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PART ONE

The Final Fantasy Stories




To Your Health

I sneezed.

George drew himself away and said, austerely, ‘Another cold?’

I blew my nose without doing myself much good and said (my voice rather muffled by the tissue), ‘Not a cold. Sinusitis.’

I stared at the remains of my coffee as though it were its fault that it had had no taste. I said, ‘This is the fourth flare-up of my sinusitis in the course of a year and each time I lose my sense of smell and taste for a shorter or longer length of time. Right now I can’t taste a thing and the dinner we’ve just eaten might as well have been composed of cardboard.’

‘Will it help,’ said George, ‘if I assure you that everything was superb?’

‘Not in the least,’ I said, grumpily.

‘I myself don’t have these afflictions,’ he said. ‘I attribute it entirely to clean living and a clear conscience.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘for your sympathy, and I prefer to think that you avoid these disasters simply because no self-respecting microorganism would consent to live on your foul tissues.’

‘I don’t take offense at that unkind remark, old fellow,’ said George, bridling more than a bit, ‘because I understand that these afflictions sour the disposition and cause you to say things that, in your right mind (assuming you have ever been in it), you would not say. It reminds me very much of my good friend Manfred Dunkel, when he was competing with his good friend, Absalom Gelb, for the charms of the fair Euterpe Weiss.’

I said, morosely, ‘Curse and blast your good friend, Manfred Dunkel, his good friend Absalom Gelb, and their mutual prey, Euterpe Weiss.’

‘That is your sinusitis speaking, old man,’ said George, ‘not you.’

Manfred Dunkel and Absalom Gelb [said George] had both attended the New York Institute of Opticianry and a fast friendship had formed between the two young men. It is, of course, impossible for two young men to immerse themselves in the mystery of lenses and refraction, to tackle the serious conditions of myopia, presbyopia, and hypermetropia, to sit at the grinding table together, without coming to feel like brothers.

They studied eye charts together, designed new ones for those who were most familiar with the Cyrillic or Greek alphabets, chose ideograms for Orientals, and discussed as only two specialists could the intricacies of balancing the advantages versus the disadvantages of using the various accents, grave, acute, circumflex, and cedillas, for French patients; umlauts for German ones; tildes for Hispanics, and so on. As Absalom told me once, very emotionally, the absence of these accents was pure racism and resulted in imperfect corrections of the eyes of those who were not of pure Anglo-Saxon ancestry.

In fact, a Homeric struggle on the subject filled the letter columns of the American Journal of Optical Casuistry some years back. Perhaps you remember an article written jointly by our two friends denouncing the old charts. It was entitled ‘Eye! Tear that tattered ensign down.’ Manfred and Absalom stood back to back against the united conservatism of the profession and although they did not succeed in imprinting their point of view upon the field, it drew them closer together than ever.

Upon graduating they opened the firm of Dunkel and Gelb, having tossed a coin to see which name was to go first. They prospered exceedingly. Dunkel, perhaps, was a trifle better at grinding surfaces to perfection, while Gelb was an acknowledged master at designing spectacles in art-deco modes. In everything, they saw, as they were fond of saying, eye to eye.

It was not surprising, then, that when they fell in love, it was with the same woman. Euterpe Weiss came in for new contact lenses and as the two men eyed her (one cannot say ogled in connection with the truly professional manner in which they studied her lovely optics), they realized they had encountered perfection.

I cannot say, as a nonoptician, that I quite appreciated what that perfection consisted of, but each of the two waxed lyrical to me – separately, of course – and talked fluently of optical axes and diopters.

Because I had known the two lads since they were young teenagers wearing their first spectacles (Manfred was slightly nearsighted while Absalom was slightly farsighted, and both were moderately astigmatic), I feared the result.

Alas, I thought to myself, surely a sacred boyhood friendship would founder, as the two, grown into strong men, would compete for Euterpe who, as Manfred said, with his hands clasped over his heart, was ‘a sight for sore eyes’, or, as Absalom said, with his hands raised to heaven, ‘where Euterpe is concerned, the eyes have it’.

But I was wrong. Even in connection with the divine Euterpe, the two opticians, closer to each other than even the closest-set eyes, behaved in perfect amity.

It was understood between them that on Tuesdays and Fridays, Manfred would be free to date Euterpe, if such dates could be arranged, while on Mondays and Thursdays, Absalom would have his chance. Weekends, the two worked together, taking the damsel to museums, operas, poetry readings, and chaste meals at some convenient diner. Life was a giddy round of pleasure.

What about Wednesday, you ask? That showed the young men’s enlightened attitude at their highest and most refined. On Wednesdays, Euterpe was free to date others if she cared to.

