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		Onionskin

		
			Dr. Friedell,

			This is to apologize if I offended you in class a few weeks ago, though I realize you probably forgot the whole thing by now. I was the one who stood up and said “Fuck Augustine.” What I meant was I didn’t take the class to read him, I took it to learn about religion—God, prayer, ritual, the Madonna mother-goddess figure, forgiveness, miracles, sin, abortion, death, the big moral concepts. Because obviously I am not eighteen and I work, so school is not an academic exercise for me, and not just me, as I’m sure you’d realize if you looked around the room one of these days and saw there are thirty- and forty-year-olds and some a lot older than you are in the class—the point is, when you’ve been through marriage, kids, jobs, welfare, and the whole gamut and you come back to school you’re ready for the real thing, and as far as I’m concerned Augustine’s Conception of the Soul or whatever is not it. What is “it”? you’re asking—well, that’s what I came to find out, so you tell me. Obviously what you are paid for is to deal with the big religious issues and you are not dealing with them, which is what I was trying to point out when I made that remark in class, which I apologize for tone-wise but not for my feelings behind it.

			My feelings still are that basically as a “mature student” I was supposed to feel grateful that the University of Hawaii let me in or gave me a second chance on life or whatever, like I am the lowly unwashed and I should come in the gates to be blessed by the big phallus. Or I am a housewife coming “back” to “school” driving my white Isuzu and eating my curds and whey. Look, I didn’t come to salivate at your office door. You like to make distinctions, so you should make distinctions between you the employee and me the customer. You’re the guy behind the counter.

			Can I take a guess at what you’re thinking?—“Another crazed woman in my class anti the educational system.” But I’m not, I’m putting everything I’ve got on the line for religion.

			Because the thing is that after I walked out on your class I sat down by the sausage trees near Moore Hall and I started watching the undergrads walking by in their Bermuda shorts going to lunch without a thought in their heads. I felt bad because for some reason I sort of believed in the universe part of university, that it was all about Life and Time and God, and Freedom, and when I got back in it was just so male and linear and there wasn’t any magic in the religion classes, it was all a construct—the angels were symbols and the miracles were just things in nature. So I got up and took all my books to the bookstore and sold them back (for less than half what I paid for them) and I went home—a room in a termite palace. As I was saying before, I felt really bad because I think you might have the wrong idea about me—you probably don’t know how into school I really was. I originally dropped out of Simmons in 1974 for a lot of reasons, my father died for one thing, but basically because I didn’t see myself in school at that time in my life. The only thing I could really see myself doing was folk dancing—I was in the original core Israeli folk-dancing group at MIT, which you probably have never even heard of, but it’s actually nationally famous—it’s almost like the model for all the other clubs in the country. I spent those “college” years living in Brighton and dancing. When I say dancing I’m talking about a way of life—I knew over two hundred dances and I also did Balkan. We would get over to MIT and dance straight from 8:30 to 11 P.M., steaming into Walker Gym straight from the snow to sweat like you would not believe. We stripped down every night from coats, sweaters, and boots to tank tops, gauze skirts, bare feet, and cutoffs, and when we left we were so hot we carried our parkas under our arms. I actually knew a lot of the key people in the folk scene and performed in New York at some of the big festivals. So that was kind of my “schooling.” I was a secretary—actually for two years I temped, we were all menial slaves in the folk club, with a few graduate students and programmers sprinkled in. At the time I was in a relationship with one of them, which is how I ended up going to Hawaii—he had an upgrade deal. After a week he freaked out and took off for Fiji, and I was stranded at a fleabag joint in Waikiki with about twenty-two dollars to my name and the room bill.

