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Introduction

I was born while my parents were students
at a small state college, just after World War II.
We lived in Quonset huts repurposed as married
student housing. My world consisted of adults
reading and writing. There is a family story that
the summer I turned two, on a few occasions
when babysitting was unavailable, Mother took
me with her to English class. We sat in the back
row and I busied myself with pencil and paper,
like the other students. The Prof said he didn't
mind my being there, but he wanted to see the
notes I took!

On my parents’ bookshelves were volumes of
poetry by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and
Rudyard Kipling, as well as Best Loved Poems of
the American People. Sometimes, Daddy read
aloud from those collections. I'm sure my
parents read me stories when I was very young,
but Mother started teaching me to read at age
two, and I mainly remember reading to myself.
I recall getting my library card before I entered
first grade.

In grade school I got to order books for my
own bookshelves several times a year from the
Weekly Reader Children’s Book Club. I read each
selection many times and still have some of the
favorites. Volumes of fairy tales by Hans
Christian Andersen and the brothers Grimm,
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bought by my parents, were another treasured
source of entertainment. I read them over and
over and over. I can still see the rusty orange
cover of the Andersen and the gray-and-
burgundy binding of the Grimm, so I'm sure
those stories carved deep paths in my mind.

A reviewer for the anthology Able to..., which
included two of my stories, mentioned that my
work had a “fairy tale” quality to it. However,
when I started writing magic realism stories in
the 1990s, I was more aware of being influenced
by the Latin American writers of that genre,
especially Laura Esquivel’s wonderful novel Like
Water for Chocolate. 1 also studied some Latin
American magic realism in the 1980s, while
preparing to teach Spanish - Borges, Cortazar,
Garcia-Marquez. But when it came time to title
this collection, it seemed right to reference the
old fairy tales.
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Gates of Eden

Flowers didn’t actually fall from Evita’s lips -
not at first, and not all the time. Even Evita
herself didn't know for a long time what
happened when she spoke. On the South Texas
hacienda of the Montalvo family, with formal
gardens and flowering hedges, no one found a
stray flower here and there very remarkable.

The children’s nanny noticed before anyone
else, but she never understood the significance
of the flowers left in her small rooms. “Evita is
the dearest child!” Marta exclaimed to the cook
over a late supper. “She loves to be read to. ‘Oh,
Marta, you read the best stories!” she’ll say. And
how she loves flowers. Sometimes she hides
little sprigs and buds in her gown when the
children come for a story before bed. I never see
her carrying them, but she forgets them by my
chair. When I ask her about the flowers, she
never remembers. But I know it's her. It
wouldn’t be Cezarito, now would it?” And Marta
and the cook laughed at the thought of Cezarito
carrying flowers in his pajama pockets.

Evita’s brother Cézar, older by two years,
possessed a temperament quite different from
that of his sister. Openly curious and direct,
though not rude, Cezarito sometimes seemed a
bit rough, more from impatience than
unkindness. Evita was in awe of Cézar and
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hardly ever spoke to him in her early years
unless he addressed her first.

Building block towers in the playroom, Cézar
gave Evita orders. Acting out adventures from
the stories Marta read, Evita always played first
mate to Cézar’s pirate captain, or brave warrior
to Cézar’s Indian chief. Once, at the beach, she
begged, "Build me a castle, too, Cezarito. Yours
are the best castles.” Cézar turned to
acknowledge her praise as his just due and then
looked back at his project.

“Hey! Get your old flowers out of here! This is
a fortress for the Foreign Legion, not Sleeping
Beauty’s castle.” He snatched up the flowering
vines creeping along one wall of his fortress and
threw them into the surf. Evita was as surprised
as Cézar to see the flowers and could not say
why she turned away feeling guilty as well as
sad.

The Montalvo children knew their nanny
better than they did their busy parents, whom
they saw sometimes at breakfast and for a few
hours in late afternoon or on weekends. Mami
and Papi were kind and regal, but preoccupied.
Papi always had a phone on one ear and papers
full of numbers in one hand. Mami was forever
dressing to go to a luncheon or out shopping.
They were content to have Marta see to the
children, so long as they were healthy and well
behaved.

