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 Introduction by Robert Nagle 



Guaranteed No Spoilers! 
 
Every time I prepare another ebook by author Jack Matthews (1925-2013), I face the same
        two dilemmas: 1)should I write something for the ebook and 2)should I put it at the
        beginning of the ebook or the end? 
So why a book preface? I want to explain how the book came about and talk about recurring
        themes. As the primary force behind this ebook's publication, I can explain why this
        particular collection is so interesting. 
Before doing that, I want to point you to two earlier ebooks. In 2012 Jack Matthews prepared a free story sampler
        called Three Times Time which is downloadable from the author's
            ghostlypopulations.com website and at most ebook
        stores.  I'm also very pleased with a Jack Matthews
        story collection I put together in 2021 called The Second Death of E.A.
            Poe. I admit that I was afraid that this collection wouldn't measure up to
            Second Death  and might be a letdown for readers and myself. 
Happily I can report this not to be the case. Stories in Boxes of
            Time (mostly from 1961-1981) are shorter and darker and deal with damaged
        individuals and messy relationships. Characters come from all walks of life; these stories
        are less about conveying ideas or an intellectual attitude and more about depicting ordinary
        people. In an autobiographical essay,[1]Matthews mentions that he only started teaching at University of Ohio in 1964.
        Before that he served in the U.S. Coast Guard, worked on the loading docks at Big Bear
        Warehouse and even did a stint as private detective to investigate insurance fraud. Then he
        did various sales jobs (some of them door-to-door). Matthews sold encyclopedias, Fuller
        Brush products and even pianos ("I sold virtually nothing at Lyon and Healy's although I
        remember reading Milton while I was seated at my desk trying to look knowledgeable about
        pianos.") After that he worked at the U.S. Post Office for nine years while pursuing a
        master's degree and writing on the side. During the 1960s, when he was writing and
        publishing at a furious pace, Matthews was busy raising three children with his wife Barbara
        (whom he married in 1947). By the time Matthews started publishing in literary magazines in
        the 1960s, he had enough lived experiences under his belt to write about for decades. 
During my 2012 visit to Ohio, Mr. Matthews and I agreed to publish four story collections,
        and this is the fourth. For that end Mr. Matthews handed me a huge stack of stories and
        miscellaneous writings. Matthews titled the fourth collection Boxes of Time
         because he felt these stories provided snapshots of times and places which would
        probably feel remote to the contemporary reader (and not merely because of lack of Internet
        or cell phones). 
Although in the early 1970s  Matthews published three contemporary novels, by the
        mid-seventies, his novels started exploring historical themes. That included books like
             Tales of the Ohio Land (1978), Sassafras
        (1983), Gambler's Nephew (2011), Schopenhauer's Will: Das
            Testament (2015) and Soldier Boys (2016). Historical
        themes also feature prominently in earlier story collections like Ghostly
            Populations (1987). Some of his interest in historical fiction stemmed from
        finding old books at estate sales and garage sales. Matthews especially loved oddball
        privately-published books (and wrote enthusiastically about them in his essay collections).
            Boxes of Time includes two historical fantasies that are more
        Borgesian than genuine historical fiction ("Last Voyage of Columbus," "Ponce De Leon"). One
        story that exists in a forlorn historical landscape (Russia during the French invasion in
        1812) is "Comrades," which could have come straight out of a Samuel Beckett play. "How the
        Trees Were Cursed" starts with letters found in an attic which lead the reader to seek
        plausible explanations of the past. While later novels by Matthews vividly bring the past to
        life (even in  absurd picaresque works like Sassafras), it is clear
        that the actions and morality of some characters would seem alien and even shocking to
        contemporary readers. Matthews does not sugarcoat history. 
I hemmed and hawwed about whether to include "Gravity," a horrifying story that captures
        the superstitious sensibility of an earlier era. Two weeks before this ebook was ready to
        come out, I typed the main character's name (Enoch Fleece) into a search engine and was
        flabbergasted to learn that Fleece was a historical figure and that the events described in
        the story are close to what actually happened. (Check the author's home page at ghostlypopulations.com for more info.) In the introductory essay
        to Tales of an Ohio Land, Matthews writes [2]: 
 Historical events have not only been remembered, they have shown the power to
                last – somewhat enduring in symbol and memory. Old events
            have a depth in time, and our own distance from them gives us a perspective that we
            cannot hope to attain in the study of things that are happening all around us, at the
            present moment. Such a perspective, such depth, is part of the fascination and charm of
            the Past, along with the additional advantage (not at all a negligible one, although the
            charges of "escapism" may have more point here), of witnessing that event in the arena
            of time well-separated from the present. The interest we have in reading about a battle
            long ago no doubt comes partly from the fact that we are out of firing range; but it
            also derives from the fact that we are occupying a place far more advantageous than that
            of the participants for seeing and understanding all that was happening. 
The distance and dimensionality of the Past are essential to myth and legend. In the
            turmoil and imperfection of the present moment there is little that we can think of as
            mythic or legendary; most of what we have to cope with is too familiar, and often
            lamentably imperfect, petty, trivial, even grubby. No doubt all past times were like
            this, too, before the enchantment of the years began to transform them into something
            more vague, more exalted, more legendary, perhaps even nobler. We need such idealized
            images as stalwart pioneers and idealistic philosophers forging a constitution. Here,
            history and story, myth and legend, all come together, and they can indeed provide a
            kind of escape from the brier patch of today's problems; but they can also provide a
            larger perspective and a sense of continuity, without which we would be deprived of both
            civilization and human purpose.


