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THE BARBER’S UNHAPPINESS
6

M

the barber left his
stylists inside and sat out
front of his shop, drinking
coffee and ogling every woman in sight.
He ogled old women and pregnant
women and women whose photographs
were passing on the sides of buses and,
this morning, a woman with closecropped black hair and tear-stained
cheeks, who wouldn’t be half bad if
she’d just make an effort, clean up her
face a little and invest in some decent
clothes, some white tights and a short
skirt maybe, knee boots and a cowboy
hat and a cigarillo, say, and he pictured
her kneeling on a crude Mexican sofa in
a little mud hut, daring him to take her,
ORNINGS

and soon they’d screwed their way into
some sort of bean field while gaucho
guys played soft guitars, although actually he’d better put the gaucho guys behind some trees or a rock wall so they
wouldn’t get all hot and bothered from
watching the screwing and swoop down
and stab him and have their way with
Miss Hacienda as he bled to death, and,
come to think of it, forget the gauchos
altogether, he’d just put some soft guitars on the stereo in the hut and leave
the door open, although actually what
was a stereo doing in a Mexican hut?
Were there outlets? Plus how could he
meet her? He could compliment her
hair, then ask her out for coffee. He

could say that, as a hair-care professional, he knew a little about hair, and
boy did she ever have great hair, and by
the way did she like coffee? Except they
always said no. Lately no no no was all
he got. Plus he had zero access to a
bean field or mud hut. They could do it
in his yard, but it wouldn’t be the same,
because Jeepers had basically made of it
a museum of poop, plus Ma would call
911 at the first hint of a sexy moan.
Miss Hacienda passed through a gap
in a hedge and disappeared into the
Episcopal church.
Why was she going into church on
a weekday? Maybe she had a problem.
Maybe she was knocked up. Maybe if
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he followed her into the church and told
her he knew a little about problems, having been born with no toes, she’d have
coffee with him. He was tired of going
home to just Ma. Lately she’d been falling asleep with her head on his shoulder
while they watched TV. Sometimes he
worried that somebody would look in
the window and wonder why he’d married such an old lady. Plus sometimes
he worried that Ma would wake up
and catch him watching the black girl
in the silver bikini riding her horse
through that tidal pool in slow motion
on 1-900-DREMGAL. He wondered how
Miss Hacienda would look in a silver
bikini in slow motion. Although if she
was knocked up she shouldn’t be riding
a horse. She should be sitting down,
taking it easy. Somebody should be
bringing her a cup of tea. She should
move in with him and Ma. He wouldn’t
rub it in that she was knocked up. He’d
be loving about it. He’d be a good friend
to her and wouldn’t even try to screw
her, and pretty soon she’d start wondering why not and start really wanting
him. He’d be her labor coach and cheerfully change diapers in the wee hours
and finally when she’d lost all the pregnancy weight she’d come to his bed and
screw his brains out in gratitude, after
which he’d have a meditative smoke by
the window and decide to marry her.
He nearly got tears in his eyes thinking
of how she’d get tears in her eyes as he
went down on one knee to pop the
question, a nice touch the dolt who’d
knocked her up wouldn’t have thought
of in a million years, the nimrod, and
that S.O.B. could drive by as often as he
wanted, deeply regretting his foolishness as the baby frolicked in the yard, it
was too late, they were a family, and
nothing would ever break them up.
But he’d have to remember to stick a
towel under the door while meditatively
smoking or Ma would have a cow,
because after he smoked she always
claimed everything smelled like smoke,
and made him wash every piece of
clothing in the house. And they’d better
screw quietly if they weren’t married,
because Ma was old-fashioned. It was
sort of a pain living with Ma. But Miss
Hacienda had better be prepared to tolerate Ma, who was actually pretty good
company when she stayed on her meds,
and so what if she was nearly eighty

and went around the house flossing in
her bra? It was her damn house. He’d
better never hear Miss Hacienda say a
word against Ma, who’d paid his way
through barber college, like for example asking why Ma had thick sprays of
gray hair growing out of her ears, because that would kill Ma, who was always reminding the gas man she’d been
a dish in high school. How would Miss
Hacienda like it if after a lifetime of
hard work she got wrinkled and forgetful and some knocked-up slut dressed
like a Mexican cowgirl moved in and
started complaining about her ear hair?
Who did Miss Hacienda think she was,
the Queen of Sheba? She could go into
labor in the damn Episcopal church for
all he cared, he’d keep wanking it in the
pantry on the little milking stool for the
rest of his life before he’d let Ma be
hurt, and that was final.
As Miss Hacienda came out of the
church she saw a thick-waisted, beaknosed, middle-aged man rise angrily
from a wooden bench and stomp into
Mickey’s Hairport, slamming the door
behind him.

N

morning Ma wanted an omelette. When he said he was running late, she said never mind in a tone
that made it clear she was going to accidentally on purpose burn herself again
while ostensibly making her own omelette. So he made the omelette. When
he asked was it good, she said it was
fine, which meant it was bad and he
had to make pancakes. So he made
pancakes. Then he kissed her cheek and
flew out the door, very, very late for Remedial Driving School.
Remedial Driving School was being
held in what had been a trendy office
park in the Carter years and was now a
flat white overgrown stucco bunker with
tinted windows and a towable signboard
that said “Driving School.” Inside was a
conference table that smelled like a conference table sitting in direct sunlight
with some spilled burned coffee on it.
“Latecomers will be beaten,” said the
Driving School instructor.
“Sorry,” said the barber.
“Joking!” said the instructor, thrusting a wad of handouts at the barber,
who was trying to get his clip-ons off.
“What I was just saying was that, our
aim is, we’re going to be looking at
EXT

