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P r e f a c e 
 

 We found ourselves, that final day of winter, a frigid graying day, 

pushing ahead to the Art Institute, my wife and I.  There was a Hopper 

show.   

 

 Shielding myself from the wind, I was anticipating the silent spaces of 

an early morning museum.  With space to absorb Hopper’s lonely cities and 

lonelier villages – of half-empty lives in near-empty rooms.    

 

 Soon I found myself alone in that first plain room, three large Hoppers 

on view, each centered on a solitary wall.  In the middle I sat quietly, on a 

simple stone bench.  Looking.  Slowly.  

 

 A good beginning.  Of solitary mood.  But for brevity’s sake, let me 

leave Hopper to Hopper. 

 

 Now picture me two hours later, in the book store, leafing through a 

large over-sized book of Hopper paintings, in the young adult section.  The 

sheer size and power of images is beginning to draw me in.  Deeply.   

 

 I begin to test an impulse – one imagining a collection of short stories: 

of characters, feelings, and expressions; each reflected in Hopper’s 

obsession with situations, colors, and moods; all in my attempt to sequence 

these into emotionally-reflective story lines.”  

 

 Hopper’s images all seem “situationally unique.”  Which I 

instinctively visualize closer to the experience of film and theater than 

literature. But at their core, Hopper’s images also – and essentially – seem 

very still, and silent.   

 

 What I had come to propose to myself, in that bookstore, in that 

museum, in that moment, was that I would “. . . write stories of silent people 

in silent worlds – just as silently as Hopper had painted them.”   

 

 And so . . . I began. 
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1.   E a r l y   S u n d a y   M o r n i n g 

 

 
 

 Mid-July.  Alice carefully dressing for early Mass.  Telling Edmond 

to sleep in, out of courtesy – she’ll enjoy the walk in the early morning sun.  

But instead of walking ten blocks west, to St. Stephen’s, she takes the 

streetcar ten blocks east, to the street where Edmond and his younger brother 

Johnny grew up, to where Johnny waits.  

 Now Alice stands slightly back in a doorway, opposite the once-red 

brick facade, now faded dull orange, the green-painted shop fronts peeling, 

the signs barely reading.  Behind second-story windows pale shades, limp 

curtains, and faded lace half-fill the dark voids. She waits, anxious.    

 The Schmidt boys grew up in the flat she’s watching, the one directly 

above the family plumbing business.   

 Mother Schmidt has been dead ten years, five since Alice married 

Edmond.  And Edmond’s father lives in a nursing home an hour away. The 
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old family flat is unused, except when Johnny comes home on leave from 

Fort Dix.  

 Alice thinks this, waiting for the street door opposite to open.  She 

pictures Johnny inside, in his uniform, tie-loosened, or upstairs in bed, 

naked.  Her heart thumps, she takes even deeper breaths.  

Though the street is totally vacant, she fears someone spying from an 

upper window.  She wears her mouse-grey suit to feel less conspicuous.   

 Now the shop door opens, slightly.  Taking a deep breath, Alice steps 

out onto the sidewalk.  She crosses at the light, turns right and walks back 

toward the shop, keeping close in to the narrow strip of shadows.  The 

folded-back awnings offer little concealment.  Her sole companion is the 

fleeting reflection in the darkened glass, as she passes old orthopedic 

displays, worn vegetable crates, jumbles of lock hardware, and a cluttered 

row of old office desks and steel chairs.  The street beside her remains 

empty.  Alice feels anxious, slightly desperate, and dizzy from holding her 

breath. 

She sees the barber pole near the open door, it’s candy-striped red- 

white-and-blue reminding her of the Memorial Day parade, when she first 

saw twelve-year-old Johnny in his Boy Scout uniform, his dark hair curling 

below his olive-brown cap.   

“See that boy in the front row – right there?” Alice said, pointing, 

“That’s Edmond’s little brother.”   

“Oh my.  And look at those eyes!” her best friend whispered behind 

her white-gloved hand.  

