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Book One

. . .

SOME TIME

AGO, WITH

CONTEMPORARY

INTERLUDES





1

. . .

TELLING STORIES

SOMETIMES I TRY to show my students the power of
the story by telling them one. I say, "Last night I was
driving home from work and—now, I'm just making
this up off the top of my head—I noticed in my rearview
mirror that there was a car swerving in and out of my lane.
Anyway, I was on that stretch of Sheridan Road just south of
Kenilworth that's two lanes each way and no divider and no
shoulder and no margin for error, in other words, so I slowed
down to let the car pass, or would have slowed down to let it
pass me if this had really happened, which it didn't, and as it
went by I had a look—a quick look—at the driver and I saw
three things. First, that it was a woman and that she was very
exotic and quite beautiful. Second, I noticed—or would have
noticed if I weren't making this up—that there was something
wrong with her; her head was bobbing as if she were
drunk or sick or fighting sleep. Now, the third thing I noticed
was that her shoulders were bare, and I had the strange sensation
that more was bare—that her breasts were exposed or
perhaps she was completely nude. Now, remember I'm just
making this up. Anyway, I followed her for some time watching
her weave and bounce off the curb, wondering what I
should do, wishing I had a cell phone, although unsure who
I would or should call, when we came to a red light and I
found myself drawing up beside her."

By this point, a girl whose hair is green today and who
has been passing notes is listening to me, and a dog-faced boy
who has surreptitiously been doing his Spanish homework
has stopped and a kid whose head was down on his arm—
call him Nick—has sat up. When I have eye contact with each
member of the class, I stop. I say, "But of course none of this
ever really happened, and I've told you that four times, and
you know it didn't happen. But look at you. You're interested,
you want to know the rest, you want to know if she was naked
and what was wrong with her and what I did or didn't
do and all the rest, even though I'm making it all up right in
front of you, and that is why stories are so powerful."

So, I'm a teacher, a high school teacher. In our society that
gives me very little authority. About the highest compliment
most people can pay a teacher is to ask why he or she became
a teacher. That's supposed to be flattering, as in "You
could have really done something important with your life."
To boost my stock, I guess, I also do some writing, especially
travel pieces for newspapers, magazines, and travel guides.

I teach English at the public high school in the wealthy
Chicago suburb of Lake Forest, which in an odd way gives
me even less authority than if I taught in a blue-collar neighborhood
or a farm town where I would at least have more
education than the parents of most of my students. In Lake
Forest teachers are sometimes treated like the lawn service.
"Honey, see if you have time to call the caterers about Saturday,
and let's get someone out here to fix that toilet and
someone to teach Charlie the difference between active and
passive voice." Mind plumbers. But that's okay. It's a lovely
place to teach, and we're paid a living wage. Besides, I like
working with people who bring their own lunches and drive
little cars. Most teachers are pretty good people.

Before teaching I worked for a publishing house. I sat in
a windowless cubicle writing textbooks for which someone
else made a lot of money; it isn't glamorous, but you can get
rich if you can get every eighth grader in the state of Texas
to read or at least buy your thirty-dollar book. And somehow
people think that it is glamorous. I would go to parties
and say I was an editor, and people, especially women—and
that was important to me then—would say, "Oh, really?" and
raise their eyebrows and look at me a little more carefully. I
remember the first party I went to after I became a teacher,
someone asked me what I did for a living, and I said, "Well, I
teach high school." He looked over my shoulder, nodded his
head, said, "I went to high school," and walked away.

Once I repeated that anecdote around a big table full of
Mexican food in the garden at a place called La Choza in
Chicago, and Becky Mueller, another teacher at the school,
said that I was a "storyteller." I liked that. I was looking for
something to be other than "just" a teacher, and "storyteller"
felt about right. I am a teacher and a storyteller in that order.
I have made my living and my real contribution to my community
as a teacher, and I have been very lucky to have found
that calling, but all through the years I have entertained myself
and occasionally other people by telling stories.