some things or aspects, in terms of driving? Meaning safety, meaning, is speeding something we do in a vacuum, or
could it involve a pedestrian or fatality
or a family out for a fun drive, and then
here you come, speeding, with the safety
or destiny of that family not held firmly
in your mind, and what happens next?
Who knows?”
“A crash?” said someone.
“An accident?” said someone else.
“I didn’t hit nobody,” said a girl in a
T-shirt that said “Buggin’.” “Cop just
stopped me.”
“But I’m talking the possibility aspect?” the instructor said kindly.
“Oh,” said the Buggin’ girl, who now
seemed chastened and convinced.
Outside the tinted window were a
little forest and a stream and an insurance agency and a FedEx drop-off
tilted by some pipeline digging. There
were six students. One was the barber.
One was a country boy with a briefcase,
who took laborious notes and kept asking questions with a furrowed brow, as
if, having been caught speeding, he was
now considering a career in law enforcement. Did radar work via sonar beams?
How snotty did someone have to get
before you could stun them with your
stun gun? Next to the country boy was
the Buggin’ girl. Next to the Buggin’ girl
was a very, very happy crew-cut older
man in a cowboy shirt and bolo tie who
laughed at everything and seemed to
consider it a great privilege to be here at
the driving school on this particular day
with this particular bunch of excellent
people, and who by the end of the session had proposed holding a monthly
barbecue at his place so they wouldn’t
lose touch. Across the table from the
Happy Man was a white-haired woman
who kept making sly references to films
and books the barber had never heard
of and rolling her eyes at things the instructor said, while writing “Help Me!”
and “Beam Me Up!” on her notepad
and shoving it across the table for the
Happy Man to read, which seemed to
make the Happy Man uncomfortable.
Next to the white-haired woman
was a pretty girl. A very pretty girl.
Wow. One of the prettiest girls the barber had ever seen. Boy was she pretty.
Her hair was crimped and waist-length
and her eyes were doelike and Egyptian
and about her there was a sincerity and
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intelligence that made it hard for him to
look away. She certainly looked out of
place here at the conference table, with
one hand before her in a strip of sunlight which shone on a very pretty
turquoise ring that seemed to confirm
her as someone exotic and darkish and
schooled in things Eastern, someone
you could easily imagine making love to
on a barge on the Nile, say, surrounded
by thousands of candles that smelled
weird, or come to think of it maybe she
was American Indian, and he
saw her standing at the door of a
tepee wearing that same sincere
and intelligent expression as he
came home from the hunt with
a long string of dead rabbits,
having been accepted into the
tribe at her request after killing a
cute rabbit publicly to prove he
was a man of the woods, or actually they had let him skip the
rabbit part because he had spoken to
them so frankly about the white man’s
deviousness and given them secret information about an important fort after
first making them promise not to kill
any women or children. He pictured
one of the braves saying to her, as she
rubbed two corncobs together in the
dying sunlight near a spectacular mesa,
that she was lucky to have the barber, and silently she smiled, rubbing
the corncobs together perhaps a little
faster, remembering the barber naked in
their tepee, although on closer inspection it appeared she was actually probably Italian.
The girl looked up and caught him
staring at her. He dropped his eyes
and began leafing through his course
materials.
The instructor asked did anyone know
how many Gs a person pulled when he
or she went through a windshield at
eighty miles per after hitting a cow.
No one knew.
The instructor said quite a few.
The Happy Man said he’d had a feeling it was quite a few, which was why,
wasn’t it, that people died?
“So what’s my point?” the instructor
said, pointing with his pointer to an
overhead of a cartoon man driving a little car toward a tombstone while talking
gaily on a car phone. “Say we’re feeling
good, very good, or bad, which is the
opposite, say we’ve just had a death or a
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promotion or the birth of a child or a
fight with our wife or spouse. Because
what we then maybe forget is that two
tons of car is what you are inside of,
driving, and I hope not speeding, although for the sake of this pretend example I’m afraid we have to assume yes,
you are, which is how this next bad
graphic occurs.”
Now on the overhead the cartoon
man’s body parts were scattered and his
car phone was flying up to Heaven on
little angel wings. The barber
looked at the pretty girl again.
She smiled at him. His heart
began to race. This never happened. They never smiled back.
Well, she was young. Maybe she
didn’t know better than to smile
back at an older guy she didn’t
want. Or maybe she wanted
him. Maybe she’d had it with
young horny guys just out for
quick rolls in the hay, and wanted someone old enough to really appreciate her,
who didn’t come too quickly and owned
his own business and knew how to pick
up after himself. He hoped she was a
strict religious virgin who’d never had
a roll in the hay. Not that he hoped
she was frigid. He hoped she was the
kind of strict religious virgin who, once
married, would let it all hang out, and
when not letting it all hang out would
move with quiet dignity in conservative
clothes so that no one would suspect
how completely and totally she could let
it all hang out when she chose to, and
that she came from a poor family and
could therefore really appreciate the
hard work that went into running a
small business, and maybe even had
some accounting experience and could
help with the books. Although truthfully, even if she’d had hundreds of rolls
in the hay and couldn’t add a stinking
row of figures, he didn’t care, she was so
pretty, they’d work it out, assuming of
course she’d have him, and with a sinking heart he thought of his missing
toes. He remembered that day at the
lake with Mary Ellen Kovski, when it
had been over a hundred degrees and
he’d sat on a beach chair fully dressed,
claiming to be chilly. A crowd of Mary
Ellen’s friends had gathered to help her
undress him and throw him in, and in
desperation he’d whispered to her about
his toes, and she’d gone white and called

