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Peter made them all go outside. After kneeling down, he prayed, turned to the body, and said, “Tabitha, get up!”

—Acts 9.40, The Bible, International Standard Version

I have been to lots of parties

and acted perfectly disgraceful

but I never actually collapsed

oh Lana Turner we love you get up

“Poem [“Lana Turner Has Collapsed!”]—Frank O’Hara


TABITHA, GET UP


Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Acknowledgments


MESSAGE TO PUBLISHER

Dear Rosamund,

I know every woman looks better after a divorce, but you looked PHENOMENAL in that photograph above that article about some awful charity event in The Post. I recognized you instantly, what with the light emanating from your face in a way that lets everyone know your wealth isn’t only inherited!

Rosamund, I must say: the orchids you keep in your apartment are so drop dead gorgeous anyone would want to abduct them. It’s like they’re skinned from some rare being from a planet where cow’s milk sits up and talks. I mean, those orchids—they bellow that you have refined taste.

Well, enough flattery. You know me well enough to know that money is an issue.

And so this is a direct request. I won’t mention an amount because I don’t want to sound mercenary, and I’m sorry that the best work I’ve ever done, Annie: Her Life Story, never quite hit the best-seller ranks, even (especially) among my relatives. Yes, please forget that. Because opportunity has just now reared its head. Its two heads.

So here is what’s happening. The actor Brent Vintner is in Midlothian! Brent Vintner: so good looking they should bottle that man and spray him on belligerent people as a form of crowd control. And Piper Fields—the children’s book author who on the side writes filthy novels—she too is in Midlothian! (I’ve already read part of the opening of one of her smutty novels. Ritualized ceremonies, melted candle wax, incense. If I didn’t know better I’d think it was written by a priest.)

What I’ve learned from Alyse at the bake shop (where she studies credit card receipts for big fun and eavesdrops better than I do) is that both Brent Vintner and Piper Fields may be here for months. Which is convenient for my purposes. By my writing their biographies—two tell-all or tell-it-to-me biographies, unputdownable, bursting with juicy bits—we’re poised to do some business. And I am herewith making a commitment to take scrupulous and cleverly labeled notes to keep myself, so to speak, on the ball.

At any rate, please let me know how the advance can be made more attractive to me.

Sending love and not using those little x’s and o’s.

NOTE TO SELF

Good going! Established tone of authority. Emailing with tone of authority should guarantee advance. Besides, those short celebrity profiles I wrote caused problems, which means some people actually read them. Unfortunately, I’m no longer allowed to conduct interviews with any entertainer at the Empireum. Still, it’s undeniable that I have a gift for ferreting out embarrassing information. In those celebrity profiles I got some good material about the two most shame-producing aspects of those minor celebrities’ lives: finances and parenting.

I’m sure that becoming a publisher was only supposed to be a half-way entertaining hobby for Rosamund to complain about. Yet I do believe she might give me an advance because 1) she is not at all risk-averse, 2) there’s something complicated going on with her taxes, 3) she owes my mother an emotional debt, and 4) she has a bet with her ex-husband concerning me.

NOTE TO REMIND SELF: DO NOT DO THE FOLLOWING AGAIN

So how do I gain access to Brent Vintner? His agent. Normally I wouldn’t go through an agent, but in this case maybe I’ll win her favor and be allowed on set. Additional access. An introduction to Brent Vintner would be nice, of course.

I do my research. Brent Vintner’s agent likes large dogs—obvious from Facebook. I change my profile picture to a Labrador and friend-request her. No luck. Still, her privacy settings are really not smart. She’s practically begging for identity theft, and therefore when I call her office I know a few things: she knits, grows vegetables, and hand cranks an apple contraption to make unpasteurized cider.

My first mistake: identifying myself. Conversation moves in the following direction:

Me: I write celebrity profiles and I would like to write a full-scale biography of Brent Vintner.

Agent X: Don’t ever call this office again.

Me: Do you want me to use your home number? I can tap it in right now.

Agent X: No, I mean, don’t ever contact Brent or me. The work you’ve done—irresponsible. You’re irresponsible. You have a really gaudy imagination, I’ll say that.

Me: Gaudy imagination? I like that. Can I quote that? A gaudy imagination. That’s interesting. Really. You read my profiles? I didn’t know you had a clipping service.

Agent X: The last time I checked there’s such a thing as the internet.

Me: Yeah, but those were really tiny local outlets I wrote for. I don’t even know if they have websites. Or no, I think they pulled the stories.

Agent X: I’m going to make sure you never talk to Brent or anyone who works with him or anyone else who has anything to do with anyone who means anything to anyone . . .

Me: That’s so ambitious of you! You’re incredibly ambitious. I identify with that. Where did you learn to be so tenacious?

[Note to self: I am lowering myself too much. Because, note to self, I am being lazy.]

Agent X: [deliberate silence . . . five seconds and counting]

Me: I’m going to have to tell Brent Vinter you denied me access right at the point when I could help his career—and your career.

[Note to self: Hang up. Hang up. Hang up.]