			When he took off I sold my return ticket and got a job busing tables at Zippy’s, then I worked in the kitchen doing prep, then I worked in the find-a-pearl oyster stand in the International Marketplace, then I sold gold electroplated cockroaches when they were in, then I sold paraphernalia and sex toys in back where Oriental Imports used to be, behind The Stop Light and the bikini store on King Street, then after that place folded I got a job in Crack Seed World, then I landed a job in luggage at Shirokya, worked at Longs Drugs checkout, and did inventory at The Good Earth. I was thinking about going back to Boston. Thinking a lot, Dr. Friedell—it was happening at an underground level. I realize you aren’t interested in what kind of thinking a student who walks out of Augustine is experiencing, because you can’t think about anything that hasn’t been totally hashed out already by geniuses—that’s the impression you give me anyway, all that stuff about us living on the last mushroom of the dunghill of Romanticism and standing on the shoulders of giants, and all you can do when you go back to school is learn how to use the library and document everything. Why do they make such a big deal about plagiarism if it’s all been said already? Not that I think you’re actually reading this, since it’s written on onionskin in ball-point when you only accept typed stuff.

			While I was working those different jobs I taught folk dancing at Kaimuki Y (once) and the temple (five x). I went to a Hebrew class at the temple because I was teaching all these dances to Israeli music and I didn’t know Hebrew, but every time we would get past the alphabet some new guy or some kid would come into the class and we had to learn the alphabet again, so I never got beyond the letters. A total joke. Rabbi Siegel up at the temple used to go on these digressions, so obviously we never got anywhere, and finally after class I went up and said, “Rabbi, aren’t we all just wasting time in here?”

			He looks at me under the fluorescent lights in the Learning Center, which is all white linoleum and woodgrain tables and green plastic chairs, and nailed up on the walls all the Old World stuff, those ticky-tacky pictures of the bearded men. Rabbi Siegel faces me in his suit with his silver tie pin. “Sharon,” he says, “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

			“I want to learn Hebrew,” I said. “Isn’t that what we’re here for?”

			“Sharon, I think you realize that in the end the words are the least important aspect of what I’m trying to teach. Come here,” he says, pushing me into the sanctuary. He was one of those big-time formal rabbis who wore black robes at services and had like a whole set of hand signals for the organist—I think he was a frustrated conductor or actor. We go into the sanctuary and he flicks on the lights, floodlighting the temple ceiling, stained glass, et cetera. “Sharon,” he says, “Judaism is more than a few simple phrases. It’s a culture, one of music & art, poetry & light, it is the intimate & the sublime, exalted &”—I forget the exact words. “Think of the lyric music of the Psalms,” he tells me. “While the Egyptians were building tombs we were singing of life and love, while the monuments of the ancients were crumbling to dust we were treading over the ruins in a tradition that arced back over the millennia and forward to the future. Our friends in class may never remember a word of Hebrew, but if they can sense something of the grandeur of our tradition the historic sweep of the epic blah blah blah chosen people.”

			I guess I sort of gave him a look, because this chosen-people crap was always one of my big problems with organized religion.

			He heaves a big sigh, folds his arms over his belly. “I think you know how strongly I feel about that one,” he says. “Each people is dear to God in its own way, and I often make the analogy to the different states of the Union.” He was a great guy, Siegel, but when you asked him a question it was like throwing a bottle in the ocean and just watching it drift away over all his metaphors and comparisons plus the incidents it reminded him of. And as far as where I was coming from in the folk movement, he hadn’t a clue because he was into “High” art, which goes back to what I was saying about the past. Siegel used to say “When I say the Bor’chu—‘Bless ye the Lord’—I think how fitting a trumpet fanfare would be right there.”

			Meanwhile I was getting really alienated, not so much by him but by life in general, and by the kind of things I was doing, and I sort of disappeared for a while on Molokai with a guy I was having a relationship with at the time and grew pot out there on government land, and I really got into the Hawaiian way of life and just nature out there, the greenness and the livingness of the rain forest. It’s just so pure out there where the hotel moguls don’t have their greasy colonialist paws on it yet, with the chrome and glass and penned-in dolphins and chlorinated-swimming-pool bars and the hills paved over with Day-Glo golf courses and the electric patrol carts to ward off trespassers and the guys who have to comb the sand out with rakes every morning. We lived in an abandoned toolshed/bungalow thing that this botanist had originally built as a field station. The roaches bit, although you understand out there because they’re hungry too. You kind of got to understand the Jainists with their temples with the plank floors over the insects and just that basically every creature has just as much right to do whatever as you do. So anyway we lived out there maybe a couple of years and slowed way down, no telephone, newspaper, or any of that shit—shut out all the noise. The problem was, the government was trying to wipe us off the map—not that we were on the map, but the Feds were always looking—and we had to move a lot of times, plus there were naturally poachers and we had to set traps, and so of course we had to worry all the time some hiker would get killed walking the wrong way. We had to keep a gun out there too, which was a pain in the ass morally, because I’ve always been a complete pacifist. Looking back, we definitely would’ve gotten killed if we were any better at farming than we were, but we didn’t grow much surplus—the marketing scene was something we were just not that into. I would compare what we did more to the eighteenth-century Utopia “Make your garden grow.”