This aristocratic life was part of the reason
Evita’s flowering talent went so long unnoticed.
She had no reason to observe her mother at
domestic tasks, and the daughter’s adoring
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comments on her mother’s beauty were never
accompanied by a single flower.

Mami’s singing, however, often inspired Evita
to plead, "Again, Mami. You sing so beautifully.
Just like my music box.” And Mami or the maid
would later find daisies or small gardenias
behind the sheet music or in the creases of the
padded music bench.

Papi always sighed somewhat impatiently at
the carnations or wilting pansies that turned up
in his pencil box after he had spent a few
minutes amusing the children with drawings of
animals and fairies, so different from his usual
columns of figures. “Your pictures are better
than the ones in my books,” Evita liked to say,
unwittingly strewing blossoms with her words.

Cezarito attended a public school in the small
city at the edge of the family’s estate. Evita,
however, at the appropriate time, went to Our
Lady of Perpetual Virtue Academy for Girls. She
made friends in the usual way, and though the
girls had their disagreements, as children will,
they also encouraged each other.

The other girls might notice the black-eyed
Susans or snap dragons that happened in their
desks and exclaim with pleasure, but they
accepted them with all the other miracles and
mysteries in their world and did not connect
them to Evita’s conversation: “You are the best
speller in class, Sara.” “You color so neatly, Ana.”
After all, such turns of praise came no more
often from Evita than from other girls. It was not
as though bouquets filled the room whenever
Evita spoke, only that her words of genuine
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praise for honest effort took form — became flesh
as it were - in fresh flowers.

Evita knew she felt a little pleasure when
flowers were discovered in the schoolroom, on
the playground, or under a friend’s pillow during
an overnight visit, but she still had not put it all
together in her mind. It did not occur to her to
claim the power or the responsibility that the
floral offerings signified.

In her sixth year at school, Evita turned
eleven and began to experience the stirrings of
puberty. To say she blossomed was no cliché in
Evita’s case. In addition to a heightened physical
beauty, Evita began to develop the quiet,
observant knowing many truly beautiful women
possess, and there was an increase in her kind
comments and their floral accompaniments.

Evita also enjoyed a particularly gifted
teacher that year. Miss Gonzalez earned many
tributes from Evita such as, “That was an
interesting geography lesson.” Or, “You
explained the arithmetic so I could understand.”
Finding her favorite tiny red carnations in desk
drawers, in her pockets, in her handbag, both
pleased and puzzled the teacher.

Miss Gonzalez could not resist trying to solve
the mystery of the flowers, especially since no
one in the class claimed responsibility for herself
or credited any other girl. When questioned
alone or in groups, the students shrugged. For
the girls in Evita’s class, stray flowers were an
incidental fact of life, no more remarkable than
finding someone else’s bookmark left in a book
from the library. Miss Gonzéalez’s inquiries
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however, along with Evita’s own maturing heart,
led to the beginning of the girl’s understanding
of her unique ability.

By the time Evita’s parents allowed her to go
to public high school, she had command of the
gift. She had never articulated the process to
anyone, not even to herself, but she understood
that to speak in praise of someone’s efforts
resulted in the appearance of flowers. With the
passion and excess of youth, the blossoms were
sometimes elaborate: gardenias, anthuriums, or
rarely, an orchid. At times, with close friends,
admiring their poems, drawings, or athletic
prowess, Evita actually felt soft petals lapping at
her lips. She always managed to turn away and
gather the forming flower into her hand. The
sight of Evita with flowers was so common
her friends scarcely noticed. Nevertheless,
she began consciously to restrain her once-
spontaneous affirmations and occasionally to
plan a shy tribute.

At first, the joy Evita felt producing a few
violets for a friend’s hair or a rosebud for her
mother was innocent. It took a few years for the
experience to become an expression of power on
her part. Even though no one else was aware of
the change, Evita sometimes felt superior - a
queen dispensing favors to the common folk.