But it really did happen, of course, the girl in the car, or could
have or might as well have happened. It happened just as
surely as Ernest Hemingway went down to Pamplona with
a bunch of people one of whom was not Lady Brett Ashley,
but was Lady Duff Twysden, and she really did sleep with
everyone under the sun so that years later when she died of
tuberculosis at the age of forty-five in Taxco, Mexico, all of
her pallbearers were former lovers, and they really did drop
her casket coming down the steps of the cathedral, and those
people all drank way too much and slept with each other or
tried to and couldn't, so that one morning drinking coffee
in the Café Iruña or six months later in Paris, Hemingway
said "what if " and "suppose . . ." It happened just as surely
as Stephen Crane was shipwrecked off the coast of Florida
in 1896 and spent four days in a lifeboat and then wrote one
of the best American short stories ever about it. But it hadn't
happened the night before, and, of course, the woman wasn't
naked; I just put that in for purposes of teenage titillation.
No, it was some time ago now on a Friday evening in December
a week or two before winter break. I had stayed around
to clear my desk, so it was after six when I was driving home
for the weekend, tired and happy. And she really was swerving
crazily and bouncing off curbs. I did get behind her, and
as she went by I had just a glimpse of her and saw that she
thing about falling in love with women I see through glass.
Once I had a fantasy that lasted some months about a drive-in
bank teller with a sexy voice. I finally had to see who she
was, so I went into the bank. From a distance I spotted her at
the drive-in window with her back to me, and I was thrilled,
but when she turned around I saw that she was horse faced
and middle-aged. I went back to my car disappointed and
wondering what I had fallen in love with and if I was still
in love with it. So, anyway, I followed Lisa Kim, for that was
her name, down Sheridan Road on this dark winter evening,
which wasn't very hard because her right rear taillight cover
was broken and the light shown white. I followed her, becoming
increasingly fascinated and concerned at the same
time. How had she gotten so drunk so early? Had she been to
an office party? And what could I possibly do about this situation?
I looked for a cop, or rather hoped one would see her
because by the time I'd have told the story, she'd have been
gone, lost in the traffic. Could I signal to her? Should I pull
up beside her and have another look? But there was no doubt
she was in trouble, and besides, she might swerve into my
lane and drive me into oncoming traffic. And why was I so
concerned? Would I have been if she had been a woman on a
cell phone in an SUV? A black guy with his cap on sideways?
An old man? Then there was the stoplight when I did pull
up beside her, the one at Sheridan Road and Lake Street, the
one just before the S curve that skirts the Baha'i temple. And
there she was, head bobbing, car hazy with smoke, music so
loud I could hear the words although both our windows were
up. It was then that I could have done something. Over beers
a few days later, a friend who is an attorney would say, "You'd
have been in big trouble legally."

"But what about morally?"

"I don't know about that, but legally you'd have been in
big trouble."

Moot point. I didn't do anything. Before I could decide
what to do or if to do and just after she had looked at me and
we had for one tiny, shadowy instant made eye contact and I
had seen on her face a look that may have said "watch this"
but may have said "do something," the light changed and she
pulled away. Fast. She fishtailed and drove right through the
S curve, missed it completely, hit the curb with her front tires
hard, which launched her into the air, and hit a cast-iron
lamppost about four feet off the ground, breaking the damn
thing in half. I got there about the same time as a man in a
camel-hair coat and a younger woman who might have been
his wife. They had been coming north. We looked through
the driver's window. Lisa Kim was lying facedown across the
passenger seat and onto the floor. There was some blood, but
not too much. I felt the door handle, pulled it carefully, tentatively,
pulled the door open (it creaked but came), reached
across, and turned off the engine, although my hand was
shaking so badly that I could barely do it. Already there were
sirens.

The young policeman said I shouldn't worry about it, that
I couldn't have prevented it.

"But what if I'd blocked her at the light, taken her keys?"

"Then I'd probably be here arresting you."

"But she was driving drunk. I mean, look what happened."

"That's a little hard to accept." But I accepted it, at least
in part, and began to feel a little better. And we all felt better
when someone (the man in the camel-hair coat?) said he
thought he saw her move on the gurney, and someone else
(the younger woman who might have been his wife?) was
sure she groaned.

"She'll be all right."

