Though not especially popular in high school he had been voted “Most Likely to Succeed,” his fellow students having recognized in him a type that was bound for “success.”  In those days he hadn’t been sure what his career would be and he had waffled among several impressive and lucrative ones: a doctor, a lawyer, a politician.  In the end he had decided to go into business, and in particular into investment banking.  And so a student of business, of the exacting and invariable science of commerce and numbers and profit and loss, had Harold Ostrich become.  After high school he attended Wharton and graduated with an MBA.  Five months later he had landed a job in a small but well-respected firm.

His twenties had elided into his thirties.  He went through several jobs, always learning, always gaining experience, each new job a step up in prestige and salary from its predecessor.  Then, when he was thirty-three, he landed a position with GSC Worldwide.  The size and complexity of the organization guaranteed the possibility of advancement to the highest and most lucrative offices.  He did his job well and with all the drive of an energetic and determined young man.  It was nothing for him to put in sixty, seventy, even eighty hours a week for months at a time.  Those of his colleagues as young as himself often griped about the long hours, and often questioned themselves and others about whether they had made the right decision in going into this profession.  They were willing to work hard, they said, but this simply wasn’t reasonable, wasn’t practicable; it left them no time for themselves; it was robbing them of the best years of their lives.  To their complaints Ostrich would only shrug his shoulders and say, “Well, that’s the way it is—if you want to get ahead, you have to do it.”  As his young colleagues fell by the wayside—as they resigned their jobs in order to accept less onerous positions at other firms, or took up wholly different lines of business—he held fast; doggedly pursued his work; read reports until his eyes burned; analyzed spreadsheets until his mind turned into a mush and he was incapable of a coherent thought; remained at his desk until the wee small hours of the morning, then went home to get no more than four or five hours of sleep before returning to the office on time in the morning to plunge again into the tedious diligence of his work.  In this way did he become one of corporate America’s Chosen.  In this way was he marked by his superiors as a true company man, as someone who was “serious,” who was “committed,” who “produced,” who could be counted on.  He was duly rewarded with large bonuses and regular promotions.  At thirty-six years of age he had been promoted to “Senior Vice President.”  

—“Senior Vice President”!  Few three words in modern English comport themselves so gravely, so weightily—make such a deep impression on the general mind.  Certainly Ostrich was only too ready to tell people his title and to hand out his business card on which it was printed.  What he never told people—what he hardly told himself—was that in a company as large as GSC Worldwide, with its offices in major cities around the world, there were some two-hundred other Senior Vice Presidents.  As pleased as he had been with the promotion he knew it was only a stepping stone to the next, really exclusive position of Managing Director, or MD.  There were no more than a dozen of them in the whole company, and it was a position of great privilege, power, and financial reward.  He had been working toward it his whole life.  He anticipated a promotion to that level any year, any month, now.  And from there, where the real power, the real money was, it was but a short jump to becoming perhaps the next Paul P. Doberman.

Who was Paul P. Doberman?  He was the current Chief Executive.  But he was much more than that.  Over the years he had established a reputation first as an economic then as something of a political pundit.  He regularly appeared on television news programs and was interviewed on the radio or in magazines.  The major media outlets were always eager to get his opinion about an upset in the stock market or the economic and social implications of some foreign political crisis.  Everyone in the country had heard about him and on account of his frequent television appearances most people knew what he looked like.  In more heroic and intelligent times such a man would have been regarded as too petty and uncultured for notice, or perhaps he would have been frankly seen and proclaimed to be the mule-headed corporate partisan that he was;—but these were commercial times, and thus it was inevitable that a blockheaded public would come to think another blockhead worthy of its attention or admiration.  Middle-aged and older ladies especially were his biggest fans, for he was everything they wanted their sons or grandsons to be.  When they recognized him on the street they were most likely to turn around and watch his receding figure with the staggering sense of having just seen someone or something marvelous.  They were also most likely to ask for his autograph and would, as he scribbled it out, stand beside him a little breathlessly.

Harold Ostrich liked to think he was too serious a man to be so awestruck with Paul P. Doberman but if someone had asked him what had been one of the highlights of his life he would not have had to think long before mentioning how one morning he had ridden up to his office in the same elevator with the Chief Executive.  Ostrich had recognized him at once and had felt his body stiffen with a thrill of excitement.  The two men gave each other a nod of recognition, of good-morning.  Ostrich wanted to introduce himself, perhaps mention what department he worked in; if nothing else he would have liked to tell Mr. Doberman that it was an honor to meet him.  But just as he was about to speak the elevator stopped and the doors opened to the 16th floor, and the Great One stepped out and veered to the left.  The elevator doors closed and the car continued upward.  Ostrich felt his body relax and his breath resumed its easier, steadier pace.  He was a little annoyed at himself for having missed a golden opportunity to make some contact with the Chief Executive but on the other hand he was grateful for having stood next to him for a while.  For the rest of the day—in fact, for the rest of the week—he mentioned to his coworkers the forty-nine seconds of that exhilarating encounter.