			As it turned out Kekui’s (the guy I was living with’s) father died, we heard through his sister Roslind. So we fly into Honolulu for the funeral, a shock, let me tell you, coming into Disneyland, with the high-school kids in aloha-print bathing suits with those plumeria leis on their arms or decapitated carnations strung together—“lei greeters” for the package tours and the Japanese honeymooners in their white white tennis whites. And in front of all of them is Mrs. Eldridge standing with her car keys in her red muumuu and her hair piled up on her head with a red hibiscus at her ear—a big woman, not fat, big like an opera singer, big like photos of Princess Ruth when she sat at the Summer Palace on her throne.

			We got to the funeral up in Makiki at the church there, I forget the name, and after the ceremony in the car she, meaning Mrs. Eldridge, turns to Kekui and me, who she hasn’t said a word to all day, and she says, “KK, you’re coming home.”

			“What?” he says.

			“Roslind and her kids have the back room, Minnie and her kids are in front, Earl and Matthew have Minnie’s room, Leilan and Mitchell are upstairs,” she says.

			“What?” he says.

			“We cleaned out your room,” she tells him.

			“Excuse me?” I say.

			“Keep quiet, girl,” she says. We drive up to their house in Aina Hina with two plumeria trees in front, not a flower left—they picked them all off for the grandkids’ May Day pageant. She had six of the eight kids living in the house and about five grandchildren. There were all these add-ons in back and a second story above the garage—Mr. Eldridge was a contractor. And there were something like seven cars in the driveway plus a boat and a tour van, just to give you an idea. We sit down inside, everyone depressed from the funeral, some of the babies crying. Mrs. Eldridge takes them on her knee, she looks around like she was ready to take everyone on her knee. For what? To rock us? To hit us? “KK,” she says, “you’ve come back home to stay.”

			“Excuse me?” I say.

			“Quiet, girl,” she says.

			“I have an application for you,” she says. She brings out a bunch of forms. “West Oahu College,” she says. “I brought up all my children to go to college. Okay?”

			KK looks down totally crushed with this heavy guilt—he never went to visit his parents or his father before he died, and this was probably some oedipal thing with his father dying and him coming home to Mother—the minister at the funeral gave a whole speech about obedience and duty to the parents in times of sorrow.

			“Everyone in this family is a worker,” she says. “You filling this out?” She gives him the application forms.

			“Yeah,” he says.

			“Goddammit!” I get up off the floor. “You dickless idiot! Don’t you care about me at all? You’re going to leave me in Molokai so you can live with your mother?”

			“Get your mouth out of my house,” Mrs. Eldridge declares, standing up in her full dimensions. “Hippie girl, just ’cause you washed up here on Oahu you don’t need to come invading my family. Go back to where you started—California, England, Holland, or whatever nationality you are. And don’t you dare walk around taking the Lord’s name in vain blaspheming my husband’s funeral. Get your pakalolo face away or Earl’ll get his badge out and arrest you!”
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			So the upshot was Kekui and I broke up and I ended up getting a job at Paradise Jeweller and actually picked up some Cantonese there and got kind of close with the family—went to a lot of the family functions and stuff like that. They were working on evangelizing me and we had some really interesting conversations—they were Pentecostalists—and I went to church with them a couple of times out of my interest in religion. This is what I think you don’t realize about me, Dr. Friedell, that this has been my lifelong interest—don’t tell me I haven’t thought about the concepts. So that’s when I started at the university and took religion courses. And they were great experiences, let me make that clear—I never had a problem until you. I got an A in Hindu Myth, I got an A in Jesus and Liberation, and only your course threw me for a loop—I mean, can I be honest? Religious Thinkers has been totally frustrating in that you keep sidestepping the issues and you are totally obsessed with detail—I mean, were you raised a Pharisee?