Silk flowers began to appear. They were of
the highest quality and quite exquisite. Cunning
baby orchids and flawless tea roses, fashioned
in rich hues of real silk, turned up now and again
instead of natural blossoms. These puzzled Evita
but also exhilarated her. The real flowers had
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been a part of her life since she could remember,
but these, the silk ones, seemed a true
expression of her own skill and she felt a thrill
whenever one appeared. She looked for her
favorite, a daisy, and successfully willed it to
appear a few times by flattering friends into
helping her.

“"Will you help me choose the poems for my
folder, Susan?” Evita asked. “You always get the
best grades in literature class.” Or, “You bake
wonderful brownies, Stella. Won’t you bring
refreshments for choir practice?”

During Evita’s final year in high school, with
comments such as these, silk blossoms
outnumbered natural ones. Sad to note, the
consciously-produced daisies appeared more
often than ever. The quality of the flowers began
to decline, from expensive silk to cheaper
organza, and finally to rather shoddy cotton in
garish hues. Evita scarcely noticed the change.
She was bored with her gift. She did not care
whether those for whom she produced blossoms
received them or not. Long ago she had stopped
collecting any unclaimed flowers.

Once in a while, at home, a remark to the
cook, “Elena, your carne guisada is my favorite,”
would result in a spray of bluebells or baby’s
breath. Admiration for Cezarito’s appearing on
the Dean’s list could still cause rosebuds. These
were some of the only people left in Evita’s world
whom she acknowledged as her superiors in any
area of life that mattered to her. Evita remained,
of course, unfailingly polite and was still
solicitous of the feelings of others. There was,
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however, a slight brittleness at the edges of her
brightness. Cézar remarked upon it during the
summer as Evita prepared to leave for a
prestigious women’s college in the northern part
of the state.

“Well, Kid, I used to worry about you,” Cézar
said. “You were kind of odd, you know? Always
playing with flowers. I never thought you’d be
able to go away on your own, but you’ve got a
little toughness to you now. I guess you’re going
to be all right. You call me if you need anything,
okay?”

This rough expression of affection from Cézar
took Evita by surprise and she exclaimed
sincerely, “I'm glad you’re my brother, Cezarito!”
The soft creaminess of the gardenia’s petals
brushing past her lips as she spoke was
unexpected. In her confusion, Evita ducked her
head to Cézar’s chest, but not before he saw her
startled expression and her hand fly to her
mouth. He wondered if she were going to be sick
and so returned her clumsy embrace reluctantly.

“Hey, what’s the matter? Are you okay?”
Regaining her composure, Evita pulled back and
nodded. She held out the perfectly formed,
naturally soft flower to Cézar and smiled shyly.
He laughed. “Up to your old tricks again I see.
Can I have this?” He tucked the gardenia into
the lapel of his summer blazer and left to pick
up his date.

Flowers for Cezarito always reminded Evita of
the way things used to be, but it did not soften
her brittleness, nor discourage her from the
petty flatteries she had learned.
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At college, in a new environment, Evita felt a
little insecure. Except for her roommate, she
made acquaintances, but not real friends. The
first day the dorms opened, she had
spontaneously praised her roommate’s flair for
decorating and quickly discovered white
carnations scattered on the bedspreads. She
gathered them up and searched for a container,
muttering something about always forgetting to
put flowers in water. For a while after that,
learning her new routine and keeping up with
her studies so absorbed Evita that she hardly
thought of anyone else. When she finally began
to get settled and take an interest in campus
activities, she naturally employed the motivating
techniques she knew best: sincere praise and its
poor cousin, flattery.

Knowing the power of her words, Evita
determined to be sparing in her encourage-
ments. She worried a fair amount about people
noticing flowers scattered around. After all, no
warm gardens flourished in the college town and
no generous bouquets graced the hallway tables
as they had at home. So, she experimented a
little in the dormitory, praising one roommate’s
skill with her hair and another for her perfect
popcorn. When Evita looked for flowers in the
room, she found some small embossed-
cardboard bouquets, like old-fashioned
Valentines. She traced the raised designs with
her fingers again and again, as if her touch
would tell her whether these flowers, too, came
from her lips.
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A few more trials convinced Evita her
flowering words could be expressed, in this
harsher climate, on fine quality paper, so as not
to startle anyone with the incongruous
appearance of blossoms in winter. She felt both
a twinge of disappointment and a breath of relief
that she would not have to be careful of her
speech after all. The flowers were an aspect of
her past she might recall fondly but whose
passing she did not mourn. For a time, Evita
collected the Victorian-style cards when she
came across one. The paper on the cards
gradually became thinner and shinier. The raised
designs became flatter and finally disappeared,
so the slips of paper flowers her compliments
produced were only like misplaced magazine
illustrations, fallen out of a child’s scrapbook.