Ostrich walked back to his office with his cup of coffee and wondered when he would get to meet Doberman again.  He was confident that one day soon he would see him fairly often: as an MD he would have fairly frequent meetings with him.  He would then be a part of the exclusive, powerful club that sat around the long polished tables in the plush conference rooms on the executive floor and be an “insider” on the really big, the really important deals and strategies that affected large swathes of society and indeed the country’s economy and therefore national politics itself.

If there was one fly in the ointment, one possible hitch foreseen by Ostrich in his advancement to higher office, it was his bachelorhood.  Of course there was nothing in the firm’s charter that specified marriage as a precondition to advancement, but like so many large companies this one too had a conservative element and was conscious of the impression its topmost executives made.  Ostrich had never seen a single executive biography of the top executives that didn’t include a wife, children, and a house, if not in the country, at least in a very exclusive suburb. But this was one thing that not all his effort had been able to win for him. In his twenties and thirties he had dated frequently, even then with an eye toward marriage; but Miss Right had always eluded him.  True, several times she had seemed to appear, for he had been in half a dozen “serious” relationships; but in the end there was always a reason why it hadn’t worked out.  Perhaps she smoked too much, or drank too much, or wasn’t domestic enough.  Perhaps he found her dull, or vice versa.  When he was thirty years old he met a woman who was pretty, intelligent, and acceptable in all ways—except one:  she had the voice of a little girl and when she laughed she emitted little high-pitched shrieks so that she sounded like a weasel that was being stuck with a pin.  “Heep–heep–heep!” she would laugh, “heep–heep–heep!” It was disconcerting, embarrassing, and it made him cringe.  When he was out with her in public and people heard her talk or laugh they would look at him askance, wondering how he could be attracted to such a goose.  How could he possibly bring such a woman to a business event?  Yet another of his girlfriends had been affected by a kind of Jekyll and Hyde syndrome.  At first she had been as sweet as sugar, all soft wooing and gentle endearments, but as the months had passed her inherent vulgarity showed through and then predominated; she became louder, coarser, harder; until after about a year there wasn’t much difference between her and an angry truck driver;—and Ostrich wasn’t interested in dating angry truck drivers!  At least two more women he had dated had had mental issues.  They hadn’t known how crazy they were, but he had noted it with increasing disillusion; and super-practical Ostrich, who wanted children, had ended his relationship with them because he wanted no part in propagating their crazy genes.

Yes, there had always been something wrong, always a reason why it hadn’t worked out, always a disappointment.  He often wondered why this was so, for, after all, he didn’t ask for much: just someone who was attractive, stable, and halfway intelligent—a woman who looked nice, who had some common sense and could hold an intelligent conversation, who could keep a nice house, raise a nice family, be genuinely a helpmate to him.  He had been patient to meet such a woman because he had been young, optimistic, and (in keeping with youth’s notion of time) sure that the future spread out before him endlessly.  But as his twenties turned into his thirties, and these in turn accumulated to his fortieth year, he began to have a sense of urgency about the matter.  There wasn’t as much time as he had thought, and he wasn’t getting any better looking as he got older.  Indeed he wondered if he had even ever been in love.  Certainly he hadn’t been in the passionate way depicted on television or in the movies.  The thought of himself standing in the rain in the middle of the night pleading for a woman not to leave him, or not eating and getting sick because she did not reciprocate his affection, struck him as preposterous.  To his mind that was not the way a man should act; it was preposterous, unseemly.  If nothing else he had always had his head about him.  He still “went out” with the hope of meeting a woman but not nearly as frequently as he used to do.  After work he was too tired and just wanted to get home and rest.  Perhaps too experience had sapped his will: anticipation of failure discouraged the effort.  He had also come to be more fatalistic about the matter.  He understood that one didn’t have to go out with the intention of “meeting” someone because that could happen anywhere, at any time: in the supermarket, in a department store, on a street corner while waiting for the walk signal;—yes, anywhere.  You just had to keep your eyes open; and he always had his eyes open.

