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p the steep slope of Eddy Street, Joe felt his ankles buckle

and crack. Hed got off the bus too soon and was having to
walk too far. He held sunflowers, bought along the way from
a corner grocer, head-down at his side, and the flowers slapped
against his knees, knocking off petals.

Henley Hornbrook was not his date’s real name. She'd taken
it from a sign on an Interstate exit ramp at the top of Cali-
fornia. It was an old joke, an old family joke, shed explained
to Joe over martinis at the revolving Top of the Mark. “Hen-
ley Hornbrook,” her old great-uncle had said in the back of
the station wagon as they'd passed the ramp for the two small
towns of Henley and Hornbrook, California. “T used to love
her. She made all those great movies in the 1940s. She was the
first actress to utter the word ‘brassiere’ on screen.”

That drive had been years before, and her great-uncle had
been old even then. Now Henley was staying in his house while
he was away in Trinidad, Colorado, having a sex change opera-
tion. Henley had only been invited to San Francisco to watch
the house a few weeks, but her uncle had been leaving brief
phone messages over the last month or two, whispering vaguely
of complications.

When Henley told Joe about the great-uncle, about the new
vagina between his old legs, Joe pictured him as Velma Van
Steen, Joe’s elderly student of dance at the Leonard Wilkins
School. Velma decorated her home with silver and candles
and she wore spun-silk scarves and robes imported from dress
shops in Milan. She had French-manicure press-on nails that
yellowed from her unfiltered cigarettes. She was a terrible car-

SM00d

001d IoY}ed

wod foordroyrea/ mmm
218 11s1A ® sn Aed gnas [[oms a10wW 10
“yooq-Turw Jooxdroypesf
srya Surpeas 10§ syjuey[, 4op]

Timothy Schaffert is the author of three novels, most
recently Devils in the Sugar Shop. He is currently at work
on a compendium of stories titled, for the moment,
Tales From Under the Top: The True Erotic Lives of “Freak”
Show Entertainers, b}/ Myrs. Emiline Winterknot.
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three times a week, arriving at the Leonard Wilkins School on
the second floor above the Japanese Restaurant Supply, wear-
ing chiffon of sea-mist green, or silk of angel-food pink, even
pleather, once, of violet magnolia, her hair freshly bent by a
hundred-dollar hairdresser. When he first saw her, he'd thought
her the worst he'd ever seen, but she'd walked right up to him,
choosing him, handing him the coupon shed received in the
mail for a free sweep across the floor. She chose Joe over the two
other dancers standing there at the punch bowl, one of them
being the unbearably beautiful Rib Winsom, a professional
model whose flat stomach and bulging crotch appeared on the
boxes of a particular brand of athletic supporter. Joe was not
as broad in the shoulders or as square in the jaw as the other
dance instructors at Leonard Wilkins, but was rather much
softer in appearance, with wet, icy blue eyes and perpetually
pink cheeks. He was skinny and 6 feet 4 inches tall.

Darla had hired him because he bore a slight resemblance
to Jimmy Stewart, which was also how he met Henley Horn-
brook. During the day, Joe played Stewart to Henley’s Novak
in an unlicensed “Vertigo” tour of San Francisco. Joe drove the
minivan of tourists to places featured in the movie, such as the
Palace of Fine Arts and the art gallery of the Palace of the Le-
gion of Honor, and he and Henley would perform brief scenes,
peppering the actual movie dialogue with improvisations.

Joe had never much cared for Stewart in Vertigo, finding
him too self-consciously affable, too certain of the affect of his
flirtations on the hapless Barbara Bel Geddes.

But Velma Van Steen had not chosen Joe because of his re-
semblance to Stewart. “I hate the goddamn movies,” Velma
had said that first time he allowed her to bathe him, he in the
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dance instructor? Yeah, you know him pretty well, don't you?
But you don't think you should have to pay the money you
owe, is that right? You think my boyfriend should just give
a fuck about you, and should just forget about the fact that
he’s put up with your rotting carcass for the last several weeks?
Forget that he’s had to smell the stink of your ... you know...
of your stench.”