By the time the flowers degenerated into
cheap gum-ball-machine trinkets, Evita wasn't
looking for them anymore. In any case, she
would not have recognized such carnival prizes
as being descendants of the beautiful bouquets
of praise she once produced. Rarely, rarely, a
sprig of lily of the valley or some blue forget-me-
nots happened, usually after a telephone
conversation with Cézar.

Cézar had noted Evita’s “toughness” in the
summer after she finished high school, and in
fact, she developed a protective shell to deal
with her surroundings on campus. By spring, she
could hold her own in any class discussion,
crowded shop line, or dormitory gossip session.
Her brightness now seemed shiny and rather
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hard, though not brittle anymore. There was no
sense at all that anything could break her.

Where beautiful speech had been her gift and
then her tool, elogquence now became a weapon
for Evita. Her skill at debate in both formal and
informal settings gained admiration on the
campus. She pondered careers in journalism,
law, or politics, where she might continue to
enjoy the prestige and power accompanying
such skill. Evita also developed a reputation as a
wit. Her joking remarks tended to be slightly
pointed, if not actually sharp. For the first time
in her life, some people who knew Evita were
not glad to see her when she entered a room.

In May, there was a population explosion in a
genus of small lizard on the campus. Specimens
of varying sizes appeared in nearly every
building and even in second-floor dormitory
rooms. It was not a plague of lizards, but rather
a minor natural phenomenon, as an increase in
the number of seasonal wildflowers might be
noted in a year of good rainfall.

Evita was more conscious of the lizards than
her classmates. She spotted one of the
skittering visitors two or three times a day
during the last month of classes. She had always
a vague sense of disquiet when she saw one.
She knew the feeling was not fear or revulsion.
Having grown up with a brother and a large
garden, Evita had no dread of lizards. She found
herself occasionally looking up in mid-sentence,
knowing, expecting to see one of the small
reptiles darting along the baseboards with his
bright eye turned to her.
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Evita had no name for her uneasiness. She
discovered that her anticipation of the lizards’
appearances coincided with jokes made at the
expense of others, especially if the subject of the
jest were not present. One night after a student
recital, Evita declared to a group reclining on the
floor of the dorm lounge, "When Barbara hit that
high note, I thought a fire truck was going by!”
Almost immediately she heard the tiny lizard
scritch-scratching on the linen sleeve of her crisp
spring blouse and felt the tiny claws running
down her forearm. Everyone laughed, first at the
joke, then at the visitor.

Evita shivered involuntarily and made an
excuse to go to her room early. In her mirror,
she saw the smooth hardness of her face. She
did not need Cezarito or anyone else to tell her
the brightness was gone. She thought it was
how grownups were supposed to look.

The last few days of classes and exams were
difficult for Evita. She did not sleep well or study
effectively. Her acquaintances all found her
uncharacteristically quiet. The lizards found their
way back into the hedges and rock walls of the
campus.

Evita packed her belongings at the end of the
term and waited in the quadrangle for Cézar’s
car to appear to take her home for the summer.
She stacked her bags and boxes on the sidewalk
in the shade of a large tree to wait. The
appointed hour came and went. The shadow
moved on, leaving Evita’s things in the glare of
the sun. By the time Cézar finally arrived, Evita
was sweating and irritated.
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Cézar apologized. “Sorry, Kid. I took a
shortcut to avoid the tollway, but there turned
out to be construction delays on the road.”

Evita was not pacified. She didn't stamp her
foot, but stood with hands on hips to declare,
“That was a really stupid and selfish thing to do,
Cezarito. I've been waiting here since...”

