The Scribble Mind

by Jeffrey Ford

When | wasin graduate schoal, during the mid-eighties, I'd meet Esme pretty much every Sunday
morning for breskfast a the Palace A down on Hepson Street. The runny eggs, the fried corn muffins,
the coffee, and our meandering conversations carried dl of theritual of a Sunday mass minusthe
otherwise grim undertones. There was acalm languor to these late-morning meal's and something that had
to do with the feding of home.

Wed gone to the same high school, grown up in the same town, and vaguely knew each other back
then—friends of friends—but we'd moved in distinctly different socid orbits; hers somewhat closer to the
sun. Six years had passed since we'd graduated—I hadn't had a single thought about her—and then one
day, late in the summer, just before my first semester at the university was about to sart, I'd left my flop
loft in the seedy First Ward and ventured out for some groceries. | was walking down Klepp Street, and
| noticed this good-looking girl about my age walking toward me, talking to hersdf. Shewastall and thin
with alot of black curly hair and dressed in an orange T-shirt and jeans, cheap plastic beach sandalson
her feet. She was smoking a cigarette and mildly gesticulating with her free hand. Thefact that shewas
talking to hersaf made me think she might be crazy enough to talk to me, so | franticaly ran through a
few ice-bresker linesin my head, searching for oneto snag her interest. | immediately got confused,
though, because the T-shirt she was wearing bore the name of my high school along with that digtinctive
rendering of agoofy-looking lion. Aswe drew closer, | saw her face more clearly and knew that | knew
her from somewhere. All | could muster when the moment came was, "Hi." She stopped, looked up to
take mein, and said, without the least shock of recognition, "Hey, Pat, how areyou?' like I'd seen her
the day before. Then | redlized who she was and said, "Esme, what are you doing here?"

Shed invited me to come aong with her to the Palace A to get acup of coffee. I'd been pretty londly
sncearriving in town, what with classes not having started yet and knowing no one. | couldn't have
ordered up a better scenario than running into her. We spent an hour at the diner, catching up, filling in
the blanks of al the years and mileswe'd traveled. Sheld been at the university a semester aready, but
whereas | wasthere for amaster's degree, sheld already gotten one in mathematics at a different school,
producing athesis on fractals and chaos theory, and now was after a second onein art. Coincidentally,
art wasmy mgjor also, and | admitted, with awhisper and atinge of embarrassment in my voice, thet |
was a painter. Thisadmission on my part de-animated her for amoment. She cocked her head to the
sde and stared a me, took adrag of her cigarette, pursed her lips, and then eventualy nodded asif she
could dmost believeit.

Paint, of course, wasn't her thing—all of her work was done on the compuiter, plotting points and
manifesting the rules and accidents of the universe in shgpe and color. This stuff was new back then and |
had no way to conceive of what she was talking about, but the casudly brilliant way in which she
discussed Mandelbrot sets and strange attractors interested me amost as much as her hair and her smile.
When | told her | liked the paintings of Redon and Guston, she laughed out loud, and dthough | knew
she was disparaging my chosen influences, | was enchanted by the sound of it, like aten-year-old's

gigge

Wed parted that first day after making plansto meet for breakfast on Sunday. Even then, athough |



knew we might become good friends, | suspected things would never go further than that. Asfascinating
as shewas, she had adigtinct doofness about her even when staring me straight in the eye and relating
the details of her mother's recent death. It was asif a scrupulously calculated percentage of her interest
was held congtantly in abeyance, busy working the solution to some equation. Besides her affect, | had,
a thetime, anirrationd, Luddite inclination that there was something moraly bankrupt about making art
with acomputer.

The semester began, and | soon discovered that abstract painting was till the order of the day in the
university. Mogt of the professors had come of age in their own work during the latefifties and sixtiesand
were gtill channeling the depleted spirit of Jackson Pollock; second- and third-rate abstract expressionists
tutoring young paintersin the importance of ignoring the figure. The canvases were vadt, the paint gpplied
liberaly, and the bigger the mess, the more praise the piece garnered. | was somewhat of an outcast
among the students from the start with my crudely rendered cartoon figures frozen in drab scenes that
bespoke akind of world-weariness: amask to hide thefact that | felt too much about everything. | was
barely tolerated as akind of retarded mascot whose work had athrowback charm to it. Esme, for her
part, was on smilar footing. No one understood, save the people in the computer science division, how
she made her glorious paidey whirls, infinitein their complexity, or what they represented. The art crowd
feared thistechnological know-how.

I'd done dl of my excessive drinking, drug taking, and skirt chasing as an undergraduate, and now threw
myself into the work with acommitment that was something new for me. When | think back to that place
| had on Clinton Street, | remember the pervasive reek of turpentine, the beat-up mattress | found at the
curb, which became my bed, the dangerous mechanica heater—twisting Looney-Toons funne going up
through the ceiling—that portioned out warmth by whim, and the bullet hole in the front window I'd
covered with duct tape. | worked late into the nights when the crystal meth deler met his clients under
the lamppost across the street and after the other tenants of my building had turned off the flames under
their rlentlesdy smmering cabbage pots and falen from minimum-wage exhaustion into their beds. Then
I'd make some coffee, put Blossom Dearielow on the old tape machine, and start mixing oils. Each
brushstroke carried a charge of excitement. The professors who dismissed my work ill had vauable
secrets to impart about color and craft and materias, and | brought al of these lessonsto bear on my
canvases.