“Where did you get it?” From all the foregoing it can perhaps be seen that Ostrich lived on the surface of life, with no sense of, no interest in finding out, anything beyond its daily ripples and glitters.   When he drove to work each morning his mind was filled with the sights and sounds around him: the familiar houses or stores along the highway, a new construction site, road workers waving cars over to the right or left while another one of them pounded into the asphalt with a jackhammer.  At the office his mind was completely occupied by his work. He sat at his desk for five hours at a stretch, reading financial reports, researching online, taking notes, and generally building up a mass of detailed knowledge about whatever company he was charged with trying to win as a client.  For the last twenty years he had worked five days a week and had two days off on the weekends, though sometimes even then he went into the office to get more work done. When he got home in the evening he showered, changed into comfortable clothes, and watched television for a few hours.  By eleven o'clock he was tired and went to bed.  He always slept soundly.  True, he had to be nudged out of bed by an alarm clock, but he was no sooner up than he was in the shower within five minutes and as awake, as alert as ever, ready and eager to start his day.  

He had his relaxations and enjoyments.  One of these was taking road trips on the weekend.  He owned a sports car that had cost almost a hundred thousand dollars and he would drive it out of the city. It gave him pleasure to feel in control of the powerful and responsive vehicle as it hummed along an open highway at seventy or eighty miles per hour while the scenery whizzed by.  He had road maps of his state and the surrounding ones, and he would pick out a place to visit based on its quaint name or because it was situated among scenic lakes or mountains.  If he was never disappointed by what he found when he got there it was because the objective had been the journey rather than the destination.  Yet sometimes he was pleasantly surprised by what found: it might be a charming town nestled in a valley and characterized by colonial or Victorian architecture; or there might be a street fair or flea market in progress; or there might be quaint “museums” celebrating the town’s past and its “notable” citizens.  He would park his car and stroll about for a few hours, now and then taking a picture with his smart phone.  Later he would have lunch or dine at a local eatery, which would be surprisingly good or unexpectedly bad but which was always a part of the adventure.

Once, while visiting a town fifty miles out from the city, he had happened into an antique shop.  He had never been in one before and found that it contained a lot more than old furniture.  He had found a tube radio made in the 1930s, which not only still worked but had a beautiful wooden cabinet in a sleek Art Deco design, and a stack of sealed LPs of obscure rock and roll bands from the ’60s and ’70s.  Another time, at another shop, he found a crystal owl, eight inches high and weighing almost ten pounds, and which, after a careful cleaning, sparkled like some giant diamond.  He had paid forty dollars for it and learned that it had been made in Czechoslovakia in the late ’40s and was worth hundreds.  Still more exciting, he once found a painting for which he paid eighty dollars, only to learn that it was from the Hudson River School of landscape art and was worth more than a thousand. Such finds had whetted his appetite to find more of them.

On this weekend he had decided to drive a hundred miles upstate to a town with the scenic name of Shady Valley.  On the Internet he had seen a picture of it, a small town nestled amid the rolling landscape of an almost-mountainous region.  What had made him decide definitely to go there was the fact that it had an antique shop, “The Happy Corner”—there was a picture of it too—which was supposed to contain a “large assortment of the odd and nostalgic.”  Quite apart from the relaxation of the drive and exploring a new place he might be able to pick up a bargain.  That Saturday broke on a delicious October day, cool, bright, somehow cheerful;—perfect driving weather. Ostrich left his apartment at nine o’clock in the morning, hopped into his fancy car, and set off on his day trip.

He arrived there a little before eleven o’clock and found the town to be as delightful as it had looked in its pictures.  There wasn’t much to it: just a long, rather wide Main Street of perhaps twenty blocks lined with small family-owned businesses occupying wood-framed, wood-sided buildings that had been built almost a hundred years earlier.  Most of them were painted in bright, primary colors so that the effect was fresh and bright and fun.  Little American flags hung beside many of the front doors.  He stopped in at a few of them and smiled at the overpriced merchandise, noting to himself once again that while it was always more expensive to live in the city you could often get products there for a lot less than in more rural areas on account of the competition.  He walked about for an hour and then stopped in at a coffee shop that also served food.  As he did so he took out the address for The Happy Corner, which also was on Main Street, though he hadn’t seen it in his stroll.  He caught the attention of the woman who had served him and when she came over he asked her if she knew where the place was.

“Sure, it’s right down there,” she said, looking outward, to the Main Street.  “When you go out, just go to your left and keep walking straight down—you’ll see it.  It’s about eight blocks down.”  She looked at him more critically.  She noticed his good clothes, his air of a stranger.  “You from around here?” she asked.  And when he told her where he had come from: “Oh?  Visiting someone?”

“Not really.  Just wanted to come and see what the town’s like.”

She laughed and said, “You must be disappointed!”

“Not at all.  It’s a nice town.”

Ostrich followed the directions he had been given, finding that after four or five blocks Main Street thinned out quickly, the stores becoming less frequent and even giving way to empty lots overgrown with grass and weeds.  And there, amid that depopulated and somehow deserted area, stood the antique shop.  