			So the point is I sat there in Moore Hall, I listened, I read these books you were assigning, but what you couldn’t see was how much more religion means to a person like myself who comes into a class like yours not with a lot of classical shit under my belt but with a whole life of experience and with these questions, the big ones I previously mentioned, and I knew when I walked out on you I had to find this stuff at the source, that I’d tried asking my questions to professors and rabbis and missionaries and lovers and to myself—sober, high, clean, dirty, unemployed, working, et cetera. In other words all states of consciousness, in other words I go for the empirical method, which is maybe the one thing I get from my father—he was an economist at BU which is besides the point, because obviously I am antiwealth, anticapital—I wasn’t on speaking terms with him even when he was dying—and anyway I knew I had to go to the source of some of this religious debate, as in a quest. Like the great poet Yeats when he picked up and traveled to Byzantium—I picked up and took all my money, bought a ticket, came here to Jerusalem.

			So you’re probably saying “What the Hell is she going to do in Jerusalem and what does she think she’s going to live on just out of the blue ending up in the Middle East without a dime.” Actually I have close friends here who are putting me up—the guy I referred to earlier who I was in a relationship with twelve years ago when I went out to Hawaii and he decided to go to Fiji is currently in Jerusalem, now involved with the Torah Or—which means Torah Light—institute. He had written me a lot and extended an open invitation ever since he got here, and has basically become like what I have always defined as a holy spirit. He was always this quiet kind of guy, but the quietness just deepened in the last few years—I barely recognized him when I saw him, he used to be such a beer-swilling heavyset kind of guy and he’s real pale now and thin as wire. At the airport I walked right past him, naturally being out of it after twenty hours flying. So I sort of wander off the plane into the Hebrew and all those guards. “Sharon,” I hear. It’s him, Gene, with this thin pale face, wearing a navy suit jacket. We just stood there, looked at each other. We both started to cry. It was mystical. “You’ve changed,” he said, which was the real shocker. I’d changed? I’ve had the same hairstyle since ’74, straight to the hips like Crystal Gayle, and I was wearing my old folk-dancing skirt plus an original Boston Folk Festival T-shirt.

			We drove off in the Torah Or hatchback Hyundai, started ascending the hills. I was just staring the whole way as we were driving up. It was such a spiritual odyssey—I said, “I feel like this is the culmination of my whole life.” I said, “This is the ancient city of Jerusalem; I’m going to get some answers.” So the city rose up before us, made out of Jerusalem stone, naturally, and with the olive trees and even flocks on the hillsides—I felt like my whole spiritual experience was coming together like an epiphany. It was The Land.

			Torah Or has its central office in the Old City right near The Wall, and the school is in Mea Shearim, where I’ve been the last two weeks. In the mornings I wake up—there’s like a dormitory for students where we sleep—and I go to pray in the synagogue/cafeteria—it’s kind of a small-scale school so they have to double up. There are about twenty-five women students, something like twenty young ones on their junior year abroad from college, like Queens College, Brandeis, and a couple from Barnard, then there are a few of us older ones. The college girls just speed through the prayers and sit down for breakfast while we older ones are still standing there with our books. Then eventually these women start finishing up, but I’m still standing there, praying till the cows come home, just because my Hebrew is so bad I’m spelling out the words—it takes me around four hours to finish praying every morning. The Yemenite women come in, clear away breakfast, I’m still praying. They fold up the folding chairs, I’m still praying. They start hosing down the floor around my feet, they start squeegeeing the water, I’m still standing there like the rocks and the planets. There’s one other woman who also takes a long time. I’ve noticed she keeps looking over at me to see what page I’m on. Then she turns back to her book, bobbing up and down like a maniac. After about a week I figured out this woman is into praying with feeling, which means for each word you have to move your lips, knit your eyebrows, and shuffle around as much as you can, and so obviously the slower you go the more feeling you have, right? So she’s like envious of me because I’m going slower than everyone else, so I must be the holiest one there, but she can’t for the life of her figure out how to go as slow as I do—every morning I drive her up a wall, since I never told her I know hardly any Hebrew. She has to give up after about three hours. Stalks around glaring at me. There are some real lunatics in Jerusalem, these religious groupie types walking the streets. It kind of taints the atmosphere.