"Kids are tough. Kids are resilient."

That's the great thing about being American; we're so relentlessly
cheerful and optimistic. Our glass is always half full.
Daisy's green light is always out there giving us hope. I just
don't believe that a group of Europeans would have reached
the same conclusion that we did before we got back in our
cars and went on about our lives.

I read somewhere that 60 percent of Americans still believe
in Heaven and Hell. Of that 60 percent, 97 percent think
that they personally will go to Heaven. Only 3 percent of that
60 percent or 1.8 percent of all Americans think they are going
to Hell. Wouldn't that distress Cotton Mather? Wouldn't
it make Norman Vincent Peale proud? I mean, talk about
corn fed, Rocky Balboa, Little-Engine-That-Could positive
thinking. Even the most basic understanding of human nature
and the law of averages would suggest a miscalculation.

Lisa Kim was dead. Dead on Arrival. DOA.

I once heard Kurt Vonnegut say a writer has to believe that
what he's writing right now is the most important thing anyone
has ever written. That was hard for me in the beginning
because my Presbyterian minister father taught me to be
modest, humble, and circumspect. At potluck suppers in the
church basement, we always waited to be the very last in line.
I never learned how to be important.

Then along came David Lehman. In high school an English
teacher told David that he was a poet, and he believed
her. The day I met him he stuck his head out of his dorm-room
door as I was entering mine for the first time, suitcases
in hand (we were both students in a summer program at
St. Hilda's College, Oxford) and asked me, "You don't have
a copy of the Paris Review with you do you?"

"What?"

"The new Paris Review. I've got a poem in there. Hi. I'm
David Lehman. I'm a poet." I did not see a poet. I saw a gawky,
pimply eighteen-year-old kid with a New York accent and a
Yogi Bear lilt in his voice.

"Pleased to meet you," I said. "Pete Ferry, Undersecretary
of the Interior." David didn't seem to hear me. He shook my
hand. Oh, we had a good time with David for a couple of
weeks. We (three of us had come together from Ohio and
had never even been to New York much less London) had
chips on our shoulders, probably a bit of residual Midwestern
adolescent anti-Semitism, and an absolute phobia about
being ugly Americans. And now one of us was David, our
worst fear, the ugliest American of all, a New York Jew. So we
mocked him, imitated him, asked him stupid questions ("Do
poets wear boxers or whitey-tighties?"), and it all missed
him. ("I don't think it really matters. I wear briefs. Kenneth
Koch wears boxers. This I happen to know because I once
came home to my apartment to find him playing the violin
She was quite beautiful.") For a couple of weeks we huddled
together talking about all the stupid things David did and
said, and then he did something stupider. He challenged
John Fuller to a poetry reading. We were just mortified.

Fuller was one of our dons. He was young, handsome,
witty, wry, bored, very British. He was also a rising star among
British poets and the son of Roy Fuller, who was the sitting
poet laureate of Oxford University. Fuller accepted, and on
a Wednesday evening after sherry and shepherd's pie, we sat
back gleefully to watch David's vivisection.

John Fuller began the evening with some nakedly deprecating
remarks about his young challenger from across the
sea. He was at least annoyed, perhaps insulted. We choked
on our laughter, bit our thumbs, but David beamed at us
oblivious, certain that we were all on his side or certain of
something, at least. Then they began to read. They took
turns standing at the podium. We were quieted. David
wasn't that bad. David was pretty good. We looked sideways
at each other and raised our eyebrows. After half an hour,
David said that he would now read some of the New York
poets who had influenced him: Koch, Frank O'Hara, David
Shapiro.

"No, no," said Fuller with a wave of his hand. "Read your
own stuff." They read on. David was damn good. After an
hour, Fuller took the podium and looked back at David. "Got
a long piece?"

"Well, no . . ."

"I have one long piece I want to read. If you have something,
too, we'll read these and then go home."

"Well, I have one, but I'm still working on it."

"Try it. I want to hear it."

"Well, okay."

"You first," said John Fuller.

And David read a poem called "Supercargo." He shuffled
pages and started quietly, perhaps uncertainly, but his voice
rose and rose with the poem, and he stood forward on his
toes although he was tall to begin with. He was wonderful.
When he finally sat down, we found ourselves clapping.