The picture of it on the Internet had made it look at least well-kept but in fact it was weather-beaten and shabby.  It hadn’t been painted in decades.  Its blue paint was peeling everywhere and brown water stains formed ugly drip-marks down the posts upholding the porch roof.  Three wooden steps led up to its front door and they were warped and cracked.  The front window—one large piece of glass—was gray with grime. Ostrich stepped up to it and looked at the offerings on display.  They weren’t “antiques” so much as miscellaneous junk that had been tossed together:  two old typewriters and three old cameras, several toys and two toy boxes, plastic fashion jewelry, empty perfume bottles of blue or red glass, a stack of three coffee cups of no special quality or design, old plastic dolls, some of them headless, a cheap battered flute in a velvet-lined instrument case with a broken hinge, a plant stand, a set of ten pound dumb bells, a pile of National Geographic magazines with water damage, and about a dozen other small, indifferent, dusty, worthless things.

“Junk,” Ostrich said aloud, shaking his head.

He wondered if he should turn around and begin the long drive home, or maybe spend an hour just walking about this part of town.  But there wasn’t much of the town left to explore.  Looking further on down Main Street he could see that from here on the road narrowed and extended out into the countryside.  It occurred to him that he might as well go inside the shop and take a look around, since he had come all this way.

A tiny bell attached to the top of the door tinkled as he entered the place.  The first thing he noticed was the dimness.  A long white fluorescent fixture depended from the ceiling just overhead but it was either not working or not turned on.  The only light in this area came in through the dirty front window, which filtered the light into a gray glow.  Off to the right ran a counter upon which rested a cash register and behind which sat a woman who was either the cashier or the proprietress.  She was about fifty years old and wore a loose blue dress.  She was stout and sloppy-looking: her hair was piled up and pinned indifferently onto her head so that wisps of it stuck out every which way, and it was too completely black to be appropriate for her age—a careless, home-made dye job.  Before her was a small paper bag laid flat and she was chewing something; evidently she had been eating her lunch. When Ostrich entered the shop she raised her eyes to him and, with a mouthful of food, said, “Hello, sir!” Ostrich detected an accent but he couldn’t tell what kind from so short a sample.  He briefly smiled back at her and looked about to see that the main part of the shop extended to the left some forty feet; there, three rows of metal shelving stretched into the gloom barely relieved by the only other source of light in the place, a dim shaded bulb depending from the ceiling.  Then he heard the ticking of a clock, but there was something strange about it.  It wasn’t the regular, rhythmic tick-tock, tick-tock one might expect but rather a sluggish variety of it, with each second spaced out a little too long between every other, as though the clock’s mechanism were struggling to gain the next increment.  A musty smell pervaded the air.

“Can I help you?” asked the woman at the counter, almost getting up from her seat.  

Again Ostrich heard her accent but he couldn’t place it.  “No, no,” he said, smiling quickly; “I just came in to look around a little.”

She raised her hand as though to offer him the shop and everything in it, saying, “Sure, sure—look!”

Ostrich turned away from ther and entered the shop proper.  He entered one of the two aisles formed by the shelving, which had four tiers and rose six feet high. Items of the most disparate sort had been indifferently placed or rather thrown together.  Nothing was organized; nothing was clean; nothing was of any real value or interest.  There were broken toys and old tools, cheap crockery and glassware (some of it still in boxes); candlesticks or silverware whose thin silver plate had long ago worn off and showed patches of oxidized steel beneath; stacks of old magazines bound in twine, and dozens of forgotten books, many of them once on the “best sellers” list of The New York Times.  Now and then Ostrich would gingerly pick up a dusty item or move one aside to see what was behind it, only to find another forlorn piece of worthless miscellanea.  “Garbage,” he murmured.  He walked farther back into the shop and had to squint a little because it was positively gloomy back here. He looked up to the ceiling to fixtures missing bulbs or having bulbs burnt out.  “What a way to run a business!” he thought, shaking his head.

He came to the end of the shelving, which stopped some five feet away from the back wall.  At the top of this back wall was a small window.  It had been painted over but a large patch of that opaque layer had come away, forming a small opening through which the daylight streamed in;—gratefully so, for otherwise the area would have been very dark.  On the floor here lay an oriental rug, rolled up and bound with masking tape; beside it was an old electric typewriter with missing keys, a stack of wooden salad bowls, and a set of plastic drinking cups.  A few feet away, at a corner, was a row of four wicker chairs on which a stack of large cardboard boxes rose some four feet high, and which were suspiciously disposed—a little too far out from the wall—as though hiding something behind.  By now Ostrich was certain that this place couldn’t have anything he was interested in, but it was hard to ignore the collector’s habit of looking into every nook and cranny for a potential treasure, and so he began removing the boxes to see what was behind. He uncovered something that was ... well, he couldn’t say what it was.

