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I
Quoyle

Quoyle: A coil of rope.

“A Flemish flake is a spiral coil of one layer only. It is made
on deck, so that it may be walked on if necessary.”

THE ASHLEY BOOK OF KNOTS

Here is an account of a few years in the life of Quoyle, born in
Brooklyn and raised in a shuffle of dreary upstate towns.

Hive-spangled, gut roaring with gas and cramp, he survived
childhood; at the state university, hand clapped over his chin, he
camouflaged torment with smiles and silence. Stumbled through
his twenties and into his thirties learning to separate his feelings
from his life, counting on nothing. He ate prodigiously, liked a
ham knuckle, buttered spuds.

His jobs: distributor of vending machine candy, all-night clerk
in a convenience store, a third-rate newspaperman. At thirty-six,
bereft, brimming with grief and thwarted love, Quoyle steered away
to Newfoundland, the rock that had generated his ancestors, a
place he had never been nor thought to go.

A watery place. And Quoyle feared water, could not swim. Again
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and again the father had broken his clenched grip and thrown him
into pools, brooks, lakes and surf. Quoyle knew the flavor of brack
and waterweed.

From this youngest son’s failure to dog-paddle the father saw
other failures multiply like an explosion of virulent cells—failure
to speak clearly; failure to sit up straight; failure to get up in the
morning; failure in attitude; failure in ambition and ability; indeed,
in everything. His own failure.

Quoyle shambled, a head taller than any child around him, was
soft. He knew it. “Ah, you lout,” said the father. But no pygmy
himself. And brother Dick, the father’s favorite, pretended to throw
up when Quoyle came into a room, hissed “Lardass, Snotface, Ugly
Pig, Warthog, Stupid, Stinkbomb, Fart-tub, Greasebag,” pum-
meled and kicked until Quoyle curled, hands over head, sniveling,
on the linoleum. All stemmed from Quoyle’s chief failure, a failure
of normal appearance.

A great damp loaf of a body. At six he weighed eighty pounds.
At sixteen he was buried under a casement of flesh. Head shaped
like a crenshaw, no neck, reddish hair ruched back. Features as
bunched as kissed fingertips. Eyes the color of plastic. The mon-
strous chin, a freakish shelf jutting from the lower face.

Some anomalous gene had fired up at the moment of his
begetting as a single spark sometimes leaps from banked coals, had
given him a giant’s chin. As a child he invented stratagems to
deflect stares; a smile, downcast gaze, the right hand darting up to
cover the chin.

His earliest sense of self was as a distant figure: there in the
foreground was his family; here, at the limit of the far view, was
he. Until he was fourteen he cherished the idea that he had been
given to the wrong family, that somewhere his real people, saddled
with the changeling of the Quoyles, longed for him. Then, foraging
in a box of excursion mementoes, he found photographs of his
father beside brothers and sisters at a ship’s rail. A girl, somewhat
apart from the others, looked toward the sea, eyes squinted, as
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though she could see the port of destination a thousand miles
south. Quoyle recognized himself in their hair, their legs and arms.
That sly-looking lump in the shrunken sweater, hand at his crotch,
his father. On the back, scribbled in blue pencil, “Leaving Home,
1946.”

At the university he took courses he couldn’t understand,
humped back and forth without speaking to anyone, went home
for weekends of excoriation. At last he dropped out of school and
looked for a job, kept his hand over his chin.

Nothing was clear to lonesome Quoyle. His thoughts churned
like the amorphous thing that ancient sailors, drifting into arctic
half-light, called the Sea Lung; a heaving sludge of ice under fog
where air blurred into water, where liquid was solid, where solids

dissolved, where the sky froze and light and dark muddled.
=R

He fell into newspapering by dawdling over greasy saucisson and a
piece of bread. The bread was good, made without yeast, risen on
its own fermenting flesh and baked in Partridge’s outdoor oven.
Partridge’s yard smelled of burnt cornmeal, grass clippings, bread
steam.

