“Elephant” by Raymond Carver
I knew it was a mistake to let my brother have the money. I didn't need anybody else owing me. But when
he called and said he couldn't make the payment on his house, what could I do? I'd never been inside his
house--he lived a thousand miles away, in California; I'd never even seen his house--but I didn't want him
to lose it. He cried over the phone and said he was losing everything he'd worked for. He said he'd pay me
back. February, he said. Maybe sooner. No later, anyway, than March. He said his income-tax refund was
on the way. Plus, he said, he had a little investment that would mature in February. He acted secretive
about the investment thing, so I didn't press for details.
"Trust me on this," he said. "I won't let you down."
He'd lost his job last July, when the company he worked for, a fiberglass-insulation plant, decided to lay
off two hundred employees. He'd been living on his unemployment since then, but now the
unemployment was gone, and his savings were gone, too. And he didn't have health insurance any longer.
When his job went, the insurance went. His wife, who was ten years older, was diabetic and needed
treatment. He'd had to sell the other car--her car, an old station wagon--and a week ago he'd pawned his
TV. He told me he'd hurt his back carrying the TV up and down the street where the pawnshops did
business. He went from place to place, he said, trying to get the best offer. Somebody finally gave him a
hundred dollars for it, this big Sorry TV. He told me about the TV, and then about throwing his back out,
as if this ought to cinch it with me, unless I had a stone in place of a heart.
"I've gone belly up," he said. "But you can help me pull out of it."
"How much?" I said.
"Five hundred. I could use more, sure, who couldn't?" he said. "But I want to be realistic. I can pay back
five hundred. More than that, I'll tell you the truth, I'm not so sure. Brother, I hate to ask. But you're my
last resort. Irma Jean and I are going to be on the street before long. I won't let you down," he said. That's
what he said. Those were his exact words.
We talked a little more--mostly about our mother and her problems --but, to make a long story short, I
sent him the money. I had to. I felt I had to, at any rate--which amounts to the same thing. I wrote him a
letter when I sent the check and said he should pay the money back to our mother, who lived in the same
town he lived in and who was poor and greedy. I'd been mailing checks to her every month, rain or shine,
for three years. But I was thinking that if he paid her the money he owed me it might take me off the hook
there and let me breathe for a while. I wouldn't have to worry on that score for a couple of months,
anyway. Also, and this is the truth, I thought maybe he'd be more likely to pay her, since they lived right
there in the same town and he saw her from time to time. All I was doing was trying to cover myself some
way. The thing is, he might have the best intentions of paying me back, but things happen sometimes.
Things get in the way of best intentions. Out of sight, out of mind, as they say. But he wouldn't stiff his
own mother. Nobody would do that.
I spent hours writing letters, trying to make sure everybody knew what could be expected and what was
required. I even phoned out there to my mother several times, trying to explain it to her. But she was
suspicious over the whole deal. I went through it with her on the phone step by step, but she was still
suspicious. I told her the money that was supposed to come from me on the first of March and on the first
of April would instead come from Billy, who owed the money to me. She'd get her money, and she didn't
have to worry. The only difference was that Billy would pay it to her those two months instead of me.
He'd pay her the money I'd normally be sending to her, but instead of him mailing it to me and then me
having to turn around and send it to her he'd pay it to her directly. On any account, she didn't have to

worry. She'd get her money, but for those two months it'd come from him--from the money he owed me.
My God, I don't know how much I spent on phone calls. And I wish I had fifty cents for every letter I
wrote, telling him what I'd told her and telling her what to expect from him--that sort of thing.
But my mother didn't trust Billy. "What if he can't come up with it?" she said to me over the phone.
"What then? He's in bad shape, and I'm sorry for him," she said. "But, son, what I want to know is, what if
he isn't able to pay me? What if he can't? Then what?"
"Then I'll pay you myself," I said. "Just like always. If he doesn't pay you, I'll pay you. But he'll pay you.
Don't worry. He says he will, and he will."
"I don't want to worry," she said. "But I worry anyway. I worry about my boys, and after that I worry
about myself. I never thought I'd see one of my boys in this shape. I'm just glad your dad isn't alive to see
it."
In three months my brother gave her fifty dollars of what he owed me and was supposed to pay to her. Or
maybe it was seventy-five dollars he gave her. There are conflicting stories--two conflicting stories, his
and hers. But that's all he paid her of the five hundred--fifty dollars or else seventy-five dollars, according
to whose story you want to listen to. I had to make up the rest to her. I had to keep shelling out, same as
always. My brother was finished. That's what he told me--that he was finished--when I called to see what
was up, after my mother had phoned, looking for her money.