The monthsrolled on, and in the midst of my education, | o gleaned afew indghtsinto Esme. Outside
of our booth at the Palace A, where the conversation orbited pretty strictly around a nucleus of
topics—her diatribes promoting an e ectronic medium, and mine concerning the inadequacies of
abgtraction; afew catty comments about our fellow students work; the lameness of the professors—she
proved to be something of a sphinx. With the exception of her telling me about her mother's bout with
cancer that first day, she never mentioned her private life or her family. Anything | learned on that score
came through sheer happenstance.

After classone day, | wastaking to this guy, Farno, another painter in the graduate program, in the
hallway outside astudio and Esmewalked by. | interrupted my conversation and said hi to her, and she
sad, "I'll seeyou Sunday.” When | turned back to the guy, he was shaking his head, and when she was
well out of earshot, he said, "Y ou know her?!

"Y eah, we went to high school together.”

"So you must have fucked her," he said.

| took astep back, surprised a his comment, and said, "What are you talking about? We're just
friends”



"I don't think she hasany friends," he said.
My sudden anger made me silent.

"Listen, don't get upset,” he said. "I'm just trying to warn you. It happened to me just like dl the others.
Shelll come on to you. Y ou go to dinner, or amovie, thingswind up back at her place. | mean, she's
charming as hell, brilliant. Y ou think to yoursalf, Wow, she'sgreat.' Y ou can't help but fdl for her.
Eventudly, it's off to the bedroom. She's aggressive, like she'strying to fuck thelife out of you, like she
wantsto eat your soul. Then, elther the next morning, or sometimes even late in the night, you'll wake up
and shell be crying and then yell a you like akid pitching atantrum to get the hell out. I've talked to
some of the others about her, both guys and girls, even some of the professors. She's whacked."

"Wdll, werefriends” | said in her defense and walked away.

Later that week, on Sunday, when we went to breakfast, that guy's story was circling in my head likea
twigter, but | kept my mouth shut about it. Since I'd never gone down that road with Esme, instead of
thinking her crazy because of what I'd been told, | just felt—whether | should have or not—kind of bad
for her. While dl thiswas going through my head, she was giving me some rap about how chaos theory
showed that the universe was both ordered and chaotic at the sametime. | could barely concentrate on
what shewas saying, my mind filled with images of her fucking different peoplein the Art Department like
someinsatiable demon. Finaly, she ended her explanation, making aface rife with dissatisfaction for the
indecisive nature of creation, and asked me to passthe sugar.

In the next couple of weeks, the indecisive universe dropped two more revelations about her into my lap.
| wasin the university library one night, looking for abook they supposedly had of Regindd Marah's
Coney Idand paintings, when | found myself upstairs where the study carres were. My department didn't
think enough of meto grant me one of these. Department heads doled them out like popes might
indulgencesto ther favorite sudents. | knew Esme had one, though, granted by the computer science
people, and | knew she used it from timeto time. | walked along the row of them, peering inthelittle
windows on the doors. Mogt of them were dark and empty. Eventualy | found hers, and shewasin
there, Sitting at the desk.

In front of her was a computer with ascreen full of numbers. To her right, on the desk, was an open
book, and, with her right hand, she was intermittently flipping through the pages and working the
computer mouse, her attention shifting rapidly back and forth from the page to the screen. At the same
time, on her left on the desk was a notebook, and she was writing away to besat the band with a pencil,
not even glancing at what she was putting down. While dl thiswas going on, she was a so wearing
earphones, plugged into aboom box sitting on the floor. When she turned her attention to the book, |
caught aglimpse a her eyes. The only way | can describe her ook, and thisisn't aword I'd normaly
think to use, is avaricious. | was going to knock, but to tell you the truth, in that moment | found her a
littlefrightening.

The second piece of the puzzle that was Esme came to me from, of al people, my mother. I'd cdled
home and was chatting with her about how my studies were going and what was up with the rest of the
family. Trueto her mother-self, she asked meif I'd made any friends. | said | had, and then remembering
Esme had come from our town, | mentioned her. When | said her name, my mother went
uncharacterigticaly slent.

"What?' | asked.



"Her family ... sheesh.”
"Do you remember them?”

"Ohyeah, | remember her mother from the PTA meetings and such. A block of ice. Y ou didn't want to
get near her for fear of frogthite. And the father, who was much more pleasant, he was some kind of pill
addict. At least they had alot of money.”

"She'sokay,” | said.
"Well, you know best," she said, obvioudy implying that | didn't.