“Henley,” Joe said. “Henley, please stop.”

“Well, Velma, honey, if you don't pay the money you owe
Joe, then I'm just going to have to come over there and cut
your fucking tongue out of your head. I'm going to have to
chop off your fucking tits, and...you know...jab a dagger up
your skanky asshole. I'm going to have to...you know...rip out
your fucking bowels and make you fucking eat them.”

Only barely realizing he was doing it, Joe shoved Henley,
knocking her against the wall. The phone’s handset fell to her
side. She dabbed at her bloody lip, then looked at her finger.

Joe tried to touch Henley’s arm, but she slapped his hands
away. She walked quickly down the hall and into her bedroom,
slamming the door behind her.

“But you should have heard yourself, Henley,” Joe said,
though he knew he wasn’t speaking loudly enough for her to
hear him. “I didn't hit you,” he said. “I just...”

Joe went to the living room for his jacket, then saw the
Grace Kelly autograph in its frame. “To Morty,” it read, the
cursive round, plump, “All the best. Grace Kelly.” Joe took the
paper from the frame and stuck it into the inside pocket of his
jacket.

On the bus, Joe worried that his sense of decency was ir-
retrievable. He pressed his fingers against his jacket pocket,
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It wasnt that Joe couldn’t stomach the character stripping,
he'd done it before, and he'd done it to women sweet and gentle
and desperate. When Mrs. Wendell Lyle, a stooped and elfin
woman with dots of rouge at the points of her cheeks, who
smelled always of sugar and fresh strawberries, had stopped
payment on a check of $8,000 for a special holiday dance party
tossed by the Leonard Wilkins School, Joe had not hesitated to
call her up and call her a stinking bag of smelly dead flesh with
a cunt as ripe as a shithole. He'd had no problem at all telling
Lily McTag, a grandmotherly cancer survivor whod cancelled
her dance club membership after payments of $23,000, that
she had an ancient snatch of cracked leather and that he didn’t
know how she stomached looking in the mirror at those sag-
ging, knee-knocking tits. He'd sent these women bouquets of
dead flowers, baskets of rotten fruit, tiny wicker birdcages con-
taining decaying swallows.

On his way back up the steps to Henley’s door, Joe tore the
flowering heads off a neighbor’s hydrangeas. They would be
an appropriate flower for Henley, Joe thought, remembering
how you could alter how a hydrangea would bloom simply by
changing its soil. With one kind of soil, you got blue flowers,
with another you got white. Joe’s gift of the hydrangeas would
by symbolic, would say something about roots, and about dis-
guise, about alteration.

Henley had put back on her blond wig when she answered
the door, but she was still clearly upset. She invited him in
and pointed out the tear in the hundred-year-old silk wallpaper
(pre-earthquake, original to the house, blue with tiny pale-blue
fleur de lis). “I did this just now,” she said. “The house survives
a devastating earthquake, but I'm tearing it up left and right.”
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Already feeling tipsy, Joe found himself concentrating on
Henley’s every physical flaw. He noticed the bloody hangnails
of her fingers and a tiny pink scratch on her neck. There was a
scar hidden in the hairs of her eyebrow. Then he saw her dead
in the street, the pedestrian of the week, her body crumpled
and ruined, bent and broken, her skirt tossed up past her pant-
ies, her wig in a gutter, her eyes open in a dead man’s gaze, her
lipstick smeared across her open mouth.

“The autograph,” Joe said, his stomach clenching from the
sake. “There’s an autograph, you said.” He suddenly longed to
be besotted and sleepy in the overstuffed sofa cushions of Velma
Van Steen’s softly lit living room. He'd be wearing a smoking
gown of linen, listening to the pop and skip of a highly collect-
ible Art Tatum album, and Velma would bring him whiskey-
laced tea with milk, and she'd pepper his forehead with cracked
kisses from her dry lips.