My mother said, "I made the mailman go back and check inside his truck, to see if your letter might have
fallen down behind the seat. Then I went around and asked the neighbors did they get any of my mail by
mistake. I'm going crazy with worry about this situation, honey." Then she said, "What's a mother
supposed to think?" Who was looking out for her best interests in this business? She wanted to know that,
and she wanted to know when she could expect her money.
So that's when I got on the phone to my brother to see if this was just a simple delay or a full-fledged
collapse. But, according to Billy, he was a goner. He was absolutely done for. He was putting his house
on the market immediately. He just hoped he hadn't waited too long to try and move it. And there wasn't
anything left inside the house that he could sell. He'd sold off everything except the kitchen table and
chairs. "I wish I could sell my blood," he said. "But who'd buy it? With my luck, I probably have an
incurable disease." And, naturally, the investment thing hadn't worked out. When I asked him about it
over the phone, all he said was that it hadn't materialized. His tax refund didn't make it, either--the I.R.S.
had some kind of lien on his return. "When it rains it pours," he said. "I'm sorry, brother. I didn't mean for
this to happen."
"I understand," I said. And I did. But it didn't make it any easier. Anyway, one thing and the other, I didn't
get my money from him, and neither did my mother. I had to keep on sending her money every month.
I was sore, yes. Who wouldn't be? My heart went out to him, and I wished trouble hadn't knocked on his
door. But my own back was against the wall now. At least, though, whatever happens to him from here
on, he won't come back to me for more money--seeing as how he still owes me. Nobody would do that to
you. That's how I figured, anyway. But that's how little I knew.
I kept my nose to the grindstone. I got up early every morning and went to work and worked hard all day.
When I came home I plopped into the big chair and just sat there. I was so tired it took me a while to get
around to unlacing my shoes. Then I just went on sitting there. I was too tired to even get up and turn on
the TV.

I was sorry about my brother's troubles. But I had troubles of my own. In addition to my mother, I had
several other people on my payroll. I had a former wife I was sending money to every month. I had to do
that. I didn't want to, but the court said I had to. And I had a daughter with two kids in Bellingham, and I
had to send her something every month. Her kids had to eat, didn't they? She was living with a swine who
wouldn't even look for work, a guy who couldn't hold a job if they handed him one. The time or two he
did find something, he overslept, or his car broke down on the way in to work, or else he'd just be let go,
no explanation, and that was that.
Once, long ago, when I used to think like a man about these things, I threatened to kill that guy. But that's
neither here nor there. Besides, I was drinking in those days. In any case, the bastard is still hanging
around.
My daughter would write these letters and say how they were living on oatmeal, she and her kids. (I guess
he was starving, too, but she knew better than to mention that guy's name in her letters to me.) She'd tell
me that if I could just carry her until summer things would pick up for her. Things would turn around for
her, she was sure, in the summer. If nothing else worked out--but she was sure it would; she had several
irons in the fire--she could always get a job in the fish cannery that was not far from where she lived.
She'd wear rubber boots and rubber clothes and gloves and pack salmon into cans. Or else she might sell
root beer from a vending stand beside the road to people who lined up in their cars at the border, waiting
to get into Canada. People sitting in their cars in the middle of summer were going to be thirsty, right?
They were going to be crying out for cold drinks. Anyway, one thing or the other, whatever line of work
she decided on, she'd do fine in the summer. She just had to make it until then, and that's where I came in.
My daughter said she knew she had to change her life. She wanted to stand on her own two feet like
everyone else. She wanted to quit looking at herself as a victim. "I'm not a victim," she said to me over
the phone one night. "I'm just a young woman with two kids and a son-of-a bitch bum who lives with me.
No different from lots of other women. I'm not afraid of hard work. Just give me a chance. That's all I ask
of the world." She said she could do without for herself. But until her break came, until opportunity
knocked, it was the kids she worried about. The kids were always asking her when Grandpop was going
to visit, she said. Right this minute they were drawing pictures of the swing sets and swimming pool at
the motel I'd stayed in when I'd visited a year ago. But summer was the thing, she said. If she could make
it until summer, her troubles would be over. Things would change then--she knew they would. And with a
little help from me she could make it. "I don't know what I'd do without you, Dad." That's what she said.
It nearly broke my heart. Sure I had to help her. I was glad to be even halfway in a position to help her. I
had a job, didn't I? Compared to her and everyone else in my family, I had it made. Compared to the rest,
I lived on Easy Street.
I sent the money she asked for. I sent money every time she asked. And then I told her I thought it'd be
simpler if I just sent a sum of money, not a whole lot, but money even so, on the first of each month. It
would be money she could count on, and it would be her money, no one else's-- hers and the kids'. That's
what I hoped for, anyway. I wished there was some way I could be sure the bastard who lived with her
couldn't get his hands on so much as an orange or a piece of bread that my money bought. But I couldn't. I
just had to go ahead and send the money and stop worrying about whether he'd soon be tucking into a
plate of my eggs and biscuits.