Evita could not finish her sentence. She
gagged and coughed. Cézar gasped and stepped
backward as a small frog leapt from Evita’s
mouth toward him. He cringed in disgust as
Evita retched again and again, emptying her
stomach.

“I'm so sorry, Cezarito,” she cried. “Help me.
Please help me. You always know what to do.”
At this last declaration, Evita felt the white petals
of a tiny snowdrop brush her palm, stretched out
in supplication to Cézar. She sobbed more
deeply at the sight and crushed the blossom to
her desperately.

Cézar embraced his weeping sister. “Let’s go,”
he said. “I'll take you home.”
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Mr. Merrill’s
E:xtraorclinarg Dri\/ing CaP

Merrill found the cap in the store at closing
time. The butter-soft, fine leather driving cap
immediately reminded him of the British racing
green MG classic he had seen parked a few
times across the street. In fact, the leather
looked a match for the upholstery of the MG.
The cap rested between The Atlantic and
Audubon in the periodical section of Merrill’s
Used and 1/2 Price Books and Magazines. It had
been placed as carefully as if it, too, were
merchandise displayed for sale.

Reviewing the customers of the day, Merrill
recalled only a few regulars and semi-regulars.
Some of the men wore hats: the teen-ager in a
backward baseball cap, the postman, the artist
who affected a beret, and the retired professor
with a Tyrolean topper. The cap did not seem a
match for any of them, but Merrill had not
noticed the green MG in the neighborhood for a
month or more.

Merrill turned the cap over in his hands,
looking for markings. There was not even a
manufacturer’s label or size tag. He enjoyed the
smell and feel of the leather and could not resist
placing the cap on his head. He thought of
Walter Mitty and pictured himself in tweed golf
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knickers. With another adjustment of the bill, he
imagined himself stepping into the British sports
car. The fantasy passed, but Merrill wore the cap
as he worked, planning to place it on a shelf
behind the counter. Doubtless the owner would
come looking for it.

As he dusted and straightened shelves,
Merrill hummed, content among the books he
loved, in the shop that had been his life for
almost thirty years. Working his way to the front
of the store, Merrill forgot the cap as it settled on
his head, a better fit than the gray fedora he
owned but rarely wore. He pulled on the jacket
he had worn that morning and stepped into
the last of the afternoon sunshine with the
comfortable cap still on his head.

Merrill passed the dry cleaner and the shoe
repair before he caught his unfamiliar reflection
in the darkened window of the chiropractor’s
office. He ducked his head to pull off the cap and
tuck it into the front of his jacket. What if the
owner were someone from the neighborhood?

Merrill stopped at the bank and dropped an
envelope into the night depository, then
continued past familiar storefronts, cafés,
houses and apartment buildings. He watched
arguments and friendly conversations as though
they took place in mime. Light evening traffic
easily masked the voices, especially since Merrill
was growing deaf.

Recent immigrants from various countries
peopled many of the neighborhood homes and
businesses. Even when Merrill could hear their
conversations, he often could not understand
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them. At the corner grocery where he stopped
for oats, brown sugar, and cat food, Merrill had
observed at least three generations of an Iranian
family, maybe four, behind the counter in various
combinations. While they waited for customers
to make their selections, they argued in their
native language or translated news from a
portable TV for the grandmother.

When Merrill unzipped his jacket to take the
shopping list from his shirt pocket, the driving
cap fell out. He placed it on his head absently,
reading over his small list of necessities. He filled
a handbasket methodically from the familiar
aisles of the store, and then approached the
register. He was surprised to hear the
grandmother say, “This one is a good man, but
lonely I think.” Years of working with customers
helped Merrill mask any dismay at having his
psyche probed so publicly. The son’s reply, “Yes,
but who isn’t?” made the remark less personal
and Merrill was able to check out without
embarrassment.

On the street again, Merrill was glad for the
warmth of the cap and the evening somehow
changed. Wherever he looked, people’s faces
came into sharp focus and their conversations
became audible in snatches as his gaze passed
over them, rather like twisting a radio dial or
flipping through the channels on TV. He heard
construction workers and pedestrians on the
opposite side of the street as well as children
and shopkeepers with whom he shared the
sidewalk.