   

At the shop entrance, Alice turns quickly into the open door. Shutting 

it quietly behind her, she’s blinded by the sudden dimness.  Johnny isn’t 

there.  Again, she feels her heart thumping–she’s forgotten to breathe.  She 

locks the front door, half-distracted by her grey sleeve and gloved hand so 

close to the grime.  Now she focuses on Johnny, upstairs on the two single 

beds pushed together, in the small room he shared with Edmond as a boy.   

Her eyes adjust as she walks down the narrow aisle between the 

wooden counter and the iron rack of plumbing equipment, smelling of oil, 

tar and old cardboard.  Picking her way carefully through the shadows, the 

jumble of new and salvaged cast iron parts threaten to stain her suit and snag 

her purse-straps.  She reaches the opposite corner and starts up the sagging 

stairs, each cracked-linoleum tread creaking.  She slows to avoid more 

telltale sounds.  The row of nails on the brass nosing draws her attention 

until she notices her white glove gathering more dust from the banister. 

Dismayed, insecure, she fears what Edmond will say when he sees them. 
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Now at the top of the staircase Alice crosses the narrow hallway 

leading into the small sitting room.  Against the front window is the old 

maroon daybed, Alice picturing her periodic visits with Edmond’s father, 

who rested there most of the day, in worn slippers, suffering from lung 

cancer.  He was a smiling man, mostly quiet, who smoked Camels, and 

laughed painfully through hacking coughs, repeating the same endless 

stories and anecdotes.   

Edmond’s father hadn’t been well enough to work since she’d married 

Edmond.  By this time the plumbing business languished; the discouraged 

assistant didn’t have the money to buy the Schmidt business outright.  And 

neither Edmond nor Johnny cared for the profession.  The family couldn’t 

afford to move out until Edmond married Alice, and Johnny joined the 

Army, shortly after the Korean War broke out.  

Now Alice walks into the small rear bedroom, a room as airless and 

stale as the front room.  She wonders if Johnny minds, or even notices.  

Then there he is, spread-eagled across the beds, a facedown snow angel, in 

Khaki shorts.  She’s relieved he’s taken off his socks.   

Alice walks over to the bed, reaches down, and takes hold of  

Johnny’s dog tags, pulling gently.  Johnny continues to feign sleep.   

 “Stand up when a lady enters the room, soldier,” she whispers in his 

ear.  

Johnny slowly turns over and beams up a smile, then reaches for her 

hand. 

“You better get down here, under cover . . . where the enemy can’t see 

you.” 

“But I don’t see any covers,” she counters, resisting his pull. 

He smiles again, and Alice weakens.  Johnny’s thick dark hair is only 

wavy on top now, sabotaged by the Fort Dix barber.  There is still enough 

curl to remind her how beautiful he was, if a man or boy can be called 

beautiful – Alice still remembering his mischievous choirboy look. 

Johnny is six years younger than Edmond.  Between the two, Edmond 

had always been the careful and deliberate one, and now a thin-haired civil 

servant of sober demeanor, while Johnny continues to present the look and 

feigned helplessness that attract women who like to mother.  This was 

Johnny’s shortcut to more physical relationships, which the girls enjoyed as 

much as he found it difficult to turn them away.  He was skillful at keeping 

them separated, however.  This amoral behavior annoyed Edmond, more out 

of secret envy than any particular concern for the girls.  Edmond, always 

awkward with girls, was more invested in high school classes and technical 



 

 

7 

7 

college; now even more so with his job in the engineering department, 

specializing in traffic planning.  

Johnny first kissed Alice, innocently in her mind, when she and 

Edmond announced their engagement.  Soon Alice found Johnny more 

enjoyable to talk to than Edmond, and he began to gain ground.  As a rule, 

unmarried girls didn’t allow casual sex back then, so Johnny found it quite 

encouraging that Alice, after marrying Edmond, became even more relaxed 

and familiar.  Johnny speculated he would not have to struggle much to 

overcome her reluctance, Edmond having successfully breached that on their 

honeymoon. 