The saucisson, the bread, the wine, Partridge’s talk. For these
things he missed a chance at a job that might have put his mouth
to bureaucracy’s taut breast. His father, self-hauled to the pinnacle
of produce manager for a supermarket chain, preached a sermon
illustrated with his own history—“I had to wheel barrows of sand
for the stonemason when I came here.” And so forth. The father
admired the mysteries of business—men signing papers shielded
by their left arms, meetings behind opaque glass, locked briefcases.

But Partridge, dribbling oil, said, “Ah, fuck it.” Sliced purple
tomato. Changed the talk to descriptions of places he had been,
Strabane, South Amboy, Clark Fork. In Clark Fork had played
pool with a man with a deviated septum. Wearing kangaroo gloves.
Quoyle in the Adirondack chair, listened, covered his chin with
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his hand. There was olive oil on his interview suit, a tomato seed
on his diamond-patterned tie.

R,

Quoyle and Partridge met at a laundromat in Mockingburg, New
York. Quoyle was humped over the newspaper, circling help-
wanted ads while his Big Man shirts revolved. Partridge remarked
that the job market was tight. Yes, said Quoyle, it was. Partridge
floated an opinion on the drought, Quoyle nodded. Partridge
moved the conversation to the closing of the sauerkraut factory.
Quoyle fumbled his shirts from the dryer; they fell on the floor in
a rain of hot coins and ballpoint pens. The shirts were streaked
with ink.

“Ruined,” said Quoyle.

“Naw,” said Partridge. “Rub the ink with hot salt and talcum
powder. Then wash them again, put a cup of bleach in.”

Quoyle said he would try it. His voice wavered. Partridge was
astonished to see the heavy man’s colorless eyes enlarged with tears.
For Quoyle was a failure at loneliness, yearned to be gregarious,
to know his company was a pleasure to others.

The dryers groaned.

“Hey, come by some night,” said Partridge, writing his slanting
address and phone number on the back of a creased cash register
receipt. He didn’t have that many friends either.

The next evening Quoyle was there, gripping paper bags. The
front of Partridge’s house, the empty street drenched in amber
light. A gilded hour. In the bags a packet of imported Swedish
crackers, bottles of red, pink and white wine, foil-wrapped triangles
of foreign cheeses. Some kind of hot, juggling music on the other

side of Partridge’s door that thrilled Quoyle.
e

They were friends for a while, Quoyle, Partridge and Mercalia.
Their differences: Partridge black, small, a restless traveler across
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the slope of life, an all-night talker; Mercalia, second wife of

Partridge and the color of a brown feather on dark water, a hot
intelligence; Quoyle large, white, stumbling along, going nowhere.

Partridge saw beyond the present, got quick shots of coming
events as though loose brain wires briefly connected. He had been
born with a caul; at three, witnessed ball lightning bouncing down
a fire escape; dreamed of cucumbers the night before his brother-in-
law was stung by hornets. He was sure of his own good fortune.
He could blow perfect smoke rings. Cedar waxwings always stopped
in his yard on their migration flights.

=R,

Now, in the backyard, seeing Quoyle like a dog dressed in a man’s
suit for a comic photo, Partridge thought of something.

“Ed Punch, managing editor down at the paper where I work,
is looking for a cheap reporter. Summer’s over and his college rats
go back to their holes. The paper’s junk, but maybe give it a few
months, look around for something better. What the hell, maybe
you'd like it, being a reporter.”

Quoyle nodded, hand over chin. If Partridge suggested he leap
from a bridge he would at least lean on the rail. The advice of a friend.

“Mercalia! I'm saving the heel for you, lovely girl. It’s the best
part. Come on out here.”

Mercalia put the cap on her pen. Weary of writing of prodigies
who bit their hands and gyred around parlor chairs spouting
impossible sums, dust rising from the oriental carpets beneath their
stamping feet.

=R,

Ed Punch talked out of the middle of his mouth. While he talked
he examined Quoyle, noticed the cheap tweed jacket the size of a
horse blanket, fingernails that looked regularly held to a grindstone.
He smelled submission in Quoyle, guessed he was butter of fair
spreading consistency.