off her friends and two months later
married Phil Anpesto, that idiotic beanpole. Oh, he was tired of hiding his
toes. Maybe this girl had a wisdom beyond her years. Maybe her father had a
deformity, a glass eye or a facial scar,
maybe through long years of loving this
kindly but deformed man she had come
to almost need the man she loved to be
somewhat deformed. Not that he liked
the idea of her trotting after a bunch of
deformed guys, and also not that he
considered himself deformed, exactly,
although, admittedly, ten barely discernible bright-pink nubs were no picnic. He pictured her lying nude in front
of a fireplace, so comfortable with his
feet that she’d given each nub a pet
name, and sometimes during lovemaking she got a little carried away and
tried to lick his nubs, although certainly
he didn’t expect that, and in fact found
it sort of disgusting, and for a split second he thought somewhat less of her,
then pictured himself gently pulling her
up, away from his feet, and the slightly
shamed look on her face made him forgive her completely for the disgusting
thing she’d been about to do out of her
deep deep love for him.
The instructor held up a small bloodied baby doll, which he then tossed
across the room into a trunk.
“Blammo,” he said. “Let’s let that
trunk represent a tomb, and it’s your
fault, from speeding. How then do you
feel?”
“Bad,” said the Buggin’ girl.
The pretty girl passed the barber
the Attendance Log, which had to be
signed to obtain Course Credit and
Associated Conviction Waivers/Point
Reductions.
They looked frankly at each other
for what felt like a very long time.
“Hokay!” the instructor said brightly.
“I suppose I don’t have to grind you into
absolute putty, so now it’s a break, so
you don’t view me as some sort of Marquis de Sade requiring you to watch
gross visuals and graphics until your
mind rots out.”
The barber took a deep breath. He
would speak to her. Maybe buy her a
soda. The girl stood up. The barber got
a shock. Her face was the same lovely
exotic intelligent slim Cleopatran face,
but her body seemed scaled to a head
twice the size of the one she had. She
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was a big girl. Her arms were round and
thick. Her mannerisms were a big girl’s
mannerisms. She hunched her shoulders and tugged at her smock. He felt a
little miffed at her for having misled
him and a little miffed at himself for
having ogled such a fatty. Well, not a
fatty, exactly, her body was O.K., it
seemed solid enough, it was just too big
for her head. If you could somehow reduce the body to put it in scale with the
head, or enlarge the head and shrink
down the entire package, then you’d
have a body that would do justice to
that beautiful, beautiful face that he,
even now, tidying up his handouts, was
regretting having lost.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hello,” he said, and went outside
and sat in his car, and when she came
out with two Cokes he pretended to be
cleaning his ashtray until she went away.

A

or so later the barber sat
stiffly at a wedding reception at
the edge of a kind of mock Japanese
tearoom at the Hilton while some goofball inside a full-body PuppetPlayers
groom costume, complete with top hat
and tails and a huge yellow felt head
and three-fingered yellow felt hands,
was making vulgar thrusting motions
with his hips in the barber’s direction, as
if to say: Do you like to do this? Have
you done this? Can you show me how
to do this, because soon I’m going to
have to do this with that PuppetPlayers
bride over there!
Everyone was laughing and giving
the barber inexplicable thumbs-ups as
the PuppetPlayers groom then dragged
the PuppetPlayers bride across the dance
floor and introduced her to the barber,
and she appeared to be very taken with
him, and sat on his lap and forced his
head into her yellow felt cleavage, which
was stained with wine and had a big
cigarette burn at the neckline. Then the
PuppetPlayers newlyweds sprinted across
the room and bowed low before the real
newlyweds, Arnie and Evelyn, who
were sitting sullenly on the bandstand,
apparently in the middle of a snit.
“Mickey!” Uncle Edgar shouted to
the barber. “Mickey, you should’ve
boffed that puppet broad! So what if
she’s a puppet! You’re no prize! You’re
going to be choosy? Think of it! Think
of it! Arnie’s half your age!”
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“Edgar, for Christ’s sake, you’re embarrassing him!” shouted Aunt Jean.
“It’s like you’re saying he’s old! Like he’s
an old maid, only he’s a guy! See what I
mean? You think that’s nice?”
“I am!” shouted Uncle Edgar. “I am
saying that! He’s a damned old lady! I
don’t mean no offense! I’m just saying,
Get out and live! I love him! That’s why
I’m saying! The sun’s setting! Pork some
young babe, and if you like it, if you like
the way she porks, what the hell, put
down roots! What do you care? Love
you can learn! But you gotta start somewhere! I mean, my God, even these little so-and-sos here are trying to get
some of it!”
And Uncle Edgar threw a dinner
roll at a group of four adolescent boys
whom the barber vaguely remembered