Then Johnny impulsively enlisted in the Army during the desperate 

summer of North Korea’s sudden invasion of the South.  Johnny had been 

too young for World War II, and now wanted to share in the heroism.  

Johnny was something of an athlete in high school, and a big fan of 

Hollywood war movies.  He planned to apply for the Signal Corps after 

basic training, then volunteer for the entertainment shows that invariably 

toured the front.  He believed a Bob Hope or other prominent star would 

suggest a way for a promising young GI to break into Hollywood.  Johnny 

knew he wasn’t obnoxious or pushy, but easy-going and handsome, and that 

invited both men and women to encourage him.  And his army training 

would give him the look of a realistic soldier and a natural hero.  This was 

Johnny’s secret plan, one he re-played in his mind, over and over. 

Now Johnny pulled Alice down on top of him.  After their deep kiss 

Alice began to stiffen, and Johnny sensed she was worried about wrinkling 

her suit.   

“Here, let me take it off,” Johnny murmured. 

This was something they both enjoyed, especially Alice, as it was a  

more forbidden, less common occurrence for her than Johnny, who  

still enjoyed the process, as it began to reveal Alice’s smooth skin and pale, 

intimate places. 

Three quarters of an hour later Alice woke up, and reached for her 

watch, which she always took off because it scratched Johnny once. Then 

she shifted Johnny’s arm and leg, turned onto her back and stared up at the 

ceiling.  Overhead, the smudged silhouettes of missing stars and planets and 

the rings of Saturn stood out against the dirty-yellowed ceiling, suggesting 

the same glow-in-the-dark stick-ons her girlfriend Heidi’s bedroom had.  

She laughed inwardly as she pictured the two little boys gazing up at a 

quaint glowing galaxy. 

Although Alice was satiated, her anxieties calmed, she began thinking  
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of spending a weekend with Johnny at a large hotel.  She thought she could 

put away a small portion of her salary, gradually saving enough.  Then, 

when Edmond traveled upstate, she would surprise Johnny.  But she knew it 

would have to coincide with him on leave from the Army.  She wished she 

could surprise him, but knew they would have to plan together.  But this also 

calmed her – planning.  It was straightening her clothes, fixing her hair, 

leaving the shop, and walking down the street that brought on her anxiety; 

especially arriving home to Edmond, and how she might describe the 

morning.   

Her earlier nervous state began to overtake her and she got out of bed 

and began to sort and smooth her blouse and suit.  When Johnny undressed 

her, he never thought about her clothes.  Her next task would be to teach 

him, but without losing the spontaneity she enjoyed.  She was pleased with 

this new challenge. 

After Alice dressed, her hair brushed, her lipstick applied, she leaned 

over and kissed Johnny.  She smiled at the red lips imprinted on his cheek, 

then whispered, “Please write me – don’t forget.  At the office.  Your letters 

mean so much.” 

Johnny smiled, and wiped the drool from his cheek. And as a smoker, 

he was careful, and inhaled while kissing her.  

“I think I love you,” he said, “but don’t tell Edmond.  He’d kill  

me.” 

“I’d never let him hurt you.  And we must never hurt him.  It’s our 

special thing.  Our top secret.”   

 Alice always said this. 

 

*   *   *    
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2.   M o r n i n g   S u n 

 

 
 

Alice sitting on her bed, arms tightly crossed over her knees, staring 

out her fourth story window towards Johnny’s apartment.  Ten blocks east, 

she cannot see it – the two-story row of apartments, where she and Johnny 

met, and loved.  It is too low and too hidden by tenements.  But still, a 

comfort to look in its general direction, thinking of her secret times together 

– her only moments of true sensuality.   

Alice is also comforted by the sun’s warmth on her bare legs and 

breast.  Her window is high up enough up so that no one can look into their 

apartment.  She can sit or lie naked whenever she chooses.  This brings her 

to fantasizing about Johnny.  She fishes out a small cardboard tube, hidden 

well-back in her nightstand – a simple two-piece gift box, one piece sliding 

into the other.  She keeps all of Johnny’s tightly rolled letters inside, and it’s 

easily slipped into her purse.  Still, she is very careful to keep it 

inconspicuous and out-of-sight. 