The Shipping News

Quoyle’s own eyes roved to a water-stained engraving on the
wall. He saw a grainy face, eyes like glass eggs, a fringe of hairs
rising from under the collar and cascading over its starched rim.
Was it Punch’s grandfather in the chipped frame? He wondered
about ancestors.

“This is a family paper. We run upbeat stories with a community
slant.” The Mockingburg Record specialized in fawning anecdotes
of local business people, profiles of folksy characters; this thin stuff
padded with puzzles and contests, syndicated columns, features
and cartoons. There was always a self-help quiz—“Are You a
Breakfast Alcoholic?”

Punch sighed, feigned a weighty decision. “Put you on the
municipal beat to help out Al Catalog. He'll break you in. Get
your assignments from him.”

The salary was pathetic, but Quoyle didn’t know.
=,

Al Catalog, face like a stubbled bun, slick mouth, ticked the back
of his fingernail down the assignment list. His glance darted away
from the back of Quoyle’s chin, hammer on a nail.

“O.K,, planning board meeting’s a good one for you to start with.
Down at the elemennary school. Whyn't you take that tonight? Sit
in the little chairs. Write down everything you hear, type it up.
Five hunnerd max. Take a recorder, you want. Show me the piece
in the A.M. Lemme see it before you give it on to that black son
of a bitch on the copy desk.” Partridge was the black son of a
bitch.

Quoyle at the back of the meeting, writing on his pad. Went
home, typed and retyped all night at the kitchen table. In the
morning, eyes circled by rings, nerved on coffee, he went to the
newsroom. Waited for Al Catalog.

Ed Punch, always the first through the door, slid into his office
like an eel into the rock. The a.M. parade started. Feature-page
man swinging a bag of coconut doughnuts; tall Chinese woman

6
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with varnished hair; elderly circulation man with arms like hawsers;
two women from layout; photo editor, yesterday’s shirt all under-
arm stains. Quoyle at his desk pinching his chin, his head down,
pretending to correct his article. It was eleven pages long.

At ten o'clock, Partridge. Red suspenders and a linen shirt. He
nodded and patted his way across the newsroom, stuck his head
in Punch’s crevice, winked at Quoyle, settled into the copy desk
slot in front of his terminal.

Partridge knew a thousand things, that wet ropes held greater
weight, why a hard-boiled egg spun more readily than a raw. Eyes
half closed, head tipped back in a light trance, he could cite baseball
statistics as the ancients unreeled The I/iad. He reshaped banal
prose, scraped the mold off Jimmy Breslin imitations. “Where are
the reporters of yesteryear?” he muttered, “the nail-biting, acerbic,
alcoholic nighthawk bastards who truly knew how to write?”

Quoyle brought over his copy. “Alisn’t in yet,” he said, squaring
up the pages, “so I thought I'd give it to you.”

His friend did not smile. Was on the job. Read for a few seconds,
lifted his face to the fluorescent light. “Edna was in she’d shred
this. Al saw it he’d tell Punch to get rid of you. You got to rewrite
this. Here, sit down. Show you what’s wrong. They say reporters
can be made out of anything. You'll be a test case.”

It was what Quoyle had expected.

“Your lead,” said Partridge. “Christ!” He read aloud in a high-
pitched singsong.

Last night the Pine Eye Planning Commission voted by a large margin
to revise earlier recommendations for amendments to the municipal zoning
code that would increase the minimum plot size of residential properties

in all but downtown areas to seven acres.

“It’s like reading cement. Too long. Way, way, way too long.
Confused. No human interest. No quotes. Stale.” His pencil roved
among Quoyle’s sentences, stirring and shifting. “Short words.
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Short sentences. Break it up. Look at this, look at this. Here’s your
angle down here. That’s news. Move it up.”

He wrenched the words around. Quoyle leaned close, stared,
fidgeted, understood nothing.

“O.K,, try this.

Pine Eye Planning Commission member Janice Foxley resigned during
an angry late-night Tuesday meeting. “I'm not going to sit here and watch
the poor people of this town get sold down the river,” Foxley said.