Fuller took the podium and looked down for a long
moment at his loose sheets. "I can't follow that," he said finally,
and sat down, too. Oh, we had a party that night. The
girls dangled their bare summer legs from our dorm windows
over the Cherwell River, and we all laughed and sang
and passed bottles of Spanish Graves. We toasted David all
night long.

For the rest of the term, I spent as much time as I could
with David Lehman. We ate Chinese food because David
was homesick, hitchhiked to the seashore reciting poetry
between
rides and made plans to go to France, where David
said "the vegetables all taste like fruits." Before the end of the
summer, Fuller, who had a little basement press, had published
a broadsheet of David's poetry (I still have a copy of it
somewhere), and I knew I wanted to be a writer and was able
to say it aloud, at least to myself.

On Saturday evening Lydia Greene and I met some pals at
Davis Street Fish Market for dinner. It is the place we gather
most frequently because it has good, inexpensive seafood
and a wonderful oyster bar where we always start and often
finish the evening (sometimes we never get into the dining
room) with platters of oysters and clams, plates of calamari,
bowls of mussels, peel-and-eat shrimp, red beans and rice,
fresh sourdough
bread, and lots of good beer and wine.

As always, Officer Lotts was the first one there. He had
claimed our favorite table and was sipping a glass of pinot
grigio while reading the Times and waiting for the rest of us.
He is an unusual cop. A late child of middle-aged parents
who took him around the world and gave him everything
under the sun including a leafy suburban life, every album
ever made, and a gleaming white convertible with tan leather
interior when he was sixteen, Steve Lotts started saying at the
age of four that he wanted to be a Chicago policeman. "Sure,"
people said, "good!" But he was still saying it when he went to
college to study criminal justice, and still saying it after a year
spent as a guard at a nuclear-power plant, two and a half as
a paralegal, and four as an internal-affairs investigator when
he was finally admitted to the police academy. Even then
people were sure he would bail out and head for the suburbs,
but today he is an undercover gang-crimes cop who is on
the street every day and often night, and is one of the few
people I know who truly loves his work. He lives in an apartment
full of plants and cats, wears horn-rimmed glasses and
a Little Lord Fauntleroy haircut, and attracts wistful, waifish
women.

"Ride your bike?" I pulled out a stool.

"Yep." He pointed at it through the window locked to a
parking meter.

"Armed?" I asked lifting up his backpack.

"Of course," he said. He rarely goes anywhere without his
gun. I had been waiting all week to talk about Lisa Kim, and
I almost told Steve the story right then, but I knew I'd only
have to repeat it later, so I didn't. It was difficult.

Pretty soon everyone was there, laughing, eating, telling
stories. Carolyn O'Connor was dating a gastroenterologist
from Terre Haute. He took her for a walk through the woods
on a farm he owns in Brown County, and in a clearing they
came upon a table set with white linen, candles, a lovely meal,
glasses of wine already poured. "I have no idea how he did it."

Carolyn smiled; she may have the best smile in the world.
Carolyn's family and mine have summer homes in the
same Michigan beach resort, and I've always known her, although
I grew up playing with her older brothers and sisters.
Then when she moved to Chicago after law school and
rented an apartment with Steve Lotts on Fargo Street two
blocks from where Lydia and I were living, we started hanging
out with them and with Wendy Spitz, too, a lawyer pal of
Carolyn's from her law firm.

It was Wendy who turned to me that evening and said,
"I read that piece of yours about you and Lydia in Mexico."

"Me too," said Carolyn, "and I have a question for you."

"Is it really that beautiful?" Wendy asked.

"'Course it is," I said. "Why would you ask that?"

"Well, you know, travel writers . . ."

"It's like paradise," said Lydia, at the same time pointing
out that a lot of beautiful places are full of odd people.

"Like Charlie Duke," said Carolyn. "That was my question.
Is he a real person?"

"Oh, he's real," said Lydia.

Wendy said, "What I want to know is is he gay? You never
make it clear."