Agent X: I know women like you. Trolls, loud mouthed, pushy women who think that they can just write anything, indulge in any fantasy.

Me: I want to give an honest account. I’m a biographer, not a writer.

Agent X: How can you not be a writer if you’re a biographer?

Me: It isn’t the same thing.

Agent X: [Deliberate silence]

Me: As a biographer I’m ferreting out truth, outlining a life until the contours are visible. It never feels like writing to me. I’m not inventing anything. I’m releasing a life, clarifying a life. I’m more like a painter or a photographer than a writer. I hardly even work in—in—words.

Agent X: I’m hanging up now.

Me: Do you have to? Do you have any more questions for me? I’d love to answer them. It’s really a pleasure to talk with you. I hope you’ll reconsider. Hello? Hello?

MESSAGE TO PUBLISHER

Dear Rosamund,

I’m already making excellent progress! These progress reports you’re requiring me to write should hardly seem necessary, especially now that you’ve agreed to the advance. After all, I’m a person of my word.

I’ve spoken with Brent Vintner’s agent, and she was full of questions for me. I felt like the tables were turned and she wanted to write my biography before I even met Brent. Not that I’m on a first name basis with him—not that we’ve met. Obviously I have to do more research first. My methods, I’ve never revealed them, but I will give you a taste—you’ve heard of the photographer Clarice Bearbuereton? Truly exceptional portraits. Before she met her subjects she walked the streets they walked, learned from waiters what their favorite liqueurs were, stalked around the gymnasium they frequented in high school . . . I don’t mean to suggest that I need elaborate preparations. But I do want to say that the preparations I’ll make eventually will save much time at the other end of the project and will cause the biography of Brent Vintner to give off a luster, like a masterpiece glimmering with hints of autumnal burnt gold hues.

EMAIL MESSAGE FROM PUBLISHER

Tabitha,

You are shitting me.

I don’t know why I let you convince me to bankroll you. What about Piper Fields? Start with her. Forget Vintner. His agent isn’t going to let you get within ten feet of him. Piper Fields is only a children’s book author and a novelist—she could use some positive publicity. Those trashy novels of hers bit into her kiddie book sales. Try her.

Dear Rosamund,

I understand entirely. I’ll try Piper Fields soon. The biography should write itself.

MY LIFE IS NOT A JOURNEY

An ad just came up on my laptop for a book with the awful title: Chart Your Life’s Journey Now. Why am I selected for such an ad? Hate when people refer to their “life’s journey.” Like journey has destination. Other than death, where does journey lead? Also, like journey is planned. Like we booked the flight and now are innocent travelers. Not true. Some of us are going nowhere or endlessly traveling back to where we started!

Job listings. What’s needed locally: warehouse associate, forklift driver, more warehouse pickers. I have survived in Midlothian on advances for the biographies and profiles I wrote or attempted to write, but mostly, to be honest, I have survived on part-time jobs. Waitressing. Stocking or clerking at two grocery stores. I can’t go back to those places. I have a reputation, unfortunately. Must, however, finance my own life while trying to write biographies.

Must not be frantic. Must slow down.

No need to remember all my mistakes, those worthless memory spikes. Best not to look backward, into the past. Why shouldn’t I try to avoid my own pain by writing about the pain in strangers’ lives?

And yet: there’s so much I don’t need to forget—although sometimes at night I writhe around from memories. Oh how could I have done what I did—the instances are legion! Like the time I wore a fringed vest and was so proud—feeling beautiful!—and then found out later . . . must stop. The embarrassment still burns. Could use some additional forgetfulness.

Must focus on the future: I will find a way to write both biographies pitched to Rosamund. Will regain sense of meaning once I’ve begun. After all, writing about other lives gives life meaning. I don’t know why everyone in the world isn’t writing a biography about somebody else. So many people are interesting, and how else are you going to get them to talk to you unless you give them an excuse?

AN UNEXPECTED VOICE MAIL

“Tabitha! I have a question. What sort of outfit should I wear to Corinne’s wedding? I know it’s months away, but she already sent one of those hectoring Save the Date cards. Now I feel like I should make plans. At least I’ve already settled on a wedding gift—a six-pack of my homemade candles, vanilla scented. I plan to sprinkle dried petals in the wax, so save all your dead flowers for me, okay? The wedding’s not until October which means I’ve got time to figure this out. I don’t want to wear something that shouts ‘Autumn!’ Nothing too pumpkin-y. Or dark gray and red—nothing that shouts Thanksgiving turkey gobbler. Oh my god, what am I doing? I don’t know why I’m asking you, of all people, what I should wear. I hope I’ll never again see you in that atrocious yellow dress—the one you wore to the Pick a Wick Charity Ball when you had eye trouble and had to wear a patch. You looked like Big Bird’s diabolical sister. And that navy blue outfit from the last time I saw you at Avery’s—everyone thought you were a crooked river boat captain.

“Anyway, start saving your dead flowers. The way you are with flowers—you’re worse than a funeral parlor. By the way, isn’t this great? I found out how to send messages directly to voice mail. Your phone won’t even ring. This way we can save time—no unnecessary blabbing! That’s what your brother always used to say! No unnecessary blabbing!”