The passion of Manfred was pure, as was that of Absalom. They wanted Euterpe to make her own choice even if it meant that some lout who was not an optician might be gazing into her eyes – breathing sighs – telling lies—

What do you mean, you wonder who’s kissing her now? Why do you introduce non sequiturs when I am trying to give you a coherent account of events?

All went well for quite a while. No week passed in which Manfred didn’t play a snappy game of casino with the young lady on one evening, while on another Absalom would blow a stirring tune on a comb covered with tissue paper. It was a halcyon time.

Or, at least, I thought it was.

And then Manfred came to see me. One look at his haggard face arid it seemed to me I knew all. ‘My poor young man,’ I said, ‘don’t tell me that Euterpe has decided that, on the whole, she prefers Absalom?’ (I was neutral in this matter, old fellow, and was prepared to mourn if either young man got it in the eye, so to speak.)

‘No,’ said Manfred, ‘I won’t tell you that. Not yet. But it can’t last long, Uncle George. I am under a handicap. My eyes are red and swollen and Euterpe can scarcely respect an optician with eyes that fall short of normality.’

‘You have been weeping, have you?’

‘Not at all,’ said Manfred, proudly. ‘Opticians are strong men who do not weep. I merely have a case of the sniffles. A cold, you understand.’

‘Do you have them often?’ I asked, with sympathy.

‘Lately, yes.’

‘And Absalom, does he have colds?’

‘Yes,’ said Manfred, ‘but not as often as I do. He throws his back out occasionally, and I never do, but what of that? A man with a bad back has eyes that are clear and pellucid. The occasional groan, the periodic inability to stand up, are unimportant. But as Euterpe stares at my streaming eyes, at the redness of the sclerotic blood vessels, at the flush of the conjunctiva, surely a feeling of repulsion must sweep over her.’

‘Ah, but does it, Manfred? By all accounts she is a sweet damsel with a melting, sympathetic eye.’

Manfred said grimly, ‘I dare not chance it. I absent myself when I have a cold and lately, this has meant that Absalom has seen her far more often than I have. He is a tall and lissome young man and no maiden can listen to the stirring music of his comb and tissue paper without being moved. I’m afraid I don’t have a chance.’ And he buried his head in his hands, being careful to avoid harmful pressure on his eyes.

I was moved myself, as though ten combs with ten tissue papers had struck up ‘The Stars and Stripes Forever’.

I said, ‘I might be able to arrange to make you immune to colds forever, my boy.’

He looked up in wild hope. ‘You have a cure? A method of prevention? But no—’ The momentary flame in his reddened eyes died away, leaving them just as reddened, however. ‘Medical science is helpless before the common cold.’

‘Not necessarily. I might not only cure you, my boy, but I might see to it that Absalom was afflicted with constant colds.’

I said that only to test him, for you know my rigid sense of ethics, old fellow, and I am proud to say that Manfred passed as only an optician could.

‘Never,’ he said, ringingly. ‘I ask that I be freed of this incubus, yes, but only that I might fight fair and meet my adversary on equal grounds. I would scorn to place him under a disadvantage of his own. I would sooner lose the celestial Euterpe than do that.’

‘It shall be as you say,’ I said, wringing his hand and clapping him on his back.

Azazel – I may have told you of my two-centimeter extraterrestrial, the one whom I can call from the vasty deep of space and who will come when I do call for him. Oh, I have, have I? —And what do you mean I should tell truth and shame the devil. I am telling the truth, blast you.

In any case, Azazel tramped up and down the edge of the table, his wiry tail twitching and his little nubbins of horns flushing a faint blue with the effort of thought.

‘You are asking for health,’ said Azazel. ‘You are asking for normality. You are asking for a situation of balance.’

‘I know what I’m asking for, O Divine and Universal Omnipotence,’ I said, trying to mask my impatience. ‘I am asking to have my friend avoid having colds. I’ve had you meet him. You studied him.’

‘And that’s all you want? To avoid his having these nasty, rheumy, messy, phlegmy colds that you sub-bestial inhabitants of a worm-eaten planet are subject to? You think that it is possible to light one corner of a room without lighting the whole room? I’ll have you know that the balance of the four humors in the specimen you showed me is badly, viciously askew.’

‘The balance of the four humors? Sanctified One, humors went out with Herodotus.’

Azazel gave me a sharp look. ‘What do you think humors are?’

‘The four fluids thought to control the body: blood, phlegm, bile, and black bile.’

Azazel said, ‘What a disgusting idea. I hope that this Herodotus is very properly held in universal execration by your people. The four humors are, of course, four mindsets, which, when balanced very carefully, cannot help but bring permanent normality and good health to the useless bodies of even such insignificant vermin as yourselves.’

‘Well, then, can you balance the humors very carefully in my verminous friend?’

‘I think I can, but it’s not easy. I don’t want to touch him.’