My mother and my daughter and my former wife. That's three people on the payroll right there, not
counting my brother. But my son needed money, too. After he graduated from high school, he packed his
things, left his mother's house, and went to a college back East. A college in New Hampshire, of all
places. Who's ever heard of New Hampshire? But he was the first kid in the family, on either side of the
family, to even want to go to college, so everybody thought it was a good idea. I thought so, too, at first.

How'd I know it was going to wind up costing me an arm and a leg? He borrowed left and right from the
banks to keep himself going. He didn't want to have to work a job and go to school at the same time.
That's what he said. And, sure, I guess I can understand it. In a way, I can even sympathize. Who likes to
work? I don't. But after he'd borrowed everything he could, everything in sight, including enough to
finance a junior year in Germany, I had to begin sending him money, and a lot of it. When, finally, I said I
couldn't send any more, he wrote back and said if that was the case, if that was really the way I felt, he
was going to deal drugs or else rob a bank--whatever he had to do to get money to live on. I'd be lucky if
he wasn't shot or sent to prison.
I wrote back and said I'd changed my mind and I could send him a little more after all. What else could I
do? I didn't want his blood on my hands. I didn't want to think of my kid being packed off to prison, or
something even worse. I had plenty on my conscience as it was.
That's four people, right? Not counting my brother, who wasn't a regular yet. I was going crazy with it. I
worried night and day. I couldn't sleep over it. I was paying out nearly as much money every month as I
was bringing in. You don't have to be a genius, or know anything about economics, to understand that this
state of affairs couldn't keep on. I had to get a loan to keep up my end of things. That was another
monthly payment.
So I started cutting back. I had to quit eating out, for instance. Since I lived alone, eating out was
something I liked to do, but it became a thing of the past. And I had to watch myself when it came to
thinking about movies. I couldn't buy clothes or get my teeth fixed. The car was falling apart. I needed
new shoes, but forget it.
Once in a while I'd get fed up with it and write letters to all of them, threatening to change my name and
telling them I was going to quit my job. I'd tell them I was planning a move to Australia. And the thing
was, I was serious when I'd say that about Australia, even though I didn't know the first thing about
Australia. I just knew it was on the other side of the world, and that's where I wanted to be.
But when it came right down to it, none of them really believed I'd go to Australia. They had me, and they
knew it. They knew I was desperate, and they were sorry and they said so. But they counted on it all
blowing over before the first of the month, when I had to sit down and make out the checks.
After one of my letters where I talked about moving to Australia, my mother wrote that she didn't want to
be a burden any longer. Just as soon as the swelling went down in her legs, she said, she was going out to
look for work. She was seventy-five years old, but maybe she could go back to waitressing, she said. I
wrote her back and told her not to be silly. I said I was glad I could help her. And I was. I was lad I could
help. I just needed to win the lottery.
My daughter knew Australia was just a way of saying to everybody that I'd had it. She knew I needed a
break and something to cheer me up. So she wrote that she was going to leave her kids with somebody
and take the cannery job when the season rolled around. She was young and strong, she said. She thought
she could work the twelve-tofourteenhoura-day shifts, seven days a week, no problem. She'd just have to
tell herself she could do it, get herself psyched up for it, and her body would listen. She just had to line up
the right kind of babysitter. That'd be the big thing. It was going to require a special kind of sitter, seeing
as how the hours would be long and the kids were hyper to begin with, because of all the Popsicles and
Tootsie Rolls, M&M's, and the like that they put away every day. It's the stuff kids like to eat, right?
Anyway, she thought she could find the right person if she kept looking. But she had to buy the boots and
clothes for the work, and that's where I could help.

My son wrote that he was sorry for his part in things and thought he and I would both be better off if he
ended it once and for all. For one thing, he'd discovered he was allergic to cocaine. It made his eyes
stream and affected his breathing, he said. This meant he couldn't test the drugs in the transactions he'd
need to make. So, before it could even begin, his career as a drug dealer was over. No, he said, better a
bullet in the temple and end it all right here. Or maybe hanging. That would save him the trouble of
borrowing a gun. And save us the price of bullets. That's actually what he said in his letter, if you can
believe it. He enclosed a picture of himself that somebody had taken last summer when he was in the
study-abroad program in Germany. He was standing under a big tree with thick limbs hanging down a
few feet over his head. In the picture, he wasn't smiling.
My former wife didn't have anything to say on the matter. She didn't have to. She knew she'd get her
money the first of each month, even if it had to come all the way from Sydney. If she didn't get it, she just
had to pick up the phone and call her lawyer.