Esme's condition, or whatever you want to call it, haunted me. | don't know why | cared so much. To
me she was just a breakfast date once aweek, or was she? Shewas fun to talk to, and | enjoyed
meeting her at the Palace A for our rendezvous, but when | started to find myself thinking about her
ingtead of thinking about painting, | made a determined effort to ignore those thoughts and dive back into
my work.

On a Sunday afternoon in my second semester, somewhere right at the cusp between winter and spring,
we were sitting in the diner celebrating with the steak and egg specia a positive review of my recent
work by my committee. | held forth for Esme on the encouraging comments of each of the professors.
When | was done, she smiled and said, "Pat, that'sterrific, but think how much weight you put behind
what they say now. | remember afew months ago when by your own estimation they werefools," and
that took alittle of thewind out of my sails. Still, | could undeniably fed the paintings were coming
together, and the crestivity just seemed to flow down my arm and through the brush onto the canvas. |
knew | was on to something good, and nothing Esme said could completely dampen my spirits. Insteed, |
laughed a her comment.

She got up to go to the bathroom, and | sat paging through the catalogue of a spring show that wasto
hang in the university galery and would include some graduate-student pieces and some by
well-established professionals. I'd been asked to put apiecein that show, and | was ecstatic. When she
returned, | was looking at a page with areproduction of apainting by the artist, Thomas Dorphin, the
best known of the artists who would be at the opening.

"What'sthat you're looking at?" she asked as she did into the booth.

"A piece by that guy, Dorphin. Do you know his stuff?"

She shook her head.

"It'skind of likethat Cy Twombly crap, only it looks three-dimensiona, sort of like amix between him
and Roy Lichtengtein." Twombly had done a series of pieces that were scribbles, like atoddler loose
with acrayon, on canvas, and the art world was sill agog over them. The painting by Dorphinwasaso a
scribble, only the line was rendered with a brush and the illusion of three-dimensiondlity, asif instead of
obvioudy being aline from acrayon, it appeared to be a piece of thick twine. The technique was pretty
impressive, but it left me cold.

"Let mesee" shesaid.

| turned the catalogue around to her, and she drew it closer.



Shelooked at it for about two seconds, and | noticed a nearly undetectable tremor of surprise. Then her
complexion went dightly pae.

"What'swrong?' | said.

Still clutching the catalogue, she did out of the booth and stood up. She reached into the pocket of her
jeans and pulled out awad of hills, too much for what we'd both had, and threw it on the table.

"l want you to come with meto my place," she said, looking alittle frantic.

Immediately, | thought that my time had come to be fucked like she was eating my soul. | got nervous
and stammered about having to get back to work, but she interrupted me and said, "Please, Pat, you
have to come. It won't take long. | have to show you something."

| was leery, but she seemed so desperate, | couldn't let her down. | nodded, got up, and followed. Her
gpartment was only two blocks from the diner, in arenovated warehouse on Hallart Street. I'd never
been there before, but | knew where it was. She walked in front of me, keeping a quick pace and every
now and then looked over her shoulder to seethat | was still behind her. When she glanced back a me, |
smiled, but she made no expression in return. With the rate we were walking, it took only minutesto get
to the front door. She retrieved her keysand let usin. Therewas an old freight eevator you had to take
to get to her rooms on the fifth floor. Aswe ascended, | said to her, "What's all this about?"

"Youwon't believeit," she said and then lifted the catal ogue and flipped it open to the page with the
Dorphin on it for another 1o0ok.

She unlocked the door to her place and we entered. If order and chaos existed smultaneoudy in the
universe, her apartment was one of the placeswhere order hid out. It was anice space, with ahuge
window view of theriver in the distance. There was abig Persian carpet on the floor with aflora
mandala design. The walls were painted a soothing sea green and hung with framed pieces of her fracta
art. However it was done, the lighting made the room seem acozy cave. | wasin there for no more than
aminute, and | felt the tenson just sort of dough off me like some useless outer skin. On the desk, next
to acomputer, was arow of sharpened pencilslined up in descending order of length from right to left.
The sight of them gave me a sudden flashback to the crusted dishes piled in the sink back at my place.

"Beautiful,” | said to her as she hung her jacket up in acloset near the entrance.

"It'sokay," she said absentmindedly. " Stay here for aminute, | have to look for something in the
bedroom.”

In her absence, | went to the nearest bookcase and scanned the titles. My gaze came to rest not on one
of the many volumes of art books, but upon a photograph on the top shelf. It wasinasmple silver
frame—theimage of asevere-looking middle-aged woman with ashort, tight permanent and her arms
folded across her chest. Shewas Sitting at atable in front of abirthday cake, its candlestrailing smoke as
if just having been extinguished. The woman'sjaw and cheekbones were no more than crud, angular
cuts, asif her face had been hacked from granite with ablunt pick, and her eyes stared directly through
mine and out the back of my head. | surmised she was the Snow Queen of the PTA my mother had told
me about.