‘You won’t. He’s not even here.’

‘I mean make contact astrally. It would require a ritual of purification that would take the better part of a week and be quite painful in spots.’

‘I am sure, O Essence of Perfection, that avoiding the astral touch would be to you a trifling matter.’

As usual, Azazel brightened under flattery and his horns stiffened. ‘I dare say I can,’ he said, and he could.

The next day I saw Manfred. He was visibly glowing with health and he said to me, ‘Uncle George, those deep-breathing exercises you told me about did the trick. The cold was cured between one breath and the next. My eyes cleared up, whitened, cooled, and I can now look the whole world in the face. In fact,’ he continued, ‘I don’t know what it is, but I feel healthy all over. I feel like a well-oiled machine. My eyes are the headlights of a marvelous locomotive that is racing across the countryside.

‘I even,’ he went on, ‘have this marvelous impulse to dance to some seductive Spanish rhythm. I will do this and dazzle the heavenly and ethereal Euterpe.’

He left the room, dancing, his feet spurning the floor with delicate steps while he cried out: ‘Eye, eye, eye-eye.’

I could not help but smile. Manfred was not quite as tall as Absalom, not quite as lissome, and although all opticians are classically handsome, Manfred was not quite as classical in his handsomeness. He looked better than the Apollo Belvedere but not quite as much better as Absalom did.

This glow of good health, I thought, would redress the odds.

As it happened, I was forced at this point to leave town for some time, owing to an argument I had with a bookie who happened to be a rather low devil, impervious to logic.

When I returned, I found that Manfred had been waiting for me.

‘Where have you been?’ he asked peevishly.

I stared at him with concern. He looked healthy and fit, his eyes liquid and limpid, and yet – and yet—

‘I have been away avoiding business,’ I said, carefully not going into details, ‘but what is wrong with you, my boy?’

‘Wrong?’ He laughed, hackingly. ‘What should be wrong? The beautiful Euterpe has made her choice and it is not me. She is going to marry Absalom.’

‘But what happened? Surely, you didn’t get—’

‘I didn’t get sick? Of course not. I’ve been trying to get sick, you understand. I have walked out in chilly rains. I have put on wet socks. I have fraternized with people who had colds and who were suffering from rhinitis. For heaven’s sake, I even courted conjunctivitis. 
—Anything to be sick.’

‘But I don’t understand, Manfred. Why should you want to be sick?’

‘Because Euterpe has a strong motherly streak. Apparently, this is common among human beings of the feminine variety. I hadn’t known this.’

I looked grave. I had heard this. After all, women had children and I knew for a fact that children were always ailing, drooling, dripping, sneezing, coughing, growing feverish, turning blue, and in other ways becoming repulsively ill. And it never seemed to affect a mother’s love; rather the reverse, it would seem.

‘I should have thought of that,’ I said, thoughtfully.

Manfred said, ‘It’s not your fault, Uncle George. I stopped the deep-breathing exercises at once and that didn’t help. It was Absalom, the poor fellow. His back went out altogether. He was simply pinned to the bed.’

‘He couldn’t be faking, I suppose.’

Manfred looked horrified. ‘Faking? An optician? Uncle George! Professional standards would not permit such a thing. Nor would our close friendship. Besides, one time, when I jumped on him unexpectedly and forced him to sit up, his howl of agony could not have been simulated.’

‘And this has affected Euterpe?’

‘Unbelievably. She sits at his side incessantly, feeds him bowl after bowl of chicken soup, and sees to it that the warm compress over his eyes is changed frequently.’

‘A warm compress over his eyes? What good does that do? I understood you to say it was his back that was out.’

‘It is, Uncle George, but Euterpe understands, for we have taught her, that all treatment begins with the eyes. In any case, she says that it is her mission in life to care for Absalom, to see that he recovers, to make him happy and comfortable, and with that end in view, she will marry him.’

‘But, Manfred, you were a martyr to colds. Why didn’t she—’

‘Because I avoided her, then, unwilling to subject her to contagion, unwilling to become aware of the cold look of repulsion I fancied would be in her eyes. How wrong I was! How wrong!’ And he beat his fist against his head.

‘You could pretend—’ I began.

But again there was that haughty look on his face. ‘An optician does not live a lie, Uncle George. Besides, for some reason, no matter how I pretend to be ill, I find that I don’t carry conviction. I simply look too healthy. —No, I must face my fate, Uncle George, Absalom, bless him for a true friend, has asked me to be best man.’

And so it was. Manfred was best man, and through all the long years since, he has remained single. There are times when I think that perhaps he might be reconciled to his sad fate. After all, Absalom now has three rather unpleasant children; Euterpe has gained weight and her voice has grown shrill and she is rather extravagant.