 By far, most stories in Boxes of Time offer realistic portrayals of
        families and individuals in Midwest towns during the 1950s and 1960s. Some individuals are
        seriously messed up ("The Knife", "How Everything will be All Right", "Dream of Four
        Women"), while at other times the couple is out of sync with the rest of society ("Swift
        as the Shadow of the Falling, Ah Wave", "The Walnut Tree"). While later fiction by Matthews
        is more introspective and poetic, the stories in Boxes of Time focus
        more on external situations and conflict. Motivations are simpler, and sometimes characters
        conform to a type ("A Slightly Different World", "Gift from a Silent Lover"). There's also a
        lot more melodrama and sentiment. Even though "Night and a Fire on the Hill"
        has a lot of activity, it has no real dramatic tension except the protagonist's realization
        that this night will be important in memory. Later stories have more satire and wit
        —something not really found in Boxes of Time. If anything,
        whenever characters try to inject levity into a situation ("Truth of Holcomb Street," "When
        the Shark, Babe," or "The Walnut Tree,") it comes off as awkward or inappropriate or
        annoying. 
Humor and satire are important aspects of Matthews' later fiction (especially
            Sassafras, Second Death of E.A. Poe and
            The Gambler's Nephew). His essays on book collecting always sparkle
        with wit and mordant observations. It is therefore strange that so many stories in
            Boxes of Time should be earnest and serious. Perhaps Matthews
        hadn't quite figured out what to do with his sense of humor or feared that his humorous
        stories wouldn't be taken seriously by literary magazines. Certainly the amount of humor in
        a story is determined by the subject matter and plot. But it's refreshing that Matthews'
        early stories focused on personality and emotional authenticity rather than comic effect.  
I couldn't quite figure out when the last story Wisdom of the Fingers
        was written. It was never published, and my best guess is that it was written in
        the 1980s. It's a bizarre and even preposterous story concept. By the end it should be
        apparent that this story is just as much about the physical act of typing words as playing
        the piano. Perhaps the story implies that the act of typing stories is an automatic process
        that the writer cannot help do (just as the concert pianist might feel a restless need to
        release the musical energy stored in his fingers). The stories in
            Boxes of Time might not all be masterpieces, but they reveal a
        restless energy of an author who was finding lots of story material everywhere and doing his
        best to capture it. 


[1] Matthews, Jack H(arold), "Autobiographical Essay of Jack Matthews" (Included in a
                biographical profile of the author.) Contemporary
                    Authors. Encylopedia.com. Access date: September 21, 2023 

[2] Matthews, Jack, "Book Introduction."  Tales of the Ohio
                    Land (Stories). Columbus, Ohio Historical Society, (1978). Pages
                x-xi.


The Knife



Tensions escalate  between two brothers  after one of them acquires a
        knife. 
 