When Esme emerged from the other room, she called me over to a card table with two chairs set on
opposite sides near the back of the gpartment in front of the window. The sun was bright that day, and |
remember squinting out at the view of the light glinting in diamonds off the river just before taking the seet



across from her. In addition to the catalogue, her cigarettes, an ashtray and lighter, shelaid on the
tabletop what appeared to be aMylar bag, the kind that comic book collectors keep their treasuresin.
Fromwhere| sat, it looked asif it held only a sheet of white paper, 82 x 11.

Shelit acigarette and, while clamping it in the corner of her mouth as she returned her lighter to the table,
began speaking. "Remember where the 7-11 was downtown back in Preston?' she asked.

| nodded. "Y eah, it was the only place in town that would sdll us beer.”

"I think I might remember seeing you inthere," shesaid. "Well, if you made aright at that corner and

headed down toward the municipa garage, do you recall on the left side of the road that little day-care
center?'

| couldn't redlly pictureit, but | nodded anyway.

"I worked in that center the summer after senior year. It was one of those places where parents drop

their kids off when they go to work. Mostly toddlers, some alittle older. | liked the kids, but there were
too many of them and not enough of us."

"Never work with animalsor children,” | said.

"Not if you mind wiping noses and assesal day," she said. "It was agood introduction to chaos theory,
though.” She paused, took adrag of her cigarette, and shook her head asif remembering the scene.
"Anyway, one day near the end of the summer, about an hour before the parents came to pick thekids
up, | was sitting on atiny kid's chair, completely exhausted. | was so motionlessfor solong, | think the
kidskind of forgot that | was there. They had the dress-up trunk out, and hats and masks and old
tattered costume stuff wasflying al over the place.

"There was this one strange little kid who was there every day. Hewasredly young, but he had an
amazing sense of presence, like he was alittle old man. The other kids dl loved being around him, and
sometimesthey just stared for the longest time into his eyes, which were like acrystd, turquoise color.
His name was Jonathan. So this other kid, alittle bit older, walks up to Jonathan, and I'm sitting there
quietly, watching this go down. The other kid seems sad or tired. Keeping hisvoice alittle low, he says,
Tell mewhat it waslikeingde your mommy, I'm starting to forget."

"Wha?' | said.
"Yeah," said Esme, and nodded, smiling.
"That'swild."

"Right after the kid said thisto Jonathan, another little girl, who'd dressed up in afairy princess
outfit—she had alittle tiara on her head and was carrying awand—walked between them, turned to the
kid who asked the question, waved the wand, and said in a soft chant, "Go away. Go away. Go away."

"Did he?'

"Yeah. | swear | thought he was going to start crying. Then for alittle while, | guess my mind was
preoccupied, trying to think back and seeif | remembered my earliest memory. If | could recall being in
thewomb. Nothing. | got abig, frustrating blank. When | looked up, | noticed Jonathan and the kid had
met up again off in the corner of the room. The kid was leaning down, and Jonathan, hand cupped



around his mouth and the kid's ear, was whispering something to him. The kid was smiling.”
"What do you think hewastdling him?"

"l don't know," she said, "but just then my boss came in and saw that the other kids were getting wild.
She had me calm them down and hand out paper for them to draw on until it wastimeto leave. She
aways liked them quiet for when the parents came to get them. Time wasfindly up and the parents
showed, and when thelast of the little crumb snatchers was gone, | started cleaning up. Most of them
had |eft their drawings behind on the tabletops. | went around and collected them. | dways got acharge
out of seeing their artwork—theré€'s just dways a sense of rightness about the pictures from kidswho
haven't gone to school yet—ifresh and powerful and so beautifully smple.

"When | got to the place where the kid who wanted to remember his mother'swomb sat, | found that
held left thisbig scribble on his paper. | can't redlly describeit, but it waslike abig circular scribble,
overlapping lines, like acloud of chaos, in black crayon. | remarked to myself that that wasn't such a
good sign after what 1'd witnessed. But check thisout,” she said and drew the Mylar bag next to her
closer and opened the zip top. "When | got to Jonathan's picture, it lay facedown on the desk. | turned it
over, and ..." Here she reached into the bag and pulled out two sheets of drawing paper. Asshelaid
them down in front of me, | saw there was black crayon on both. " The same exact scribble. Absolutely,
exactly, the same.”

"Nah," | said, and looked down at the two pages.
"Y ou show mewherethey differ,” shesad.

My glance darted back and forth from one to the other, checking each loop and intersection. Individudly,
they appeared to have been dashed off in amanner of seconds. There was no sense that the creators
were even paying attention to the page when they did them. Eventualy, | laughed and shook my head. "
giveup,” | said. "Areyou pulling my leg? Did you do these on the computer?'

"No," shesaid, "but evenif | had, now check thisout." Here she opened the catal ogue to the page with
the reproduction of the Dorphin painting. "It's rendered asif three-dimensiond, but look closdly. It'sthe
same damn scribble made to look like ajumble of twine."

| looked, and she wasright. Reaching across the table, | took one of her cigarettesand lit it. | sat and
smoked for aminute, trying to get my mind around her story and the pictures before me. For some
reason, right then, | couldn't look into her eyes. "So what are you trying to tell me?' | findly said.