I pointed this out to Manfred recently, and he simply sighed and said, ‘You may be perfectly correct, Uncle George, but when an optician loves, he loves not lightlybut forever.’

George, having sighed sentimentally, stopped talking, and I said, ‘Strange, but the only optician I know in some detail has never been seen without a woman; nor has he ever been seen with the same woman twice.’

‘A detail,’ said George, waving his hand. ‘I told you this story to convince you that I can cure your sinusitis. For a paltry twenty dollars—’

‘No,’ I said, sharply. ‘My wife, whom I love very dearly, is a physician, and gets a perverted pleasure out of doctoring me. Make me symptom-free and she would probably go mad. Here, I’ll give you fifty dollars. Just promise to leave me alone.’

It was money well spent.




The Critic on the Hearth

I had been brooding a bit during the course of the dinner with George, but I finally said, ‘Would you like to hear what Samuel Taylor Coleridge thought of critics?’

‘No,’ said George.

‘Good! Then I’ll tell you. He said, “Reviewers are usually people who would have been poets, historians, biographers, etc., if they could; they have tried their talents at one or at the other, and have failed; therefore they turn critics.” Percy Bysshe Shelley said almost the same thing. Mark Twain said, “The trade of critic, in literature, music, and the drama, is the most degraded of all trades.”

‘Lawrence Sterne said, “Of all the cants which are canted in this canting world . . . the cant of criticism is the most tormenting.” Twenty-three centuries ago, the Greek artist, Zeuxis, said, “Criticism comes easier than craftsmanship.” Lord Byron said, “Critics all are ready-made . . . with just enough of learning to misquote.” He also said, “As soon seek roses in December, ice in June, Hope constancy in wind, or corn in chaff; Believe a woman or an epitaph, Or any other thing that’s false, before you trust in critics.” —I could go on and on.’

‘You are going on and on,’ said George. ‘What do you do? Memorize these things?’

‘Yes, I have lots more.’

‘Don’t quote them.’

‘I have two of my own comments. The first is that every critic ought to become a garbage collector. He will be doing more useful work and he will have a higher social position. The second is that every critic ought to be thrown into the fireplace.’

‘And become the critic in the hearth, eh? And all this, I gather, because one of your miserable productions received a truthful review from some hardworking artisan who had been forced to read through your swill.’

At this point, a brilliant idea crossed my mind. ‘George,’ I said, ‘have you ever known a critic and tried to help him?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, you have bent my ear most grievously with your tales of your little demon, what’s his name, and the miseries he has inflicted through you on innocent victims. Surely, there has been an occasion when you have inflicted the miseries on someone well worth it – a critic, in other words.’

George said, thoughtfully, ‘There is indeed the case of Lucius Lamar Hazeltine.’

‘A critic?’

‘Yes, but I doubt that you have ever heard of him. He doesn’t work with your kind of trash, as a general rule.’

‘And you tried to help him?’ 

‘I did.’

For the first time in our long acquaintanceship, I made no effort to abort one of his stories. ‘Give me all the details,’ I said, gloatingly.

Lucius Lamar Hazeltine [said George], although a critic, is a most remarkably handsome young man. In fact, I have never known anyone more handsome than he except for myself in my somewhat younger days.

It is to his good looks entirely that I attribute his ability to remain a critic for ten long years and yet retain an unscarred face and an unbroken nose. As you, of all people, know very well, critics are constantly faced with the possibility of being struck with generous force by writers who object to being described as ‘meretricious purveyors of organic dreck’.

Hazeltine, however, had so nearly the look of an angel from heaven with his clear, blue eyes, his golden curls, his pink complexion, his beautiful nose, and manly chin that one could see writer after writer striding toward him with malevolent intent, only to waver and turn away. They did not want to be responsible for spoiling perfection. Undoubtedly, they cursed their own weakness, and it must have occurred to them that if one among them, but one, were to consent to bang up Hazeltine a bit, his perfection would be gone and the rest could then pounce on him with unrestrained fury.

However, none wished to be the villain of the piece.

For a while, the hopes of the writing fraternity rested on Agatha Dorothy Lissauer. Perhaps you have heard of her. She writes murder mysteries that delve ferociously into the inner workings of psychotics. Her stories are so replete with details of the most repellent sort that even critics find themselves irresistibly drawn to her. One critic said, ‘For slime, Agatha Dorothy Lissauer cannot be touched.’ Another said, ‘Horrifying disgust fills every sentence.’

Naturally, a delicately nurtured young woman would feel glee and delight at having her work described in this fashion and, at a meeting of the Crime Writers Association, she was the only writer to stand up and defend the art of criticism, to the slack-jawed astonishment of every decent writer in the place.