A few minutes before Foxley’s resignation the commission approved a
new zoning law by a vote of g to 1. The new law limits minimum residential

pI'OpCl’ty sizes to seven acres.

“Not very snappy, no style, and still too long,” said Partridge,
“but going in the right direction. Get the idea? Get the sense of
what’s news? What you want in the lead? Here, see what you can
do. Put some spin on it.”

Partridge’s fire never brought him to a boil. After six months of
copy desk fixes Quoyle didn’t recognize news, had no aptitude for
detail. He was afraid of all but twelve or fifteen verbs. Had a fatal
flair for the false passive. “Governor Murchie was handed a bouquet
by first grader Kimberley Plud,” he wrote and Edna, the crusty
rewrite woman, stood up and bellowed at Quoyle. “You lobotom-
ized moron. How the hell can you hand a governor?” Quoyle
another sample of the semi-illiterates who practiced journalism
nowadays. Line them up against the wall!

Quoyle sat through meetings scribbling on pads. It seemed he
was part of something. Edna’s roars, Partridge’s picking did not
hurt him. He had come up under the savage brother, the father’s
relentless criticism. Thrilled at the sight of his byline. Irregular
hours encouraged him to imagine that he was master of his own
time. Home after midnight from a debate on the wording of a
minor municipal bylaw on bottle recycling, he felt he was a pin in
the hinge of power. Saw the commonplaces of life as newspaper
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headlines. Man Walks Across Parking Lot at Moderate Pace.
Women Talk of Rain. Phone Rings in Empty Room.

Partridge labored to improve him. “What don’t happen is also
news, Quoyle.”

“I see.” Pretending to understand. Hands in pockets.

“This story on the County Mutual Aid Transportation meeting?
A month ago they were ready to start van service in four towns if
Bugle Hollow came in. You say here that they met last night, then,
way down at the end you mention sort of as a minor detail, that
Bugle Hollow decided not to join. You know how many old people,
no cars, people can'’t afford a car or a second car, commuters, been
waiting for that goddamn van to pull up? Now it’s not going to
happen. News, Quoyle, news. Better get your mojo working.” A
minute later added in a different voice that he was doing Greek-
style marinated fish and red peppers on skewers Friday night and
did Quoyle want to come over?

He did, but wondered what a mojo actually was.

o - .

In late spring Ed Punch called Quoyle into his office, said he was
fired. He looked out of his ruined face past Quoyle’s ear. “It’s more
of a layoff. If it picks up later on...”

Quoyle got a part-time job driving a cab.

Partridge knew why. Talked Quoyle into putting on a huge
apron, gave him a spoon and a jar. “His kids home from college.
They got your job. Nothing to cry over. That’s right, spread that
mustard on the meat, let it work in.”

In August, snipping dill into a Russian beef stew with pickles,
Partridge said, “Punch wants you back. Says you're interested, come
in Monday morning.”

Punch played reluctant. Made a show of taking Quoyle back as
a special favor. Temporary.

The truth was Punch had noticed that Quoyle, who spoke little
himself, inspired talkers. His only skill in the game of life. His
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attentive posture, his flattering nods urged waterfalls of opinion,
reminiscence, recollection, theorizing, guesstimating, exposition,
synopsis and explication, juiced the life stories out of strangers.

And so it went. Fired, car wash attendant, rehired.

Fired, cabdriver, rehired.

Back and forth he went, down and around the county, listening
to the wrangles of sewer boards, road commissions, pounding out
stories of bridge repair budgets. The small decisions of local auth-
ority seemed to him the deep workings of life. In a profession that
tutored its practitioners in the baseness of human nature, that
revealed the corroded metal of civilization, Quoyle constructed a
personal illusion of orderly progress. In atmospheres of disinte-
gration and smoking jealousy he imagined rational compromise.

SR,

Quoyle and Partridge ate poached trout and garlic shrimps. Merc-
alia not there. Quoyle tossed the fennel salad. Was leaning over
to pick up a shrimp when Partridge rang his knife on the wine
bottle.

