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George Saunders

precise: partly clothed. (Over time, that is, the elements of my

outfit grew more reliably visible.)

My beige skirt soon became a near constant.

Meanwhile, here was a burrowing worm to consider and a

brown bottle-shard and the rich smell of the loam now com-

pletely encasing my (inverted) upper half.

Once in Tennessee, having landed in the more conventional

upright posture, I spent six hours in a paddock, my head pro-

truding above the surface of the earth, being trotted through

again and again by three black horses and one roan, who never)

during those hours, ceased being panicked by -y presence.

And yet I had a fine success on that occasion.

My charge being greatly comforted.

Tonight, blessedly, the thaw proceeded quickly.

And I found myself able, by sheer force of will, to bolt up out

of the ground gymnastically and stand upright, both fully and

consistently clothed.

Beige skirt, pale pink blouse, black pumps.

The golden dog shone in the glare of an ornate carriage lamp.

I made for the front door and, not yet walking competently,

collapsed to the earth like a just-unstrung puppet, then leapt to

my feet and moved on relentlessly to my work.

The door (immense, heavy, dead-bolted) presented no mean-

ingful impediment. Passing through, I emerged into a magnifi-

cent entryway, then ascended a spacious stairwell lined with
image after image of my charge:

Leaning confidently against a podium, speaking to a tremen-

dous crowd.

2

Squatting with a

Pyramid of Gtza.

Knee-deep in the

side a young woman

Driving (pretendr

wearing a hard hat ar

Posing before an c

And another.

And another.

Standing with hr.

beaming as if this rep

Arm in arm v,ith h

the'White House.

W.ith her again. t
home, in Colorado.

And a third, in H,
A fourth, in Ker \t

Often, on his fac.

albeit shot throush :
Reaching the ..:

with numerous pain:-

mentioning some e\:
with its acquisition:
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"Catacomb tou:. ;

after dinner."

"Guest of Senar --
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A familiar tan pu::
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George Saunders

ted it (once, twice) as I would in the bygone days when about to

embark on a challenging task, then passed through, knowing

that my charge must be found on the other side.

And here he was.

A tiny, crimped fellow in an immense mahogany bed.

I was not too late.

Neither was I too early.

His wife, exhausted by care, slept fully dressed on a love seat

near the bed. Her slippers lay on the floor, turned in toward each

other as if being worn by some invisible pigeon-toed individual.

But she was not my concern.

My charge's sleeping clothes were of silk, his initials mono-

grammed above the heart.

Moving closer, I entered the orb of his thoughts.

Within him abided a formidable stubbornness. A steady flow

of satisfaction, even triumph, coursed through him, regarding

all he had managed to do, see, cause, and create, especially given

his humble origins.

I scanned for doubts regarding things he had done or left un-

done; things he might have said but had not; mistakes to which

he had not yet fully admitted, any of which might keep him

from attaining that state of total peace so to be desired at this

iuncture.
And found nothing, or nearly nothing.

He was as sure of himself as ever a charge of mine had been.

Even now, as the terrible illness overtook him.

I felt again the old, familiar, generalized fondness:

Before me lay a person who had not willed himself into this

world and was norr'

subsystems within hi:

isfaction shutting do'

companied by disbel:

the wrong side of a ra

known and loved out

At such moments.

I could comfort.

I could.

I moved to the windo
self from which I cr.
the glory of all-thar--

To my surprise. ci

dog, stood one of our

He must be one c:

And began besee.-:

gestures, to indulge::
for a quick word. if I

I passed out thrt,t
room giving wav rr *

lovely nighttime so*-
affixed and permane::

greet this new acqu:.:

The fellow appea:.

distance to be here. \
railway engineer. h.
dous stack ofpaper..
low-hanging midsu::
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George Saunders

stack to exist in a continual state of sway) he must, to prevent it
from toppling, continuously be adjusting his posture.

He was indeed one of us.

For I could see, through his body, the trunk ofan oak across

the street.