It was, however, Lucius Lamar Hazeltine who taught her better. He had ignored her first dozen books totally, but her new book, Wash Your Hands in My Blood, seemed to attract his attention. He said, among other things, ‘Wash Your Hands in My Blood attempts to upset the stomach and at times I became aware of a very mild feeling of nausea, but nothing more than that. I find myself astonished that any young woman cannot do better. The book might as well have been written by a man.’ On reading this, Agatha Dorothy Lissauer burst into tears and then, afterward, her lips set firmly, and, a cold, hard look in her glorious eyes, she went from livery stable to livery stable pricing horsewhips.

Hazeltine, she knew, was a member of the Critics Congregation, a gathering of the profession who met in an obscure tenement in the wilds of the South Bronx, where they felt, quite justifiably, no one would dare follow them. Ms Lissauer, however, caught up in the grip of stormy emotion, threw caution to the winds. It was her intention to find the Congregation, wait till Hazeltine emerged and then, showing no mercy whatever, whip and lash him into a bloody pulp.

This she would certainly have done, cheered on by a happily drooling membership of the Crime Writers Association, until she actually came face to face with him. She had seen photographs of him, but had never seen him in three-dimensional proximity.

The sight of his lovely face changed everything for her. Throwing away her horsewhip, she collapsed in tears. I might have mentioned that Ms. Lissauer had the same heavenly beauty that Hazeltine had, except that her hair was russet, and her eyes a heavenly brown. Her nose was tip-tilted, her lips bee stung, her complexion a delicate peach and, to be as brief as possible, the two fell instantly in love.

I met Hazeltine not long afterward. We were good friends, partly because, as a critic, hardly anyone would speak to him, and he was always grateful to me that I consented to do so. —But then, you know me, old man. Hazeltine was generous with his luncheon hospitalities and I am the kind of person who is a true democrat. I will accept refreshments from any hands, however lowly.

‘Lucius,’ I said, ‘congratulations. I hear that you have won the heart of the loveliest writer in all the world.’

‘Yes, I have,’ he said, with an oddly strained expression, ‘and she has won the heart of the loveliest critic in all the world – myself. It is, however, an ill-fated love. It can never be, George.’

‘Why not?’ I said, puzzled.

‘She is a writer. I am a critic. How, then, may we love?’ 

‘Why, the usual way. Having obtained a motel room with a comfortable bed, you—’

‘I am not speaking of the physical manifestations of love, George, but of the inner and spiritual beauty. You might as well expect oil and water to mix, fire and sand to coexist, dolphins to cohabit with deer, as to expect writers and critics to love. Could I refrain from reviewing her books?’

‘Of course you can, Lucius. Just ignore them.’

‘No. Having reviewed Wash Your Hands in My Blood I have established reviewing rights, and I must review all her future books including the one she is now writing, a tender tale to be entitled Hang Me Up by My Intestines.’

‘Well, then, if you do review, say something nice. Emphasize the nausea and disgust.’

Hazeltine looked at me with loathing. ‘How can I do that, George? You forget the Critic’s Oath as established in ancient Greek times. Translated into English it reads: “Though the subject is divine, and the outlook wide and vasty, Put starch into your spine, and utter something nasty.” I cannot break that oath, George, though it destroys my love and tears me apart.’

I went to see Ms Lissauer. I did not know her, but I introduced myself as a close friend of Lucius Lamar Hazeltine. That, combined with my air of stately dignity, worked wonders, and in no time she was bedewing my shirt with her tears.

‘I love him; I love him,’ she said, finding a dry spot on my sleeve with which to wipe her eyes.

I said, ‘Then why not try to write something he would like?’ 

‘How can I?’ she said, eyeing me with loathing. ‘I could not break the Writer’s Oath.’ 

‘There’s a Writer’s Oath?’

‘It goes back to the ancient Sumerian. Translated into English it states: “Be always keen and analytic, with the back of your hand to every critic.” ’

My heart bled for these two sundered people and I felt that I had to turn to Azazel, whom I proceeded to call from the high-technology continuum in which he lives.

For a wonder, he was in a good mood. His little red face, with its nubbins of horns, smiled at me, and his inch-long tail wobbled to and fro.

‘O Wonder of the Cosmos,’ I said, ‘You seem happy.’ 

‘Indeed, I am,’ he said, ‘I have written a zyltchik which has been greeted with universal approbation.’ 

‘What is a zyltchik?’

‘A witticism. All have laughed. It is a great triumph for me.’

‘Would that I could report triumphs for two young hearts that are steadily breaking. But, obviously, since your zyltchik met with universal approbation, there are no such things as critics on your world.’

‘Are there not?’ said Azazel, in sudden indignation. ‘There you reveal your puny ignorance. We have these fossil remnants of Hades among us. It was only last week, in discussing another zyltchik I had perpetrated – I mean, composed – that a critic said, “Honabelum desoderatim andeviduali stinko.” Can you credit the ignorance and vile personality of anyone who would say that?’