“Announcement. About Mercalia and me.”

Quoyle, grinning. Expected to hear they were having a kid.
Already picked himself for godfather.

“Moving to California. Be leaving Friday night.”

“What?” said Quoyle.

“Why we're going, the raw materials,” Partridge said. “Wine,
ripe tomatillos, alligator pears.” He poured fumé blanc, then told
Quoyle that really it was for love, not vegetables.

“Everything that counts is for love, Quoyle. It’s the engine of
life.”

Mercalia had thrown down her thesis, he said, had gone blue-
collar. Travel, cowboy boots, money, the gasp of air brakes, four
speakers in the cab and the Uptown String Quartet on the tape
deck. Enrolled in long-distance truck driving school. Graduated
summa cum laude. The Overland Express in Sausalito hired her.

I0
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“She is the first black woman truck driver in America,” said
Partridge, winking tears. “We already got an apartment. Third one
she looked at.” It had, he said, a kitchen with French doors,
heavenly bamboo shading the courtyard. Herb garden the size of
a prayer rug. In which he would kneel.

“She got the New Orleans run. And I am going out there.
Going to make smoked duck sandwiches, cold chicken breast with
tarragon, her to take on the road, not go in the diners. I don’t
want Mercalia in those truck places. Going to grow the tarragon.
1 can pick up a job. Never enough copy editors to go around. Get
a job anywhere.”

Quoyle tried to say congratulations, ended up shaking and shak-
ing Partridge’s hand, couldn’t let go.

“Look, come out and visit us,” said Partridge. “Stay in touch.”
And still they clasped hands, pumping the air as if drawing deep

water from a well.

-~

AR,

Quoyle, stuck in bedraggled Mockingburg. A place in its third
death. Stumbled in two hundred years from forests and woodland
tribes, to farms, to a working-class city of machine tool and tire
factories. A long recession emptied the downtown, killed the malls.
Factories for sale. Slum streets, youths with guns in their pockets,
political word-rattle of some litany, sore mouths and broken ideas.
Who knew where the people went? Probably California.

Quoyle bought groceries at the A&B Grocery; got his gas at the
D&G Convenience; took the car to the R&R Garage when it
needed gas or new belts. He wrote his pieces, lived in his rented
trailer watching television. Sometimes he dreamed of love. Why
not? A free country. When Ed Punch fired him, he went on binges
of cherry ice cream, canned ravioli.

He abstracted his life from the times. He believed he was a
newspaper reporter, yet read no paper except the Mockingburg
Record, and so managed to ignore terrorism, climatological change,

II
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collapsing governments, chemical spills, plagues, recession and
failing banks, floating debris, the disintegrating ozone layer. Vol-
canoes, earthquakes and hurricanes, religious frauds, defective
vehicles and scientific charlatans, mass murderers and serial killers,
tidal waves of cancer, AIDS, deforestation and exploding aircraft
were as remote to him as braid catches, canions and rosette-
embroidered garters. Scientific journals spewed reports of mutant
viruses, of machines pumping life through the near-dead, of the
discovery that the galaxies were streaming apocalyptically toward
an invisible Great Attractor like flies into a vacuum cleaner nozzle.
That was the stuff of others’ lives. He was waiting for his to begin.

He got in the habit of walking around the trailer and asking
aloud, “Who knows?” He said, “Who knows?” For no one knew.
He meant, anything could happen.

A spinning coin, still balanced on its rim, may fall in either
direction.

I2



2
Love Knot

In the old days a love-sick sailor might send the object of
his affections a length of fishline loosely tied in a true-lover’s
knot.

If the knot was sent back as it came the relationship was
static. If the knot returned home snugly drawn up the
passion was reciprocated. But if the knot was capsized—

tacit advice to ship out.