“Going to quit now. Almost dark.”
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“...overtime last weekend and next, too.”

“Can’t catch me, ha ha!”

“I'm gonna tell!”

“Goodnight, Sam. We’ll start inventory
tomorrow.”

These routine exchanges seemed
cacophonous to Merrill who usually heard only
his own thoughts and the most intrusive noises
on his daily walks. He noted again the peculiar
quality of the evening atmosphere as he shifted
his small burden of purchases and turned the
corner onto Holland Street.

The neighborhood was old: an enclave of
neat, tiny lawns and large trees, bordered by
high-rises and offices in one direction and a
gated addition on the other side. Merrill never
tired of observing the seasons in the trees and
shrubs and flowers of the neighborhood. Sadly,
these beauties brought memories of Mrs. Merrill,
gone for five years.

After her death, Merrill remained two more
years in the house they shared all their married
life. Their son, Merrill Junior, came to help
dispose of most of the furniture and his mother’s
treasured things. He took a few books and some
family pictures, but neither he nor his wife had
any interest in the outdated furnishings and
costume jewelry left by his mother. For himself,
Merrill Senior kept his beloved books, in their
glass-fronted shelves, and enough other
furniture to fill the tiny rooms he took at the
Mount Vernon apartments.

Merrill shared the Mount Vernon with other
widowers and widows, struggling students,
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starving artists, a young man dying of AIDS, and
a recent parolee from the state prison. Most of
the tenants were quiet and solitary. Merrill knew
a few of their names but did not count any of the
residents as friends. Making friends had been
Mrs. Merrill’'s department. Approaching the
Mount Vernon, Merrill saw Mrs. Chadwick on the
porch at her end of the building.

“Good evening, Mr. Merrill,” she called. Merrill
made a short wave in response and heard her
add, “Surely he’s lonely too.” It was the second
time that evening his comfort and isolation had
been invaded by a mere acquaintance. Merrill
did not show his agitation, but quickened his
step.

“Yes,...well... Good evening, Mrs. Chadwick,”
he managed to say. He hurried up the steps of
his own covered porch.

Inside his comfortable lair, Merrill switched on
the floor lamp beside his leather armchair. “"Do I
look so sad?” he wondered. Not a day passed
that he did not miss Mrs. Merrill, of course, but
he bore his grief with stoicism, which could
hardly be distinguished from any other of his
emotional states. He did not feel any more sad
or lonely or stressed than usual. He turned to
the beveled mirror next to the door to see if his
face portrayed some deep sorrow. The thought
disappeared quickly when he saw the leather
driving cap on his head. He chuckled and hung
the cap with his jacket on the coat rack of the
mirror frame so he would be sure to take it back
to the shop in the morning.
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After breakfast, Merrill gathered into a cloth
tote bag some catalogs, tea bags, and
mousetraps he needed to take to the shop. On
top he placed the leather driving cap. He would
have the cap available for its owner to reclaim,
but he had to admit it would not disappoint him
if whoever had left it could not remember where
to look for it.

After a suitable time, say a week or so, Merrill
could feel free to appropriate the cap and wear
it as his own. A shopkeeper often came by odd
treasures in this manner. Over the years, quite
an assortment of abandoned belongings had
passed through Merrill's hands, including small
amounts of money, a coin commemorating the
first men to walk on the moon, and a ring with a
ruby set which Mrs. Merrill loved to wear. But the
leather driving cap caught Merrill’'s fancy as
nothing else ever had. He laughed at his own
enthusiasm and chided himself, “"Thou shalt not
covet thy neighbor’s goods!” He patted the cap
inside his tote bag.

At the corner market, Merrill stopped to buy
peanut butter for the mousetraps. It was early,
and the grandmother who had remarked his
loneliness the night before was alone behind the
counter. Embarrassed again, Merrill tried to
make small talk as he paid for the peanut butter.
“Beautiful spring, isn’t it? Always nice to see the
trees budding out, even if it does play havoc
with the allergies, eh?”