It seemed to be some sort of giant doll but it was so hideous that Ostrich thought it had to be some kind of Halloween decoration.  It was just under five feet tall and stood stiffly erect, its legs pressed close together and perhaps fused, while its arms, lying one atop the other, crossed its chest.  It seemed to be made of cardboard or perhaps papier-mâché; it had the light-gray, corrugated surface of that material.  He reached out to touch it and felt the stiff, rough, dusty surface.  Its face was tilted down slightly, and he bent down a little in order to look up into it.  A face?  Properly speaking it was only a hideous approximation of a face, a collection of vague, pinched, distorted features.  The eyes were closed, puffy slits.  The nose was a short, scarred protuberance, deeply dented in the center as though something heavy had once fallen on it.  The mouth was a round orifice, now closed and having only the vaguest outlines of lips; and it was smashed flat in a way that reminded Ostrich of a pressed flower, albeit one that was dried-out and discolored.  A few strands of light yellow, perhaps white hair sprouted from its otherwise bald pate.  It was very strange and very repulsive.  Ostrich sensed also that it was very old, and it was this sense of its antiquity that kept him for some minutes standing before it, peering at every part of it for several seconds at a time as though, if he only looked long and hard enough, he would come to an accurate assessment of its provenance or worth.  As he did so he could hear, coming from the front of the shop, the strange, intermittent, sluggish ticking of the clock.

Then something else caught his eye: on the floor was a picture frame, some twelve inches tall and ten inches wide, turned against the wall.  Ostrich bent down and picked it up.  He turned it over and blew some dust off it, then, with his right hand, wiped yet more dust from its surface.  What he revealed was a work of art that made his hard and rather annoyed expression soften into one of wonder.  For here was a magnificent portrait.  It was of a young woman who could not have been more than twenty-five or -six years old.  Her fair complexion had the slightest of rosy blushes tinging the cheeks, and her light brown, almost golden hair was swept back and away as though to reveal the more forthrightly the perfect small symmetry of her features: the perfectly-shaped nose, the mouth with its thin, bow-like lips, the ears high up and close to the head, the eyes large and bright, either hazel or blue (it was hard to tell exactly for the colors had faded somewhat).  She looked out at the viewer with an expression of quiet sweetness and hope.  Her face was turned to the left ever so slightly so as to show the lovely prominence of her cheekbones, which descended to form the line of a slightly-cleft chin.  She was not wearing any cosmetics—none that seemed apparent, anyway; it was all natural, that beauty; as fresh and real and flawless as it was possible for nature to bestow on a human face.

“Well!” Ostrich said, staring.

With his fingertips he brushed off a little more dust from the surface of the painting and the image became still clearer.  He held out the portrait at arm’s length, squinting a little as he studied the face a little more closely in the dim light.  But he didn’t “study” it so much as feel deeply the impression it made on him.  How luminous those eyes were!  How fine that complexion!  And that pose, that tilt of the head, that expression—how sweet, how humbly demure, how full of trust and loyalty!  She was very beautiful, this woman, whoever she was.  He could not remember ever having thought something—someone—so beautiful that he felt an actual twinge, a wrenching, in his chest, but he felt it now, that vague yet strong and wonderful ache.  

“So you found her!”

Ostrich nearly jumped at the voice.  It was the proprietress who had been sitting at the front counter.  Silent as a cat she had come up behind him and was standing only a few feet away in the gloom, her hands clasped before her and her mouth moving slightly as she continued chewing the last bit of her lunch.  Ostrich felt an impulse to tell her that it hadn’t been polite of her to sneak up on him like that, but he instead, after a few quick breaths, he only said:

“What?”

“You found her,” the proprietress said, looking at him somehow in admiration as though he had found something she would have preferred to keep out of view.  It wasn’t clear whether she was referring to the portrait or to the strange, dry, half-human object which he had initially uncovered.  Ostrich looked to it again, then back to the proprietress, and said:

“Her? ”

She nodded, running her tongue a few times over her teeth beneath her closed lips. Now that she was much closer to him Ostrich saw how bad her complexion was: little pockmarks cratered her cheeks.  Her lips were very red with lipstick that had been so thickly applied it was caking at the edges, and her eyes were luridly outlined with thick mascara.  She was wearing cloth slippers with little crocheted flowers on them and from which her unsightly big toes stuck forth;—no wonder he hadn’t heard her come up behind him.  Her dress was stained in several places just below the neckline from food that had dropped there.  She smelled vaguely of garlic from whatever she had been eating.

Still holding the portrait, Ostrich glanced over to the unsettling figure and asked, “What is that?”

“What does it look like?”