My brother is my mother’s favorite person in the world—even though he never visits or calls and decamped down to Florida three decades ago. It’s his wife, Gaia (her preferred name—she used to be Ginger), who keeps in sporadic contact, sending self-help books to me. Last month I got a package with a note: “Thinking you’ll love these, Tabby.” Inside: two second-hand paperbacks: You Ain’t Done Yet and You Need a Dog. She has had much to bear: placating my silent, brooding brother who avoids our mother when, really, our mother, in her late eighties, is navigating a life he can’t comprehend. As she likes to say, it’s a miracle women of her generation, given the crap they had to put up with, didn’t all scoot around like lemmings and jump off cliffs.

NOTES TOWARD A BIOGRAPHY OF PIPER FIELDS

Settling down now after getting that voice mail from my mother.

Reconsidering Rosamund’s email—of course Rosamund thinks I’ll have better luck with Piper Fields. Because Rosamund thinks another woman might have mercy on me. She assumes that because Piper Fields writes for both children and frustrated adults I’ll understand her more readily than I will an actor whose face has emblazoned the sides of buses. No, Rosamund thinks Piper Fields is a safer bet, on multiple fronts. And yet—I wonder.

Oh no, the man in the apartment on the first floor is doing this weird thing where he makes music by pushing air with his mouth through a garden hose.

Back to work.

Hard to verify anything on the internet. Photographs of Piper Fields aren’t all that helpful. She never looks the same in any photograph. Fierce makeup. Changes of hair color and hair length. Still, even though she never looks the same, she gives the impression that she must be pretty all the time. Even “drop the suitcases beautiful.” Decades ago when my mother was in Boston on a historical tour a man caught sight of her and dropped two suitcases. I want to find my mother’s story charming, except it’s been used against me too often. As a child I was always confused by her references to beauty. She once called me “drop the toothpick beautiful” when I was thirteen. My mother let me know that her metaphor had to do with how much the object weighs. As if I didn’t already know what I looked like. And I didn’t.

Piper Fields’s books for children put children to sleep: that’s their function. Beleaguered, exhausted parents read her books to their children and in minutes each child’s head is nodding, unconscious—you couldn’t do a better job with a brick.

Three years ago her former agent (a duplicitous man who wrote his own memoir) divulged that, although Piper Fields was the author of children’s books, she was also (under the name Bunny Swift) the author of erotic novels. Once the cat (Bunny Swift) was out of the bag, Piper Fields published all her books under her own name. A stir was created. Comparisons to Beatrix Potter, but like Beatrix Potter bit heads off bunnies. New York Magazine called her “Mary Poppins Porno.” Okay by me. I’ve always found Mary Poppins unsettling, perhaps because my mother complained about the movie itself as Very Disturbing. Especially the Dick Van Dyke character. My mother said, when I was a small child, “Don’t watch that man. If you cut off all six of a Daddy Long Leg spider’s legs, and left two of them, that would be that man.”

What I need: to discover more controversy regarding Piper Fields. Fresh controversy. Or something at least minimally interesting. After I make contact, I’m hoping Piper Fields will let her guard down and tell me about her inspiration for the dirty books she writes for so-called adults and why she writes them. The ones with the subtly depicted orgies. I can’t help but think of that headline from three years ago. They called her “The Cock Whisperer.” Right in the New York Times too. Anyway, they got away with it because she’d just published that kiddie book about the shy rooster.

THE END OF THE WORLD

Let us go then you and I when the evening is not exactly spread against the sky but more like smudged, let us go then—and maybe by myself—let us go then to that little bar where I can sit in a booth and not be noticed and drink a Peppered Snog, which is lovely and has an orange peel that’s on fire, so much so that I’d never dare to light one like that at home! And the bartender, Leon, is my nephew and so I’m safe there! And welcome like a blousy old aunt who tips very well despite the fact that her advance is just about whittled away already!

I feel proprietary pride. I helped Leon name his bar. We spent much of an entire night considering names. Eggs & Pudding (No, Leon said, people will expect eggs, and pudding), Pearls & Swine (No, Leon cried, people will expect pearls), Doin’ It To Ya (suggestion by Leon’s old blister pack of a buddy from high school, obviously no), Pops on Top (too Seussy), I Give Up (one of our top choices), DrinksALot (too clever, Leon said—but there could be a Camelot tie in, with round tables?), Leon’s (too solipsistic).

When it got to be 3 a.m. Leon looked out at the night sky from my balcony and said, “Let’s go with the next words we hear.” Fifteen minutes later, a man yelled, “Fuck you to the end of the world, you bitch.” Once we made sure the guy he was yelling at was okay, we went with it: The End of the World—after we argued about naming the bar The World Bitch, which would be preferable, but Leon . . .