There ensued a rambling discussion of our friend Charlie,
his sexuality, his drinking habits, the drinking habits of homosexuals,
the definition of alcoholism, the trustworthiness
of alcoholics, whether it's possible to be friends with an alcoholic,
the nature of friendship, and the nature of love itself.
None of this was of any interest to me, but I hadn't yet seen
my opening into Lisa Kim. I crossed my arms and listened. I
felt like a sniper lying in wait.

"But can you love someone you can't trust?" asked Wendy.

"Of course you can," said Carolyn. "Think about children;
you love them but can't trust them. Even most teenagers.
Even a lot of old people."

"In fact," I said, "some people can't love someone they
do trust. They lose interest." I wondered as soon as I said it
whether my statement had a subtext, and if it did, I wondered
if Lydia had picked up on it.

I didn't look at her, but I heard her say, "I don't think
that's real love."

"Oh, who the hell knows what real love is," I said quickly,
flippantly.

"Quick, change the subject," said Lydia. "Don't get him
started on love."

"Okay, what are we going to read about next, Pete?" asked
someone.

"Thailand. I'm going to Thailand over Christmas." I told
them I wanted to update the whole Europe-on-$5-a-day
idea of the sixties. Thailand on $50 a day and then a bunch
of other places in Asia and Latin America. "Gee, Pete," said
Steve, "how did you ever think of that?"

"I don't suppose you got a free airfare out of this, did
you?" asked someone else.

"Are you going, Lydia?" someone asked.

She rolled her eyes and shook her head. "I'm waiting for
his series on extravagant vacations in ridiculously opulent
places. This one's going to be overnight trains and bad noodle
houses and youth hostels with no air conditioning."

By now we'd all had a couple of drinks. There was the
briefest lull in the conversation, and I pulled the trigger. "I
gotta tell you guys about this accident I saw." For the most
part they listened attentively.

Afterwards Steve asked, "Did you have a cell phone?"

"No. I wish I did."

"So what do you think you could have done?" asked
Carolyn.

"He thinks he could have gotten out, opened her door,
turned her car off, and taken the keys," said Lydia. "That's
what he thinks."

"Okay, even if you could have done all of that, what next?"
asked Carolyn.

"What next? I'm not sure," I said.

She went on, "I mean, you're blocking traffic, both lanes.
Are you going to drive her car? What about your car?"

"What if she jumps out and gets run over?" asked
Wendy.

"You could be held responsible," said Officer Lotts. "You
could have been arrested yourself."

"For what?"

"What if she started screaming?" asked someone.

"Harassment," said Steve. "Assault. Who knows? Maybe
even kidnapping."

"But she was out of control! I mean, look what happened
for crying out loud."

"Yes, but it wouldn't have happened if you'd stopped her."
Wendy said that my only justification for interfering with
the drunk girl was that it did happen, and if I'd interfered,
it wouldn't have. No accident, no justification. She said I did
the right thing, which was nothing.

"How could it be the right thing if I had it within my
power to save someone's life, and I didn't do it?" I asked.
"But at what risk?" asked Steve. "Your own life, maybe?
Our rule is that you act only to help someone else when you
are sure that you are safe. Very first priority always is your
own safety."

"How about the fireman who goes into a burning building
to rescue someone?"

"He doesn't. He really doesn't. Not unless he's damn sure
and his supervisor's damn sure, too, that he can go in and
get back safely. A supervisor would never let his people go
in there under any other circumstance. It's rule number one.
Secure yourself first. Now if the roof caves in or the building
collapses, that's a different story, but you don't know that it's
going to happen."

"See, I think that's Pete's problem," said Carolyn. "He
knew what was going to happen. You know what I mean?
He could see it happen before it happened, and then it happened."
(Of course I now know that even if for a moment I
could see what was going to happen to Lisa Kim, I had no
idea what had already happened to her and would not for a
long time.)

"It's almost like a tree falling in the woods," said Wendy.

"Or like Pandora's box." Carolyn said that knowledge of
the future was the one thing that didn't get out of Pandora's
box, and for a moment I had it and was therefore very briefly
Godlike. She also said that since I'm Pete Ferry and not God,
I wanted to do something human, like fix things.