‘What does it mean in English?’

‘I wouldn’t sully my lips to explain.’

He was becoming furious and I could see his willingness to cooperate beginning to disappear, so I hastened to put the situation before him.

He listened closely, and said, ‘You have this critic and you want me to ameliorate his behavior.’ 

‘Yes.’

‘Impossible. Even I could not do that. A critic is beyond all help, at any level of technology.’

‘Could you in some way, then, manage to make him something other than a critic?’

‘Again impossible. Surely you understand that a critic is totally unable to succeed at any other line of endeavor. If he had a trace of talent at anything, would he choose to be a critic?’

‘There is something to that,’ I said, rubbing my chin. ‘However,’ said Azazel, ‘let me think. There is a second person involved. A writer.’

‘Yes,’ I said, with sudden enthusiasm. ‘Could you manage to make her write something bland enough to avoid criticism?’

‘You know that’s impossible. Nothing is so bland, or, for that matter, so good, that a critic will refrain from tearing it to shreds. Where else lies the point of criticism? However—’

‘However,’ I said, tensely.

‘If I can’t change a critic and can’t change a writer, either by itself, I can change the two together. That is – I can turn the critic into a writer and the writer into a critic, by making use of the Law of Professional Conservation, and perhaps each one, having experienced the other side of the fence, so to speak, may then approach each other with newer eyes.’

‘Wonderful,’ I said. ‘I think you have the solution, O Master of the Infinite.’

About a week later, I went to see Lucius Hazeltine and, sure enough, the virus was working.

He heaved a sigh in my direction and said, ‘I have grown tired of being a critic, George. The social obloquy that meets me on all sides; the hatred; the scorn and contumely, wearies me. Even the keen ecstasy of finding new ways of being unfairly nasty and vile in my estimates of literature no longer makes up for it.’

‘But what will you do instead?’ I asked, anxiously. ‘I will be a writer.’

‘But, Lucius, you can’t write. You can stumble through critical invective, but that’s about all.’

‘I will write poetry. That’s easy.’ 

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course. You bung in a rhyme or two and count the feet and if it’s modern poetry, it doesn’t even have to make sense. For instance, here is a morceau I have just tossed off. I call it ‘The Vulture’. It goes:


‘He clasps the crag with crooked claws;

Close to the Sun without a pause,

Ringed with the azure world because

He watches for prey from mountain sides,

Then down like a thunderbolt he glides.’



I said, thoughtfully, ‘Lucius, that sounds derivative.’ 

‘Derivative? What do you mean?’

‘There’s a poem entitled ‘The Eagle’ that starts with “He clasps the crag with crooked hands.” ’

Hazeltine glared. ‘An eagle? With hands? Anyone knows an eagle doesn’t have hands. To be ignorant of so elementary a fact of natural history must make the poet a fool of no common size. Who wrote that poem you mention?’

‘It was Alfred, Lord Tennyson, actually.’

‘Never heard of him,’ said Hazeltine. (He undoubtedly never had, for, after all, he had been a literary critic.)

‘Let me read you some additional pieces,’ he said. He intoned:


‘Listen, my children, and you will find

That I’ll tell you a story, if you don’t mind,

About the Land of the Rising Sun

On the Seventh of December, forty-one,

Almost all who remember are over and done—’



I interrupted. ‘What do you call this one, Lucius? “The Daylight Snooze of Kimmel and Short”?’

He stared at me narrowly. ‘How did you know?’ 

‘A wild guess,’ I said.

He then went on to recite, ‘That’s my last mother-in-law painted on the wall—’, and ‘You know, we Yanks stormed Anzio, and on the trysting day—’

I had to stop him when he began what would clearly be a long, long ballad. It started:


‘It was an ancient sailing man

And he stoppeth one of five.

“If you don’t unhand me, graybeard loon,

You won’t be long alive.’’’



I staggered away. It wasn’t as bad as being a critic, but it wasn’t much better.

I went to see Ms Lissauer. I found her in her study, drooping sadly over a manuscript.

‘I don’t seem to be able to write any longer, George,’ she murmured softly. ‘The whole process no longer seems to grab me. My book Hang Me Up by My Intestines is doing well despite the cruel and vicious review of it by my beloved Lucius, but this new one palls. It is called Skin Me to the Bone, but I can’t seem to put my heart into the skinning.’

‘But what are you going to do instead, Agatha?’ I asked. 

‘I have decided to be a critic. I have sent in my curriculum vitae to the Critics Congregation, including documentary proof that I beat my aged grandmother and that I have stolen milk from babies on numerous occasions. I believe that will qualify me for the profession.’

‘I’m sure it will. And is it your intention to be a literary critic?’