What would I do without Leon? As my mother likes to remind everyone, she had me twenty years after she had my brother. My brother and Gaia got married when they were both still teenagers and had Leon a year before I was born. I suppose my nephew and I both benefited from being inseparable when we were growing up, and from the fact that we lived like feral dogs, wandering the neighborhood unless Mattie, my father’s mother, caught us and brought us over to her place and fed us and turned the garden hose on us and brushed the burrs out of our hair. I like to think that Leon and I knew how to thrive on neglect, like certain shrubs.

Of course I love my brother, but I think of my nephew Leon as more like a brother than my own brother. There’s not a human being I’m closer to than Leon which, I’m sure he’d say, is pretty sad, but there you have it.

All the sparks in Leon flare regularly, and as a result he may be tending bar for a very long time, and that was another reason for naming his bar The End of the World—in hopes he’d live as long as the world—at least those were my hopes, unvoiced. Last August as soon as Leon turned fifty-one he said he felt so much younger than when he turned fifty. After you hit thirty, it’s the years that sit on the decade marker that make you feel dried up no matter how old you are. The thing is, Leon looks younger than me although he’s a year older. You’d think Leon would have more wear and tear on his body and soul because of his first divorce after seven years with a woman who didn’t appreciate his sense of humor. Rochelle complained that he was too footloose, too silly. She thought of herself as a serious, sensible person. A confirmed atheist, which in her case meant unwavering allegiance to articles of faith and ritualistic confrontations in which she could strong arm those of less traditional faiths.

Rochelle claimed that Leon willfully misunderstood her, that it was a family trait. (She said this in my stunned presence—I really couldn’t figure out what she meant.) The entire marriage was misbegotten, in part because she kept using confusing atheistic logic on Leon. She might as well have argued with a leprechaun. Why he remarried her after their first divorce I’ll never know.

Divorce isn’t cheap either. Rochelle’s long shadow casts itself over his life too often, especially after the first time he divorced her. I can’t imagine it’s any easier now that he’s divorcing her again.

Poor Leon. But it’s not the end of the world, he likes to say. Speaking of The End of the World, while we were still debating what to name the bar we spent time thinking about what people would do during the end time. We settled on the most likely three choices: praying, holding loved ones close, and drinking to numb the pain. You can do all three simultaneously at a bar. And the name stuck.

So much to admire about The End of the World: the barn doors for tables, the dim lighting, the booths that allow for privacy, the small scattering of tables, the restrooms modeled after farmyard milk stalls, the long shining mahogany bar, and the lit up mirror casting bright liquidy horror film light over tiers of bottles. That was another name Leon was considering for the bar: Liquid Tears or Liqueur tears or Lick Your Tears.

I was taking notes—little things that struck me, notes to self, you know, all of which require immense concentration, and that might have been why I startled when the woman’s voice broke my focus. In the bar there’s a juke box and an old mini grand piano that my nephew got for free by taking it off someone’s hands, and that woman was wriggling atop the piano and growling.

Why don’t you ever see men doing that? From a corner, from a rounded booth near a partition, chortles emanated. That’s not a word—chortles—I’ve ever before used. But these were nothing less than chortles. Enraging sounds—those deep in the throat sounds, huffing. Choking laughs, aggressive.

The people laughing—it sounded like a group of maybe three men—were enjoying the woman’s humiliation, for there she was, winding herself around like a python in a parody of frustrated sexual desire. Which is something I actually know something about. Honestly, that woman reminded me of what it’s like to wipe off a sticky table with a dishrag when you’re ready to fall asleep. That was the way her bottom half was making the rounds on that old piano while the song playing was like Frank Sinatra light. Like someone was trying to be Frank Sinatra but never had a bad day in his young unblemished life. And to the sound of this lightweight ballad the woman in her low-slung black dress was rear-end mopping the piano, which I knew for a fact hadn’t been tuned in years.

It is a terrible thing to see anyone humiliating themselves, especially another woman. As a gender, haven’t we been embarrassed enough, made to see ourselves as others see us too often? We’ve been shamed forever—seeing humiliation close up, it seems like overkill.

The woman gyrating was one of those people who inflates her own sense of attractiveness. I love people like that and sometimes I’ve been one of those people, and why not? She was singing-moaning words that I couldn’t make out, and the chortles from the back booth grew louder and more guttural and I couldn’t help myself. I sprang up and marched to the chortlers.

“That woman,” I said, pointing to the woman on the piano who was ignoring me, her eyes closed, so involved was she in the activity of sponging around on the piano—I said, “That woman is doing something none of you have the guts to do. She’s enjoying the music. She’s moving herself around to enjoy the music.” I turned to make sure she wasn’t paying attention. “I know it looks like she’s crying for attention—and she is—but she’s a human being with a human soul and she doesn’t deserve to be laughed at. Look at you! Just look at you.” I wanted to insult them—because it felt good to be enraged and virtuous—and then I looked at them.

The one nearest me, shading his eyes as if staring into the sun, was beautiful. More than beautiful. An oasis to anyone dying of thirst. I could only see his chin and the really sweet tips of his ears, but I knew beauty. And then he pulled his hand away from his face.

I heard the rush of wings behind me. It was the piano woman, her dress swishing, wedging herself right up next to me. She leaned over toward a bald, dark-eyed man and kissed him and said, “Darling, how’d you like it?”