“I don’t know.  Is it some kind of doll or something?”

The woman laughed.  As she did so she exposed her teeth, which were full of thick unsightly gold restorations in a way not done among more dentally-refined Americans, and which, combined with her accent, which made him more convinced than ever that she was from some rather backward part of the world.

“It’s a mummy,” she said.

“A mummy?”

The proprietress nodded.  “She’s hundreds of years old.  From the 1500s.  She’s Swedish.  An aristocrat.”  In her accent that last word came out as “a-REES-toe-crat.”

“What? ” he asked, knitting his brows at this spate of unexpected and somehow ridiculous detail.

“A Swedish aristocrat,” the proprietress repeated, with her strange pronunciation; and she added, with a knowing yet somehow sad nod, “She was a princess.”

“I don’t understand.  What do you mean, an aristocrat and princess?”

“That’s what she was.  And that’s what she still is.  You know,” the proprietress continued, looking to the mummy with an air of distant pride, and then inhaling and letting out a deep, wistful breath, “every time I see her I think ... no one can take that away from you when that’s what you are: when you are born that way—so wonderful, so beautiful.”

Ostrich wondered how she could apply that word to something so hideous; but aloud he only asked, “How do you know she was a princess?”

“Because that’s her picture.” —And she nodded to the portrait he was holding.  “Look at the way she’s dressed ... look at the clothes, the pearls.  Look at that face!  That’s not the face of just anybody.”

Ostrich did and realized that that was a part of her secret, of the allure of this woman in the portrait:  that she was so very uncommon—that everything about her was delicate, refined, an ideal of humanity, of womanhood, that once had been made into flesh in a way that happens not more than a dozen times in a century.

Ostrich asked, raising the painting slightly as he asked the question.

“She was here when I took over the shop from the previous owner, sir.  A very nice old man.  He died a long time ago.”

Ostrich noticed how she had looked to the mummy while speaking as though it, and not the portrait, were the point of the conversation.  “Where did he get it?”

“Oh, he said he got it years and years ago, from the captain of a cargo ship.  I don’t remember everything he told me.  But how beautiful, yes?” she asked.

Ostrich glanced down at the painting again.  Again he felt a strange ache in his chest and if he had been alone he would have said aloud, “How beautiful!”—but instead he tamped down his enthusiasm and commented rather half-heartedly, “It’s ... interesting.”  He knew better than to show too much enthusiasm for something that didn’t have a price tag on it and which, as he knew already, he wanted to buy.

He looked up from the portrait to the proprietress, then shifted his eyes over to the mummy with its desiccated, rough, dusty skin.  Just then he remembered what the proprietress had told him: that the portrait was of the mummy as it—she—had been when alive.  It seemed impossible.  The face in the portrait belonged to an angel, but the mummy’s face was monstrous, ghastly.  That such a horrible thing could ever have been the lovely face of the portrait seemed so preposterous that he shook his head and blurted out with a little laugh:

“No way!”

“No way?” the proprietress asked, inclining her head forward and looking at him uncertainly.

“This can’t be the mummy,” he said, giving a shake to the portrait; “it’s too ... too different.  And besides, that thing is too small to have ever been a real person—it’s too small and too thin.”

“Well, of course she’s small and thin now,” the proprietress said.  “That’s what happens when you dry things out—they shrink.  She’s been dry as a bone for five-hundred years.  But ... hmm ... maybe I shouldn’t tell you ... but I will ... I’ll tell you, I’ll let you in on a little secret, my dear.”  As though the store was bustling with customers whom she did not want to hear what she was about to say, she leaned in to Ostrich, put her round, rouged, pockmarked face close to his (only politeness prevented him from backing away from her) and whispered with garlicky breath:

“She can come back to life.”

“What?”  He pulled away from her a little.  “What do you mean?”  Only after he had spoken did he realize that he too had whispered.

“Look on the other side of the painting,” she said.

Ostrich turned the portrait over.  There, etched directly into the wood, was some kind of writing in letters now so worn and faded that it was hard to see them.  Ostrich had to hold the frame close to his face to make them out, yet even when he had done so he realized that he couldn’t have read them because they were in a foreign language.  Beneath the words were a couple of horizontal, close-set, wavy lines.  “It looks like ... Latin,” he said.

“It is,” the proprietress said.  “But I know what it says.” She took the portrait from him and, with a few demurs and not at all with certainty, read aloud the inscription.  She looked up to her potential customers and offered her translation: ‘Bring me back to life, and I am yours forever.’  And that symbol there,” she said, pointing out the squiggly lines with a forefinger, “do you know what that is, dear?”