There is no reason to take notice of your brother, and I never took notice of mine until
        one night I saw him put a butcher knife under his pillow. He didn’t know I had seen him,
        didn’t pay any attention to me at all, as a matter of fact, and then I realized that for him
        to take similar notice of me, I would have to do something equally unexpected. 
 Naturally I was surprised. Seeing him slip the knife under the pillow, gently and with
        the greatest care, made the palms of my hands go suddenly warm, as if they had been placed
        on a register.
 That was all, for a while.
 He was nineteen, and I was seventeen, and the room we shared was part of a steep-gabled
        attic, with two dormer windows jutting out one side only. The slanted ceiling was made of
        three-inch pine, painted a thick marmoreal white; and the darkly recessed walls were
        covered with a dull gold wallpaper embossed with fancy snowflake patterns in blue.
 My brother and I seldom spoke to each other. He had a slightly clubbed foot, which gave
        him great trouble—not because of the defect itself, but because of the slightness, and thus
        the ambiguous nature, of the defect. On the few occasions when we did speak to each other in
        our room, my brother would almost always start the conversation, and often it would have to
        do with his foot.
 He would stand with his back to me, and ask, “Does it show now?”
 Then he would walk, with his thickened shoe off, and swear me to absolute, impersonal
        honesty. When he considered that I was sufficiently sworn, he would once more walk away from
        me and ask, “Now do you notice a limp?”
I would have to tell him yes, but I would assure him that it was only a slight one.
 To which, my brother would smile with his lips tucked in until they were invisible, and
        nod. Just once, a single, emphatic nod, as if he had expected such a judgment, and would now
        begin the second phase in an involved course of action.
 Once he told me that he saw no reason why the shorter leg might not continue to grow
        until it was even with the other.
 “For all I know,” he said, “it may be growing even
        now.”
 The thickness on his left sole was only five-eighths of an inch more than a normal sole,
        and it was true that there were times when his club foot could not be noticed. But usually
        it could. At least, whenever he asked me to see if I could notice it, I did. At other
        times—as I have said—I didn’t notice anything about my brother, one way or another.
 The night after I saw him slip the butcher knife under his pillow, I couldn’t go to
        sleep. I lay in bed wondering if my brother was asleep, and then—as if an infallible and
        unconscious part of me had always been noticing the things he did—I realized that there was
        no way of telling, for my brother was the quietest of people. Even when he turned over in
        his bed, there was only a slow, methodical engineering of his lean body into another
        position, with a minimum of noise from the springs and mattress.
I was not afraid. It didn’t even occur to me at the time that he might be thinking of
        killing me. If one doesn’t notice his brother, it is equally true that he never fears him.
        No matter what he’s like, not even if you have accepted the fact that your brother is a
        maniac and has, say, a hatchet in his fist, raised above your head, and you know deep in
        your mind that he is going to kill you that instant—not even then are you afraid of him, for
        you are looking into eyes that are familiar beyond noticing, and known beyond fear.
 Even so, I knew my brother’s gift for anger, and as I lay there thinking about that scene
        in which he had hidden the knife, I knew it had to do with violence. Knew this beyond a
        doubt, but was surprised in another way.
 The paradox is a simple one: my brother had an incredible temper beneath his quietness,
        and yet, still beneath that, he was one of the gentlest, most sensitive people I have ever
        known.
 He would soar into a rage (almost flap his arms like wings), when he was a child, and
        then come up to his room—this room —and cry. It was not
        weeping, it was crying, having a dimension of dismay that simple sadness and terror, which
        lead to weeping, do not have. In the Middle Ages, they would have said my brother was
        possessed by demons, and as long as this is construed metaphorically, the explanation still
        has a certain rightness to it.
 But why a knife? Why, in this room twenty-six feet from the street, at floor level? Who
        would come up to threaten my brother, that he would need a butcher knife to protect
        himself?
 At the time, I was a senior in high school, and my brother was working in a hardware
        store. This fact might have explained it; but the knife was obviously not from the new stock
        at the store; rather, the knife was dulled by age, with a solid, liver-colored blade that
        made you think it must be cold, heavy, and a little wet. 
* * * * * 
 Time passed. Three days, a week. I did not see the butcher knife again, and yet I felt
        sure it was there. I did not go up to the room alone and look under his pillow, although
        this occurred to me. It would have been unfair, for one thing; but that wasn’t the only
        reason I didn’t go up and look.
 Nothing changed. One evening, about ten days later, my brother interrupted my reading and
        asked me to look at him.
 He turned his back toward me, and said, “Now. Look closely at my shoulders. Does it
        affect my shoulders? Look closely. Remember, be absolutely, completely objective.”
 “Yes,” I said.
 My brother whirled around and hissed, “Yes what?”
“Yes, one shoulder is higher than the other.”
 “Well, you jackass! Which one?”
 “Your right one, of course.” 
 That “of course” was cruel. I can see it now, but he had irritated me with this little
        ceremonial of his. Why couldn’t he accept his abnormality? I would have accepted it, I told
        myself, if I had been in his place (I almost said, “in his shoes”). When I told him that it
        was his right shoulder that was higher, my brother compressed his lips and nodded once,
        sharply, as if that proved something beyond any reasonable doubt; and yet I knew he would be
        asking me to witness some other dimension of his defect again, and that I would have to
        participate in another act of self-torture.
 Then I thought of the knife.
 “Listen,” I said to him, “I want to ask you something.”
 “Is it important?” He sat down on his bed and took off his socks.
 “Of course it’s important,” I told him.
 He didn’t say anything, but simply sat there looking at his white feet. One was
        excellently formed. It was almost as if I hadn't noticed this, either, until the episode
        with the knife.
 “Well?” he said finally.
 “You’re certainly hard to talk to,” I said. When I told him this, he merely looked at me,
        and then started to bite his lip, as if he was thinking of something else.
 “That girl I saw you talking to ….”I said. “You know, the one who works at the
        supermarket.”
 My brother’s eyes seemed to get smaller, like the adjustable lens on a camera. It
        embarrassed him to talk about girls, or to have them talked about in connection with
        himself. It was as if his pride would not let him think of himself in a position to be
        pitied, or scorned, or rejected by a girl.
 “What about her?” my brother asked me.
 “Have you seen her again?” I asked.
 “Of course not. What’s this all about? What’s so great about that girl?”
 “She’s not bad looking,” I said.
 “So, she's not bad looking.”
 “I wouldn’t mind having a date with her, I’ll tell you that.”
 “Be my guest,” he said, looking back at his white foot.
I was thankful to drop the subject, and I went back to my reading, high under the slanted
        ceiling of our room. I don’t know where he went, but he left the room. For a walk
        probably.
 After a while, it started to rain, and I could hear the rain beating on the roof and
        gargling and choking in the gutters and spouts, which were just outside the dormer window on
        my side.
 Eventually, I put out my light and went to bed. As usual, I went to sleep right away, but
        I was awakened about half an hour later by my brother’s coming into the room. He walked in
        silently, moving as always with a grace that was strange— when you think about it—and
        removed his clothes, which must have been soaked from the rain.
 Then he put his pajamas on, and stood for a second, staring into the darkness at my bed.
        I pretended to be asleep, for some reason, although I was not afraid, much less suspicious.
        Maybe I was only curious, but it was a sort of curiosity I have never experienced in any
        other situation, or at any other time.
 My brother climbed into his bed, then, silently and with movements that were absolutely
        controlled. After a while, his soft movements ceased, and I assumed that he had gone to
        sleep.
 Shortly after this, I went to sleep too. I did not dream or ex­perience any agitation
        whatsoever, except for the fact that—probably an hour or two later—I awoke and saw, with
        absolute clarity, my brother sitting upright in bed, holding the butcher knife and staring