This is where things stood when my brother called one Sunday afternoon in early May. I had the
windows open, and a nice breeze moved through the house. The radio was playing. The hillside behind
the house was in bloom. But I began to sweat when I heard his voice on the line. I hadn't heard from him
since the dispute over the five hundred, so I couldn't believe he was going to try and touch me for more
money now. But I began to sweat anyway. He asked how things stood with me, and I launched into the
payroll thing and all. I talked about oatmeal, cocaine, fish canneries, suicide, bank jobs, and how I
couldn't go to the movies or eat out. I said I had a hole in my shoe. I talked about the payments that went
on and on to my former wife. He knew all about this, of course. He knew everything I was telling him.
Still, he said he was sorry to hear it. I kept talking. It was his dime. But as he talked I started thinking,
How are you going to pay for this call, Billy? Then it came to me that I was going to pay for it. It was
only a matter of minutes, or seconds, until it was all decided.
I looked out the window. The sky was blue, with a few white clouds in it. Some birds clung to a telephone
wire. I wiped my face on my sleeve. I didn't know what else I could say. So I suddenly stopped talking
and just stared out the window at the mountains, and waited. And that's when my brother said, "I hate to
ask you this, but--" When he said that, my heart did this sinking thing. And then he went ahead and asked.
This time it was a thousand. A thousand! He was worse off than when he'd called that other time. He let
me have some details. The bill collectors were at the door--the door! he said--and the windows rattled, the
house shook, when they hammered with their fists. Blam, blam, blam, he said. There was no place to hide
from them. His house was about to be pulled out from under him. "Help me, brother," he said.
Where was I going to raise a thousand dollars? I took a good grip on the receiver, turned away from the
window, and said, "But you didn't pay me back the last time you borrowed money. What about that?"
"I didn't?" he said, acting surprised. "I guess I thought I had. I wanted to, anyway. I tried to, so help me
God."
"You were supposed to pay that money to Mom," I said. "But you didn't. I had to keep giving her money
every month, same as always. There's no end to it, Billy. Listen, I take one step forward and I go two
steps back. I'm going under. You're all going under, and you're pulling me down with you."
"I paid her some of it," he said. "I did pay her a little. Just for the record," he said, "I paid her something."
"She said you gave her fifty dollars and that was all."

"No," he said, "I gave her seventy-five. She forgot about the other twenty-five. I was over there one
afternoon, and I gave her two tens and a five. I gave her some cash, and she just forgot about it. Her
memory's going. Look," he said, "I promise I'll be good for it this time, I swear to God. Add up what I
still owe you and add it to this money here I'm trying to borrow, and I'll send you a check. We'll exchange
checks. Hold on to my check for two months, that's all I'm asking. I'll be out of the woods in two months'
time. Then you'll have your money. July ist, I promise, no later, and this time I can swear to it. We're in
the process of selling this little piece of property that Irmajean inherited a while back from her uncle. It's
as good as sold. The deal has closed. It's just a question now of working out a couple of minor details and
signing the papers. Plus, I've got this job lined up. It's definite. I'll have to drive fifty miles round trip
every day, but that's no problem--hell, no. I'd drive a hundred and fifty if I had to, and be glad to do it. I'm
saying I'll have money in the bank in two months' time. You'll get your money, all of it, by July ist, and
you can count on it."
"Billy, I love you," I said. "But I've got a load to carry. I'm carrying a very heavy load these days, in case
you didn't know."
"That's why I won't let you dowri on this," he said. "You have my word of honor. You can trust me on
this absolutely. I promise you my check will be good in two months, no later. Two months is all I'm
asking for. Brother, I don't know where else to turn. You're my last hope."
I did it, sure. To my surprise, I still had some credit with the bank, so I borrowed the money, and I sent it
to him. Our checks crossed in the mail. I stuck a thumbtack through his check and put it up on the kitchen
wall next to the calendar and the picture of my son standing under that tree. And then I waited.
I kept waiting. My brother wrote and asked me not to cash the check on the day we'd agreed to. Please
wait a while longer is what he said. Some things had come up. The job he'd been promised had fallen
through at the last minute. That was one thing that came up. And that little piece of property belonging to
his wife hadn't sold after all. At the last minute, she'd had a change of heart about selling it. It had been in
her family for generations. What could he do? It was her land, and she wouldn't listen to reason, he said.
My daughter telephoned around this time to say that somebody had broken into her trailer and ripped her
off. Everything in the trailer. Every stick of furniture was gone when she came home from work after her
first night at the cannery. There wasn't even a chair left for her to sit down on. Her bed had been stolen,
too. They were going to have to sleep on the floor like Gypsies, she said.