having once pulled around the block in
a little red wagon. The boys gave Uncle
Edgar the finger and said that not only
were they trying to get some of it, they
were actually getting some of it, and not
always from the same chick, and sometimes more than once a day, and sometimes right after football practice, and
quite possibly in the near future from a
very hot shop teacher they had reason
to believe would probably give it to all
of them at once if only they approached
it the right way.
“Holy Cow!” shouted Uncle Edgar.
“Let me go to that school!”
“Edgar, you pig, be logical!” shouted
Aunt Jean. “Just because Mickey’s not
married don’t mean he ain’t getting any!
He could be getting some from a lady
friend, or several lady friends, lady
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friends his own age, who already know
the score, whose kids are full grown!
You don’t know what goes on in his
bed at night!” Now the PuppetPlayers
groom was trying to remove the real
bride’s garter, and some little suited boys
were walking a ledge along a goldfish stream that separated the Wedding
Area from Okinawa Memories, where
several clearly non-Japanese women in
kimonos were hustling drinks. The little
suited boys began prying up the screen
that kept the goldfish from going over
a tiny waterfall, to see if they would die
in a shallow pond near the Vending
Area.
“For example, those kids torturing
those fish,” shouted Uncle Edgar. “You
know who those kids are? Them are
Brendan’s kids. You know who Brendan is? He’s Dick’s kid. You remember
Dick? Your second cousin the same age
as you, man! Remember I took you guys
to the ballgame and he threw up in
my Rambler? So them kids are Dick’s
grandkids, and here Dick’s the same age
as you, which means you’re old enough
to be a grandpa, Grandpa, but you ain’t
even a pa yet, which I don’t know how
you feel about it but I think is sort of
sad or weird!”
“You do, but maybe he don’t!” shouted
Aunt Jean. “Why do you think everything you think is everything everybody
else thinks? Plus Dick’s no saint and
neither are those kids! Dick was a teen
dad and Brendan was a teen dad and
probably those kids on that ledge are
going to be teen dads as soon as they
finish killing those poor fish!”
“Agreed!” shouted Uncle Edgar.
“Hey, I got no abiding love for Dick!
You want to have a fight with me at a
wedding over my feelings for Dick,
whose throwing up in my Rambler
was just the start of the crap he’s pulled
on me? All’s I’m saying is, there’s no
danger of Mickey here being a teen
dad, and he better think about what
I’m saying and get on the stick before
his shooter ain’t a viable shooter no
more!”
“I’m sure you start talking about the
poor guy’s shooter at a wedding!” shouted
Aunt Jean. “You’re drunk!”
“Who ain’t?” shouted Uncle Edgar,
and the table exploded in laughter and
one of the adolescents fell mock-drunk
off his chair and when this got a laugh

all the other adolescents fell mockdrunk off their chairs.
The barber excused himself and
walked quickly out of the Wedding
Area past three stunning girls in lowcut white gowns, who stood in what
would have been shade from the fake
overhanging Japanese cherry trees had
the trees been outside and had it been
daytime.
In the bathroom the Oriental theme
receded and all was shiny chrome. The
barber peed, mentally defending himself against Uncle Edgar. First off, he’d
had plenty of women. Five. Five wasn’t
bad. Five was more than most guys, and
for sure it was more than Uncle Edgar,
who’d married Jean right out of high
school and had a lower lip like a fish.
Who would Uncle Edgar have had him
marry? Sara DelBianco, with her little
red face? Ellen Wiest, that tall drink of
water? Ann DeMann, who was swaybacked and had claimed he was a bad
screw? Why in the world was he, a successful small businessman, expected to
take advice from someone who’d spent
the best years of his life transferring
partial flanges from one conveyor belt
to another while spraying them with a
protective solvent mist?
The barber wet his comb the way
he’d been wetting his comb since high
school and prepared to slick back his
hair. A big vital man with a sweaty face
came in and whacked the barber on the
back as if they were old pals. In the
mirror was a skeletal mask that the barber knew was his face but couldn’t quite
believe was his face, because in the past
his face could always be counted on to
amount to more than the sum of its
parts when he smiled winningly, but
now when he smiled winningly he
looked like a corpse trying to appear
cheerful in a wind tunnel. His eyes
bulged, his lips were thin, his forehead
wrinkles were deep as stick lines in
mud. It had to be the lighting. He was
ugly. He was old. How had this happened? Who would want him now?
“You look like hell,” thundered the
big man from a stall, and the barber
fled the mirror without slicking back
his hair.
As he rushed past the stunning girls,
a boy in a fraternity sweatshirt came over.
Seeing the barber, he made a comic geriatric coughing noise in his throat, and
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one of the girls giggled and adjusted her
shoulder strap as if to keep the barber
from seeing down her dress.