        at the window.
I have not mentioned that the window on his side faced a street lamp which stood not over
        forty feet away, and at almost the identical height. When he slept, my brother was in
        darkness, but sitting up in bed, he rose into a dim stream of light that came from the
        street lamp.
 So it was now. Even though it must have been still cloudy out (I could hear the rain
        spouts still choking and swallowing the water that streamed from the gutters), there was
        nevertheless this clear lunar light fixed upon my brother as he sat rigidly upright in his
        bed. I noticed that his lips were compressed as he stared at the window, as if he were about
        to nod once and turn to another consideration.
But he did not nod, and he did not move. The window was absolutely empty, streaked with
        rivulets of water in the dim light; but a few seconds later (an interval magnified,
        naturally, by the time of night and the tableau I had awakened to) there was the hissing
        sound of a car passing in the street.
 That was all.
 A few seconds later, my brother lay back in his bed, without even sighing or making any
        of the familiar, but usually unno­ticed, sounds of lying in bed; and he apparently went back
        to sleep.
 Before I too went back to sleep I thought of him as he must have looked, walking along
        the streets in the rain. How far away, I wondered, would one have to be—considering the
        darkness of the night and the density of the falling rain—to not be able to perceive my brother’s limp?
 Then I went to sleep, for I was still not afraid. Although it was all very strange,
        beyond question.
 These are other things I have not mentioned, or had not no­ticed about him before the
        advent of the knife: my brother was strangely handsome, and he walked miles every day. He
        was a fraction of an inch smaller and pounds slighter than I, even though at seventeen I had
        another inch to grow. His skin was very white and his hair and eyebrows were dark. His
        features were absolutely regular, but there was something strained about his face—an
        impression that had to do with the lines from his nostril edges to the ends of his mouth and
        with the veins in his neck, which seemed always distended with some sort of strain.
 The walking, of course, was something I had noticed. We all commented on the fact that he
        walked the two miles to work every day, no matter how bad the weather was, and frequently
        spent even the nights walking aimlessly about the streets of town. But this was a fact we
        did not think about, for it was too obvious and constant a fact.
 Even though it was irregular, his stride was long and fluid, and his stamina was
        exceptional. This comes to me now as I write these things about my brother, even though I
        wasn’t aware of them then, any more than I was aware of the meaning of his pas­sion for
        walking, and that strange white foot fixed on a leg that, for some unknown reason, had
        stopped growing five-eighths of an inch short of the other.
 There were many things to distract me from the question of the knife, and time passed
        quickly that month, and the autumn rains chilled and slowly thickened into the wet snows of
        November.
 One evening near the end of this month, my brother inter­rupted my reading by saying
        that, for people with only a slight club foot, shoes could be designed with the same
        thickness of sole, with one sole a false one, actually holding part of the foot.
 “That way,” my brother said to me, “they would just look like elevator shoes.”
I didn’t say anything, and he said, “You know, shoes to make you look taller.”
 “I know what they are,” I said.
 “You would think they would make them like that.”
 “Why don’t you?”
 “Don’t joke with me.”
 “I’m not joking. Somebody has to think of something first. Why don’t you send in your
        idea to a shoe manufacturing com­pany? You know, you’re not the only person who has a club
        foot.”
 “Nobody ever said I was.”
 “I didn’t say they did.”
 “Did you ever hear me say anything like that? Did you? Do you ever hear me
        complain?”
 “No, I don’t,” I said, “but I never see you forget it, either.”
 “What are you talking about?” Again his eyes contracted. It was as if he were looking at
        another person standing somewhere behind me.
 “Why do you keep that knife under your pillow?” I asked him. I don't know whether the
        question surprised him, or not; but it did surprise me, and I immediately wished I hadn’t
        asked it. 
 But my brother, simply did not seem to have heard the ques­tion at all, and while I was
        stirring frantically through my thoughts, wondering what I could say next to mitigate the
        abruptness of this critical, inevitable, impossible question, he said, “I never complain about it. Never.”
 “No,” I said. “You don’t.”
 Then we were both silent for awhile, sitting on our respec­tive beds. I remember thinking
        it wasn’t the foot that was wrong with my brother, but something else, something stranger,
        deeper, more wrong. Something for which the foot might have served as a kind of emblem,
        although this is something I could not have been sure of. I was convinced, for one thing,
        that my brother might be insane. 
* * * * * 
I couldn’t forget the girl in the supermarket. My mentioning her had not been so casual as
        it had seemed at the time. Her name was Helen Chapman, and I found excuses to run errands
        for groceries, so I could talk to her.
 Finally, one afternoon I asked her to go to our high school’s homecoming game, and she
        said yes. We had a fine time, and after the game we went to a Drive-In and had
        cheeseburgers, French-fried onions, and cokes. When I was driving her home, we saw my
        brother walking along the sidewalk. This was on a side street, and it was very dark under
        she lines of maple trees, but Helen saw him and said, “Isn’t that your brother?”
 Then is when I first saw him, limping along the street in his raincoat, his hair mussed
        up, and his hands shoved deep in his pockets. He was alone, of course, and at that instant
        happened to be walking under a street lamp.
 Before I could answer, Helen said, “Yes, it is
        him!”
 For an instant, we were silent. I was ashamed of my brother then—ashamed of his being
        lame, it is true, but also ashamed somehow of his being so strange in other ways, even of
        his being alone on such a night as this. It seemed to me that the two of us had spent the
        whole evening in a frenzy of laughter and excitement, and then, suddenly, all our noise had
        been turned off, and there was my brother limping beside us—as if he’d been there all
        along—in a dark and secret island of silence.
 Although I got home late, my brother still hadn’t returned. I went up to our room,
        undressed slowly—thinking about the evening—and then got into bed.
 Finally, my brother returned. I pretended to be asleep, pro­tected by the darkness in my
        corner of the room, as I watched him undress and prepare for bed. When he settled down in
        his bed, and all was quiet, I said,
 “Where have you been?”
 He sat up, rising once more into the dim light of the street lamp, and looked at me. 
 “So you’re awake,” he said.
 “Yes. Where have you been all this time?”
 “None of your business,” he said.
I thought an instant, and then said, “We saw you walking along Trevor Street.”
 “I know it,” he said. “I saw you too.”
 That surprised me a little, but I didn’t show my surprise. He didn’t lie back down,
        possibly because he too realized there was something more to be said between us.
 “Do you still have that knife under your pillow?” I asked him.
 He might have been caught off guard, but of course that was something I could not know,
        for my brother was extremely secre­tive and quiet, and never betrayed his deepest feelings.
        When he didn’t answer, I said, “Well, do you?”
 “As a matter of fact, I do.”
I took a deep breath, and my brother lay back down so that I could no longer see
        him.
 “Why?” I asked him.
 “You wouldn’t understand.”
 “Oh yes I would.”
 “No, you wouldn’t.”
 The two of us were quiet a moment.
 Then I said, “It’s a crazy thing to do, putting a knife under your pillow. Do you think
        you can carve off that five-eighths of an inch from your foot?” 
Immediately I was sorry I had said this, and at that instant— for the first time—I was a
        little bit afraid.
 But when he answered, my brother's voice was not angry; rather it was full of the
        familiar bitterness of recognition. “No,” he said. “You probably would think of something like that. But it’s not that.” 
 “What is it?” I asked, this time with genuine wonder, instead of challenge or
        malice.
 “If you really want to know,” he said, his voice lower, “I’ll tell you. You never know
        when you might need something like that. I’ve given it a lot of thought. Also, I just happen
        to know that they laugh at me behind my back.”
 “Who does?” I asked.
 “Everybody. The people at the store, and wherever I go.”
 “That’s not true,” I said.
 “Yes it is.”
 “No it isn’t. Tell me one person who laughs at you.”
 “I told you, they do it behind my back.”  

