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In Response to Sartre: Huis Clos

If Hell is other people, then

is Heaven being alone?

The walls that say no exit, friend
are no one’s but your own.

Paul Seevers
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Outings

She was polishing one of her Hummel figurines while
he read his magazine. ‘'The shepherdess was always
my favorite: the pleats in the pale blue skirt, deepened to
azure at the creases . . . so dainty! So sweet! I guess
I like her about the best . . . except for the fishing boy.
Do you remember when you gave me the boy? Long
time ago—the day by the river . . . we stopped . . . tea at
the little shop with the white curtains. At the china
shop next door . . . that wee shop . . . Thomas?”’
He did not look up. He had stopped turning the pages
of the magazine and was staring at it intently. He
heard her, of course, but it almost didn’t matter; she
could go on just as well without him.
“*The puddles that day! There were too many to step
around . . . we had to leap over . . . you'd
take my arm . . ."”’
He stared intently at the same page.
““Thomas, do you remember?’’
“‘Hmph?’’ He looked at her, but vaguely,
his eyes foggy.
“*Do you remember?’’ Her glasses had slipped:
There was a red tear-shaped mark on either side
of her nose.
He cleared his throat nervously. '‘So sorry, dear.”’
“*That day . . . what are you reading?’’ With a
start, he brought his eyes back up from the magazine.
Now he was hesitant, almost pained. “‘An . .. ad.”
He thought she was about to let it drop right
there, but she asked, '"What sort of ad?”’
Again, that hesitant little intake of breath, an
embarrassed little smile—''China.”

““There’s an ad for china?”’ )

‘“Twenty-two days. Stops at Singapore, Hong Kong,
the mainland . . . airfare, accommodations, two meals
a day . . . twenty-three hundred dollars,’’ he read.

There was nothing for her to say, really, except . . .
and he begged her with his eyes: ask it, ask me if .

“*How interesting, dear,”’ She turned back to
her shepherdess and, disappointed, he turned back
to his ad.

“Dolly?”’

She glanced up. He was conscious of the pulse
beating in his crepey throat, the tic near his right eye;
sitting perfectly motionless, he seemed to himself
all nervous movement. She swallowed, *‘Yes?"’

““Twenty-three hundred dollars. We have that much
in the bank yet, don’t we?’’ His voice was level,
reasonable in tone, but the tic deepened.

She clutched her polishing cloth tightly. **We were
saving—for vacations . . . a few holidays . . . my sister
in San Diego. Outings.”’

**Twenty-three hundred. China.”’

*‘No, dear,”’ she replied nervously. *‘I don’t think so.”’

*'Big wagons of golden wheat . . . plum trees in
bloom . . . the Yangtze, the Yellow River, the
red-and-yellow market places . . .”’ Now he was past
pleading—he was enticing her, goading her.

She sighed explosively. ‘'It's just too much! We
can’t afford it. It wouldn't be twenty-three hundred, it
would be forty-six.”

Startled, he looked again at the ad: *‘single occupancy’’
—of course, of course. How stupid of him . . . silly,



really. But he couldn’t turn the page.

“*A walk, dear?"”’ She reached across the scrubbed
table and took his hand. It was a gesture she seldom
used, though she did pat him quite a lot.

Except in the most frigid weather, walks were their
daily habit, helping to fill the somewhat hollow hours
between breakfast and lunch. They walked only
around the block—sometimes a little farther, if his heart
didn’t bother him—past the mailbox to the school
playground, then, turning the corner, down Augusta to
the little white house with black trim. Augusta was his
favorite part of the walk. The brick houses dated back
to the Twenties and had, he felt, a restful quality. Some
had lilacs and mock orange bushes nearly two stories
high, and after a spring rain the black driveways would
be spattered with pink and white petals. In the fall,
cathedral elms paved the street with gold and brown. At
Hale they turned right and at Sinclair they were home.

Today he was quieter than usual. He remarked on the
golden maple seeds whirling dizzily through the air,
but aside from this he made no comment until they had
passed the playground and were heading down Augusta.
They walked very slowly, three steps to a square,
because of Dolly’s hip.

“‘Feeling poorly, Thomas?'’ she asked gently,
clutching his arm.

“*Some.’’ He was counting the cracks in the pavement
as they went along, counting them as he tried to slow
his mind, stay his expectations. But the wooden junks,
the smooth faces with those incredible eyes (Lapis
Lazuli!”’ Of course, of course . . .) flew in and out like

yellow moths through a car window, and for all his
efforts they kept on coming.