A

weeks before the wedding,
the barber had received in the
mail a greeting card showing a cowboy
roping a steer. The barber’s name was
scrawled across the steer’s torso and
“Me (Mr. Jenks)” across the cowboy.
“Here’s hoping you will remember
me from our driving school,” said a note
inside, “and attend a small barbecue
at my home. My hope being to renew
those acquaintances we started back
then, which I found enjoyable and
which since the loss of my wife I’ve had
far too few of. Please come and bring
nothing. As you can see from the cover,
I am roping you in, not to brand you
but only to show you my hospitality, I
hope. Your friend, Larry Jenks.”
Who was Jenks? Was Jenks the
Happy Man? The barber threw the card
in the bathroom trash, imagining the
Driving School kooks seated glumly on
folding chairs in a trailer house. For a
week or so the card sat there, cowboy
side up, vaguely reproaching him. Then
he took out the trash.
A few days after the wedding, he received a second card from Jenks, with a
black flower on the front.
“A good time was had by all,” it said.
“Sorry you were unable to attend. Even
the younger folks, I think, enjoyed.
Many folks took home quite a few
sodas, because, as I am alone now, I
never could have drank that many sodas
in my life. This note, on a sadder note,
and that is why the black flower, is to
inform you that Eldora Ronsen is moving to Seattle. You may remember her
as the older woman to your immediate
right. She is high up in her company
and just got higher, which is good for
her but bad for us, as she is such a super
gal. Please join us Tuesday next, Corrigan’s Pub, for farewell drinks, map enclosed, your friend, Larry Jenks.”
Tuesday next was tomorrow.
“Well, you can’t go,” Ma said. “The
girls are coming over.”
The girls were the Rosary and Altar
Society. When they came over he had
to wait on them hand and foot while
they talked about which priest they
would marry if only the priests weren’t
priests. When one lifted her blouse to
FEW
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show her recent scar, he had to say it
was the worst scar ever. When one
asked if her eye looked rheumy, he had
to get very close to her rheumy eye and
say it looked non-rheumy to him.
“Well, I think I might want to go,”
he said.
“I just said you can’t,” she said. “The
girls are coming.”
She was trying to guilt him. Once
she’d faked a seizure when he tried to go
to Detroit for a hair show.
“Ma,” he said. “I’m going.”
“Mr. Big Shot,” she said. “Bullying
an old lady.”
“I’m not bullying you,” he said. “And
you’re not old.”
“Oh, I’m young, I’m a tiny baby,” she
said, tapping her dentures.
That night he dreamed of the pretty
but heavy girl. In his dream she was all
slimmed down. Her body looked like
the body of Daisy Mae in the “Li’l
Abner” cartoon. She came into the shop
in cut-off jeans, chewing a blade of
grass, and said she found his accomplishments amazing, especially considering the hardships he’d had to overcome, like his dad dying young and his
mother being so nervous, and then she
took the blade of grass out of her mouth
and put it on the magazine table and
stretched out across the Waiting Area
couch while he undressed, and seeing
his unit she said it was the biggest unit
she’d ever seen, and arched her back in a
sexy way, and then she called him over
and gave him a deep warm kiss on the
mouth that was so much like the kiss
he’d been waiting for all his life that it
abruptly woke him.
Sitting up in bed, he missed her. He
missed how much she loved and understood him. She knew everything about
him and yet still liked him. His gut sort
of ached with wanting.
In his boyhood mirror he caught
sight of himself and flexed his chest the
way he used to flex his chest in the
weight-lifting days, and looked so much
like a little old man trying to take a
dump in his bed that he hopped up and
stood panting on the round green rug.
Ma was blundering around in the
hallway. Because of the dream, he had a
partial bone. To hide his partial bone, he
kept his groin behind the door as he
thrust his head into the hall.
“I was walking in my sleep,” Ma
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“But why can’t we question authority together?”
•

said. “I’m so worried I was walking in
my sleep.”
“What are you worried about?” he
said.
“I’m worried about when the girls
come,” she said.
“Well, don’t worry,” he said. “It’ll be
fine.”
“Thanks a million,” she said, going
back into her room. “Very reassuring.”
Well, it would be fine. If they ran
out of coffee, one of the old ladies could
make coffee, if they ran out of snacks
they could go a little hungry, if something really disastrous happened they
could call him at Corrigan’s, he’d leave
Ma the number.
Because he was going.
In the morning he called Jenks and
accepted the invitation, while Ma winced
and clutched her stomach and pulled
over a heavy wooden chair and collapsed into it.

C

ORRIGAN’S

was meant to feel like a
pub at the edge of a Scottish golf
course, there was a roaring fire, and
many ancient-looking golf clubs hanging above tremendous tables of a hard
plastic material meant to appear gnarled

•

and scarred, and kilted waitresses with
names like Heather and Zoe were sloshing chicken wings and fried cheese and
lobster chunks into metal vats near an
aerial photo of the Old Course at St. Andrews, Scotland.
The barber was early. He felt it was
polite to be early, except when he was
late, at which time he felt being early
was anal. Where the heck was everybody? They weren’t very polite. He
looked down at his special shoes. They
were blocky and black and had big removable metal stays in the sides and
squeaked when he walked.
“Sorry we’re late!” Mr. Jenks shouted,
and the Driving School group settled in
around the long gnarled table.
The pretty but heavy girl hung her
purse across the back of her chair. Her
hair looked like her hair in the dream
and her eyes looked like her eyes in the
dream, and as for her body he couldn’t
tell, she was wearing a muumuu. But
certainly facially she was pretty. Facially
she was very possibly the prettiest girl
here. Was she? If aliens came down and
forced each man to pick one woman to
reproduce with in a chain-link enclosure while they took notes, would he