‘Not quite. I am, after all, a writer, and what does any writer know about literature? No, indeed, I am going to be a poetry critic.’

‘Poetry?’

‘Of course. That’s easy. The pieces are usually short so you don’t get a headache reading them. And if they’re modern you don’t have to strain to understand them, because they’re not supposed to have meaning of any kind. Naturally, I shall find a post with Booksellers Weekly, which publishes anonymous reviews. I am certain I can really fulfill myself if no one ever finds out who said the nasty things I plan to say.’

‘But, Agatha, you probably have not heard of this, but your beloved Lucius is no longer a critic. He is writing poetry.’

‘Wonderful,’ said Lissauer. ‘I will review his books.’ 

‘Gently, I hope,’ I said.

She eyed me with loathing. ‘Are you mad? And be fired from my post by Booksellers Weekly? Never.’

I suppose you see the end.

Hazeltine’s book of poetry was published under the title of Fragrant Reminiscences and was reviewed anonymously by Ms Lissauer. This time it was Hazeltine who went about the livery stables, testing out horsewhips for the necessary springiness. He stormed the offices of Booksellers Weekly and before they could get in a squadron of police to remove him, he had found Ms Lissauer cowering in a corner.

‘Yes, yes,’ she said, ‘It was I who wrote the review.’

Hazeltine threw away his horsewhip and burst into tears. As they dragged him off, he said, ‘She well deserves a lashing but I could not bring myself to raise welts on that glorious skin.’

But it is still the same. Despite the changeover, they are still critic and writer and their love, which is as deep and as passionate as ever, must remain forever unfulfilled.

I had listened closely to the story and, when it was done, I said, ‘Let me get this straight, George. Lucius Lamar Hazeltine, who had been a literary critic, is still suffering, is he?’

‘He is suffering the agonies of the damned.’ 

‘Wonderful. And Agatha Dorothy Lissauer, who became a critic, is also still suffering, is she not?’

‘If anything, more than Hazeltine is.’ 

‘And they will continue to suffer forever?’ 

‘I am sure of it.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘no one can ever say that I am a vicious person or that I hold grudges. All who know me speak favorably of my sunny disposition and my ability to forgive and forget. But I do make some exceptions. George, for once you don’t have to ask me for anything. Here is twenty dollars. If Azazel has any use for Earthly money, give him half.’




It’s a Job

I had been noticing it all through dinner and by now I had decided it was unmistakable. George had an undeniable look of prosperity about him.

Not much, you understand. It was just that his jacket sleeve looked less frayed, his tie more neatly knotted, his cheeks a little pinker. It was no use actually trying to spot the individual changes that made up the impression. It was the impression as a whole.

Nothing in the world would make George look like anything but a deadbeat, but somehow today the beat seemed to have a wan spark of life in it.

‘George,’ I said, ‘you haven’t done something desperate like getting a job, have you?’

He winced, and took a quick sip of wine. Then he said to me haughtily, ‘Didn’t your mother ever tell you that there are some subjects that aren’t proper in civilized discourse? A j – a j—’

‘A job,’ I said, helping out.

‘I can say it,’ he answered with asperity. ‘I’m just too much of a decent human being to say it in connection with myself.’

‘Well, then, George, what accounts for your altogether unaccountable air of not being utterly and completely broke?’

‘Ah, I see. You are impressed by my devil-may-care impression of munificence. —Actually, I made a small investment that paid off rather handsomely.’

‘To the extent of your picking up the check that sooner or later will be handed to me?’

‘On the other hand,’ said George, ‘talking about jobs – I can recall the days when a friend of mine was dying for a job, and would, in fact, have given anything for a job, and couldn’t possibly keep one even when he had it.’

‘I said, George – are you munificent to the extent of your picking up—’

‘Why do you insist on interrupting me with aimless chatter when I’m trying to tell you the story of Vainamoinen Glitz?’

George always knows how to stop me cold. ‘Vainamoinen!’ I said. ‘What kind of name is Vainamoinen? You haven’t the faintest idea who Vainamoinen was!’

‘Of course I do. I’ve just told you. He was my friend, Vainamoinen Glitz. Everyone called him Van.’

‘But that’s ridiculous. There’s not a person outside Finland who could possibly be called Vainamoinen. Vainamoinen is the Finnish mythic hero; a musician; a magician; a demigod—’

‘My Vainamoinen was just a pleasant sort of nebbish, very good-looking the young ladies seemed to think, and as rich as the day was long. Actually, he was Vainamoinen Glitz III.’

‘You mean his father and grandfather—’

‘Yes, that’s the assumption. Maybe he had a faint trace of Choctaw blood in him. I think Vainamoinen is a Choctaw word meaning “brave warrior”. But, talking about Finnish, can we finish with this thing you seem to have over an ordinary Choctaw name, or Chickasaw, and let me go on with the story.’