 Johnny has been in Korea for a year now and his letters infrequent and 

erratic, which doesn’t diminish their importance or impact.  She guesses that 
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her regular letters to Johnny – two per month – are still meaningful and 

important to him; his primary lifeline home and proof of their secret love. 

These are her thoughts when she is in a romantic and stable mood.  Feeling 

vulnerable, she writes of her concerns and worries.  Alice is more open to 

Johnny than Edmond, who she doesn’t want to trouble unduly, as Edmond 

controls his emotions, preferring an orderly life. In part, one of the major 

reasons she married him: combining strength and stability, conviction and 

firm decision-making. 

 Alice has pushed the top sheet and blanket onto the floor.  Unlike her 

and Edmond’s love making, Johnny prefers the bed uncovered, so their 

movements, and his ability to see everything, are uninhibited.  The room and 

her bed now look as bare as the one in Johnny’s flat.  This thought takes 

Alice back to their last time together.  The memory and the morning sun 

merge, warming her more deeply.   

 Alice uncurls Johnny’s letters, removing her favorite from the roll. 

She lies back against the pillow and reads it through twice.  Alice glows in 

the world of Johnny’s letters, perhaps more so today.  She lowers herself 

further on the bed and pulls her slip up, and pushes her head deeper into the 

pillow.  Then she takes the curled letter and places it over her face, filtering 

out the sunlight.  She can smell the odor of his tobacco.  The black 

calligraphy on the translucent pages begins to transform itself into Johnny’s 

dark curls and chest hair.  Alice strokes and caresses herself, drowning in her 

fantasy.  As her rising heat mixes with the sun’s warmth, it drives her deeper 

into ecstasy, ever deeper into the soft bed. 

The warm bath of sunlight is now to her knees, as she emerges from 

the depth of her dreams.  Slowly she becomes aware of the letter’s 

transformation back into itself, her head still deep in the pillow, her nudity 

exposed to the open window, a slight breeze and the sounds of light Sunday 

traffic floating up from the avenue below.   

 Alice lies quietly awhile, and begins to think about the remainder of 

the afternoon.  Edmond will be returning from upstate, and will be home by  

four, if he doesn’t run into weekend traffic merging in from the mountains, 

or crossing the bridges.   

 Alice thinks of the small chicken she will bake, and the carrots she  

will peel, and arrange neatly, with a ring of small new potatoes.  She 

visualizes the meal in its baking dish and looks down at her bare thighs and 

stomach; she smiles and decides to add parsley to the chicken, her little joke.  

She will use the guest china, setting the table in their small dining room, 

adding candlelight. 
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Alice sits up and carefully slides the rolled letters back into their tube, 

then hides the tube at the very back of the drawer.  She then makes up the 

bed and thinks about what she will wear, after her bath, to look nice for 

Edmond.   

Now she draws the bath, then adds the salts she always uses for 

Johnny. 

 

 

           *   *   *  

 

 

3.   O f f i c e   i n   a   S m a l l   C i t y 

 

 
 

Another Sunday.  Edmond sits at his large drafting table facing his 

wide corner window, seeing . . . nothing.  He’s gone numb.  In front of him 

on the table with its parallel rule is a small narrow, dark-colored tube in two 

pieces: one piece to the left, one to the right.  In between lay some two-
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dozen sheets of tissue-thin beige stationery. The handwriting is in a black 

script, giving a personal impression.  The words are not particularly legible.  

He takes his time to read them over.  All the return addresses read: Corporal 

Jonathan A. Schmidt, Tenth Battalion, U.S. Army Signal Corps, Army Post 

Office, San Francisco, California.  Edmond feels dizzy and nauseous. 