"I'm not trying to tell you anything,” she said. "But I've seeniit in other places. Once when | wasin New
York City, | was on the subway. It was crowded and | took a seat next to aguy who had adrawing pad
with him. | looked over and he was sketching some of the other passengers, but down in the corner of
the page was that same scribble. | pointed to it and said to him, That's an interesting design.' He looked
at me and asked, 'Do you "remember?"' | didn't answer, but | was taken aback by his question. He must
have seen the surprise in my eyes. Without another word, he closed the book, put it in his knapsack,
stood up, and brushed past me. He moved through the crowd and went to stand by the door. At the next
stop, he got off."

"Get out," | said. "That redlly happened?"

"You'll seeit," shesaid. "If you don't know what to look for, you'd never noticeit. It just lookslike a
scribble, like somebody just absentmindedly messing around with a crayon or pen. But you'll seeit



"Wheream | going to seeit?' | asked.
"Hey, don't believe me, just call me when you do and tell me | wasright.”

"Wait asecond ... And so you think it hasto do with ... what?' | asked, not wanting to say what | was
thinking.

"It's some kind of sign or symbol made by people who remember all the way back to the womb," she
sad.

"Isthat even possible?" | asked, stubbing out my cigarette in the ashtray.

She shrugged. "I don't know. What do you make of it?"

| didn't answer. We sat there for quite awhile, both looking at the two drawings and Dorphin's painting.
"Y ou kept these drawing all these years?' | said, breaking the silence.

"Of course, in case | wanted to tell someone. Otherwise they wouldn't believe me."

"| ill don't believeyou,” | said.

"Youwill," said Esme.

During the walk back to my apartment and al afternoon, | thought about the drawings and their
implications. What Esmed redlly been hinting at, but didn't come out and say, was that there was afoot in
the world aconspiracy of in utero—+emembering scribblers. Was there some secret knowledge they were
protecting, did they have powersfar beyond those of mortal men, were they up to no good? The concept
was S0 bizarre, so out of |eft field, my paranoiagot the better of me and | had to wonder whether Esme
had concocted the whole thing, having first seen the Dorphin painting and knowing I'd eventudly show
her the catalogue or we'd come acrossit at the university. If that wastrue, then it represented an
outlandish effort to dupe me, and for what? A momentary recollection of her inthelibrary carrel gave me
ashiver.

That night, | found | couldn't paint. The great ease of conception and movement of the brush I'd felt in
recent weeks was blocked by the chaotic scribble of my thoughts. | lay on the mattress, staring at the
ceiling, trying to think back to my own beginning. The earliest experience | could recall wasbeing in abig
rubber snowsuit out in our backyard, Sitting atop a snow drift, staring at ared, setting sun and my mother
caling from the back door for meto comein. When my thoughts hit thewall of that memory, they spun
off indl directions, consdering what exactly it might be that the scribblers were remembering. A state of
mind? A previous life? Heaven? Or just the underwater darkness and muffled sounds of the world within
the belly?

By Wednesday, I'd seen that damn scribble three times. The first wasin the men'sroom of the Marble
Grill, abar down the street from my apartment where | ate dinner every oncein awhile. The placewasa
dive, and the bathroom walls were brimming with al kinds of graffiti. I'd gonein thereto take apiss, and
while | wasgoing, | looked up, and there, just above the plumbing of the urind, staring meright inthe
face, wasaminiature verson of that tumbleweed of mystery. Recognizing it gave me ajolt, and | dmost
peed on my sneaker. | realized that in the dozen or so other times 1'd stood there, looking directly at it, it



might aswell have beeninvisble.

| saw it again, later that very night, on the inside back cover of aused paperback copy of this science
fiction nove, Mindswap, 1'd bought afew weeks earlier at a street sale. The book was pretty dog-eared,
and | don't know what made me pick it up that night out of al the others| had laying around. On the
ingde front cover, written in pencil, in aneat script, was the name Derek Drymon, who | surmised was
the origind owner. Whoever this guy was, wherever hewas, | wondered if he was remembering asl lay
there on my mattresswishing | could smply forget.

Thelast ingtance, which happened two days later, the one that drove me back to Esme's gpartment, was
arendition of the scribble on adollar | whipped out at the university cafeteriato pay for acup of coffee.
The girl behind the cash register reached toward me, closed her fingers on the bill, and at that moment |
saw the design. Shetugged, but | couldn't let go. My gaze remained locked on it until she said, "Y ou
paying for this, or what?' Then | released my hold, and it was gone.

Later that afternoon, | found myself on Hallart street, Sanding on the steps of Esme's building, waiting for
her to buzz mein. Inthe devator, | prepared mysdlf to eat crow. When the elevator opened, she was
standing there waiting for mein the doorway to her apartment. She had asmile on her face, and thefirst
thing she said was, "Go ahead.”

"What do you mean?"' | asked.

"An apology, perhaps? Esme, how could | have doubted you?' she said.

"Fuckin' scribble,” | muttered.