I shrugged.

I see that you are eager [said George] so let me plunge into the story without any further ado.

I had known Van’s father well (his name being Vainamoinen Glitz, Jr.) 
and I had watched with pleasure as Van grew older. He had the pleasant upbringing of a young man in comfortable circumstances, since his father, having had the newsstand concession at the Pentagon, was naturally a multimillionaire.

Van was a daring young fellow, too, for I’ll never forget his disappointment at having the Vietnam War end just before he reached draftable age. He was looking forward with such excitement to entering the National Guard.

But it was not to be. He served his country, instead, by inspecting the various resort areas of our great nation, returning to the city every once in a while, for as he said, ‘All that lounging about is hard work, George, and it’s nice to get back to the occasional dinner with you.’

Things might have gone very well with him, for he was becoming one of the nation’s leading experts on beaches, nightclubs, theaters, and other important business establishments, and then he met Dulcinea Greenwich. Now don’t start gasping over the first name, old man. She told me that her father had once read a book called Don Quixote, but I think she was making that up, because you know and I know that no one would ever write a book with a silly name like that. It wouldn’t sell.

Van came to me all of a twitter. ‘George,’ he said, ‘I have met the most wonderful woman in all the world. She is dynamic. She is strong. She is intelligent.’

‘Intelligent?’ I said. I had seen him through a dozen mild love affairs and it had never seemed to me that his criterion for feminine excellence had been intelligence.

‘Well,’ he said, simpering, ‘she says she’s madly in love with me and if that’s not a sign of intelligence, George, what is?’

‘Van,’ I said, ‘when someone is as good-looking as you are, and as filthy rich, what’s not to love? That’s not a sign of intelligence, that’s just a sign that she’s not dead.’

‘No,’ said Van, ‘she’s not that kind of young woman and I think that cynicism does not become you. It so happens that the other young women who seemed to me to be attracted to my charm and insouciance all wanted to marry me and achieve large settlements and double-indemnity insurance policies. Remember?’

‘I remember.’

‘Well, Dulcinea doesn’t want anything.’

‘Not anything?’ I viewed that statement with the deepest suspicion.

‘Well, one thing.’ 

‘Aha.’

‘It’s not what you think. She wants me to get a job.’

I won’t deny the fact, old man, that I swallowed the wrong way when he said that and it took me some time before I could convince myself I wasn’t going to choke to death. Finally, everything stopped swimming before my eyes and I said in a ghastly whisper, ‘A job? Why does she want you to have a job?’

‘She thinks,’ said Van moodily, ‘that it will make a man of me.’

‘But you are a man. You are even,’ I said with a sense of awe, for I have always been impressed by those with the talent and cleverness to be born rich, ‘a wealthy man, and if anything defines a man more securely than pelf, lucre, and a thick wallet, I would like to know what it is.’

(I feel strongly about such things; old man, for though my circumstances have cast me into a certain shadow of poverty, I have the heart and soul of as rich a man as any in these United States.)

‘She says,’ said Van, ‘that I am charming and that she loves me dearly, but I’m an idle wastrel.’

‘Idle wastrel? With all the work you’ve been doing on the beaches and resorts?’

‘For some reason, she won’t count that. She wants me to have a nine-to-five job, however humble, and to hold it for no less than six weeks, thus proving myself to be a go-getter – to use her phrase.’

‘She must be sick.’

‘No, George. She is not. She is a creature of high ideals and she has my heart. I will simply get a job and show her that I can go-get as well as any go-getter in the world.’

‘What kind of a job are you thinking of, Van?’

Van shook his head. ‘There you have me, George. I have not been trained or educated for anything and I can only hope that some prospective employer will be satisfied with the fact that I know very little – even nothing.’ He smiled bravely, ‘I am, of course, an expert and certified beach inspector. Perhaps that will help. Good-bye, George, I’m off to the barricades.’

Poor Van. What followed thereafter was pitiful. Pitiful! If I were to give it to you in detail, old man, I could a tale unfold whose lightest word would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy—

(Please don’t recite along with me. Has someone been stealing my lines again? —Hamlet’s father? Never heard of him.)

In any case, he didn’t make it. I didn’t follow his case closely, of course, for I am a busy man with a million things to do constantly. The racing form alone – but I digress.

Occasionally, he would invite me to dinner and it was plain that he was sinking under the strain. His tan was fading and he admitted that his polo game was quite off. ‘When I tell you, George,’ he said, in a husky whisper, ‘that in the last month I have fallen off my polo pony twice you will know what I mean. Please don’t let it get round.’

‘But it must get round. Surely the other players would have noticed that you fell off?’

‘Polo players never talk about
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