"I thought it was hope that didn't get out," said someone.

"Okay," I said, "I've got a legal question."

"No legal questions!" Wendy threw up her hands. "We're
off duty. No free legal advice. Besides, I'm quitting. I'm done
with the law."

We all moaned. We'd heard this many times.

"I'm done making rich people richer. I'm sick of this corporate
shit. I'm going to do something that matters with my
life." Wendy was off to the races about how she was going to
collect her bonus and resign her partnership, sell her condo,
see the world, run a marathon, learn Spanish, get an MBA,
and move to South America. "Within five years I intend to be
the finance minister of a small country somewhere in Latin
America!"

"Ándale!" someone said.

"I'm going to finally do something fucking important
with my life!"

"Arriba!" we cried. By this time the waitstaff was eyeing
us wearily. Later that night I lay awake in bed thinking about
doing something important with my life. I was aware even
then that something in me had changed. I was not sure what
it was or how big it was or how long it would last, but something 
was different. I had seen another person die. I thought
about soldiers who can never quite come all the way back
from combat, can never really shop again for tube socks at
Wal-Mart or go all out for a foul pop-up or fall asleep on the
couch with a book turned over on their chests. Can never
even read a book or eat soup or make love without the knowledge
of what they've done or seen.

For me right then, it was the knowledge of what I hadn't
done. Oh, I knew that my friends were well-meaning, that
they were kind and wise and generous to reassure me and I
was sure they were right that any action I would have taken
could have failed or backfired or even exacerbated the situation,
but they were also missing the point. I saw someone
alive, and then I saw her dead, and in between I could have
acted at least theoretically, at least hypothetically, to change
the dynamic between those two things. Perhaps that's what
had changed. Perhaps I'd never realized before that I could
have such power. Perhaps I'd never even thought about it.

The first real writing I ever did was a bunch of short stories I
wrote as a senior thesis at Ohio University for Walter Tevis,
and I had been carrying around something that Tevis had
said to me ever since, something that despite the fact that I'd
spent much of my life writing made me hesitate to call myself
a writer.

I would love to say that Walter Tevis was my mentor, but
it would be more accurate to say that I wanted him to be my
mentor, and he tried to be, sort of. I don't think that I was
very mentorable because I was only playing at being a writer,
trying it on as you might a suit of clothes, and I think he
knew that, but he was kind and indulgent and treated me as
a mentee even if we both knew we were faking it.

Tevis was a goofy, gangly, buck-toothed man who knew
Paul Newman and drank wine, sometimes too much. I'm not
telling tales out of school here; he was candid about his drinking
and used to joke that the only day of the year he didn't
drink was New Year's Eve, "amateur night," and every New
Year's Day he gave a brunch so he could enjoy his bleary-eyed
friends and welcome the new year with a Bloody Mary.
About Paul Newman: He had supposedly and very briefly—if
at all—attended Ohio University, and we as undergrads were
much more impressed that Tevis knew him than that the reason
he knew him was because he had written two novels called
The Hustler and The Color of Money that had been made into
movies starring Newman. This all made Tevis something of
a local celebrity, and I considered myself lucky to get into his
creative-writing class as a junior and luckier still when he
agreed, somewhat reluctantly, to sponsor my independent-writing
project the year I came back from Oxford.

I spent the winter quarter sitting up all night in my tiny
room smoking cigarettes, drinking Nescafé and typing five
rambling, mediocre stories about growing up. Once a week
Tevis and I met late in the evening. The hour was partly because
we were both night owls and partly, I came to realize,
so Tevis would have a reason to open a bottle of Spanish sauterne
that was sometimes not his first. We met in his living
room at first, but his wife, who had correctly assessed the
situation and clearly saw me as a bad influence and facilitator,
would walk through glowering at us, so we moved our
sessions to the detached garage Tevis had remodeled into a
study. It was a small space, and we spent much of our time
there avoiding eye contact. I was like that person you know
who acquires a friend or girlfriend or wife or even a child
because someone else has said that he should, who does and
says all the right things, but who is only painting by numbers.
We sat there time after time on the outside chance that Tevis
might say one day, "He was my student," and I might say one
day, "He taught me everything I know." But that is much too
cynical. Actually, he taught me three very important things:

(1) He taught me about San Miguel de Allende, a lovely
colonial town on the high plateau about three hours north of
Mexico City that has a good school of art and one of music,
some satellite-language schools, a handsome cathedral on a
perfect little plaza, cobblestone streets, cheap inns and posadas,
an English-language bookstore, and enough—but not
quite too many—Americans. Tevis had gone to San Miguel
on the advance he had gotten to write The Hustler and had
spent most of his time there filling a drawer with osos negros,
the little, black plastic bears that came chained to the necks
of vodka bottles. I went there more recently to sit in the sunshine
and to write down a good part of this story that you're
reading.

(2) Tevis also taught me something valuable about the
parts and importance of culture, our culture. At the time I
knew him, he was busy suing a man named Rudolph Wanderone,
whom he claimed had stolen his most valuable creation.
One Sunday afternoon on a porch swing in Lexington,
Kentucky, while he waited to be called for dinner, Tevis had
invented a character out of whole cloth named Minnesota
Fats, who would become the universal prototype of the pool
hustler. According to Tevis, Wanderone had come along and
appropriated the name, and was making lots of money appearing
on television as Minnesota Fats. Tevis was spending
lots of money trying to prove that Rudolph Wanderone was
Rudolph Wanderone. Since it seemed to be a losing battle, I
asked him why he was doing it. For once, he answered me
seriously. He said, "Pete, I've written a few good stories, but
I'm not William Faulkner. No one is going to remember my
stuff in a hundred years. But every school kid and every old
lady in America knows who Minnesota Fats is. He's mine. I
invented him. He's my little contribution to Americana, and
I don't want that taken away from me."

"My goodness," I thought then and think now, "how wonderful
to have given the rest of us Minnesota Fats or the Yellow
Brick Road or Kraft marshmallow miniatures. You don't
have to discover penicillin or win the Nobel Peace Prize or
write Hamlet. It is enough to have thought up banana fish or
invented a 'friend called Piggy.' "

(3) But that brings me to the third thing that I learned
from Tevis: something about myself. It was a very specific
thing tied to a very specific moment, a kind of revelation. We
were sitting as usual late at night in Tevis's little study, and I
was trying to sound glib and literary about my stories. Tevis
was trying to seem interested. He leaned forward from his
chair across the coffee table for the bottle of sauterne, lost his
balance, and allowed himself to slowly topple onto the floor
at my feet. I was horrified. He was unabashed. I sat primly,
knees together like the pastor's wife. He rolled onto his back
and looked at the ceiling. "Pete," he said, "I know that growing
up is hard, I really do, but growing old is awful." He didn't
stir, but after a while he said, "I like what you are doing, I really
do. I think you are sincere, and I think you are talented.
You haven't much to say, but you say it very well."

I suppose that ever since, I've been looking for something
to say. Along the way I've done a good bit of writing. Early
on I wrote a defiantly plotless novel, got a kind and encouraging
rejection letter from a young editor at Alfred Knopf,
and published some of its chapters as short stories. I wrote
a few other self-consciously literary short stories and even
won an award for one. But mostly what I've written has been
practical,
utilitarian stuff, stuff that speaks for itself. I wrote
textbooks, of course, and grant and award applications. I
wrote a glossy sixteen-page brochure promoting a $31 million
school-building referendum that passed by a mere 400
votes and for which I secretly took almost-complete credit.
Lots of other people took almost-complete credit, too, but the
thing did win some kind of national award; I have the plaque
in my classroom. And over the years I have done a good bit of
very subjective, highly personalized travel writing because I
became interested in what we do and where we go to give our
lives meaning when we don't or can't find it at home, when
life there becomes too staid and certain and we have to create
challenges—even dilemmas—for ourselves because problems
are interesting and important and life without them is
neither. It is the reason that people join the circus, I think,
drink too much, drive too fast, jump off things, jump into
things, climb things, run away from home, and paddle into
the wilderness. It is also the reason they tell stories.
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