        “Then how can you know about it, if it’s behind
        your back?”
 My brother laughed then. “You think that’s real clever, don’t you? You think that proves
        I’m crazy. But I’m not, because I have ways of knowing.”
 “That’s just some wild idea you have.”
 “I knew you wouldn’t understand. I shouldn’t have told you.”
 “But it just isn’t true, for Christ’s sake.”
 “Don’t be profane,” my brother said, and I was surprised to hear him say that, for his
        voice shook with passion.
 “How can you know such a thing?” I asked him.
 “There are ways,” he said. “Also, how they watch me. How they keep their eyes on me, no
        matter where I walk or go, they manage to keep their eyes on me. You can never tell when I
        might need it.”
 “What are you talking about?”
 “Exactly what I said. You don’t think I would go on one of my walks without a knife, do
        you?”
 “I hadn’t even thought about it.”
 “Well, you can be sure I never will. For instance, I saw you in the car tonight, and I
        had the knife in my hand even then. In my pocket. A penknife, not as big as that knife under
        the pillow, but sharper. Do you have any idea of how sharp my hearing is? Do you?”
 "No,” I said. “I don’t.”
 "Of course you don’t. You don’t know the half of it.”
 "God!” I whispered.
 "Don’t be profane,” he told me, and I stayed silent, listening to my own breathing and
        staring at the vacant block of light from the street lamp, extending horizontally above my
        brother’s bed. 
 "Look,” I said after a few minutes, “believe me. There’s no one spying on you or out to
        get you.”
 “Why should I believe you?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Because being a brother doesn’t mean anything to you. You could be one of them.”
 “God, you talk like you’re out of your mind!” I said.
 “Maybe I am,” he said. “And then maybe we all are. But there are things I’ve noticed.
        Don’t think I’m stupid.”
 “What things?”
 He sat up in bed, only this time he swung his legs over the side and was facing me
        directly.
 "Well, you admit you’ve been watching me with the knife, don’t you?”
 Later, I thought of the obvious answer to this—something like, “Well, who wouldn't pay attention to a thing like that?”
 But at the moment, I was so astonished at the crooked logic he was using—the total
        disregard of time sequence and causality— that I could not think of anything to say.
 And my brother seemed to consider this a tacit agreement with his argument. He pulled his
        legs back into bed and presumably went to sleep, leaving me to contemplate the strange and
        terrible things he had said. 
* * * * * 
We did not speak for several days. Normally, there was no occasion for us to run into each
        other, except at night, in our bedroom. The darkness brought us back together again, in this
        single room twenty-six feet above the street, where it seems we reverted to all the secret
        intensities of childhood. Hearing myself talk to my brother, I heard the child I once was
        and had otherwise forgotten; and seeing him, I saw the pale, slender boy who had always
        moved somewhere ahead of me, and to the side, as silently and mysteriously as if he were
        made of smoke.
 Once, several nights later, I heard my brother crying in his bed. Weeping, but crying
        too—wailing, I suppose, with the dismay of what he was and must remain. For a terrible
        instant, I was afraid he had done something to one of the men in the hardware store, and was
        tortured by conscience—repeating the old deadly pattern of the boy whose temper was always
        near the flash point, and who would afterward regret his anger with a passion I could only
        partially understand.
I did not give any indication that I heard him crying. There was nothing I could do for
        him, and if I had gone over to his bed to put my hand on his shoulder, my brother might have
        slashed out at me with his knife. Who could blame me for remaining silent while he
        cried?
* * * * * 
 The next day, I was sick with the flu and I stayed home in bed, tasting the hot muddy
        fever in my mouth and lying on my back with my mind depressed under strange thoughts. 
 