			I mean I got here and I saw the city and had this sort of epiphany at the beginning, yet I still have all these major questions exploding in my head, but with the praying and seminars I have hardly any time to think, and also classes here are kind of low-level, focused on these questions like What is a Jew? and What is Torah? I guess it’s kind of overcentered on the ethnic stuff for me. I’ve done ethnic stuff all my life. I mean, when you’ve been in the folk movement you’ve kind of already paid your dues as far as ethnic. I want to go beyond that. I’m ready to go beyond. So today I went in to see my friend Gene, who mans the Old City office. “I’m ready for more,” I said, standing there right in the light of his slide projector—he was organizing slides on the carousel. “I want to talk about God,” I said with this big projection of some Dead Sea Scroll across my arm.

			“Sharon, by the way, you haven’t paid the office,” he mentioned, which totally pissed me off.

			“You aren’t hearing me,” I said.

			“I’m hearing you,” he said, “but we’re having a financial crisis. Without tuition payments the school is falling apart. Then what are we going to discuss?”

			This was so materialistic I would have walked out, but the truth is Torah Or gave me hope I was getting somewhere, so I asked him, “How much do you need from me?”

			“Three hundred dollars.”

			“What?” This just stunned me. I mean, three hundred dollars is all the money I have in the world right now. I mean, holy shit.

			Then, after I took the bus back to the school I got a real blow—an actual telegram. It’s my cat.

			I have this cat I picked up when I got back from Molokai. It kept moaning and screaming outside the building and I took him in and named him Ugly, which he is—so he’s kind of lived with me through all my moves and now I’ve got him staying with a friend from the university and he sends me this telegram. “Tests back; diagnosis positive.” I look at this telegram. It’s like I’ve been trying to run away from this thing and it caught up to me. My cat has feline AIDS. It’s just a big blow to me—I mean Ugly and I were never demonstrative, he’s kind of mean, he’s from the street, he likes to go off alone for a few days—he gets kicked around and comes back—but we’ve been together a long time, maybe seven years.

			I just took the piece of paper outside and I walked and walked with my bag slung over my shoulder. I walked through the narrow streets and the vegetable markets with the Me’ah She’arim kids with the black hats like black Panama hats on one block and then round-brimmed hats on the next block—these are like their school uniforms—and I walked past the shops with the silver candlesticks and olivewood stuff and little stinky alleyways between them with clothes hung out to dry. Shirts, shirts, shirts, little shirts, little fringes, and then this satin wedding gown hanging on the line, I swear to God. And I looked in the wig shops and I saw the kids buying beige twisted candles and feathers on the street corners. I walked all the way up the road, up the hill, and I got to this park in front of the Jerusalem Nature Conservation Office, and I am sitting here with this paper and pen, I am sitting on this huge stone from an olive press, which looks like stone money from Yap or Yip, I forget, lying on its side, and it’s getting cold out because April is not that warm, and I am full of all these questions and just mainly, What is God? Where is S/He? and What should I do? and What is the earth here for?

			I know you don’t take this, coming from me, seriously, but I am serious—I feel like I could explode. I read but I don’t understand. It’s like with Hebrew—I can sound it out but I don’t know the meanings. That’s the metaphor of how I feel. I came to Jerusalem but I don’t feel gathered up and I mean I came from far; Honolulu has to be one of the four corners of the earth. But where is the canopy spread over me—forget of peace—when I look up at the sky at night I’m afraid, it’s so dark you can drown in it, it’s so black and they say the stars up there aren’t even the stars, they’re just the ones that used to be there and it takes so long for the light to get down here the real ones have died already. So is it just dead bodies up there? Are they messages from the past that we don’t understand? Just words floating down but no one can read them? I’ve seen those people writing messages and sticking them in the Western Wall in between the stones like it’s some kind of goddamn wishing well. They’re writing these crazy things—who’s going to read them? They’re writing to the wall, Dr. Friedell. I’m writing to you.