And the man she kissed said, “You’re adorable.” He looked at me, glowering.

The woman turned. “And you are?” she said.

MESSAGE TO PUBLISHER

Dear Rosamund,

You know how you wanted me to work only on Piper Fields? To gain her trust and convince her to allow me to be her biographer? Or should I say, I myself wanted her to realize how lucky she’d be if I were her biographer? Well, shove that possibility aside because, by lucky accident, I met Brent Vintner in the most casual and friendly way. In, of all places, my nephew’s bar.

Brent Vintner was there with some of his friends (movie types here in Midlothian “shooting”—movie lingo) and he invited me to join him. Just like that. He saw, he conquered. I don’t pretend of course that it was a matter of hearts beating—I’m at least fifteen years older than the dear child—but it was a case of Brent Vintner recognizing that I’m a person of interest. At any rate, he insisted that I join him at the table with his friends and then proceeded to feed me like I was a wee bird. French fries.

A funny thing . . . The woman who was at Brent Vintner’s booth had been doing a bit of improv on top of my nephew’s piano, wriggling upon the broken down instrument like she was destroying enemies. I didn’t even realize who she was. I’ve seen her in at least three movies. My god, in real life she looks completely different. Smaller. Insect-like. Scorched. You know how the features of famous people are often a little off, too large or too small for their heads? Maybe allowing them to fluidly express emotion by moving parts of their face around? Not that my features aren’t more than a little “off,” but good god it just shows you what kind of fantasy world we all live in—she does not look like herself, is all I’m saying. But Brent Vintner—this is the miracle, the stupefying fact: he looks better than he looks onscreen.

Nothing can capture it. Maybe it’s his smell. You can’t capture that in a movie, try as any director might. He smells wonderful. Not like cologne. No, like an alpine breeze in a meadow where streams straggle down rocky cliffs and the wind blows the fragrance of never discovered snow blossoms.

Rosamund, aren’t you glad you’re going to send me another advance? An advance on the advance, because in this tiny town coincidentally two people I’m going to immortalize are here for possibly months and already will become deeply invested in my well-being.

It may not seem like work—what I’m doing, but believe me it’s like my nervous system is being power washed.

No need to send the advance immediately but soon. Soon is best.

NOTE TO SELF

Am I going too far with this made-up scenario? As if Brent Vintner would ever feed a middle-aged woman French fries. Unless it was his terminally ill mother and even then I’m doubtful.

But he did put his hand to his mouth in the universal sign that means “Stop Talking” when A. F. whipped over to the table, her hair in her eyes, her tiny cat body already drooping as she slid into the booth with the men, laughing, delighted by herself, gulping herself down.

Humiliation. I had been embarrassed for A. F. before I knew she was A. F. and when I thought she needed me and that I was her warrior.

I slunk away after she came to the table. It is humiliating to act righteous when no one is doing anything wrong. It smacks of the Inquisition.

ATTEMPTING TO CALM DOWN BY WATCHING LES DIABOLIQUES

Alone in my apartment, I watch Les Diaboliques, even though it takes me half an hour to get the English subtitles to work. The movie is about a wife with a heart condition, her husband, and the husband’s mistress (hateful word) played by Simone Signoret. The two women form a bond and agree to drown the husband in a bathtub. Friendship! Next they drive back to the hideous boys’ school where they work and dump the body in the swimming pool.

That gruesome swimming pool is covered with algae. It reminds me of what people always say about marriage—you can’t know what’s going on below the surface. Like there should be a dead body underneath the floating rot in every marriage.

Back to the movie. Those women went to so much trouble! Soon, the odious husband’s body disappears from the swimming pool. At any rate (spoiler alert) the mistress (hateful word—can’t say that enough) turns out to be in league with the husband, and they’re attempting in a very convoluted and ham-handed manner to make the wife die of a heart attack. Eventually, when the husband rises from a bathtub wearing white rubber discs over his eyes so that he can delude his terrified wife into thinking he’s a corpse, she actually does die.

Depressing. Nevertheless, after the movie ends, I find myself gathering strength, readying myself for the battle that is my life. After all, I would not have been fooled like the poor wife in Les Diaboliques. If my late ex-husband rose up from the bathtub after being apparently dead I would not have been shocked. I would only have been surprised that he rose out of a bathtub and not a shower.

STRATEGIES

Could not sleep after watching Les Diaboliques and so just gave up and read a dystopian novel (absorbing survivalist ideas) until dawn. Feeling restless, not frantic after sleepless night.

Must take a walk. Walking is soothing?

Seven a.m. and shops are closed. The lonely hour. The Health Food Emporium—it looks like it’s probably still in business despite those tainted muscle milks. And up ahead: the produce market. That market has always seemed like a front for local organized crime, which is basically disorganized crime or no one would tolerate it. And there’s the Cliftdale Foundation where Leon got fired because he wouldn’t peach on that idiot who meddled with the toilet tank. Leon: too loyal for his own good.