Ostrich shook his head, no.  Once again she had called him “dear,” and even though he knew she had meant it in some old-world, kindly-distant European way, it irritated him for its whiff of condescension, and so he listened with some irritation as she explained:

“It’s the symbol for water.  It’s how you do it.”

“How you do what?”

“Bring her back to life.  You do it with water.”

Ostrich just stared at her.

“It’s true.  I’m not lying to you.  Doesn’t it make sense?  What is a mummy but somebody who’s completely dried out? Poor thing, just look at her!  She’s as dry as a bone.  Dry and dead like that for five-hundred years.  She’s just been waiting and waiting ... ”—the proprietress fell silent and looked to the mummy with suddenly sad eyes.

Ostrich stood looking from the portrait to the proprietress, and back again, but only with his eyes—not moving his head a fraction of an inch.  He was standing still as though he had been enchanted into immobility. For suddenly he was sensible of the strangeness of the moment.  A congruence of the odd elements of the place had come together for him: the dark mustiness at the back of the shop, the way a single ray of sunlight fell from a nearby window like a sword-blade of light, the faint ticking of a too-slow clock, and the disagreeable proprietress who, despite her stout sloppiness, had come up behind him with such cat-like stealth that it seemed she had materialized out of nowhere.  He glanced about and wished there were other people here; it would have made it seem a little more normal.  But in a few seconds his native practicality reasserted itself and he thought it silly to be uncomfortable since nothing was in itself especially out of the way. He looked at the proprietress with renewed skepticism.  Did she really think he was so stupid as to believe a mummy could come to life?  As for the Latin she had quoted—well, who knew if it was even Latin?  He could see she wasn’t an intelligent woman.  She probably didn’t even speak her own language well let alone know Latin!  As for her having “translated” the inscription, she had probably made it all up to suit her own ends, to try to impress him with the notion of the mummy’s mysterious provenance and nature. He wanted to inform her that she had this customer all wrong; that he wasn’t some moron off the street who could be taken in with a cock and bull story; not a country bumpkin from the Shady Valley area, but rather a man from the city, a professional with an MBA from Wharton!  Yes, he wanted to say that but instead he said:

“May I ask where you’re from?”

“Sir?  Please?”

“I hear an accent.  Where are you from?”

“Romania,” she said, rolling the “r” a little and smiling with five gold fillings.

“Oh”—and he nodded, as though that explained everything, though in fact he didn’t know anything about Romania, or care to know, and didn’t see what her country of origin had to do with the mummy.

“So what do you think of our beautiful princess here?” she asked.

“What do I think?  I think it’s very funny.”

“Excuse me, sir?”

“That thing about the water.  It’s funny.  Actually it’s ridiculous but ... that’s okay”—and he laughed a little.

“Oh, yes?  You think so, heh?  Hmm ...”

She turned around and walked off, her slippered feet making a light sandpapery sound as she went to the front of the shop.  At first he thought she had been offended by his response and wanted nothing more to do with him;—he wondered if he ought to apologize by saying that he had only been joking;—but in another minute she came back holding a plastic cup filled with water, and her demeanor was one of haughty certainty.  

“You watch,” she said.  

She dipped the fingers of her right hand into the water and flicked it into the mummy’s face.  The droplets hit and sank into one of the dehydrated yet bulging slits that had once been eyes, darkening the area with moisture.  Side-by-side Ostrich and the proprietress stood there in the dim silence, waiting.

Nothing happened.  Ostrich, who was already disturbed at himself for having taken the proprietress even a little seriously, now felt downright offended.  Did she really think he was so stupid as to believe that water was going to bring a mummy back to life?  Could she really have so little faith in the maturity, the good sense, of other people?  Perhaps she thought all Americans were stupid and easily duped; well, he would show her that here was one who wasn’t!  Or maybe, he thought, as he crossed his arms in an attitude of silent skepticism, maybe she really believed the mummy could come back to life?  She wasn’t educated.  Her mind was of the commonest stamp.  He could see it in her face, hear it in her voice.  She had probably grown up among people as dull as herself, and had, like and through them, absorbed a hundred myths and superstitions.  He began to feel foolish standing there and was about to tell her politely that she shouldn’t believe everything she heard or read when—something happened.  The mummy’s right eyelid fluttered. It was a slight but unmistakable movement, a mere twitch or nudge of the sort one might see when a larva stirs within its cocoon: a little pulse of life.

“Hey,” Ostrich said, craning his head forward a little and lowering his arms, “did you see that?”

In a voice full of the satisfaction of justification the proprietress answered:

“Of course. It’s water that does it.  I won’t sprinkle her any more”—she lowered the cup of water—“I wouldn’t want to disturb her too much.  I just did that to prove it to you.  Because you know what they say: Seeing is believing.  Yes?”  And she gave Ostrich a look of victorious, smug satisfaction.