She laughed and stepped back to let mein. As| passed, she patted me on the back and said,
"Maddening, isnt it?"

"Wdll," | said, "youreright, but where does that get us? It'sgot me so | can't paint.”

"Now that we both know, and | know I'm not crazy," she said, "we're going to have to figure out what
it'sabout.”

"Why?" | asked.

"Because the fact that you don't know will always be with you. Don't you want to know what you're

missng?'
"Not redly,” | said. "l just want to get past it."

Shetook astep closer to me and put her palms on my shoulders. "Pat, | need you to help me with this. |
can't do it by myself. Someone hasto corroborate everything.”

| shook my head, but she pulled me over to her desk. "Before you say anything, check thisout.” She sat
down in the chair, facing the computer. With aclick of the mouse, the machine cameto life.

"Okay, now," she said, spinning on the seat so she could look up a me. She took my left hand in both of
hers, more than likely so that | couldn't escape. "After you were here last Sunday, and | had the pictures
out, | studied them closely for thefirst timein along while. | can't believe | didn't think of thisbefore, but
in concentrating on the intersections of the lines, | wondered what these points would reved if plotted on



agraph. So | scanned the drawing into the computer and erased the lines, leaving only the points of
intersection.”

She clicked the mouse once, and an image of the scribble appeared on the screen. After letting that St for
afew seconds, she then clicked again and reveded only the points, like acloud of gnats.

"| set them on agraph,” she said. Another click and the entire swarm was trapped in aweb. "Then for a
long time, | looked for sequences, some kind of underlying order to them. It wasn't long before | saw
this." She gave another click, and there appeared aline, emanating from a point close to the center of the
cluster and looping outward in aregular spird, like the cross-section of anautilus shell.

"Interesting,” | said, "but it only utilizes some of the dots. Y ou could easily make just as many irregular
designsif you linked other dots."

"Yes," shesaid. "But do you know what that shape represents?* she asked.

"It'sthe golden section,” | said. "I studied it in an undergraduate course when we covered Leonardo. Y ou
canfinditindl of hispaintings, from . Jerome and the Lion to the Mona Lisa. A lot of painters swore
by it—Jacopo, Seurat ..."

Tracing the spira on the screen with her index finger, she said, "Y ou're good. It's a Fibonacci series.
Conscioudy used in art and architecture but a so found occurring spontaneoudy everywherein nature. To
the ancients the existence of this phenomenon was proof of adeity's design inherent in the universe. It's
holy. It'smagic."

"Back up, though," | said. "It doesn't utilize al of the dots, and there's so many dots there that connected
inthe right way you could come up with ashit load of different desgnsaswell.”

"True," shesad, "but look ..." She clicked the mouse again. "At any onetime, depending on what you
choose as your garting points, you can plot five golden sections within the scribble, the five using dl of
the dots except one. Order in chaos, and the one representing the potential of the chaotic amidst order.”

The picture on the screen proved her point with lines| could easily follow curling out from centra points.
She clicked the screen again.

"Change the originating points and you can make five different golden spirds,”" she said.

Just as | was able to take in the next pattern, she clicked the mouse again, waited a second, and then
clicked it again. She clicked through twelve different possible designs of spiral groups before stopping.
Turning on the seat, she looked up a me.

"That'sdl | had timefor,” shesad.

"Youreindustriousas hell,” | told her and took a step backward.

She stood up and came toward me. "l haveaplan,” she said.

By thetime| left Esme's place, it was dark. Sheld unfurled her plan for me. "Who do we know for sure
‘remembers?” sheld asked, and I'd told her, "No one." But as sheld reveded, that wasn't true. "Dorphin,”

she said, and then told me how she was going to take one of the scribble drawings she had to the
opening at the univergity galery and try to convince him sheld doneit and was one of them in an attempt



to get himto talk. I'd told her | wanted nothing to do with it, and, after long arguments both reasonable
and passionate, when I'd still refused, sheld kicked me out. As | walked aong the night streets back to
my gpartment, though, it wasn't her scheme | thought about. What | couldn't help remembering was that
brief period before she turned on the computer when sheld held my hand.

That Sunday, when | got to the Palace A, she wasn't there, and | knew immediately she wouldn't be
coming. | took a seat anyway and waited for an hour, picking at acorn muffin and forcing down a cup of
coffee. Her absence was pa pable, and | redlized in that time how much | needed to see her. She was my
strange attractor. | findly left and went by her gpartment. Standing on the steps, | rang the buzzer at least
sx times, dl thewhile picturing her a her computer, tracing spiras through clouds of dots. No answer.
When | got back to my place, | tried to call her, but she didn't pick up.

There were many instancesin the following week where | considered writing her anoteand leaving itin
her mailbox, telling her | was sorry and that | would gladly join her in her plan to flush out Dorphin, but
each time | stopped mysdlf at the last second, not wanting to be merely a meansto an end, another
Fibonacci series usad to plumb the design of theineffable. Ultimately, what exactly | wanted, | wasn't
sure, but | knew definitely | wanted to see her. | hung around campus al week, waiting for her outside of
classes | knew she had, but she never showed herself.