 Edmond had accidentally discovered the tube at the very back of the 

drawer, when he was rummaging through Alice’s nightstand, looking for 

aspirin.  Now he had sat and opened the tube, curious what was inside.  In a 

few moments he both knew, and didn’t know.  His heart thumping, he chose 

not to study all the contents, to return them to the tube instead.  He would 

take the tube to his office, over the weekend, and study it in complete 

privacy.  Now he didn’t care if Alice found it missing; nor would he ask her 

permission to remove it. 

 All of this happened Monday night after dinner, when Alice was  

washing dishes.  Edmond had chosen not to say anything until he’d read all 

the evidence. There might be an explanation.  He did not want his feelings 

exposed until he prepared.  

On Wednesday, Edmond came home from work to find a telegram  

being delivered.  Alice worked later than he did, and had farther to travel.    

Edmond read the cable as he slowly climbed the stairs.  By the time he 

reached the second floor, he read that Johnny had been killed one week 

earlier.  By the time he reached the third floor, he learned it was a traffic 

accident, while Johnny was on leave in Japan.  The fourth and final floor 

brought news his body was being shipped to the Army Mortuary in San 

Francisco, that his personal effects were being sent on to Edmond.  Johnny’s 

captain offered his condolences.  Despite Johnny’s adultery, Edmond was 

overcome by the news.  Then he thought of Alice. 

 Edmond’s first impulse was one of cruel revenge.  Then he thought of 

withholding the news of Johnny from Alice.  Then he thought of reading the 

telegram aloud to her, boldly holding the secret box of letters in his hand.  

Then he thought again of saying nothing, simply putting the telegram in the 

tube with the letters and never saying another word.  Edmond continued to 

turn these thoughts over in his mind, until Sunday, when Alice again would 

be at Mass, and he could carefully read them, undisturbed.  

Then, between Wednesday evening and Sunday morning, when 

Edmond could remove the letters, his thoughts shuffled erratically from 

Alice to Johnny – from Alice’s betrayal to Johnny’s death.  The death had 

caused Edmond to focus on the Johnny he knew growing up: the things that 

drew his anger and fury, and the things he found warm and even endearing, 

if he could still say that about his younger brother.  But Alice was now an 
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object for revenge and punishment while Johnny, surprisingly, one of 

sadness.  He did not think about the bias of his anger, though both were 

adulterers.  Something unarticulated prompted his sympathy for Johnny.  

Perhaps it was simply the hard fact of a brother’s death, or the nature of the 

distant war, or the shock of the accident.  Alice was another matter.  They 

both occupied the same space – the same rooms, the same bed, same 

bathroom, same closets – the compression was enormous.   

 Then Edmond began to fixate on their separateness, to see Alice as 

alien, harboring the small box of lethal secrets.  Her nightstand and the box 

began to take on a radio-active quality – they began to glow.  He struggled 

to re-visualize the text in that awful urgency of his discovery.  And now 

recalled, even that text began to glow.  It continued to burn in his mind.  

Distracted, so much so, that Alice assumed things were not going well at 

work.  She asked, but he said it was nothing; his way of dealing 

 Now Sunday morning, Alice at Mass, he sat alone in his downtown 

corner office, slowly, carefully reading each letter, arranged again in 

chronological order.  Edmond feeling their correct order necessary to have a 

complete sense of Alice and Johnny’s adultery.  Now they lay in two thin 

stacks in front of him, the unread letters about equal to the ones already read. 

 The phone in his office rang six times before he answered.  It was  

Alice.  She had come home from Mass and found the family car missing, the 

apartment empty.  Edmond explained that his supervisor called just after 

she’d left for Mass: The drawings for the new cloverleaf on the parkway 

were rejected, the calculations for the radii were insufficient.  He didn’t 

know how long it would take him, but it needed to be corrected by Monday 

morning, first thing.   

 Alice asked him if he would be home for dinner and he asked her to 

leave something for him, he would warm it up.  He was going to be late, he 

had no idea how late.  Edmond added, to himself, That is, if I’m ever coming 

home!  Then Edmond thought about ordering Alice out of the apartment.  He 

would let her pack first, and return only after she had gone.  But he didn’t 

know if he wanted to continue living in the place that reminded him of her. 