“Yes ... yes,” he said, nodding, continuing to look at the mummy whose eye was already fluttering less now that the water was evaporating from it.  He looked at the proprietress in awe and whispered, “That’s incredible!”

The proprietress smiled and sniffed a few times as though silently preening herself on her superior knowledge.  She looked at him with an especially subtle and knowing expression, and said, “She’d come back to life all the way if you gave her a good soaking.”

“What?”

“You get her all wet—you soak her all the way through—and she’ll come back to life for you.  She’d be as alive as she ever was.”  She reached out for the portrait that Ostrich was holding and he idly allowed her to take it out of his hands and hold it out to him.  “My dear, just look—just look!  See how pretty?  Very pretty!”

“Yes,” Ostrich breathed, nodding. “She’s beautiful.  But”—he turned his eyes back to the mummy—“how can it be?  I mean, how can it be the same person?  How is that possible?”

The proprietress shrugged and said easily in her thick accent, “Not everything has explanation—yes?  Some things, they are just the way they are.  So you would like to buy, yes?”

“Well ... I don’t know.  Really, I don’t know what I would do with something like that.”

“Let me ask you, mister” (she pronounced the word “meee-ster) “... you are married?”

“No.  Why?”

The proprietress didn’t answer the question directly.  Instead she seemed pleased by his response as though it were the confirmation she had been hoping for.  She looked at him a little more confidentially, and then her confidential expression turned into a strange leer. She winked hard and said:

“Then you can use her.”

“What?” he asked, narrowing his eyes at her.

“Well, you know: you’re a man, and if you brought her back to life, she would still be a woman ...”—and she winked again.

Ostrich caught her insinuation, and it disturbed him.  It wasn’t that he was a prude; but after all there was a time and a place for everything, and this was hardly the time or place to broach that subject with him, a stranger. There was even something repulsive about it, coming from her, a woman way past her prime, who was so slovenly, stupid as a tree stump, and whose breath stank of garlic. If he had met her even once before, he might have overcome his polite restraint to tell her how inappropriate her remark had been, but instead he coldly responded:

“No, I don’t have a clue about what I would do with this.  I mean, maybe you should give it to a scientist or something.  If it can really come back to life with just water, then there’s something amazing going on here, and people ought to know about it, to study it.”

“No, no,” the proprietress said, frowning, shaking her head and dismissing Ostrich’s suggestion as though it had nothing to do with the matter, “I think you should buy her.”

“But I told you, I don’t know what I would do with something like this.”

“Well, maybe not now—maybe not immediately.  But there is no hurry.  You put her away for a while, yes?  You put her in your basement, in your garage.  You store her away. She’s waited this long, she can wait a little more.  She won’t go bad, believe me!  She’ll keep until you’re ready to use her.”

Ostrich cringed a little at the phrase, “ready to use her,” for he knew again what the proprietress had meant by that, and again he was repulsed by hearing it from her, by the way she said it with a leer and a smile full of gold-filled teeth.

“And just look at that face!” she continued, again holding the portrait up to Ostrich.  “You have to admit, they don’t make girls like this any more.  And if you brought her back to life, she’d be so grateful to you that she’d never leave your side.  She would love you so much.  Mister ... don’t you think love is important?”

Ostrich gave a single, shouting laugh, and almost jumped as though the floor beneath him had become too hot to stand on. Never in his life had someone said something so absurd and outrageous to him.  He kept looking to the proprietress, expecting her to burst into laughter too and thus show him that she had only been joking; but she seemed to be taken aback by his response in the way people are when they have said or done something in the best interest of someone who shows no appreciation for it. When Ostrich realized that she was serious he wasn’t sure whether he should be angry at her for thinking him stupid enough to believe her story, or at himself for having given the impression of someone who might be trifled with.  “Are you out of your mind?” he wanted to ask her.  But he was too polite to say such a thing.

“Well, if you don’t want her,” the proprietress said, dismissing the matter with a shrug, “there are other things you might buy.... ”  She handed him back the portrait and walked off to return to the counter at the front of the shop.

Again he looked down at the portrait.  Again it moved him deeply, even more than before. What was it the proprietress had said?—they “didn’t make them” like her any more?  Though she had uttered the words half-consciously, as the lazy repetition of a hackneyed phrase, she had been righter than she had known.  They really didn’t make them like her any more; with this kind of fresh prettiness, this glowing sweetness. Ostrich was the more certain of this because, living and working in the city as he did, he saw hundreds of faces a day;—knew the range of expression, of coarseness and refinement, the human countenance was capable of;—and knew that this kind of beauty was rare indeed, being nothing less than an ideal which nature implants in the human heart but hardly ever realizes in
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