"Where was what's-his-name when this happened?" I said.
She said he'd been out looking for work earlier in the day. She guessed he was with friends. Actually, she
didn't know his whereabouts at the time of the crime, or even right now, for that matter. "I hope he's at the
bottom of the river," she said. The kids had been with the sitter when the ripoff happened. But, anyway, if
she could just borrow enough from me to buy some secondhand furniture she'd pay me back, she said,
when she got her first check. If she had some money from me before the end of the week—I could wire it,
maybe--she could pick up some essentials. "Somebody's violated my space," she said. "I feel like I've
been raped."
My son wrote from New Hampshire that it was essential he go back to Europe. His life hung in the
balance, he said. He was graduating at the end of summer session, but he couldn't stand to live in
America a day longer after that. This was a materialist society, and he simply couldn't take it anymore.
People over here, in the U.S., couldn't hold a conversation unless money figured in it some way, and he
was sick of it. He wasn't a Yuppie, and didn't want to become a Yuppie. That wasn't his thing. He'd get

out of my hair, he said, if he could just borrow enough from me, this one last time, to buy a ticket to
Germany.
I didn't hear anything from my former wife. I didn't have to. We both knew how things stood there.
My mother wrote that she was having to do without support hose and wasn't able to have her hair tinted.
She'd thought this would be the year she could put some money back for the rainy days ahead, but it
wasn't working out that way. She could see it wasn't in the cards. "How are you?" she wanted to know.
"How's everybody else? I hope you're okay."
I put more checks in the mail. Then I held my breath and waited.
While I was waiting, I had this dream one night. Two dreams, really. I dreamt them on the same night. In
the first dream, my dad was alive once more, and he was giving me a ride on his shoulders. I was this
little kid, maybe five or six years old. Get up here, he said, and he took me by the hands and swung me
onto his shoulders. I was high off the ground, but I wasn't afraid. He was holding on to me. We were
holding on to each other. Then he began to move down the sidewalk. I brought my hands up from his
shoulders and put them around his forehead. Don't muss my hair, he said. You can let go, he said, I've got
you. You won't fall. When he said that, I became aware of the strong grip of his hands around my ankles.
Then I did let go. I turned loose and held my arms out on either side of me. I kept them out there like that
for balance. My dad went on walking while I rode on his shoulders. I pretended he was an elephant. I
don't know where we were going. Maybe we were going to the store, or else, to the park so he could push
me in the swing.
I woke up then, got out of bed, and used the bathroom. It was starting to get light out, and it was only an
hour or so until I had to get up. I thought about making coffee and getting dressed. But then I decided to
go back to bed. I didn't plan to sleep, though. I thought I'd just lie there for a while with my hands behind
my neck and watch it turn light out and maybe think about my dad a little, since I hadn't thought about
him in a long time. He just wasn't a part of my life any longer, waking or sleeping. Anyway, I got back in
bed. But it couldn't have been more than a minute before I fell asleep once more, and when I did I got into
this other dream. My former wife was in it, though she wasn't my former wife in the dream. She was still
my wife. My kids were in it, too. They were little, and they were eating potato chips. In my dream, I
thought I could smell the potato chips and hear them being eaten. We were on a blanket, and we were
close to some water. There was a sense of satisfaction and well-being in the dream. Then, suddenly, I
found myself in the company of some other people--people I didn't know--and the next thing that
happened was that I was kicking the window out of my son's car and threatening his life, as I did once, a
long time ago. He was inside the car as my shoe smashed through the glass. That's when my eyes flew
open, and I woke up. The alarm was going off. I reached over and pushed the switch and lay there
for a few minutes more, my heart racing. In the second dream, somebody had offered me some whiskey,
and I drank it. Drinking that whiskey was the thing that scared me. That was the worst thing that could
have happened. That was rock bottom. Compared to that, everything else was a picnic. I lay there for a
minute longer, trying to calm down. Then I got up.
I made coffee and sat at the kitchen table in front of the window. I pushed my cup back and forth in little
circles on the table and began to think seriously about Australia again. And then, all of a sudden, I could
imagine how it must have sounded to my family when I'd threatened them with a move to Australia. They
would have been shocked at first, and even a little scared. Then, because they knew me, they'd probably
started laughing. Now, thinking about their laughter, I had to laugh, too. Ha, ha, ha. That was exactly the
sound I made there at the table--ha, ha, ha- as if I'd read somewhere how to laugh.