“‘Don’t you worry about your old China trip,’’ she
scolded quietly. He wondered why she would allow
herself to speak of it now—but then, of course, all
danger of its becoming a reality was past. '"We’ll have a
wonderful time at Cissy’s in San Diego. She says they
have all kinds of citrus trees in the backyard—figs, too—
and every third Sunday there’s a Senior Citizens Club
picnic. If we're lucky—""'

““No!”’ He said irritably. ‘‘No picnics. No figs. No . . .
no dawdling! Goddamn it!"’ He stopped walking—
forcing her to stop too—and stared angrily at her.
“‘Frittering it away. The money, the time . . . pottering
along, pushing our bodies like . . . like . . .”

““We're old, Thomas,’’ she pointed out.

But we're not dead, he thought. We've been acting
like we've had one foot in the grave for the last fifty
years. What are we trying to do, get used to it before it
hits us? Well no, goddamn it, no! There was a beating
behind his eyes; it caused the browning lawns and
foggy air to pulse impatiently. He could feel the erratic
tic. He began walking again, too quickly, for her, and
she had to trot painfully alongside him.

"‘But what can we do, Thomas? We are old! We've
had a good life: think of all the wonderful memories we
have to look back on!”’

He stopped abruptly again. '‘Memories? What
memories!’’

He could almost see her reach back through their
years together; but all the outings—the puddled Sundays,




the lunches at tiny restaurants, the collecting of
figurines—all blended into one ceramic image he knew
she could neither present nor explain to him. So she stood
there, clasping and unclasping her hands and watching
a fat centipede crawl lazily across her shoe.

And you don’t understand me, he thought bitterly,
and it frightens you—this sudden talk of China, this

impatience with the small and good moments of our lives.

Watching her watch the centipede, he felt a compassion
that bordered on anger. You don’t know, he thought,
still are not aware of it . . . the nights lately, the
blue-and-white nights in the overheated, overcrowded
little bedroom . . . and your thick breathing . . .
and you’re so wrapped up in your tea shops and opera
recordings you don't realize.

He remembered the days before his retirement,

the days in the hardware store he’d opened after college:

its rubber smell and the smell of new wood. Steel and
plastic. Faucets and washers. Tools. The hardware store
took up twelve hours of every day, six days a week.
He’'d been immersed in it. When people asked him—
Dolly, for instance—how he could put up with the long
hours, his answer was always, ‘‘I enjoy being with
people,’’ but that wasn’'t completely true. It would seem
silly to say you loved hardware, loved the good weight
of a hammer in your hands, the odd, various sizes of
nuts and washers. He had often stood in front of the
nails and screws, taking in the shapes of them,

opening boxes and letting them sift through his fingers,
saying their names aloud: ‘'wing nuts,”’ ‘‘flat-head
screws,’’ and his favorite: ‘'stove bolts.”” He worked

alone, ran the store by himself to cut expenses. He had
a small but steady clientele.

At times he’'d resented customers, the interruption of
his reverie. But at times he'd welcome them, as a child
welcomes his friends into a new tree house. Indeed,
it was the children, staring spellbound at the monkey
wrenches and alligator-nosed pliers that he loved best.
Sometimes he would grab a plunger and press it
to the floor, the rubber end of it firmly suctioned
to the linoleum.

““There!”’ he'd exclaim triumphantly. *‘Pull that!”’

It kept them occupied while he sold their parents
brackets and wood putty. Later, after their parents

were ready to leave, he would casually pluck the plunger
from the floor. Sometimes the children would laugh

and sometimes they would simply gape at him.

Six days a week it would be like that. Sunday was
his day with Dolly, the day for Dolly’s outing. She
would spend all week planning them, in between
composing songs on the piano; songs she never
intended to sell and did not, in fact, even transcribe.
Except for tending her small garden she seldom left
the house.

*Sunshine today, Thomas!’’ she'd carol on Sunday
morning. ‘‘Let’s go downtown to the Renoir exhibit.’’

He’d never really minded the outings—they
whirled by too quickly to get impatient with them.

He'd told himself it was good to be with Dolly, but

his attention drifted in and out of her monologues.
Actually, he'd sort of enjoyed the fresh air. By Monday
morning he was eager to get back to the store again.