When he came home from work, my brother climbed upstairs and entered the bedroom without
        saying anything to me.
 Perhaps he thought I was asleep; but I didn’t pretend to be asleep. I lay there and
        watched him for a while as he sat on his bed and stared at the window.
 
 Finally, he turned directly toward me—as if he knew I would be looking at him;
        perhaps even waiting for him to speak—and said, “I suppose you are wondering how you
        can help me.” 
 "I am not,” I told him. “I’ve got the flu.”
 “I know that,” he said. “Do you think I’m dumb or something? I know you’ve got the flu.
        But I also know you’ve been lying there thinking all day; and I know something else,
        too.”
 “Which is?”
 “Which is that you think I’m crazy.”
 “I do not.”
 “Oh yes you do. Don’t pretend with me. It’s too late, you know.”
 “Too late for what?”
 He shrugged and threw his hands up, as if lifting a block of air. “Too late for anything.
        Just name it.”
 “I don’t understand.”
 Then my brother looked at me very closely and said, “Do you know something?”
 “What?”
 “I’ve never really thought about you until lately. Never in all my life. I’ve just taken
        you for granted, I guess: a familiar kind of nuisance. That sort of thing.”
 His words seemed terrible and unreal. I swallowed and turned over on my back so that I
        was staring upwards.
 “I feel like I’m going to throw up,” I said.
 “Well, there’s a bucket beside your bed.”
 But I didn’t move. I lay there absolutely motionless on my back and heard him say, “Yes,
        all of these years, and for some reason I’ve never really noticed what a strange person you
        are.”
 “If you ask me,” I told him, “it’s you who are
        strange.”
 My brother laughed then. He laughed so rarely that I should have been surprised, but I
        was not.
 “It must run in the blood,” he said.
 “If you ever condescended to ask for help,” I said, “you would get it. The world isn’t
        against you, as you seem to think.”
 “It is wrong to accept help from another.” He said this in the same solemn tones in which
        he had reprimanded me for swearing. He said it as if he was reciting some holy truth.
 “How can it be wrong to accept help from another if it’s right to help another?” I asked
        him.
 “Who said it was right to help another?”
 “So far as I know, everybody says it is.”
 “The only defense,” my brother said, “is to ignore the world as completely as it ignores
        you, and to keep yourself pure and strong. Uncontaminated.”
 “I’m sick,” I said. “Why don’t you leave me alone. Go somewhere else, so I can
        rest.”
 “I am going somewhere else,” my brother said. "It will be better for all of us.” 
* * * * * 
 He had been referring to a room he had rented on the other side of town, and he was gone
        by Christmas.
 
I remember how strange his bed looked the first night he was away. It was perfectly made
        up, with the pale blue bedspread crisply ironed and perfectly tucked under the pillow. The
        whole bed looked as solid and still as something built out of polished wood.
 
 That winter, I stopped dating Helen Chapman and started dating another girl. One evening
        when I was taking her home after a movie, we drove past my brother, walking along the
        sidewalk. She did not say anything, of course; for why should she notice a solitary man,
        huddled deep in a parka, limping along the street at midnight?
 
I didn’t mention that he was my brother; and it was probably six months before she found
        out, even, that I had a brother.
A Slightly Different World



 A young man becomes a sparring partner for a boxer he idolizes and
        discovers that everything isn’t what it appears. 
 