 Edmond went back to reading the letters, letters that held scattered  

descriptions of mundane military life in Korea, the too-hot or too  

-cold weather, non-consequential rumors, and the occasional leaves to 

Tokyo.  Johnny’s duties were primarily supervising the laying of phone 

lines.  The hoped-for entertainment shows didn’t materialize except for 

small USO tours of college revues, and singers and comedians he’d never 

heard of.  Johnny’s writings were the clichéd expressions of a lonely man, 

with repeated and unremarkable descriptions of her physical and sexual 
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attributes and behavior.  The letters were less passionate than he expected, 

and had a flat tone, sounding unimaginative and domestic.  This saddened 

Edmond; that somehow these letters sounded like ones he would write to 

Alice, if he were in Korea. Was he beginning to identify with Johnny?   

 Edmond decided he needed something to drink, that a good shot  

of Scotch would fortify his ability to deal.  Except that he didn’t need to deal 

with Johnny any longer.  Then a twinge of loss hit him, despite Johnny’s 

years-old betrayal. 

 Edmond gathered the letters, rolled them up and slid them back into  

the tube, put on his coat, with the box in his pocket, and left the office.  He 

got in his car and began driving in search of a liquor store, finding one four 

blocks away.  He bought a pint of Scotch and a tin of breath mints.  Then, 

feeling a twinge of guilt, he asked for a paper cup. 

 Back in his car he started towards his office, but impulsively turned 

towards his childhood apartment.  As he drove the several blocks, he  

thought of the bedroom where Alice and Johnny would meet, and once again  

anger welled up.  He imagined wandering through the family apartment.  

And he pictured the flat from the street, and from the sidewalk, on a sunny 

afternoon, like today.   

 He remembered his boyhood, the glare off the hot street and treeless 

sidewalk, and how the comfort inside made a nap possible, always lessening 

the urgency to complete his homework, which overshadowed his Sundays. 

Johnny, on the other hand, always seemed fun, carefree, and spirited; going 

off to play with the kids down the block, in the vacant lot, or over in the 

park.   

 Edmond had always felt the responsible one, with grades to prove it; 

that Johnny was the irresponsible one.  Even now, Edmond thought of his 

stature as an engineer, and Johnny as someone who went into the Army,  

lacking initiative and alternatives.  A more perceptive parent might have 

remarked that Edmond was a boy driven more by guilt and fear than pride. 

 Edmond parked his car on the street and walked towards the plumbing 

shop, remembering Sundays when the family might drive upstate for two 

hours and picnic, and return.  The rare Sundays they skipped church – Dad 

was a Lutheran, Mom the Catholic – they might take a picnic breakfast.  

Their favorite park had a stream to wade in and a hill to roll down, after 

breakfast, wrapped in a blanket.  If they were on the right road home, there 

was a frozen custard stand.  He also remembered the occasional Sunday 

matinees when they saw movies like High Noon and Sands of Iwo Jima. And 

afterwards staggering out into the blinding sunlight with head pulsing, 

bloated with popcorn, soda pop, and candy.   
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 Edmond unlocked the front door of the shop, careful with his paper 

bag of Scotch.  He was just as conscious of the small box of letters in his suit 

pocket.  But now he had to push the front door, as it always stuck.  He 

wondered if Alice had to use her shoulder on the difficult door, or did 

Johnny do it for her? 

 He turned on the overhead lights so he could see through the 

confusion, then walked to the rear stairs.  He always thought it was 

undomestic walking through a plumbing shop to get to their apartment, but 

then considered the less-appealing alternate – the dank back-alley entrance. 