Life was like that for a long, long time. They would
plan vacations and Dolly would go alone, because he
couldn’t tear himself away. The weeks she was gone
were silent ones. He often slept on the beat-up old sofa
in the back room, skipping dinner and forgetting
breakfast entirely. And it went on like that until his heart
stopped momentarily in the store one Tuesday evening.

It had frightened him into retiring, selling out. The doctors
and Dolly advised lots of rest . . .

. . . He was aware of the chill, of Dolly standing next
to him staring at the ground, of a long while having
passed. He wondered what on earth she was thinking.

Ceramic shepherdesses, fishing boys . . . The slow,
hot nausea hit him again. The fog pulsed.

He remembered the night, several months before, when
insomnia and the closeness of the cramped bedroom
had compelled him to the window, where he tried to
take air. The albescent moon lit upon the aerial on the
house next door, made the garden roses appear black and
sharp-edged. There was a spade lying on its side in the
garden. For no reason, it filled him with a deep fear,
so that he turned back to the dark room, but there was
only the sound of Dolly’s thick breathing, the white
sheets yawning before him.

It was like that, his retirement. That and day after
day of outings.

He took her arm again—roughly, now—and they
turned onto Hale, three steps to a square, until they
reached Sinclair. He imagined himself on a cool junk
bumping down some river pungent with a damp spice
smell. For a minute it seemed to him he couldn’t

wait until next week, or even tomorrow. He needed
it now,

The moment passed. He looked at Dolly and she
looked back at him, wide-eyed, as they walked along. The
damned tic was beating so hard he could barely see her:
she winked in and out of focus.

“‘Dolly?”’ he called, frightened now. She patted his
arm. The old sense of waste returned and he cried out,
“‘But I want it!"’

"‘Go, then.”’ She said it as quietly, as simply as that.
He blinked and peered at her over the collar of his
raincoat. ''I mean it. Go, if you're set on it. I won't
mind sitting at home. The garden needs tending: the
squashes are ripe, and I should get at those tomatoes
before we get a deep frost. And the mums should be
picked. Remember when you picked those mums for me
from Mrs. Coventry's yard? She saw you, too . . .and
you just smiled and said, ‘*Well, hello,

Mrs. Coventry . . ." "’

He immersed himself in her words. Smooth golden
faces laughed skyward . . . plum trees trembled and shook
down their blossoms. And now, stricken, he allowed
himself to be helped into a chair on the porch.

‘Easy, now, Thomas. Rest, dear. No trips. Rest
here with me. Easy . . .”

Through half-opened eyes, he watched the golden
maple seeds spinning, eddying, as they fell into piles of
golden wheat.

"In Singapore,’’ he whispered exultingly, ‘‘they wear
no shoes.”

Julia Hoskin
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The Weight of this Night

if word could be

sent somehow

that i hadn’t long to live
little hope that i’d last the week
and this news came to you
in a letter

a short note

in exact scientific terms
black ink on azure paper
that i was dying

you could open it

sitting on the door step

for a moment not feeling
the weight of this night
saying to yourself

he’d do anything

to change my mind

Stephen Dolgin

ik

The Woman

with two kids and no husband
timeless woman already

on the other side of the dirty pond
feeling the skin

from the birth

of her no-longer-husband’s children
roll over between

her white slacks and summer top
staring at her hands

clenching each other

in front of her emptiness

trying to squeeze

a forgotten prayer

from swollen knuckles

Stephen Dolgin




Memorial Day at Stillman Valley

A car hums on the highway,

louder and louder,

softer and softer,

then nothing, gone.

A railing of tan dust

balances over the road,

leans, rolls

into the black-eyed Susans,

into the beds where the insects sleep.

No birds sing here,

Too hot to fly

they perch on barbed wire,
gazing at no one.

A family stops

in a blue station wagon.

Muffled voices, Sunday clothes,
halfway between home and nowhere,
they saunter up to read

the inscription in the stone,

still lazy from Grandma’s meal.

12

Abandoned in a field of weeds
wooden posts stand without arms,
white with age,

dry to the memorial’s visitors.
From a distant farmyard

a dog’s barking rings like
knuckles on rotten wood.

I lie in the shade of a gravestone,
wondering at the stillness,

still as the water in the bottom of a well.
You could hear a penny drop.

I heard wishes swallowed up in the silence.

An old tree rests its limbs in the grass.