If Bosomy Bouquets were open I’d make my way down the steps to ogle the blossoms. I pass two tattoo parlors and Walker’s, a restaurant where I used to work until I quit in protest when the cook insisted he didn’t need—ever—to wash his left hand, and also because he always came to work with a giant scab on his forehead and wouldn’t listen when I made first-aid suggestions.

Soon I’m outside the State Farm insurance office. I used to meet in the back room with an environmental group. It wasn’t much of a group: just Leon and me and Furshenker. Heady days. We called ourselves, for clarity’s sake, Clean Water! We were exceptionally serious and did improve local water quality even though going to town council meetings left us dredged with the breadcrumbs of boredom.

Furshenker—that name sounds like a primitive tool for skinning an animal. The funny thing: he was an amateur taxidermist. For a while he was in trouble because the police thought he murdered someone. And then it turned out that he did, but it was later and in another state. I wonder if Furshenker’s out of prison. Maybe I could write about him?

Up ahead, Tappity Doo Dah, closed so early in the day. The parking lot is empty except for one car—the one car that always seems to be in every otherwise empty parking lot. Tappity Doo Dah—the name of that bar promises too much. As if a good time could ever be had by all. No wonder the awning droops. It takes so much energy to please people. I’ve only been inside the place once—I never returned, out of loyalty to The End of the World. At Tappity Doo Dah I encountered what you might call a “body wall” in every direction—that’s how popular the place is. Brightly colored neon tubing overhead, poundingly unrecognizable music, and the general spore-like diffusion of wiggly sex chemicals.

That place is designed for a sensation-seeking clientele, for fleeting, superficial experiences. Maybe Tappity Doo Dah’s customers, after a night of intense pheromone dispersal, ought to walk to The End of the World, calm themselves down and steep.

The End of the World has depth. Depth! I want to shout as I turn away from Tappity Doo Dah. And intimacy! Being inside The End of the World—it’s like floating inside a glass of whiskey: golden brown, warming, where everything you see is distorted. If you spend time at The End of the World you feel righteously stained.

Must focus. Must remind self: this is my own life, no one else’s. Yet—to be a biographer may mean I’m subsuming my own life, as Leon’s friend Clover says?

Such a shaky business.

Must remember dignity of profession. Search for truth online, and in person, and in printed materials. Fulfill my life-long aspiration: to be someone others will tell their stories to, to be a biographer, which means to understand how others make their lives their own.

To do so I must be alert to the following:

People lie about themselves.

People may not even be aware that they lie about themselves.

Denial creates all-encompassing fog.

It is difficult for anyone to see themselves. I must see for them.

A feeling-full, well-practiced imagination may come closer to the truth than facts.

Memories of “facts” are dubious, subject to distortion.

Why clip coupons and then forget them when paying at grocery store—death wish?

Am I emotionally ready to check bank balance?

Why is it that, after you’re no longer related by marriage, you are contacted by former in-law?

Cannot eat meat—ethical issues—yet remember how fortifying bacon can be.

Why “rescue” two cats unless unconsciously aiming to pressure self to remain viable as living organism out of sense of obligation?

Remember: observe your surroundings.

Look for an angle when engaging in research. Or at least a corner.

AN EXPECTED VOICE MAIL FROM MY MOTHER

“Tabitha, have you made a living will and a regular will? It’s very important, I’m told. What I’m thinking: you know that golden pony on your shelf? I always liked that pony, and I hope when you make your will you think about who it’s going to. I would take very good care of it! I know that little pony came from your dear departed father’s departed mother. You don’t want it just ending up anywhere. Please think seriously about this!”

MORE STRATEGIES

Tell Leon he gets $25 every time he calls and/or texts to let me know that Brent Vintner is at The End of the World. Assuming Brent Vintner will return. $25 every single time. No exceptions. Will bill each $25 as “expense.” Which it is. Plus, Leon really needs the money. Plus, must not spend all my resources on Piper Fields.

RESEARCH—WORTHWHILE “FACTS” REGARDING BRENT VINTNER

Internet reveals:

He likes the color green! (Must wear green when interviewing him—gain advantage.)

He used to make ice cones as a child and sold them!

Worked summer stock—Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, repeatedly. Very unfortunate. Production amounts to advertisement in favor of serial kidnappings and evident rape. Really crazy patriarchal stuff that reveals basic fabric of society. He played one of the brothers—none can be told apart from the others. Sociopaths.

Best known as male companion of central star (G. G.) in What About Ducks? In recent years works in low budget indie productions. Apparently to gain respect. Possibly sympathy too. Played Hamlet in college—entire production in large water bed onstage. Production panned in merciless college newspaper as “Hamlet: Bed Wetter.”

All reports refer to solid, well-intentioned parents. Myth?

MESSAGE FROM PUBLISHER

Tabitha—

Are you working on the biography about Piper Fields? Didn’t I ask you to try Piper Fields FIRST?

MESSAGE TO PUBLISHER

Rosamund—

I have been stalking her. Have not forgotten. In fact, I now know where she goes for breakfast.

Have faith, Rosamund. I am killing two birds with one stone.