What was it I planned to do in Australia, anyway? The truth was, I wouldn't be going there any more than
I'd be going to Timbuktu, the moon, or the North Pole. Hell, I didn't want to go to Australia. But once I
understood this, once I understood I wouldn't be going there--or anywhere else, for that matter--I began to
feel better. I lit another cigarette and poured some more coffee. There wasn't any milk for the coffee, but I
didn't care. I could skip having milk in my coffee for a day and it wouldn't kill me. Pretty soon I packed
the lunch and filled the thermos and put the thermos in the lunch pail. Then I went outside.
It was a fine morning. The sun lay over the mountains behind the town, and a flock of birds was moving
from one part of the valley to another. I didn't bother to lock the door. I remembered what had happened
to my daughter, but decided I didn't have anything worth stealing anyway. There was nothing in the house
I couldn't live without. I had the TV, but I was sick of watching TV. They'd be doing me a favor if they
broke in and took it off my hands.
I felt pretty good, all things considered, and I decided to walk to work. It wasn't all that far, and I had time
to spare. I'd save a little gas, sure, but that wasn't the main consideration. It was summer, after all, and
before long summer would be over. Summer, I couldn't help thinking, had been the time everybody's luck
had been going to change.
I started walking alongside the road, and it was then, for some reason, I began to think about my son. I
wished him well, wherever he was. If he'd made it back to Germany by now--and he should have--I hoped
he was happy. He hadn't written yet to give me his address, but I was sure I'd hear something before long.
And my daughter, God love her and keep her. I hoped she was doing okay. I decided to write her a letter
that evening and tell her I was rooting for her. My mother was alive and more or less in good health, and I
felt lucky there, too. If all went well, I'd have her for several more years.
Birds were calling, and some cars passed me on the highway. Good luck to you, too, brother, I thought. I
hope your ship comes in. Pay me back when you get it. And my former wife, the woman I used to love so
much. She was alive, and she was well, too--so far as I knew, anyway. I wished her happiness. When all
was said and done, I decided things could be a lot worse. Just now, of course, things were hard for
everyone. People's luck had gone south on them was all. But things were bound to change soon. Things
would pick up in the fall maybe. There was lots to hope for.
I kept on walking. Then I began to whistle. I felt I had the right to whistle if I wanted to. I let my arms
swing as I walked. But the lunch pail kept throwing me off balance. I had sandwiches, an apple, and some
cookies in there, not to mention the thermos. I stopped in front of Smitty's, an old cafe that had gravel in
the parking area and boards over the windows. The place had been boarded up for as long as I could
remember. I decided to put the lunch pail down for a minute. I did that, and then I raised my arms- raised
them up level with my shoulders. I was standing there like that, like a goof, when somebody tooted a car
horn and pulled off the highway into the parking area. I picked up my lunch pail and went over to the car.
It was a guy I knew from work whose name was George. He reached over and opened the door on the
passenger's side. "Hey, get in, buddy," he said.
"Hello, George," I said. I got in and shut the door, and the car sped off, throwing gravel from under the
tires.
"I saw you," George said. "Yeah, I did, I saw you. You're in training for something, but I don't know
what." He looked at me and then looked at the road again. He was going fast. "You always walk down the
road with your arms out like that?" He laughed--ha, ha, ha--and stepped on the gas.
"Sometimes," I said. "It depends, I guess. Actually, I was standing," I said. I lit a cigarette and leaned
back in the seat.

"So what's new?" George said. He put a cigar in his mouth, but he didn't light it.
"Nothing's new," I said. "What's new with you?"
George shrugged. Then he grinned. He was going very fast now. Wind buffeted the car and whistled by
outside the windows. He was driving as if we were late for work. But we weren't late. We had lots of
time, and I told him so.
Nevertheless, he cranked it up. We passed the turnoff and kept going. We were moving by then, heading
straight toward the mountains. He took the cigar out of his mouth and put it in his shirt pocket. "I
borrowed some money and had this baby overhauled," he said. Then he said he wanted me to see
something. He punched it and gave it everything he could. I fastened my seat belt and held on.
"Go," I said. "What are you waiting for, George?" And that's when we really flew. Wind howled outside
the windows. He had it floored, and we were going flat out. We streaked down that road in his big
unpaid-for car.

“The Lady in the Looking-Glass: A Reflection” by Virginia Woolf
People should not leave looking-glasses hanging in their rooms any more than they should leave open
cheque books or letters confessing some hideous crime. One could not help looking, that summer
afternoon, in the long glass that hung outside in the hall. Chance had so arranged it. From the depths of
the sofa in the drawing-room one could see reflected in the Italian glass not only the marble-topped table
opposite, but a stretch of the garden beyond. One could see a long grass path leading between banks of
tall flowers until, slicing off an angle, the gold rim cut it off.