Then, at a meeting, Petal Bear. Thin, moist, hot. Winked at him.
Quoyle had the big man’s yearning for small women. He stood
next to her at the refreshment table. Grey eyes close together,
curly hair the color of oak. The fluorescent light made her as
pale as candle wax. Her eyelids gleamed with some dusky unguent.
A metallic thread in her rose sweater. These faint sparks cast
a shimmer on her like a spill of light. She smiled, the pearl-
tinted lips wet with cider. His hand shot up to his chin. She
chose a cookie with frosting eyes and an almond for a mouth. Eyed
him as her teeth snapped out a new moon. An invisible hand
threw loops and crossings in Quoyle’s intestines. Growls from his
shirt.

“What do you think,” she said. Her voice was rapid. She said
what she always said. “You want to marry me, don’t you? Don’t

3
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you think you want to marry me?” Waited for the wisecrack. As
she spoke she changed in some provocative way, seemed suddenly
drenched in eroticism as a diver rising out of a pool gleams like
chrome with a sheet of unbroken water for a fractional moment.

“Yes,” he said, meaning it. She thought it was wit. She laughed,
curled her sharp-nailed fingers into his. Stared intently into his
eyes like an optometrist seeking a flaw. A woman grimaced at
them.

“Get out of this place,” she whispered, “go get a drink. It’s seven
twenty-five. I think I'm going to fuck you by ten, what do you
think of that?”

Later she said, “My God, that’s the biggest one yet.”

As a hot mouth warms a cold spoon, Petal warmed Quoyle. He
stumbled away from his rented trailer, his mess of dirty laundry
and empty ravioli cans, to painful love, his heart scarred forever by
tattoo needles pricking the name of Petal Bear.

There was a month of fiery happiness. Then six kinked years of
suffering.

=R,

Petal Bear was crosshatched with longings, but not, after they were
married, for Quoyle. Desire reversed to detestation like a rubber
glove turned inside out. In another time, another sex, she would
have been a Genghis Khan. When she needed burning cities, the
stumbling babble of captives, horses exhausted from tracing the
reeling borders of her territories, she had only petty triumphs of
sexual encounter. Way it goes, she said to herself. In your face,
she said.

By day she sold burglar alarms at Northern Security, at night,
became a woman who could not be held back from strangers’
rooms, who would have sexual conjunction whether in stinking
rest rooms or mop cupboards. She went anywhere with unknown
men. Flew to nightclubs in distant cities. Made a pornographic
video while wearing a mask cut from a potato chip bag. Sharpened

14
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her eyeliner pencil with the paring knife, let Quoyle wonder why
his sandwich cheese was streaked with green.

It was not Quoyle’s chin she hated, but his cringing hesitancy,
as though he waited for her anger, expected her to make him suffer.
She could not bear his hot back, the bulk of him in the bed. The
part of Quoyle that was wonderful was, unfortunately, attached to
the rest of him. A walrus panting on the near pillow. While she
remained a curious equation that attracted many mathematicians.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, his hairy leg grazing her thigh. In the
darkness his pleading fingers crept up her arm. She shuddered,
shook his hand away.

“Don’t do that!”

She did not say “Lardass,” but he heard it. There was nothing
about him she could stand. She wished him in the pit. Could not
help it any more than he could help his witless love.

Quoyle stiff-mouthed, feeling cables tighten around him as
though drawn up by a ratchet. What had he expected when he
married? Not his parents’ discount-store life, but something like
Partridge’s backyard—friends, grill smoke, affection and its
unspoken language. But this didn’t happen. It was as though he
were a tree and she a thorny branch grafted onto his side that
flexed in every wind, flailing the wounded bark.

What he had was what he pretended.

=R,

Four days after Bunny was born the baby-sitter came to loll in
front of the television set—Mrs. Moosup with arms too fat for
sleeves—and Petal hauled a dress that wouldn’t easily show stains
over her slack belly and leaking breasts and went out to see what
she could find. Setting a certain tone. And through her pregnancy
with Sunshine the next year, fumed until the alien left her body.

Turmoil bubbled Quoyle’s dull waters. For it was he who drove
the babies around, sometimes brought them to meetings, Sunshine
in a pouch that strapped on his back, Bunny sucking her thumb

55
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and hanging on his trouser leg. The car littered with newspapers,
tiny mittens, torn envelopes, teething rings. On the backseat a
crust of toothpaste from a trodden tube. Soft-drink cans rolled and
rolled.