PIPER FIELDS: MAKING CONTACT: STONE CANOE CAFE

No one looks like their author photos. I don’t know what they use on those things—some sort of filter that turns human flesh into misty cloud spume and star sprinkles.

I only know what Piper Fields looks like because of Alyse at the bakery. Alyse, who has small children and relies on Piper Fields’s books to get them to sleep—she recognized the name on the credit card. She had to describe Piper Fields to me because the woman never looks the same way twice in online photographs. Alyse said I’ll recognize Piper Fields because she’s pretty and has a “blurry face.”

I didn’t think Alyse was being helpful until on Wichita Street I saw a woman who exactly matched Alyse’s description. Pretty with a blurry face. Someone who looked like she was in disguise by not being in one of her usual disguises. I stared long and hard. She didn’t appear to notice, like she was used to being stared at. Which was further evidence she was Piper Fields.

I’ve become a regular now, waiting for Piper Fields each day. Delighted to discover that she’s here at ten nearly every morning. One waffle for her, on the side one scrambled egg. A cup of tea. She eats like she’s at a four-year-old’s imaginary tea party. Yet there’s something animal-like about her. Animal-like in the manner of an extinct animal. How she writes those orgiastic novels, I don’t know. She can hardly manipulate a waffle.

What is the key to this woman? A hybrid person, pleasing both children and the most terrifying category of adults. Is she a house divided against herself although she can, evidently, stand? Is her personality the result of an overly reclusive upbringing or a too indulgent one? Cult or commune? Does she inhabit an imaginary world because she’s uncomfortable in her own body and thinks of herself as stuck in a plaster flesh cast?

My plan: make humorous remarks to her from my table. Eventually she’ll reveal that she writes children’s books and I’ll ask her to tell me about them. No, rethink. Do not want to snooze.

She is examining her waffle like it’s a chessboard and she’s remembering losing a match. Has anyone ever eaten a waffle square by square? And the little silver pitcher of maple syrup. She’s now pouring the tiniest stream, like a fairy wets its lips on top of the waffle and she has to direct the stream into its pinprick mouth.

She lifts her right eyebrow. A perfect eyebrow, like it was painted by an old Dutch master. I think of the sculptures of Dutch heads in my apartment. Stupid impulse purchase.

The waiter whips over to me because there are only two customers in the place and I always tip beyond my means. I’ve waited tables enough to know how treacherous the job is, how poorly remunerated, how everything can fly up in your face—like blood. That happened once when I cut my hand on a steak knife and had to give the customer his meal free even though he devoured the steak, soaked up the blood with the entire contents of the bread basket, and as an insult tipped me a nickel with gum on it.

I order a Mid-Loaf-Ian: fried banana bread. Also eggs over hard. I make the gesture of flatness with my palm to emphasize “over hard.” And then, as insurance, I say “please don’t let the yolks be runny.” Because a runny yolk destroys all serenity. And coffee of course. Like the kind cowboys make on the range, the kind that burns through the kettle.

Today: a bit of a shock. She looks up, smiles, nods. Recognizes me as a regular? Knows me by reputation?

The cafe door slaps open. In the entrance: a bearded man, immense, in a red flannel shirt—plaid. Paul Bunyan. I wonder: Did Piper Fields conjure him? Is he a character from one of her children’s books? A giant logger who defends those winsome rabbits she writes about? Flannel in early April suggests the wearer is reluctant to accept the tender warmth of spring. Clutching a bag patterned with tiny donuts and the word Alyse’s in gold scroll, he struts to a table, angles his chair to face Piper Fields.

With a hand flap, the man in flannel dismisses the waiter and inches his chair closer to Piper Fields’s table. Ears lowered, he’s hunched, sucking in his breath like someone who will, at any moment, lunge. He leans forward, his hands holding up his chin, elbows on thighs. No intention of hiding his interest, assuming it’s his right to observe this tiny woman. I mean, I’ve been observing her, but subtly. His attention amounts to a threat, to shoving her with his eyes.

Time is slowing, as if what is happening is occurring in the past.

Piper Fields’s fork hovers in midair.

I do what anyone with half a brain would do. I stand, launch myself at the man in flannel and shout, “Out! Out! Out! Out!”

He rises, stumbles backward, rushes to the door. I follow, shaking my fist. The man is fast—zigzagging down the sidewalk.

When I come back inside, Piper Fields is standing beside my table, her eyes watery.

“Thank you,” she says.

“Who was he?” I ask, desperate to know. “Tell me everything.” I can’t believe my luck. Here she is: the subject of my biography, although she has no idea she is the subject of my biography. She owes me so much. It takes effort not to reach out and clasp her hand.

“You’ve had a shock,” I say.

She laughs—small white teeth. Like teeth in a children’s book. I have never met anyone so ruined by their profession. “Oh, every day’s a shock,” she says. “You shoved that man right out of here. He’s a thousand times bigger than you are and you did that.”

Hot-faced, I want to hear more. “Really? I mean, he was big. That’s true. He smelled like vomit. I have no fear of vomit. I’m a cat owner. Tell me, who was he?”