			The light is white lavender gray blue and there are two stars and the moon, I’m watching them, they aren’t dead, they’re definitely alive. I believe they are alive. Ha. I believe. What the Hell does that mean? Do you want to know the truth? I believe in God without any reasons. That’s the part that drives me crazy—I know He exists but I’m not sure how I figured it out. Maybe you’re born with it, who knows—maybe it’s just basically because I’ve had a good life. I mean maybe more like Coyote than Road Runner and with those crackly bloodshot eyeballs once in a while and flattened like a cat under a truck once in a while and mad as Hell most of the time about these completely meaningless things like, no offense, your lecture that time, but inside me somewhere there’s this person naive and ready to do something totally different—then boom, you get a telegram like this and you just wonder all over again if it makes any sense. I guess I’m basically an optimist with nagging metaphysical questions. Why else would I clean out checking and savings and come to Jerusalem?

			And the thing that hurts most is that after getting here and driving up and seeing the flocks and the ancient walls you see that Jerusalem is just a place. It’s just such a place. I thought it was going to be so much more—I mean, not like I thought I was actually going to see the valley of the shadow of death, but I keep seeing plain hills and valleys and that’s it. Which has got to be me, right? I know it’s what you bring, I realize that. It makes me cry because I don’t have it in me. I just don’t understand and I want to. I didn’t understand Augustine, which is one of the reasons I hated him, because I read it and read it and it doesn’t make sense to me. Satisfied? And I can tell you I thought seeing this place would make more sense but it doesn’t, it doesn’t at all. I feel ashamed of myself sometimes, like I’m constantly sidetracking from the bigger questions. There is this whole spiritual existence out there and I can’t get there. What do you need to do? How many books? How many journeys? What are the words and what kind of food? macro? micro? do roots feed the soul? carrots, turnips, potatoes? or the ancient songs? I lift up my voice in the wilderness, eyes to the hills, my timbrel and lyre to the mouth of the sea whence cometh my aid and dance on the sand a song of praise with words I don’t understand. What can you do with just an alphabet when you don’t know the constellations, just that ayin is an eye and a well, but what’s down the well? You live in this thin layer on the crust and you can never delve down to the underground rivers or get onto the other planets and get any perspective. And they say you should climb to the top of the hill and cry God is in this place! and lift up your voice along with your eyes whence cometh your help, but what if you do that and afterward it wears off and you’re just sitting there on the hill back where you started? Where do you go from there? Because I’ve had some real out-of-body experiences and you always come down afterward. I want to go further. My spirit has dancing feet. That’s the one thing I guess that keeps me moving, being a dancer. I can dance without shoes, without music, without words, without partners. I look down at these two feet, they keep each other company. I guess you have to keep moving and dwell on the stars instead of the negative.

			So I’ll be back in Honolulu on May 1 to be there for Ugly, and I was wondering if you could possibly take this as my final paper for the course, since it basically summarizes some of my current views and independent research into religion. I realize it only mentions Augustine briefly, but since he was sort of the starting point of the research it was justified. I could type it up if you want—but the main thing is if you would give me full credit for it, because, obviously, your course is required. Thanks,

			Sharon

		

	
		Variant Text

		
			Thursday Night

			Dear Aunt Ida,

			Attalia is screaming under the piano. She has taken it into her head that she needs a pair of boots. Having explained that her mother and I are perfectly willing to provide our children with necessary items, but unable to supply their ceaseless demand for toys, clothes, and every extravagance, the vital necessity of which is impressed on them by seven-year-old peers, I have resolved to let her scream herself to sleep. I’d say she’s good for at least half an hour.

			Beatrix has been exhausting herself. She is in London for the topology conference. As soon as she comes back Sunday she will have to prepare her paper for Majorca. These conferences are always a strain and raise numerous logistical problems. Beatrix’s parents, living upstairs, would seem the logical choice for baby-sitting, but they are really no longer able to control the kids—especially now that Adam can walk. Aunt Clare is out of the question.