Quoyle came into his rented house in the evenings. Some few
times Petal was there; most often it was Mrs. Moosup doing over-
time in a trance of electronic color and simulated life, smoking
cigarettes and not wondering. The floor around her strewn with
hairless dolls. Dishes tilted in the sink, for Mrs. Moosup said she
was not a housemaid, nor ever would be.

Into the bathroom through a tangle of towels and electric cords,
into the children’s room where he pulled down shades against the
streetlight, pulled up covers against the night. Two cribs jammed
close like bird cages. Yawning, Quoyle would swipe through some
of the dishes to fall, finally, into the grey sheets and sleep. But
did housework secretly, because Petal flared up if she caught him
mopping and wiping as if he had accused her of something. Or
other.

Once she telephoned Quoyle from Montgomery, Alabama.

“I’'m down here in Alabama and nobody, including the bartender,
knows how to make an Alabama Slammer.” Quoyle heard the
babble and laughter of a barroom. “So listen, go in the kitchen
and look on top of the fridge where I keep the Mr. Boston. They
only got an old copy down here. Look up Alabama Slammer for
me. I'll wait.”

“Why don’t you come home?” he pleaded in the wretched voice.
“T'll make one for you.” She said nothing. The silence stretched
out until he got the book and read the recipe, the memory of the
brief month of love when she had leaned in his arms, the hot silk
of her slip, flying through his mind like a harried bird.

“Thanks,” she said and hung up the phone.

There were bloody little episodes. Sometimes she pretended not
to recognize the children.

“What's that kid doing in the bathroom? I just went in to take
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a shower and some kid is sitting on the pot! Who the hell is she,
anyway?” The television rattled with laughter.

“That’s Bunny,” said Quoyle. “That’s our daughter Bunny.” He
wrenched out a smile to show he knew it was a joke. He could
smile at a joke. He could.

“My God, I didn’t recognize her.” She yelled in the direction of
the bathroom. “Bunny, is that really you?”

“Yes.” A belligerent voice.

“There’s another one, too, isn’'t there? Well, I'm out of here.
Don’t look for me until Monday or whatever.”

She was sorry he loved her so desperately, but there it was.

“Look, it's no good,” she said. “Find yourself a girlfriend—
there’s plenty of women around.”

“I only want you,” said Quoyle. Miserably. Pleading. Licking
his cuff.

“Only thing that’s going to work here is a divorce,” said Petal.
He was pulling her under. She was pushing him over.

“No,” groaned Quoyle. “No divorce.”

“It’s your funeral,” said Petal. Irises silvery in Sunday light. The
green cloth of her coat like ivy.

One night he worked a crossword puzzle in bed, heard Petal
come in, heard the gutter of voices. Freezer door opened and closed,
clink of the vodka bottle, sound of the television and, after a while,
squeaking, squeaking, squeaking of the hide-a-bed in the living
room and a stranger’s shout. The armor of indifference in which
he protected his marriage was frail. Even after he heard the door
close behind the man and a car drive away he did not get up but
lay on his back, the newspaper rustling with each heave of his
chest, tears running down into his ears. How could something
done in another room by other people pain him so savagely? Man
Dies of Broken Heart. His hand went to the can of peanuts on
the floor beside the bed.

In the morning she glared at him, but he said nothing, stumbled
around the kitchen with the juice pitcher. He sat at the table, the
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cup shook in his hand. Corners of his mouth white with peanut
salt. Her chair scraped. He smelled her damp hair. Again the tears
came. Wallowing in misery, she thought. Look at his eyes.

“Oh for God’s sake grow up,” said Petal. Left her coffee cup on
the table. The door slammed.

Quoyle believed in silent suffering, did not see that it goaded.
He struggled to deaden his feelings, to behave well. A test of love.
The sharper the pain, the greater the proof. If he could endure
now, if he could take it, in the end it would be all right. It would
certainly be all right.

But the circumstances enclosed him like the six sides of a metal
case.
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