She looks behind herself. We are almost alone. Just a waiter with a mop by the door. “Do you need help?” I call over to the waiter. Startled, he looks away.

Piper introduces herself, assuming that I don’t know who she is. I point to the chair at my table. She sits down on the chair’s edge, obviously not intending to stay.

I try again. “Do you know that man who—?”

“I have no idea who he is.” Her eyes look incredibly moist.

And then I confess. “I actually know who you are. You’re a children’s book writer. You put children to sleep.”

“You’re right. The books bore children to sleep. This is the story I usually tell about it: I started babysitting when I was fifteen. It was a way to survive, learning how to get children to sleep so I could rummage through their parent’s refrigerators.”

“Did you find many sex toys?”

She tilts her head.

“I don’t mean in the refrigerator,” I say. “I just mean, you know, nosing around in the parents’ houses.”

“It’s funny that you said that because once I did find something that resembled a sex toy in a refrigerator. It whirred.”

I want to change the subject to something more relevant to the biography I plan to write. I ask, “What is your creative process like?”

“Seriously. You actually want to know?”

“I’m deliriously interested.”

“I really can’t tell you what my creative process is like.”

“Is it—a secret sauce?”

“Very secret sauce. So secret I don’t even know how any of those books get written.”

I think I understand. “You feel like after you write something it’s erased from your memory? You’ve exorcised the demon that possessed you?”

“We’re talking about the children’s books or—”

“Any of your books,” I say, encouragingly, hoping I don’t sound like I’m interviewing her, although I obviously am.

“I can guarantee that my demons haven’t been exorcised,” she says.

Sensing that I might be annoying her already, I ask a simpler question. “What attracted you to Midlothian?”

“There’s someone I need to meet with occasionally who doesn’t live very far from here. Besides, Midlothian’s a nice, quiet town where no one—I thought until this morning—would bother me.”

“Good for writing, I imagine.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“What do you mean?”

She looked away. “I’m having a bit of a—block.”

I find myself really liking this woman—so ready to reveal her vulnerabilities. I feel less alone, I can admit that!

She looks over at the table she abandoned. “Well, I guess we’re both safe. I can go back and rescue my waffle.”

She smiles sweetly. I’m almost rendered helpless before I say, “Oh bring that monster over here. I’d love it if you stayed. We can ask for hotter coffee. We can make a united stand and request a fresh pot.”

She delivers her plate and silverware. My sudden boldness makes me shy, and for the next few minutes I can hear myself chew. I fear I’ve gone too far too fast, ruining everything. “We should exchange numbers,” I say. “Call me if that guy ever bothers you again. I can scare him off.”

We actually exchange numbers, clumsily. Then we talk a bit about the rabbits in her books. Before she leaves, I ask, “Do you want me to check outside? Make sure you’re not followed?”

I pop up before she can refuse my help and charge out the front entrance. A mother and daughter bouncing along, a young guy in a wool coat too heavy for the weather. No plaid flannel. Just strangers straggling. When I return, Piper Fields is gone—out the back exit.

The waiter is picking up her dishes. I help him and he says, “You have to stop.”

I say, “I can’t help it.” What I mean is, I’m happy and need to do something with my hands. It is a lucky, rare thing—to get a phone number quickly, easily.

MESSAGE TO PUBLISHER

Dear Rosamund,

Contact established! Piper Fields is eating out of my hand like one of her infernal bunnies in that series of bunny books she wrote. Those tragic bunnies. More on those later—I’m learning a lot! On the other hand: why wait? Those bunnies. You know the ones in her illustrations that are pink and gray and look like they have a contagious skin disease? She used to own two bunnies like that, although she kept saying she wasn’t comfortable with the word “owned,” and was only using the term for convenience. No, it was more like she lived with the bunnies, she said, and when she said that, Rosamund, I kept picturing her all bundled up in a burrow snuggling with those rodents. The bunnies liked to hide in high grass and her father mowed . . . I’ll say no more. At any rate, that series of bunny books is actually an elegy. The subtext is brutal death. “But at least they were together,” she said.

Anyway, Rosamund, my ethics dictate that I reveal to her my plans. First, though, I want her to like me a little bit more than she does, you know? Besides, I’ll say that the idea came upon me gradually—the idea to write the biography. One that’s authorized and that will make you some money, Rosamund, because Rosamund, you may never know what poverty feels like, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t interested in seeing what can happen to your many bank accounts when the biography of Piper Fields sells and sells. And then, too, there’s what you really want: the prestige. Because that’s what I can bring. For you. People will forget all about that horrific bust up from your husband, the court case, etcetera. A new year. A new you. Because you and I share the ability to ask questions and to seek answers.

I’ll keep you informed. I’m very excited, Rosamund—in case you didn’t pick up on that because of my (enviable) subtlety?

RESEARCH

Note to self: must pry from Piper Fields more about the identity of the man in flannel with the threatening demeanor. Is he, indeed, a stranger? Or was Piper Fields lying? She seemed so—I don’t know?—accustomed
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