I came across an old photograph the other day and I was surprised to get a glimpse of
        myself as I was thirty years ago. It’s not that I had forgotten about that brief time at the
        Occam Springs camp when I was one of Al Cory’s sparring partners. Those days still seem
        right in back of me; something I’ve just emerged from, and haven’t had time to figure out
        yet, completely. 
 It was the spirit of the picture ... the look of surprised indignation on my
        seventeen-year-old face, the wrinkled smile of Al Cory as he looked into the sun (it was an
        old camera, I remember, with a milky lens and it wouldn’t take pictures in anything but
        blinding sunlight). In addition, it was the shock of seeing us standing there in a row
        looking so old-fashioned. Had we really dressed like that? In the picture, I am wearing a
        large, Scotch golfing cap slanted across my forehead and a turtle neck sweater. Al’s wearing
        a white shirt, open at the neck. I had forgotten so much.
In the middle there is fat Moxie Fisher, Al’s manager, dressed in a suit with his vest
        buttoned and wearing a sailor straw hat that looks clean in the photograph. There is Booboo
        Haines, the Negro sparring partner in a dark turtleneck and light, satiny pegged pants.
        There is Phil Poldek, another sparring partner. and Herman Weeb, the trainer. All standing
        there squinting into the sun like men from another, slightly-screwy world. As I guess we
        were, in a way. Thirty years can seem as far away as Sirius or Betelgeuse.
If you were a boxing fan in those days, you would have known about Al Cory. Al had been
        welterweight champ for exactly eight months when I was twelve years old. He was the first
        big-timer I had ever seen fight, and watching him that one time had affected my whole life.
        He was a fast, sharp, clean fighter. From ten rows back you could hear his jab snap a man’s
        chin. When an opponent tried to hit him, he was all elbows and air. He was known as a
        boxer's boxer, but he never became really famous. He narrowly lost the championship on
        points in Boston in fifteen rounds.
 He didn't get a return bout, and then he had manager trouble and finally dropped out of
        sight. Nobody seemed to care. He was a hard-luck fighter. I had started fighting in the
        clubs at the age of fourteen. To me, it was a grand sport. At this time I had never been
        badly hurt, and I hadn’t knocked many boys out. I was a sharp puncher, but not a deadly one.
        If I dazed a man, my idea was to step back and let him come out of it. That’s the way Al
        Cory fought, and in my opinion he was the best.
 Nevertheless, I admired Gene Tunney greatly. The idea of a boxer being a gentleman and a
        scholar excited me. I had heard that Tunney read Plato, and one day I got THE REPUBLIC from
        the city library and read it straight through. A man didn’t have to be ignorant and uncouth
        just because he was a fighter. A man could be anything he wanted.
 Those were great days to have heroes, and one of the secrets of having a hero is in
        having one all to yourself. For me, this was Al Cory. All the wise guys knew about him, said
        he was a good man, and that was that. But to me, he was an inspiration.
 For there was something authentically heroic about Al. He never weighed over 142 pounds,
        and most of the welterweights he fought came in right at the limit. 147. Al was always
        gentlemanly in the ring … tough, deadly, poised, but gentlemanly. He seldom clinched, never
        butted, never hit low, never lost his temper. He didn’t have to, for he always knew exactly
        what he was doing. I didn’t know whether he read Plato, or not, but in my deepest heart I
        felt that such a man as Al Cory had to possess nobility of mind. The qualities I didn’t know
        about in this man I assumed were perfect.
 By the time I finished high school, I had already fought five professional bouts in the
        local clubs and I had won four. One day I was reading the sports page of a newspaper and I
        saw a small article saying that Al Cory was in training at Occam Springs in his recent
        comeback. That was all I needed. I didn’t have a job, so I hocked my watch for ten dollars
        and bought a train ticket the next morning. At Occam Springs Moxie told me they didn’t need
        sparring partners, but I said I'd work for nothing except room and board.
 Moxie was a thick little man who smoked cigarettes in a silver holder. The cuffs of his
        shirt were stained amber with dirt. He didn't seem impressed by my attitude, but he told me
        I could sleep on a cot in the kitchen. After dinner, he had me spar a couple of minutes with
        Phil Poldek to see if I could handle myself.
 Poldek was a bald man with a sad old pugilist’s face. I stood back and jabbed while he
        beat me severely on the shoulders and elbows. In a few minutes, he was wheezing, so he
        strolled over to the ropes.
 “He's okay, Moxie," he said in his hoarse voice.
I felt pretty big by then.
I hadn't met Al Cory yet. Booboo Haines came out, smoking a cigar stub. He was a
        round-faced little Negro with a knife scar at the corner of his mouth. It made half of his
        face appear to be grinning. Booboo claimed that he had two aortas, although he didn’t use
        that word. He said that a doctor in Kansas City had told him that. Booboo said the doctor
        told him that was why he never got tired. Later on, though, Moxie told me that if I ever
        boxed Booboo I shouldn’t hit him on the head or he’d go out.
 “He ain’t like other Niggers," Moxie said philosophically. twirling his cigarette holder
        in his fingers. “He’s got this here head injury and you just touch him and he goes cold as a
        goddam dead catfish."
 “Only…” Moxie frowned and spoke very slowly. “Only, don’t tell nobody what I said about
        Booboo. You understand? Because Booboo's funny about his head and we’ve all agreed not to
        mention it … even to ourselves. We all just pretend his head ain’t like that.
        Understand?”
I said I did.
 Later I found out that Booboo wasn’t getting paid, either. I guess Booboo just didn't
        have anywhere else to go,  or any thing else to do.
 Late that first night. Al Cory came in. I was sitting by the radio playing a game of gin
        rummy with Booboo. Phil Poldek and Moxie were sitting on the screened-in porch, talking
        about the old days and smoking.
I was just thinking what an odd training camp this had turned out to be. One of the
        sparring partners was old and bald and about as sharp as an old woman with a broom, and the