 Climbing the creaking stairs, he was in a familiar place again, 

even though half his life was spent elsewhere.  He walked into the front  

room, then the kitchen, and the bathroom, and finally the two back 

bedrooms.  He was nervous looking for signs of life – for damning evidence 

of Johnny and Alice, then suddenly startled by the unexpected image of two 

single beds pushed together in his old bedroom, the bed legs crudely, 

obscenely joined with plumber’s wire.  The idea of this overt display, this 

spectacle, was more than upsetting.  Quite unnerved, he left the bedroom and 

went back into the living room.   

 Trying to restabilize, he noticed the family table was still against the 

front window, where they could look out onto the street as they ate. Edmond 

put the paper bag, with its pint bottle and cup, on the table and took out the 

tube of letters.  Again, he carefully uncurled and back-rolled the fragile 

letters, laying them flat.  He looked for the last letter he had read, separated 

them into their piles, and continued reading the saga.  Edmond paused after 

the third letter – he was ready for a drink.  He poured himself a quarter of 

the paper cup, wishing he had ice.  Checking the refrigerator, he found it 

turned off, cleaned out, and wondered: was it Johnny’s thoughtfulness, or 

Alice’s?  This second thought upset him.  He went back to the table, took a 

swallow of warm Scotch, and stared out the window.  The Scotch raised his 

temperature, its bite briefly distracting him.  He held a second swallow – not 

nearly as burning – and continued to stare.  His thoughts drifted back to 

Johnny. 

 Johnny was always talking to the girls, whereas he, Edmond, was too  

studious and preoccupied, and quite awkward.  He remembered when he was 

a senior and Johnny a sixth-grader – he’d been surprised to catch  

Johnny playing spin-the-bottle with some eighth-grade girls. 

 At the time, he couldn’t decide if it was Johnny’s uninhibited 

precocity or his emerging sexuality that had so taken him aback.  Now he 

felt it all connected to Johnny and Alice’s behavior.  He wanted to feel moral 

outrage, but instead felt only his inadequacy.  Why had they done this to 
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him, when he’d always done right by them?  Why did he still feel he owed 

something to his wife?  Why couldn’t he blame Johnny more?  He didn’t 

have the words to explain what he felt, let alone articulate a strategy about 

Alice.  How could this be?   

 He avoided answering by taking a third swallow of Scotch, spilling a 

small amount onto the most-handled letter, causing a graphic blur with a 

whiskey smell.   

 Now he was feeling helpless and pathetic, instead of outraged and 

aggressive.  Could he go home and angrily confront Alice, or would he just 

leave, letting her suffer in silence and questions? 

 Edmond let himself out of the apartment and walked to his car, unsure 

of what to do next.  Inside the car he put the tube, now containing Johnny’s 

telegram, on the front seat.  He started the car and pulled out, making a U-

turn that barely missed a passing car.  This startled him, making him rethink 

his scattered plan.   

 Still distracted, he drove past his own street, then mindlessly another 

mile beyond, up to the parkway.  Suddenly, at the parkway entrance, he 

turned onto the ramp heading north, upstate.  He decided he would drive up 

the parkway all the way to the capital:  To clear his head.  To come to a 

decision.  Or an understanding.  Or he would drive past, to the top of the 

state and beyond, perhaps to Canada.  He would think hard about what he 

needed to do, or to say.  This, rather than return home and confront Alice.  

His plan was to not talk to Alice without knowing what he would do about 

her, and say about Johnny. 

 

*   *   * 

 

 In the kitchen, Alice changed her mind.  Instead of roasting the 

traditional chicken, she would prepare a leg of lamb with homemade mint 

sauce.  It was Edmond – and Johnny’s – favorite Sunday meal.   

 The chicken she would save for Johnny, when he returned, and place 

the sprig of parsley between the two brown legs – her little fun for Johnny’s 

homecoming. 

  

 Smiling, she held that thought, crossing into the parlor, stopping at the 

bookcase displaying Johnny’s small service photo.  She’d noticed the frame, 

now face down, and wondered if Edmond had reached for a book.   

  

 She turned the photo over, setting it back into place.  
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 Suddenly, her breath catching, her heart froze – her whole being, 

paralyzed.  The picture was gone.    

 

T h e   E n d 
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