The house was empty, and one felt, since one was the only person in the drawing-room, like one of those
naturalists who, covered with grass and leaves, lie watching the shyest animals - badgers, otters,
kingfishers - moving about freely, themselves unseen. The room that afternoon was full of such shy
creatures, lights and shadows, curtains blowing, petals falling - things that never happen, so it seems, if
someone is looking. The quiet old country room with its rugs and stone chimney pieces, its sunken bookcases and red and gold lacquer cabinets, was full of such nocturnal creatures. They came pirouetting
across the floor, stepping delicately with high-lifted feet and spread tails and pecking allusive beaks as if
they had been cranes or flocks of elegant flamingoes whose pink was faded, or peacocks whose trains
were veined with silver. And there were obscure flushes and darkenings too, as if a cuttlefish had
suddenly suffused the air with purple; and the room had its passions and rages and envies and sorrows
coming over it and touting it, like a human being. Nothing stayed the same for two seconds together.
But, outside, the looking-glass reflected the hall table, the sun-flowers, the garden path so accurately and
so fixedly that they seemed held there in their reality unescapably. It was a strange contrast -- all changing
here, all stillness there. One could not help looking from one to the other. Meanwhile, since all the doors
and windows were open inthe heat, there was a perpetual sighing and ceasing sound, the voice of the
transient and the perishing, it seemed, coming and going like human breath, while in the looking-glass
things had ceased to breathe and lay still in the trance of immortality.
Half an hour ago the mistress of the house, Isabella Tyson, had gone down the grass path in her thin
summer dress, carrying a basket, and had vanished, sliced off by the gilt rim of the looking-glass. She had
gone presumably into the lower garden to pick flowers; or as it seemed more natural to suppose, to pick
something light and fantastic and leafy and trailing, traveller's joy, or one of those elegant sprays of
convolvulus that twine round ugly walls and burst here and there into white and violet blossoms. She
suggested the fantastic and the tremulous convolvulus rather than the upright aster, the starched zinnia, or
her own burning roses alight like lamps on the straight posts of their rose trees. The comparison showed
how very little, after all these years, one knew about her; for it is impossible that any woman of flesh and
blood of fifty-five or sixty should be really a wreath or a tendril. Such comparisons are worse than idle
and superficial-they are cruel even, for they come like the convolvulus itself trembling between one's eyes
and the truth. There must be truth; there must be a wall. Yet it was strange that after knowing her all these
years one could not say what the truth about Isabella was; one still made up phrases like this about
convolvulus and traveller's joy. As for facts, it was a fact that she was a spinster; that she was rich; that
she had bought this house and collected with her own hands - often in the most obscure corners of the
world and at great risk from poisonous stings and Oriental diseases - the rugs, the chairs, the cabinets
which now lived their nocturnal life before one's eyes. Sometimes it seemed as if they knew more about
her than we, who sat on them, wrote at them, and trod on them so carefully, were allowed to know. In
each of these cabinets were many little drawers, and each almost certainly held letters, tied with bows of
ribbon, sprinkled with sticks of lavender or rose leaves. For it was another fact -- if facts were what one
wanted -- that Isabella had known many people, had had many friends; and thus if one had the audacity to
open a drawer and read her letters, one would find the traces of many agitations, of appointments to meet,
of up braidings for not having met, long letters of intimacy and affection, violent letters of jealousy and

reproach, terrible final words of parting -- for all those interviews and assignations had led to nothing -that is, she had never married, and yet, judging from the mask-like indifference of her face, she had gone
through twenty times more of passion and experience than those whose loves are trumpeted forth for all
the world to hear. Under the stress of thinking about Isabella, her room became more shadowy and
symbolic; the corners seemed darker, the legs of chairs and tables more spindly and hieroglyphic.
Suddenly these reflections were ended violently and yet without a sound. A large black form loomed into
the looking-glass; blotted out everything, strewed the table with a packet of marble tablets veined with
pink and grey, and was gone. But the picture was entirely altered. For the moment it was unrecognisable
and irrational and entirely out of focus. One could not relate these tablets to any human purpose. And then
by degrees some logical process set to work on them and began ordering and arranging them and bringing
them into the fold of common experience. One realised at last that they were merely letters. The man had
brought the post.
There they lay on the marble-topped table, all dripping with light and colour at first and crude and
unabsorbed. And then it was strange to see how they were drawn in and arranged and composed and
made part of the picture and granted that stillness and immortality which the looking-glass conferred.
They lay there invested with a new reality and significance and with a greater heaviness, too, as if it
would have needed a chisel to dislodge them from the table. And, whether it was fancy or not, they
seemed to have become not merely a handful of casual letters but to be tablets graven with eternal truth if one could read them, one would know everything there was to be known about Isabella, yes, and about
life, too. The pages inside those marble-looking envelopes must be cut deep and scored thick with
meaning. Isabella would come in, and take them, one by one, very slowly, and open them, and read them
carefully word by word, and then with a profound sigh of comprehension, as if she had seen to the bottom
of everything, she would tear the envelopes to little bits and tie the letters together and lock the cabinet
drawer in her determination to conceal what she did not wish to be known.