Saturday night came, the night of the opening, and | should have been excited with the prospect of so
many people seeing my painting hanging in the university galery dongside those of well-known artists, but
| was preoccupied with whether or not she would be there. Still, | had the presence of mind to clean
myself up, shave, and throw on my only jacket and tie. The place was packed, wine was flowing, and
quite afew people had approached meto tell me how much they admired the piece | had hanging.
Dorphin was there, and the neo-cubist Uttmeyer, and Miranda Blench. Groups of art students and faculty
clustered around these stars. Just when I'd had afew glasses of wine and was | etting mysdlf forget Esme
and enjoy the event alittle, she walked in. Shewore asmple, low-cut black dress and ajeweled choker.
I'd never seen her in anything beside jeans and a T-shirt. Her hair glistened under the track lighting. She
waked toward me, and when she drew near, | said, "Where were you on Sunday?' Without so much as
ablink, she moved past me, heading for Dorphin, and | could fed something tear insde me.

Moving out of the crowd, | took up a position next to the wine and cheese table, where | could keep a
surreptitious eye on her. She bided her time, dowly circling like awily predator on the outskirts of
Dorphin's crowd of admirers, waiting for just the right moment. | noticed that she carried alarge manila
envelope big enough to hold one of the drawings. The artist, himself, a youthful-looking middle-aged guy
with sandy hair, seemed shy but affable, taking time to answer questions and smiling through the
inquisition. Now that Esme was on histrail, | was disappointed that he didn't come off a salf-centered
schmuck. Behind him hung his painting, and from where | stood, aview that put his dightly bowed heed
directly at the center of the scribble, its aura appeared ahdo of confusion.

A hdf hour passed in which other students stopped to say hello and congratulate me on my painting
making the show, and each time | tried to digpatch them as quickly as possible and get back to spying on
Esme. It wasright after one of these little visitsthat | turned back to my focal point, and saw that in the
brief few minutes | was chatting, sheld made her move. Thefirst thing | noticed wasachangein
Dorphin'slook. His face was bright now, and he no longer douched. He was interested in her—who
could blame him? They were dready deep into some conversation. She was smiling, hewas smiling, she
nodded, he nodded, and then | saw her lift that manila envel ope and open it. Pulling out a sheet of white
paper, no doubt one of the drawings, she offered it to him. He turned it around, took a quick look at the
picture and then over each shoulder to see if anyone else was near. He spoke some short phraseto her,
and she hesitated for only an instant before nodding.



One of my professors walked over to me then and | had to turn away. What started as afriendly
conversation soon turned into a gas-bag disquisition on his part, and he was one of those talkerswho
takes abregth at odd times so you can't follow the rhythm and intuit the free moment when you can get a
word in and escape. | managed to remain in the realm of polite respect and till steal a couple of glances
into the crowd. On my first, | noticed that Esme and Dorphin had moved off into a corner and were
talking in what seemed to me to be conspiratoria whispers. The next | looked, he had hishand on her
shoulder. And when my professor had spent his brilliance on me and gonein search of another victim, |
looked to that corner again and they were gone.

| stepped into the crowd and spun around, trying to find them again. Two rotations and it appeared they
were no longer in the gdlery. | waked the perimeter once to make sure | hadn't missed them in my
survey while agrowing sense of desperation blossomed in my gut. | went out in the hallway and checked
up and down, but they weren't there either. At that moment, | couldn't have put in wordswhat | was
feding. | was certain I'd lost Esme, not that | had ever really had her. The realization made me stagger
over to abench and sit down. What came to mind were al of those Sunday mornings at the Paace A,
and as each memory appeared it as suddenly evaporated and was gone asif it had never happened.

"Whereisshe?' | heard avoice ask through my reverie. | looked up to seeatal, thin guy with blond hair
gtanding over me,

"Who?" | asked, only then redizing it was Farno.

"Did Esmeleave with Dorphin?' he asked.

"Why?' | asked.

"Yesor no?' he said, seeming agitated.

" think shedid. What of it?'

He leaned down and whispered to me, " She'sin danger. Dorphin's an impogter.”

"What do you mean?' | said.

Instead of answering, he pulled apen out of his pocket, moved over to the wall where therewas aflyer
hanging, and, in a second, had made amark on the paper. | stood and walked up behind him. When he
noticed methere, he lifted the pen and pointed to what he'd drawn. It was aminiature facamile of the
scribble. 1'd seen the design enough times to know hiswas authentic.

"L ook, I'm sure she told you about the scribble,” he said. "Dorphin is passing himself off as someone who
'remembers asaway of drawing us out. He's working for someone else. | can't explain now. Y ou've got
to trust me. I'mtelling you, she'sin serioustrouble.”

| stood there stunned. "Okay," wasal | could say.

"l haveacar," said Farno. "He'sfrom out of town but close enough where | doubt he'd have booked a
room. Where would she take him?"

"Her place” | said.

He was dready running down the hallway toward the exit that led to the parking lot. "Comeon," he



yelled over hisshoulder.