choose her, based solely on face? Here
was a woman with a good rear but a
doglike face, and there was a woman
with a nice perm but a blop at the end
of her nose, and there was the Buggin’
girl, who looked like a chicken, and
the white-haired woman, whose face
was all wrinkled, and here was the
pretty but heavy girl. Was she the prettiest? Facially? He thought she very
possibly was.
He regarded her fondly from across
the table, waiting for her to catch him
regarding her fondly, so he could quickly
avert his eyes, so she’d know he was still
possibly interested, and then she dropped
her menu and bent to retrieve it and the
barber had a chance to look briefly down
her dress.
Well, she definitely had something
going on in the chest category. So facially she was the prettiest in the room,
plus she had decent boobs. Attractive breasts. The thing was, would she
want him? He was old. Oldish. When
he stood up too fast, his knee joints
popped. Lately his gums had started to
bleed. Plus he had no toes. Although
why sell himself short? Who was perfect? He wasn’t perfect and she wasn’t
perfect but they obviously had some
sort of special chemistry, based on what
had happened at the Driving School,
and, anyway, what the heck, he wasn’t
proposing, he was just considering possibly trying to get to know her somewhat better.
In this way, he decided to ask the
pretty but heavy girl out.
How to do it, that was the thing.
How to ask her. He could get her alone
and say her hair looked super. While
saying it looked super, he could run
a curl through his fingers in a professional way, as if looking for split ends.
He could say he’d love a chance to cut
such excellent hair, then slip her a card
for One Free Cut and Coffee. That had
worked with Sylvia Reynolds, a bank
teller with crow’s-feet and a weird laugh
who turned out to be an excellent kisser.
When she’d come in for her Free Cut
and Coffee, he’d claimed they were out
of coffee and taken her to Bean Men
Roasters. A few dates later they’d got
carried away, because of her excellent
kissing, and done more than he ever
would’ve imagined doing with someone
with crow’s-feet and a weird laugh and
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strangely wide hips, and when he’d got
home that night and had a good hard
look inside the locket she’d given him
after they’d done it, he’d instantly felt
bad, because wow could you ever see
the crow’s-feet in that picture. As he
looked at Sylvia standing in that bright
sun-lit meadow in the picture, her head
thrown back, joyfully laughing, her
crow’s-feet so very pronounced, an image had sprung into his mind of her
coming wide-hipped toward him while
holding a baby, and suddenly he’d been
deeply disappointed in himself for doing it with someone so unusual-looking,
and to insure that he didn’t make matters worse by inadvertently doing it with
her a second time he’d sort of never
called her again, and had even switched
banks.
He glanced at the pretty but heavy
girl and found her making her way toward the ladies’.
Now was as good a time as any.
He waited a few minutes, then excused himself and stood outside the
ladies’, reading ads posted on a corkboard, until the pretty but heavy girl
came out.
He cleared his throat and asked was
she having fun?
She said yes.
Then he said wow did her hair look
great. And in terms of great hair, he
knew what he was talking about, he was
a professional. Where did she have it
cut? He ran one of her curls through
his fingers, as if looking for split ends,
and said he’d love the chance to work
with such dynamite hair, and took from
his shirt pocket the card for One Free
Cut and Coffee.
“Maybe you could stop by sometime,” he said.
“That’s nice of you,” she said, and
blushed.
So she was a shy girl. Sort of cutely
nerdy. Not exactly confident. That was
too bad. He liked confidence. He found
it sexy. On the other hand, who could
blame her, he could sometimes be very
intimidating. Also her lack of confidence indicated he could perhaps afford
to be a little bit bold.
“Like, say, tomorrow?” he said. “Like,
say, tomorrow at noon?”
“Ha,” she said. “You move quick.”
“Not too quick, I hope,” he said.
“No,” she said. “Not too quick.”
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So he had her. By saying he wasn’t
moving too quick, wasn’t she implicitly
implying that he was moving at exactly
the right speed? All he had to do now
was close the deal.
“I’ll be honest,” he said. “I’ve been
thinking about you since Driving School.”
“You have?” she said.
“I have,” he said.
“So you’re saying tomorrow?” she
said, blushing again.
“If that’s O.K. for you,” he said.
“It’s O.K. for me,” she said.
Then she started uncertainly back
to the table, and the barber raced into
the men’s. Yes! Yes yes yes. It was a date.
He had her. He couldn’t believe it. He’d
really played that smart. What had
he been worried about? He was cute,
women had always considered him
cute, never mind the thin hair and minor gut, there was just something about
him women liked.
Wow she was pretty, he had done
very very well for himself.
Back at the table, Mr. Jenks was taking Polaroids. He announced his intention of taking six shots of the Driving
School group, one for each member to
keep, and the barber stood behind the
pretty but heavy girl, with his hands on
her shoulders, and she reached up and
gave his wrist a little squeeze.

A

home old-lady cars were in the
driveway, and old-lady coats were
piled on the couch, and the house
smelled like old lady, and the members
of the Rosary and Altar Society were
gathered around the dining-room table
looking frail. The barber could never
keep them straight. There was a crone
in a lime pants suit, and another crone
in a pink pants suit, and two crones in
blue pants suits. As he came in they
began asking Ma why was he out so
late, why hadn’t he been here to help,
wasn’t he normally a fairly good son?
And Ma said yes, he was normally a
fairly good son, except he hadn’t given
her any grandkids yet and often wasted
water by bathing twice a day.
“My son had that problem,” said one
of the blue crones. “His wife once
pulled me aside.”
“Has his wife ever pulled you aside?”
the pink crone said to Ma.
“He’s not married,” said Ma.
“Maybe the not married is related to
T
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the bathing too often,” said the lime
crone.
“Maybe he holds himself aloof from
others,” said the blue crone. “My son
held himself aloof from others.”
“My daughter holds herself aloof
from others,” said the pink crone.
“Does she bathe too often?” said Ma.
“She doesn’t bathe too often,” said
the pink crone. “She just thinks she’s
smarter than everyone.”
“Do you think you’re smarter than
everyone?” asked the lime crone severely,
and thank God at that moment Ma
reached up and pulled him down by the
shirt and roughly kissed his cheek.
“Have a good time?” she said, and
the group photo fell out of his pocket
and into the dip.
“Very nice,” he said.
“Who are these people?” Ma said,
wiping a bit of dip off the photo with
her finger. “Are these the people you
went to meet? Who is this you’re embracing? This big one.”
“I’m not embracing her, Ma,” he
said. “I’m just standing behind her. She’s
a friend.”
“She’s big,” Ma said. “You smell like
beer.”
“Actually I don’t consider her big,”
said the barber, in a tone of disinterested interest.
“Whatever you say,” said the lime crone.
“He’s been drinking,” said Ma.
Oh he didn’t care what they thought,