Mark Kimmet
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The Strawberry Decision

Iris Leather was not satisfied. She lay on her back
motionless—studying the long white hospital door, trying
hard to picture in her mind the face—unsure now that
it was morning . . . like a lover who had loved
in the dark.

In the night she had patted a tiny strange hand,
wanting to shake it and shaking it she said, ‘‘Hello.

I'm your Mother. Know me. Tomorrow.’’ Then in the
morning a rubber-heeled nurse came clanking a stainless
steel cart—door to door starch—sailing officiously, pulling
thermometers loose from hot dry tongues, shaking them
down with peculiar aplomb. At once muffled infants
were rousted and matched with their owners . . . but
time had taken the infant into manhood.

Now in the middle of this dreary January day, Iris
fell back into time as she idled her way through Henry
Field’s Seed & Nursery catalog. Planning the upcoming
growing season was an approved pastime; it resurrects,
or so it is written.

a small space
about the size

of a living room
rug is enough to
make a strawberry
bed—she read

She has planned for months to start a bed of
strawberries. Last May she had planned and measured
and staked a suitable rectangle in the middle of the
backyard. She had commenced to peel the heavy sod




with his old spade believing it would be only a matter of
minutes and he would be heaving up the black dirt and
raking it smooth and the birds would leave the hackberry
blossoms and float down to the fresh dirt. He had done
that once while she soaped and sponged and oiled and
fluffed and swathed the infant; rolling him in his blanket
with blue elephants. But in September she had had to
telephone Gardens Plowed Abernathy and he came with
his rototiller and chewed up the sod just before frost.

“‘Nature runs its course,’’ mustered Iris in retrospect.
It wasn't until she had become a woman that her father
told her he loved once in a fit of passion in a bed of
strawberries in maddening sunlight on the side of a hill.
Iris had been born with a blushing red stain at the
nape of her neck. They kissed her strawberry neck. ‘It
was the best I ever had,’”’ he confided. It was good that
he did for she could remember nothing but the prickly
raspberry bushes that grew wild there after the
strawberries died. Iris visioned her mother bending over
that bed of black-green leaves, Johnson-waxed, filling an
old cracked bowl with fantastic heart-shaped red
berries, choosing now and again a perfect berry as her
very own, plopping it into her mouth, and the pleasant
shiver as the acid juice ran sweet down her throat.

(Iris was startled by the leap of her heart as she saw
clearly for one brief second the face of a lover). She
had loved once with similar abandon, in the damp grass,
by the dark of the moon, taking the sperm and
trapping it in her blood. She had not known of chemical
blocks and uterine clamps. Oh, God, Iris was determined.
She must decide on a berry today so that it would

arrive in time.

SURECROP

B4128K This famous June Bearer is
said, by experts, to be the finest all-
around strawberry. Berries are deep red
all the way through and crammed full of
delicious honeysweet goodness.

50 for $6.25

Strange that one would think of a strawberry as
famous. Men were no longer famous. Experts. Perhaps
men should have functional names like berries. Iris
could not lust for a name like *‘Surecrop.’”’ She liked the
idea of something being ‘‘crammed full of delicious
honeysweet goodness.”’ But suddenly she remembered
Ewell Gibbons saying those very words about Grape-Nuts
and she remembered watching him pour a stream of
Grape-Nuts into a bowl and she remembered this same
pouring motion demonstrating Drain-Power—a drain
opener, they said, (the narrator was invisible), that
unclogs drains in one second without lye or acid simply
by inserting the can itself into the drain, giving the
can one quick push which would release a shot of
something extra-ordinarily powerful, sending waves
through the water, pushing the clog (rotting thick grease)
out of the drain pipe into the waste tank at the end
of the line. So last night, weathering an early evening
desolation, she had gone to her drugstore searching
the shelves for a vicious acid or lye, and finding between
Liquid-Plummer (which he had said was no damned
good) and Drano (which he had said was the best




damned drain clogger on the market) an attractive yellow
can of Drain-Power.

Her kitchen sink was an habitual clogger. Modern
man cannot live disconnected from its sewer ends, and a
year ago on Christmas Eve he and Iris had gone into
the basement; he wrenching the stubborn pipe
connections loose, bleeding at the knuckles, rodding a
rigid green water hose up the clog, she standing helpless
as their residue came gushing down his arm, splattering
over his chest and thighs.

She read the Power-Dome instructions. ‘'Sit back,”’
they said, '‘and enjoy your fast-running sinks, tubs,
and showers.”