He implored me, in fluent but accented English: Might I allow

him up into that room, briefly, as a courtesy? Est-il possible? He

understood that this might represent an inconvenient interrup-

tion of my work. Which, perhaps, had not yet begun in earnestl

He possessed certain information he felt would prove beneficial.

To my charge. Also, if he was being entirely transparent-
You are, I said. Entirely.

We shared a laugh.

If I am being entrely frant, he restated, it would benefit me

as well. I would be most grateful. I assure you I will do no harm:

Je vous promets.

His forlorn appearance engaged my compassion. His cloth-

ing was in tatters, he was filthy with the dust of the road, his

shoes mere flaps of leather, his feet blistered and bloody.

And, if possible, he said, I would prefer to go up alone.

Alone,I said.

S'il vous plait, he said.

It was an immense task we of our ilk were engaged upon. We

constituted a guild of sorts, that depended for its work upon

such mutual gestures of courtesy.

I indicated with a slight inclination of my head that I would
allow it.

Kindly be quick, I said.

Up the Frenchman leapt, showing a surprising agility for one

so burdened, his immense stack of papers seeming to inhibit
him not a bit.

From the backyard oi rL
and the low murmur ol .

A party, it seemed.

Seated on the edge , r

task suspended. enrer::

lull). I began to exper..

that, when upon me. a-ri

and effective than was d,

For example:

Near the golden star

shadow, was what I kne.

I recalled, had, in that r
the first of which hac

with "girlfriends," as s.
sitioned so as to face a "

wal I of white, surrour.i =

the movie-film such r: -:

ing. And: when somec,:-

change huppy glances r.
later, those servants u:'
by keeping one's conic,

Al1 of this, just beca;

Therefore, sitting ir (

wished to be lovelr.

Was Il
Had I beenl

At this remove. I :
Chevelle and those rr-l:,,,

More such recoliec:.

Though they ri'ere :.,
ugh.
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George Saunders

Here came one now:

I am digging away at the surface of "school desk" with the

point of "compass" from "Sears" as "Mrs. Kiley" drones on.

The lesson, as always, eludes me. W'hat I want is to go home

and play "PrettyPetals." That, at least, I am good at. Through a

nearby window (so close I might reach over and touch it, if I
dared, which I don't), three children too young for school play

among gently swaying "swing set" seats. Lucky ducks! Butter-

flies dart about, seemingly more quickly or slowly in proportion

to the ioy in the children's voices.

The more joy, the more agitated the butterflies.

Darn.

Darn it.
To my chagrin,I now recalled:

"Jill.'
"Jill Blaine."

"Jill 'Doll' Blaine."

In the bygone days, that (alas) had been me.

Sitting on the edge of the fountain, I resisted several additional

recollections:

The feeling of toting in two bags of "groceries," one in each

arm; the "glassclunk" (one, then the second) as these are set

down in sequence.

No, no, no.

Dangling one's feet in the "new aboveground pool" as qazy

light-stars danced across the surface of the "heavily chlorinated

water." Having "hopped right in," one felt, through "plastic

liner," one's footprints imprinting upon the soft swells of un-

derlying sand.

Oh gosh, oh dear.

Surely that Frenchma

I vaulted up, passed

standing on the bed sn e

my charge while rapidl

stack of papers.

No sooner would he I

if guided by a gentle hun

neatly to the accruing st:

What he was readins

rambling drunken narral

The cardinal, he shou

ballroom filling with mu

hippo (What hippo. I r
fearful place, at this son:

hunter seeking its ir orr

ward, dismembers a po.
Clearly the fellos,r-, a

Among our ilk, man\'

(Ours was not an easr.

Fish nibbling corpse:

squalling infant borne a.

Enough, I said. Pleas:

But he only began re"

stood.

From the house ner:
dividuals all at once :.

them.