he was happy. He jokingly snatched the
photo away and dashed up to his room,
taking two stairs at a time.
Gabby Gabby Gabby, her name was
Gabby, short for Gabrielle.
Tomorrow they had a date for lunch.
Breakfast, rather. They’d moved it up to
breakfast. While they’d been kissing
against her car, she’d said she wasn’t
sure she could wait until lunch to see
him again. He felt the same way. Even
breakfast seemed a long time to wait. He
wished she was sitting next to him on
the bed right now, holding his hand, listening to the sounds of the crones cackling as they left. In his mind, he stroked
her hair and said he was glad he’d finally
found her, and she said she was glad to
have been found, she’d never dreamed
that someone so distinguished, with
such a broad chest and wide shoulders,
could love a girl like her. Was she happy?
he tenderly asked. Oh, she was so happy,
she said, so happy to be sitting next to
this accomplished, distinguished man in
this amazing house, which in his mind
was not the current house, a pea-green
ranch with a tilted cracked sidewalk, but
a mansion, on a lake, with a smaller
house nearby for Ma, down a very very
long wooded path, and he’d paid cash
for the mansion with money he’d made
from his international chain of barbershops, each of which was an exact copy
of his current barbershop, and when he
and Gabby visited his London, En-

“You tell me if the roast beef is fresh.”

gland, shop, leaving Ma behind in the
little house, his English barbers would
always burst into applause and say, “Jolly
good, jolly good,” as the happy couple
walked in the door.
“I’m leaving you the dishes, Romeo,”
Ma shouted from the bottom of the stairs.

E

next morning, he sat in the
bath, getting ready for his date.
Here was his floating weenie, like some
kind of sea creature. He danced his nubs
nervously against the tiles, like Fred Astaire dancing on a wall, and swirled the
washrag through the water, holding it by
one corner, so that it, too, was like a sea
creature, a blue ray, a blue monogrammed
ray that now crossed the land that was
his belly and attacked the sea creature
that was his weenie, and remembering
what Uncle Edgar had said at the wedding about his shooter not being viable,
he gave his shooter a good, hard, reassuring shake, as if congratulating it for
being so very viable. It was a great
shooter, perfectly fine, in spite of what
Ann DeMann had once said about him
being a bad screw, it had got hard quick
last night and stayed hard throughout
the kissing, and wow he wished Uncle
Edgar could have seen that big boner.
Oh, he felt good, in spite of a slight
hangover he was very happy.
Flipping his unit carelessly from side
to side with thumb and forefinger, he
looked at the group photo, which he’d
placed near the sink. God, she was
pretty. He was so lucky. He had a date
with a pretty young girl. Ma was nuts,
Gabby wasn’t big, no bigger than any
other girl. Not much bigger, anyway.
How wide were her shoulders compared
to, say, the shoulders of the Buggin’ girl?
Well, he wasn’t going to dignify that
with a response. She was perfect just the
way she was. He leaned out of the tub to
look closer at the photo. Well, Gabby’s
shoulders were maybe a little wider than
the Buggin’ girl’s shoulders. Definitely
wider. Were they wider than the shoulders of the white-haired woman? Actually, in the photo they were even wider
than the shoulders of the country boy.
Oh, he didn’t care, he just really liked
her. He liked her laugh and the way she
had of raising one eyebrow when skeptical, he liked the way that, when he
moved his hand to her boob as they
leaned against her car, she let out a happy
ARLY
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little sigh. He liked how, after a few
minutes of kissing her while feeling her
boobs, which were super, very firm,
when he dropped his hand down between her legs she said she thought that
was probably enough for one night,
which was good, it showed good morals,
it showed she knew when to call it quits.
Ma was in her room, banging things
around.
Because for a while there last night
he’d been worried. Worried she wasn’t
going to stop him. Which would have
been disappointing. Because she barely
knew him. He could’ve been anybody.
For a few minutes there against the car,
he’d wondered if she wasn’t a little on the
easy side. He wondered this now. Did he
want to wonder this now? Wasn’t that
sort of doubting her? No, no, it was fine,
there was no sin in looking at things
honestly. So was she? Too easy? Why
had she so quickly agreed to go out with
him? Why so willing to give it away so
easily to some old guy she barely knew?
Some old balding guy she barely knew?
Well, he thought he might know why.
Possibly it was due to her size. Possibly
the guys her own age had passed her by,
due to the big bod, and, nearing thirty,
she’d heard her biologic clock ticking and
decided it was time to lower her standards, which, possibly, was where he came
in. Possibly, seeing him at the Driving
School, she’d thought, since all old guys
like young girls, big bods notwithstanding, this old pear-shaped balding guy can
ergo be had no problem.
Was that it? Was that how it was?
“Some girl just called,” Ma said, leaning heavily against the bathroom door.
“Some girl, Gabby or Tabby or something? Said you had a date. Wanted you
to know she’s running late. Is that the
same girl? The same fat girl you were
embracing?”
Sitting in the tub, he noticed that his
penis was gripped nervously in his fist,
and let it go, and it fell to one side, as if
it had just passed out.
“Do the girl a favor, Mickey,” Ma
said. “Call it off. She’s too big for you.
You’ll never stick with her. You never
stick with anyone. You couldn’t even
stick with Ellen Wiest, for crying out
loud, who was so wonderful, you honestly think you’re going to stick with
this Tabby or Zippy or whatever?”
Of course Ma had to bring up Ellen
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Wiest. Ma had loved Ellen, who had a
regal face and great manners and was
always kissing up to Ma by saying what
a great mother Ma was. He remembered the time he and Ellen had hiked
up to Butternut Falls and stood getting
wet in the mist, holding hands, smiling
sweetly at each other, which had really
been fun, and she’d said she thought she
loved him, which was nice, except wow
she was tall. You could hold hands with
her for only so long before your back
started to hurt. Plus they’d had that
fight on the way down. Well, there were
a lot of things about Ellen that Ma
wasn’t aware of, such as her nasty temper, and he remembered Ellen storming ahead of him on the trail, glaring
back now and then, just because he’d
made a funny remark about her blocking out the sun, and hadn’t he also said
something about her being able to eat
leaves from the tallest of the trees they
were passing under? Well, that had been
funny, it had all been in fun, why did
she have to get so mad about it? Where
was Ellen now? Hadn’t she married Ed
Trott? Well, Trott could have her. Trott
was probably suffering the consequences
of being married to Miss Thin Skin
even now, and he remembered having
recently seen Ed and Ellen at the ValueWay, Ellen pregnant and looking so
odd, with her big belly pressing against
the cart as she craned that giraffelike
neck down to nuzzle Ed, who had a big
stupid happy grin on his face like he
was the luckiest guy in the world.
The barber stood up angrily from
the tub. Here in the mirror were his
age-spotted deltoids and his age-spotted
roundish pecs and his strange pale love
handles.
Ma resettled against the door with a
big whump.
“So what’s the conclusion, lover boy?”
she said. “Are you cancelling? Are you
calling up and cancelling?”
“No, I’m not,” he said.
“Well, poor her,” Ma said.