        other one, Booboo, had a head that was like a light switch … you touched it and
        turned him out.
I hadn’t seen Herman Weeb, the trainer, yet. He and Al had gone to town for
        something.
 The gin rummy game went slowly. Every time I laid down a card, Booboo went:
        “WhooEE!”
 This disconcerted me for a while, until I realized it was simply part of Booboo’s
        metabolism, like finger-snapping or clearing your throat.
 Suddenly, I realized that Booboo hadn't played for a while. I’d been staring at the card
        table thinking of this afternoon. I looked up and Booboo was fast asleep, sitting there in
        the chair. I didn’t know what to do, so I got up from the table and went out to the kitchen
        to my suitcase. There, I got a book out and went back into the front room to read.
 A minute later, Moxie and Phil came in, and Moxie, seeing my book, said: “What the hell
        you got there in your hand?” 
“A book," I said.
 “Oh,” Moxie said, apparently satisfied.
It was late when Al and Herman came in. I recognized Al from his pictures right away, of
        course. Moxie and Phil had put Booboo to bed, and now they were sitting in chairs reading
        newspapers. 
When the other two walked in, Moxie talked to them for a few minutes, then he waved the
        back of his hand in my direction and said:
 “This here’s your new sparring partner. Room and board.”
 Al Cory shook hands with me, and Herman just stared. Herman Weeb, the trainer, was in his
        mid-thirties, but he looked like an old man. The pale skin of his face was lined and loose.
        Fifty feet away, his complexion looked like a newspaper. His eyes were tired. He was smoking
        a strong, tan-colored cigarette.
 After the introduction, Al went to bed. I sat there for a while listening to Herman and
        Moxie talk. Then I thought of Booboo lying up there in bed, asleep.
 Earlier I had asked Phil about it.
 “He does that all the time.” Phil had said.
2.
We all had breakfast around the big kitchen table the next morning. Booboo and Al had run
        a couple of miles, and now they were busy shoveling in large forkfuls of fried eggs and
        sausage. Moxie wouldn’t let Al eat any toast.
 “Bread cuts your wind,” he explained to me. When Al left the table for a short nap, Moxie
        lit a cigarette and said: “You know. Al’s sharper now than he ever was.”
 “That’s the truth,” Phil said, shaking his head.
 “She is,” Booboo agreed.
 They seemed to be trying awfully hard to convince one another.
 At ten o’clock the sparring began. I climbed up in the ring and Herman put a headguard on
        me. I looked across the ring at Al. He was standing there, looking at me calmly. There was a
        big buttonwood tree near the ring and the bright sunlight shining through the leaves made
        dark, moving shadows on the canvas as the wind rustled the limbs.
 “Okay,” Moxie said. I stepped out and moved to Al’s left. He jabbed me a few times and I
        jabbed. We each countered another lead. Then I saw Al’s right glove drop when he jabbed. In
        that split second, I wondered if he was trying to kid me.
 And yet my reflexes were already whipping my left around in a hard, half-hook. It caught
        Al right on the side of the headgear and knocked him off balance two steps to the side. When
        I thought about it later. I came to the conclusion that if he hadn’t had the headgear on, Al
        would've been dazed by the punch sufficiently for a good right cross to put him away.
 The realization whirled crazily around my head. I didn't know what to think. But one
        thing to me was certain: I couldn’t be in the same class
        as Al Cory. 
3.
 "What you trying to prove?” Moxie asked me later that day when we were alone on the
        porch.
 “I wasn’t trying to prove anything.” I said. "He dropped his right.”
 Moxie was fastening a cigarette in his bolder. I noticed it was one of the tan ones
        Herman had been smoking last night. The color matched Moxie’s dirty cuffs.
 “Al can handle himself all right, golden boy. Don’t forget, he was champ once. And he’s
        coming back. But get this straight: all you're supposed to do is make a nice moving target
        for him. It’s his timing Al’s got to work on.”
 Moxie walked away. I had wanted to ask him why Al had dropped his right, though. That
        didn’t make any kind of sense.
 Right then I heard Booboo call out: “WhooEE!" It sounded as if he was at the ring. I
        figured somebody must have told a joke, or done something crazy.
I went around the house, and Al and Booboo were hard at it against the ropes. Al must have
        belted him a good one in the stomach for him to yell out like that.
 They didn’t know I was nearby, although I’m not sure that made any difference. Anyway, Al
        suddenly stepped back and slammed a hard right to Booboo’s bead. Moxie certainly hadn’t
        exaggerated.
 Because Booboo turned around in a kind of dance. sparring at air for an instant, then he
        rolled over and fell on his back. I saw his head jump and his open gloves hit simultaneously
        at his side. I felt a catch in my throat at the sight. I had never seen a fighter fall so
        absolutely limp.
I went up to the ring and Herman was working over him with the ammonia. Booboo came to in
        a little while and said: "WhooEE!”
 Al helped him to his feet and Phil Poldek put his arm around Booboo's shoulder. I thought
        I saw a glint in Phil’s eye, but I wasn’t sure. Nobody was paying any attention to
        me.
 But I had seen too much, and I was sick at heart. I turned around and went into the
        house.
4.
I believe it was right after Booboo was knocked out that the picture was taken. It’s no
        wonder I look bitter and that I’m standing as far way from Al Cory as I could get and still
        be there.
 That evening I went to the room where Herman and Phil slept. Phil was in his undershirt,
        sitting on his bed.
 “Where’s Booboo?” I asked.
 “He’s gone to bed,” Phil said.
 “Is he all right?”
 "Sure. Why not? He’s been knocked out a thousand times. It just comes natural.”
 "Did Al know about his head?” I asked.
 “Ask Al," Phil said. He reached under the bed and pulled out a newspaper, which he
        cracked open and started to read.
I went to the kitchen and lay down on my cot. I tried to read from a history book I had
        bought in a second hand bookshop, but I couldn’t concentrate. Finally, I put the book down
        and just stared past the sink and out the window. I could see a limb tip from the buttonwood
        that stood beside the outdoor ring. The leaves trembled silently in the breeze and a fly
        buzzed in the
5.
6.
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