The grandmother looked at him stolidly,
made his change and announced with a shrug,
“No English.”
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“But I heard... You said...” Merrill's usual
composure abandoned him and he hurried out.

Merrill allowed himself a brief pout as he
walked toward the shop, but had to abandon his
self-pity before arriving. One of his distributor’s
trucks had come early and the driver waited
impatiently on the walk. Merrill hurried the last
block of the way. He tossed his bag on the
counter as soon as he unlocked the door. By the
time he signed the bill of lading, customers were
arriving and Merrill stashed the tote bag under
the counter.

Traffic in the shop slowed in the early
afternoon. Merrill set the mousetraps in the back
room, placed the driving cap on a shelf behind
bookkeeping duties. The postman arrived about
two. He was the first to comment on the cap.
“Fine hat on your shelf, Mr. Merrill. Are you
stocking haberdashery now?”

Merrill chuckled and picked up the cap. “No.
No, someone left this in the shop. I expect the
owner will be looking for it.” He turned the cap
over in his hands, caressing the leather. He
offered it for the postman’s inspection with a
tentative, jealous gesture. The two men
bantered for a few minutes and Merrill modeled
the cap. A woman entered the shop and stood
quietly while they talked. Merrill turned his
attention to her when the postman began to leaf
through some new/used comics.

The woman was about Merrill’'s age, maybe a
little older, with gray hair in a youthful style. She
wore neat slacks and a light sweater and carried
a plastic bag from the grocer’s with a paper
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packet inside. There were laugh lines around her
attractive eyes and mouth, though no smile
softened her face today. “"May I help you?”
Merrill inquired.

“Do you buy books? From individuals?” she
asked, holding her bundle like a cake to be
entered in the county fair.

“Yes, ma’am, I do, depending on the value of
the book and on whether my customers would
be interested in it.” He paused. “"There are a lot
of variables involved.”

“Yes. Well, it's valuable. I'm pretty sure it's
valuable.” She placed the blue plastic bag on the
counter. As Merrill unwrapped the book inside,
he heard her add, “Please, God. I don’t know
what else to sell. If only Charlie weren’t so sick.
He’'d know where to take them.”

Merrill cleared his throat nervously, uncom-
fortable with the woman’s display of emotion
and hinted need. He wondered if the woman
were some sort of con artist, trying to arouse his
sympathy with her story. He half expected to
find a cheap reprint of a McGuffey reader, or
worse, a vanity press copy of the woman’s
grandmother’s poems.

He discarded the final layer of paper. For a
second Merrill lost the carefully constructed
poker face a dealer in used merchandise must
cultivate. A tiny “"Oh” escaped his lips and his
eyebrows arched ever so slightly. He touched
the signature on the title page of Carl
Sandburg’s Abraham Lincoln: The Prairie Years,
Volume I. He turned a few pages, savoring the
quality of the paper as lovers of books do, then
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turned back to check the date again. An
autographed first edition if the ink could be
believed. Merrill cleared his throat to steady his
voice. “It’s lovely, but...” he began.

The woman interrupted. “There are more. I
have to have a car payment this month. Volume
II, and then four volumes of The War Years. 1
don’t know what else to try to sell! The signature
is authentic. The bank will wait on the house
but... If you can’t help me, do you know who
can?”

Merrill studied the woman’s face as she
spoke. It seemed two women were speaking at
once. One monologue layered over the other.
One he heard and one he felt, for lack of a better
word. Perplexed, Merrill did not respond to the
woman’s question. She took his hesitancy for
skepticism. “It's quite authentic and not stolen,
I assure you. My husband worked for a member
of the Sandburg family when he was in college.
Oh, how long ago that was! He became a trusted
and favored employee. Charlie has always
known how to make himself indispensable.
When the gentleman died, he left his money to
his children but he left the books to Charlie, to
my husband. We always thought they would be
a legacy to our children, but there weren’t any.
So, what can you offer me for it?”

Merrill continued to hear two voices in the
woman’s speech. Nervously, he gestured to
brush back his thinning hair and found the
leather driving cap still on his head. Now he felt
foolish as well as confused. He pulled off the cap
muttering, “Sorry.” He forced himself to the
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