At home, Iris re-read the instructions. It was
exciting. While he slept she would send waves through
the tarry odorous mess standing in the sink. She
stuffed a towel into the sink drain on her left blocking
that opening per instructions. Bearing down mightily,
she inserted the bright yellow Power-Dome into the
sink drain on her right. Iris could never have prepared
herself for what was about to happen. The clog was no
minor clog. The pressure waves that she had released
with her ONE-SECOND-THRUST had met an
unmovable barrier and hence came surging back. In one
second, the crap was up her nose, on the ceiling, and
oozing down the wall by the breakfast table. She
muffled her dismay. Slimy buttons of dark sludge
dotted her arms.

Later he woke for a cigarette. He listened drowsily
to the problems she had encountered. Seeing the trail
of sewage on the ceiling, he decided to give it a try. She
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blocked, he inserted. It exploded over the both of them.

“*Each can has approximately five depth charges,”
informed Iris (she had memorized the instructions), “‘we
have three left.””’ :

““You can write that yellow-dome corporation and
tell them I wish they had all five charges up their ass,”
he concluded.

Iris couldn’t trust anything to be ‘‘crammed full
of delicious honeysweet goodness.’’ Not today.

CYCLONE

B4106 This great June Bearing variety
has just about everything you want in a
strawberry. Intensive tests prove this
sugar-sweet fruit to be superior to many
other varieties; very productive.

Excellent for freezing. 50 for $6.98
STOPLIGHT
B4130 It is quite different from Cy-

clone, described above, because Stop-
light peaks its production a week later
in what might be termed a ‘‘population
explosion’’ of strawberries. And its taste
is sweet, absolutely unsurpassed.

. 50 for $6.98

“If,” said Iris, talking to herself, 'Cyclone is superior
to many and if Surecrop is the finest all-around
strawberry, then Surecrop must be superior to Cyclone.’’
But she had already decided against Surecrop because
it was ‘‘honeysweet.’’ *'If,”’ she continued, “‘If taste is



more important than the other qualities, then I would
certainly be free from blame if I ordered fifty Spotlights
—or was it Stoplights?"’

‘*Absolutely unsurpassed.’’

She could see it now, a bed white with billions of
blooms exploding alive in the spring with the tulips,
sugar spun into golden yolks, a warm lemon sponge from
the oven, and Stoplights with cold cream pouring over
into the red. Stoplights? Standing knee-deep in Stoplights.
A bed of Stoplights. Here's a Stoplight for you dear.
Orgiastic Stoplights. These were not orgiastic berries.
These were market berries that come in market green
boxes which Produce Manager Ed Wilting sprayed with a
jett of Strawberry Aroma so that mothers would stop
and look at the firm tough red flesh through clear as
glass vinyl and take them home to their lovers and
surprise them.

OGALLALA
B4115 Many people say this is the
most delicious of all the everbearing
strawberries. Particularly outstanding be-
cause it combines the tangy wild straw-
berry flavor with the productive
qualities of a cultivated variety. And
more so than othervarieties, Ogallala has
a pleasantly mild aroma.

50 for $7.98
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OZARK BEAUTY

B4120 Outproduced all other ever-
bearing strawberries in recent Iowa
State University tests. Extremely high
quality fruit is very bright red, unusually
large with firm flesh and firm skin. Self-
pollinizing. 50 for $8.45

A berry named Ogallala that was tangy and wild and
smelled like a strawberry. It was almost everything
she hoped for.

I could say Ogallala with a mouthful of berries.’’

Iris didn’t have any berries, but she sensed she was
making significant progress. Again she read, ‘‘Many
people say this is the most delicious . . .’ Who are
"'they?’’ Who are '‘many people?’’ Ad populum
arguments are fallacious and cheap, she reasoned. Self-
pollinizing? How must that be evaluated?

Eagerly she broke away from her present state of
deliberation to answer the phone.

"‘Hello."’

"‘Hello, Mrs. Leather,’’ said an interesting male voice.
"I'm with.Sunset Hill Estates. You fine folks own one of
our four-lot family estates. We would like to drop out
tomorrow night about eight o’clock and go over some
plans with you and your husband.”’

"*What kind of plans?”’

""We would like to bring you up to date, show you
some new features we have added,’’ he said in a positive
manner.

"'I have no idea what we’ll be doing tomorrow night