The thought served as a challenge. Isabella did not wish to be known - but she should no longer escape. It
was absurd, it was monstrous. If she concealed so much and knew so much one must prize her open with
the first tool that came to hand - the imagination. One must fix one's mind upon her at that very moment.
One must fasten her down there. One must refuse to be put off any longer with sayings and doings such as
the moment brought forth - with dinners and visits and polite conversations. One must put oneself in her
shoes. If one took the phrase literally, it was easy to see the shoes in which she stood, down in the lower
garden, at this moment. They were very narrow and long and fashionable - they were made of the softest
and most flexible leather. Like everything she wore, they were exquisite. And she would be standing
under the high hedge in the lower part of the garden, raising the scissors that were tied to her waist to cut
some dead flower, some overgrown branch. The sun would beat down on her face, into her eyes; but no,
at the critical moment a veil of cloud covered the sun, making the expression of her eyes doubtful - was it
mocking or tender, brilliant or dull? One could only see the indeterminate outline of her rather faded, fine
face looking at the sky. She was thinking, perhaps, that she must order a new net for the strawberries; that
she must send flowers to Johnson's widow; that it was time she drove over to see the Hippesleys in their
new house. Those were the things she talked about at dinner certainly. But one was tired of the things that
she talked about at dinner. It was her profounder state of being that one wanted to catch and turn to words,
the state that is to the mind what breathing is to the body, what one calls happiness or unhappiness. At the
mention of those words it became obvious, surely, that she must be happy. She was rich; she was
distinguished; she had many friends; she travel led -- she bought rugs in Turkey and blue pots in Persia.
Avenues of pleasure radiated this way and that from where she stood with her scissors raised to cut the
trembling branches while the lacy clouds veiled her face.

Here with a quick movement of her scissors she snipped the spray of traveller's joy and it fell to the
ground. As it fell, surely some light came in too, surely one could penetrate a little farther into her being.
Her mind then was filled with tenderness and regret.... To cut an overgrown branch saddened her because
it had once lived, and life was dear to her. Yes, and at the same time the fall of the branch would suggest
to her how she must die herself and all the futility and evanescence of things. And then again quickly
catching this thought up, with her instant good sense, she thought life had treated her well; even if fall she
must, it was to lie on the earth and moulder sweetly into the roots of violets. So she stood thinking.
Without making any thought precise -- for she was one of those reticent people whose minds hold their
thoughts enmeshed in clouds of silence -- she was filled with thoughts. Her mind was like her room, in
which lights advanced and retreated, came pirouetting and stepping delicately, spread their tails, pecked
their way; and then her whole being was suffused, like the room again, with a cloud of some profound
knowledge, some unspoken regret, and then she was full of locked drawers, stuffed with letters, like her
cabinets. To talk of 'prizing her open' as if she were an oyster, to use any but the finest and subtlest and
most pliable tools upon her was impious and absurd. One must imagine - here was she in the lookingglass. It made one start.
She was so far off at first that one could not see her clearly. She came lingering and pausing, here
straightening a rose, there lifting a pink to smell it, but she never stopped; and all the time she became
larger and larger in the looking-glass, more and more completely the person into whose mind one had
been trying to penetrate. One verified her by degrees - fitted the qualities one had discovered into this
visible body. There were her grey-green dress, and her long shoes, her basket, and something sparkling at
her throat. She came so gradually that she did not seem to derange the pattern in the glass, but only to
bring in some new element which gently moved and altered the other objects as if asking them,
courteously, to make room for her. And the letters and the table and the grass walk and the sunflowers
which had been waiting in the looking-glass separated and opened out so that she might be received
among them. At last there she was, in the hall. She stopped dead. She stood by the table. She stood
perfectly still. At once the looking-glass began to pour over her a light that seemed to fix her; that seemed
like some acid to bite off the unessential and superficial and to leave only the truth. It was an enthralling
spectacle. Everything dropped from her -- clouds, dress, basket, diamond -- all that one had called the
creeper and convolvulus. Here was the hard wall beneath. Here was the woman herself. She stood naked
in that pitiless light. And there was nothing. Isabella was perfectly empty. She had no thoughts. She had
no friends. She cared for nobody. As for her letters, they were all bills. Look, as she stood there, old and
angular, veined and lined, with her high nose and her wrinkled neck, she did not even trouble to open
them.
People should not leave looking-glasses hanging in their rooms.