S

OUTH STREET was an old wagon road.

Cars took the bend too fast. Often
he scowled at the speeding cars on his
way to work, imagining the drivers laughing to themselves about the way he
walked. Because on days when his special shoes hurt he sort of minced. They
hurt today. He shouldn’t have worn the
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“Your Honor, has anyone ever told you what a wry, sensuous mouth you have?”
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thin gray socks. He was mincing a bit
but trying not to, because what if Gabby
drove up South on her way to meet him
at the shop and saw him mincing?
He turned up Lincoln Avenue and
passed the Liquor Mart, and La Belle
Époque, the antique store with the joyful dog inside, and as always the joyful
dog sprang over the white settee and
threw itself against the glass, and then
there was Gabby, down the block, peering into his locked shop, and he corrected his mincing and began walking
normally, though it killed.
Did she like the shop? He took big
bold steps with his head thrown back so
he’d look happy. Happy and strong, with
all his toes. With all his toes, in the
prime of his life. Did she notice how
neat the shop was? How professional?
Or did she notice that four of the chairs
were of one type and the fifth was totally
different? Did it seem to her that the
shop was geared to old blue-hairs, which
was something he’d once heard a young
woman say as he took out the trash?
How did she look? Did she look
good?
It was still too far to tell.
Now she saw him. Her face brightened, she waved like a little girl. Oh,
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she was pretty. It was as if he’d known
her forever. She looked so hopeful. But,
oops. Oh my God, she was big. She’d
dressed all wrong, tight jeans and a tight
shirt. As if testing him. Jesus, this was
the biggest he’d ever seen her look.
What was she doing, testing him, trying to look her worst? Here was an alley, should he swerve into the alley and
call her later? Or not. Not call her later?
Forget the whole thing? Pretend last
night had never happened? Although
now she’d seen him. And he didn’t want
to forget the whole thing. Last night for
the first time in a long time he’d felt like
someone other than a guy who wanks it
on the milking stool in his mother’s
pantry. Last night he’d bought a pitcher
for the Driving School group and Jenks
had called him a sport. Last night she’d
said he was a sexy kisser.
Thinking about forgetting last night
gave him a pit in his stomach. Forgetting last night was not an option. What
were the options? Well, she could trim
down. That was an option. Maybe all
she needed was someone to tell her the
simple truth, someone to sit her down
and say, Look, you have an incredibly
beautiful intelligent face, but from the
neck down, sweetie, wow, we’ve got

some serious work to do. And after their
frank talk she’d send him flowers with a
card that said, Thanks for your honesty,
let’s get this thing done. And every night
as she stood at the mirror in her panties and bra he’d point out places that
needed improvement, and the next day
she’d energetically address those areas in
the gym, and soon the head-bod discrepancy would be eliminated, and he
imagined her in a fancy dress at a little
table on a veranda, a veranda by the sea,
thanking him for the honeymoon trip,
she came from a poor family and had
never even been on a vacation, much less
a six-week tour of Europe, and then
she’d say, Honey, why not put down that
boring report on how much your international chain of barbershops earned us
this month and join me in the bedroom
so I can show you how grateful I am,
and in the bedroom she’d start stripping,
and was good at it, not that she’d ever
done it before, no, she hadn’t, she was
just naturally good at it, and when she
was done there she was, with her perfect
face and the Daisy Mae body, smiling at
him with unconditional love.
It wouldn’t be easy. It would take
hard work. He knew a little about hard
work, having made a barbershop out of
a former pet store. Tearing out a counter,
he’d found a dead mouse. From a sump
pump he’d pulled three hardened snakes.
But he’d never quit. Because he was a
worker. He wasn’t afraid of hard work.
Was she a worker? He didn’t know.
He’d have to find out.
They’d find out together.
She stood beside his wooden bench,
under his shop awning, and the shadow
of her wild mane fell at his feet.
What a wild ride this had been, how
much he had learned about himself
already!
“Here I am,” she said, with a shy,
pretty smile.
“I’m so glad you are,” he said, and
bent to unlock the door of the shop. ♦
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THE CLOUDED CRYSTAL BALL

[Andrew Sullivan in the
October, 1988, issue of Spy]
Even the most impressive Rhodes scholar
senator, New Jersey’s Bill Bradley, has shown
the classic Rhodie touch in ducking calls to
run for Congress in 1974 and for the presidency this year.
In fact, the Oval Office will probably
never be occupied by a Rhodes scholar.