“Oh,” Henley said, “the Grace Kelly. Its right there in the
frame on the end table. Is something wrong?”

Joe, swallowing back acid, loosened his tie from his throat.
He leaned forward, his forehead dripping sweat. “It’s unforgiv-
able,” he said. “I'm unforgivable.”

“Joe,” Henley said, standing and stepping around the coffee
table to sit at his side. “Something’s wrong. What's wrong?”
She put both her hands on his leg and squeezed.

Joe told Henley everything then about the Leonard Wilkins
School and the character stripping. He told her about all the
old ladies he'd romanced and punished, the things he told them
to disturb them the most, the thousands of dollars he'd made
for the school. He told Henley some of the horrible things he'd
said to kindly old women, some of the women having been
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that bounced around on the puffy pink flowers Joe thought
were called Chinese Lanterns. Joe and Henley said nothing,
but looked out on what had probably once been a magnificent
view of the bay, but was now obstructed by the flat windowless
wall of a contemporary yellow house.

“Let’s stay in this evening,” Henley said, though there hadn’t
been talk of going out. “I need to take a long bath, then let’s
order in.”

The setting sun was harsh on Henley’s slip, rendering it a bit
see-through in places. Joe looked for bruises, scars, cuts, and
other remnants of abuse. When he'd first met Henley, she'd still
had the ghost of a black eye, a “shiner” she'd called it as if her
husband had not been the one to give it to her, but rather she'd
gotten it from a kid in a sandlot ruckus.

Henley had explained as they'd drunk their martinis the
other night that her uncle’s offering of the house had come
at a perfect time. The invitation spurred her to finally leave
her husband behind in Omaha. She'd been wanting to leave
for years, had not even wanted to marry him to begin with.
They'd only been dating two months when he'd socked her
in the jaw that first time just all out of the blue. “I hadn’t
even realized that we were arguing,” Henley had told Joe.
“We were just having a discussion about where to stop for
beer. Then POP, I'm seeing stars and little tweeting birdies,
and I'm bleeding at the gums.” What kept her with her hus-
band was his remorse. Remorse turned him into a beautiful
human being, and he'd commit himself to her for weeks, fix-
ing her blenders full of fancy fruity drinks, letting her watch
whatever she wanted on TV, flufling her pillows and fetching
her prescriptions.
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Joe wanted to dab salve onto Henley’s cuts, to swab oint-
ment onto her husband’s knuckle marks. He wanted to cook
her some chicken soup and to spoon it past her bruised lips.
That night of their first date, Joe, alone in bed, had fantasized
that Henley lay beside him battered and doped up on pain
relievers, her tears and sweat having soaked the sheets.

After finishing off the bottle of wine, Henley went back in-
side to pour a bath. Joe went into the kitchen and rummaged
around in the cupboards, coming across a tin of cheap Russian
caviar and some saltines. Joe prepared a plate, and he poured
some Gekkeikan into a bowl and put it in the microwave. He
then poured the hot sake into the tiny white cups he found in
the utensils drawer.

The walls of the front room were cluttered with paintings
of foxhunts and seaside scenes in ornate gilt frames with little
gold lamps. The lamps seemed to be all burnt out. Joe set the
tray of caviar and sake onto the coffee table still covered with
Christmas cards, though it was late July. There was a wing chair
and a pinkish sofa with a fabric print of extravagantly limbed
nouveau swans. Joe sat in the sofa, and picked up a book from
beneath the coffee table, a photography art book full of na-
ked men. The men had 1970s moustaches and sideburns and
shaggy mop tops, and they stretched out on rocks and stood in
river water. Their bodies were perfectly arranged, probably had
been since birth, examples of sublime equilibrium and God’s
exact design.

The book open in his lap, Joe leaned back his head, closed
his eyes, and pressed his hand against his misshapen chest,
cringing at the feel of his own weird bones. A man can own

this world, he thought. With the proper shape and the proper
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