This celebratory sour-

How I longed to be c,r

Well, why notl
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I was serving no useful purpose here and could serve none

until he was gone.

dress, or, Hat doesn't qu

kid grew into such a 1.

drunk tank but based on '

over from the beauty spa

The wedding march b

Oh gosh, goodness.

This wasn'1-1lis 113

I burst up and into tht

with the joy of it all.

Welcome back, the Fr

The last of his pages :

the bed as if made spr\ .l'
ing stack, reconstitured

ceiling.

Rather than comfon-

him, as quickly ?S p, ::
loathing.

Well, thanks for the ar

Or do nothing. he .i:
will only serve to conn:

C'est exact? How is it .a-r

Offthe hook, I said.

You let him offthe h -

Are you finished: I .
even talking about.

I am not. alas, he saii
To you, or to him. For :-

the necessary skill.

His evident frustrar:, :

Ours is not an easv r -

I cast myself out through the wall, looped over the neighboring

yard, had a look down.

A wedding.

An evening wedding by torchlight.
I hovered above atthat exact breathless moment before the

service was to begin. A crowd of two hundred or more sat in

chairs otganized into rows, flaing torches forming the aisle.

The bride, awaiting the first notes of the march, standing beside

her father, gave their joined hands a nervous) confirmatory

shake, eliciting a ringing of sympathetic laughter from the con-

gregants.

Adorable.

She was a beauty. As for the groom, he was nervous, atten-

tive, awash in an undisguised reverence for his bride, clearly

feeling himself the most fortunate of men.

I landed softly among the congregants, finding much that

was familiar, even dear:

The impatient flick of a program that one had already read

three times.

The tap tap tap of one's shoetip against the metal chair just in

frontbut one must immediately stop tapping if the fellow sitting

there turned his head even slightly.

The urge one sometimes got, for no reason at all, to scrunch

up one's toes inside one's pumps.

The sudden cessation, just then, of all talk (a11 chitchat, all

gossip; no more leaning over to say to so-and-so, Wow, what a
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George Saunders

He looked at me. I had not been looked at so intently in quite

some time. I felt the warmth rising into my cheeks.

You will see, he said. I will help you see. He is no good. I
am off now, to seek a different method. [Jne approche alterna-

tive.

He gave a curt bow and burst out through the wall, contort-

ing himself into the balled-up configuration of someone leaping

into a pond for relief from the heat.

Only to thrust his head back in again seconds later, tears run-
ning down his face.

Honesry compels .me to admit, he said. It was also of my

doing. I had a hand in the invention of the beast.
'What beastl I said.

Quelle horreur! he cried.

And then was gone again.

Reentering the orb of my charge's thoughts, I found him at-

tempting to counteract the unsettling effects of the Frenchman's

intrusion by recalling his childhood kitchen and its associated

smells:

Lard, iced tea, fried meat, bleach.

In a patch of untended weeds outside the back window lay

the familiar burn pile. So many huppy moments had been spent

atthat small homebuilt table, the six of them talking, laughing,

playing Nail Your Neighbor for pennies.

He let his mind roam over the pile, imagining certain items

that had accumulated there over the course of his childhood: a

rimless tire, a rusted length of dog chain, the nicked brim of a
baseball cap, the pink arm and head of Minky, beloved doll of

his sister W'illamina. n':

torn the thing apart in a

I'm gonna need that .

His father was v,ashi:

sun, chaw tin in his back

My charge was a chi.c

on a familiar kitchen cou

What would he do s:
'What did he wanr ro :

Wake up, bub, Father

And why's your mou:

These memories x'er

away that vision of a cra.

nonsense. They stemmer

ized he'd probably a1x a-

Did I look the shorte s

cital.

You looked 6ne. \1n::
But that night from l-
We might think abou:

Five inches taller: \l
Then there'd come

laughter.

He'11grow, Mother s:

Hope so, Father saicl.

snuck up there.

Well, Father had 'i:.
hands with the great Bo:

Charlton Heston.

They'd lived bigger --
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