		

		Cecil looks fondly at the smooth black surface of his Olivetti electronic and with a grim smile flicks off the switch. If only Beatrix were home to manage the kids. She goes to a three-day conference and they become unreasonable. Parents over forty-five should use the buddy system. He and Beatrix had made a pact to that effect when Adam was born. If either of them ran away he or she would take the other along.

		They had both thought the baby-sitting situation would be better in Oxford than it had been in Brooklyn. When Beatrix taught math at Hunter and Cecil had a class at Brooklyn College their schedule had been much more hectic, but there was always Aunt Ida to take care of the kids. Then Beatrix got her chair at St. Ann’s and Cecil had to give up the part-time position in English at Brooklyn. He had enjoyed that—the resignation letter, the packing. He feels he has made a small but significant political statement by leaving America, voting with his feet. American culture is dying. Apart from the museums and the ballet, there isn’t much left of the city. It was also a relief to leave the Brooklyn shul, which had rejected the books of biblical criticism he had donated in his father’s memory. But above all, Cecil was making a feminist statement by following his wife to Oxford. And besides, he hadn’t got along with his department.

		The great domestic advantage of moving was that Beatrix’s parents, the Cahens, owned this enormous Norham Gardens house right here in Oxford, and glad of the company and the cooking, they had given over the first floor to Beatrix and Cecil. It had seemed ideal: two live-in baby-sitters upstairs. But naturally there were complications. The Cahens are in their late seventies; last winter Mrs. Cahen slipped on the ice and broke her arm; the cavernous house is unheatable; and as Beatrix is exhausting herself teaching her seminar and writing papers, it is Cecil who is stuck with the kids. He doesn’t really mind baby-sitting up to certain limits, and he enjoys replastering the ceilings and shopping for pipe fittings, but keeping up with his research is difficult. Last year Cecil was invited to apply for a position at Leeds, but nothing came of it. Meanwhile, the house and the kids are time-consuming but usually tolerable, except when Beatrix is away and Attalia decides to scream herself sick. And except for Beatrix’s older sister Clare, who has lived in the Norham Gardens house all her life. Suddenly inspired, Cecil flicks on the Olivetti and continues:

		
			Attalia is becoming more and more like her aunt Clare—ruining her voice with screaming, and abandoning herself to increasingly frequent rages. Unfortunately, she follows Clare in her slovenliness. Even more unfortunate, Attalia shares her aunt’s lack of artistic talent.

			In the three years since we moved from New York, Clare has insisted on making life in this house intolerable. She is sullen and angry, a bad influence on both children. But perhaps we will be spared the pleasure of living en famille in this battleship with Victorian plumbing if the sale on the Brooklyn house goes through. Or at least we’ll have the cash to fix up this place. It will take at least two years to rewire the house. I don’t see why Mr. Cahen won’t subdivide it. Most of the other Norham Gardens castles are now quite nice twentieth century.…

		

		Cecil gives up on the letter to his aunt in New York. He leafs through the new June issue of Shavian Studies. Finally he walks to the piano and the screams and whimpers stop. He bends down heavily under the keyboard. “Come to bed now.”

		Attalia glares at her father through the strands of her slippery brown hair. She screams rather loudly for her size. Fine pair of lungs. Pity she doesn’t have an ear for music. Cecil had tested both of his children early on for any signs of musical aptitude. When Attalia was two he set her on the piano bench. She struck at the Steinway with her fists, banging the ivory keys. Cecil had waited a few minutes and then given up.

		“I’ll read to you in bed,” Cecil concedes. The tired children scramble up and pad to their room. Cecil glances about for something readable. A stack of Times Literary Supplements balances on the sofa; the dining-room table is weighted with Beatrix’s mathematics, Adam’s crayons, Attalia’s homework (probably not done), a bunch of bananas (probably soft).

		“This puts me to sleep within minutes,” Cecil tells the kids. He opens Shavian Studies onto Adam’s bed. “Well, well—Lewis has found a variant text of Major Barbara.” Now both children begin to cry.

		[image: ]

		The next morning Cecil puts up a pot of coffee for his inlaws, the Cahens, and rushes to put on his tefillin before the

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			To my parents,
Lenn and Madeleine Goodman,
and my sister,
Paula
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