Running to Farno's car in the parking lot, | don't remember what, if anything, | wasthinking. The entire
affair had become just too bizarre. Once we were in the old four-door Chevy, and he was pulling out of
the parking lot, he turned to me and said, " She till lives on Hallart, right? That renovated warehouse

building?"
| nodded.

"They're only afew minutes ahead of us," he said. He was driving within the speed limit, but | could see
his anxiety in the way he hunched up over the dashboard and nervoudy tapped the steering whed! at the
first red light we stopped at.

"What exactly isgoing on?' | finally asked. "Dorphin is dangerous?’

"I shouldn't betdlling you any of this, but | might need your help," he said, "so try to keep it to yourslf,
okay?'

"l can do that," | said.
"] can remember," he sad. "Y ou know what that means."
| nodded.

"That time| told you about that Esme had meto her place, she reveded the drawingsto me and her
theory. So | was aware she'd stumbled onto the scribble, something she wasn't supposed to know about.
She'snot thefirgt, but for the most part it's gone unrecognized for centuries. When | saw you two hanging
out together, | tried to make you think she was crazy so that if shetold you about it, you'd dismissit as
just somedduson.”

"You mean dl that stuff you told me about her fucking dl of those people wasn't red ?" | asked.
"No," hesaid. "That part'strue, but | thought if | told you, you'd be more circumspect about her theory."
"Jeez," | said. "What about Dorphin? Where does he come in?’

"Likel said, some people have gotten hip to the scribble over time. Y ou can't keegp something likethisa
complete secret for eternity. In the pagt, even if people were suspicious, they just wroteiit off to mere
coincidence or some innocuous aberration of redity. But somewherein the late 1960's, somebody put
things together and decided that the ability to 'remember' and al that went with it was something that was
either dangerousto the rest of the populace or could be mined for economic benefit. We don't redly
know what their motivations are, but there isagroup, as secretive as we are, that wants to get to the
bottom of the phenomenon.”

"Dorphin's been apainter for years," | said.

"He's been co-opted by this group. A lot of people with the scribble mind turn out to be
artiss—painters, musicians, writers—not dl of them. So they ether paid Dorphin a huge sum of money
or blackmailed him or something to work for them. They gave him the design, no doubt, which it's
obvious they now know, and he produced this painting and took it on the road to try to flush us out.
Bdieve me, no onewho 'remembers would go that public with the Vundesh. | knew it was aploy when



| saw the cata ogue and that painting, and | knew Esme would seeit.”
"The Vundesh?"

"That'sthe name of the scribble design.”

"Thisiscompletely insane," | said. "What will they do to Esme?*

"Well, if Dorphin believes sheredly 'remembers,’ she could disappear for good,” he said. "It al depends
if he hasthisdevice with him or not."

"What device?' | asked, but | felt the car stopping. | looked and saw that Farno was pulling up to the
curb in front of Esme's building. There was another car parked afew yards up in front of the Chevy.

Wejumped out and ran up the steps. The moment we were at the door, | reached up and hit the buzzer
for her apartment. We waited and there was no answer. | hit it three more times with no response from
above.

"Look out,” said Farno, and he gently moved me to the side and scanned the names next to the buzzers.
"I think Jenkins from our Life classlives heretoo." He must have found his name there, because he
pressed one of the buzzers and held it down.

Before long, awindow opened two stories up and Jenkins stuck his head out. "Who'sthere?' he said
looking down.

Farno took a step back and looked up. "Hey man, it'sme," he said and waved.
"Yo," sad Jenkins.

"Shay's here with me. We're going up to Esme's place, but | think she's got her headphones on or
something. Buzz usin, okay?"

| heard the window close, and afew seconds later the door buzzed. | grabbed the handle and Farno and
| ranin. | was heading for the sairs, which | thought would be quicker, but he said, "It'slocked down
here. Weve got to take the elevator.” The ascent was excruciatingly sow.

"Let'savoid figicuffsand heroics" said Farno. "'l want to get through this without anyone getting hurt,
epecidly me”

When the elevator cameto rest at Esme'sfloor, | pulled back the heavy door, and just as| got aview of
her wide-open apartment, | saw someone bolt out of it and head down the short hallway. It could have
been Dorphin, but al 1 saw was ablur. Stepping into the hal, | turned and saw the door to the stairway
swing shut. | bounded across the hal and into Esme's place. She was stretched out on the floor in the
middle of her apartment, not moving. | dropped down next to her and took her arm to fedl for apulse,
but as| groped dong her wrigt, | realized she was breathing.

"Shelsdive" | said over my shoulder.
"Let's get her up on the couch,” said Farno.

| took her arms and he her legs and we hoisted her up where she/d be more comfortable. He went to get



her somewater, and | sat holding her hand and calling her name.

She eventualy came around, shaking her head asif to clear it. When she opened her eyes, she saw me
and said in agroggy voice, "Hey, Pat." A moment passed, and then she suddenly sat straight up and
looked around nervoudly.

"Whereis he?' she asked.

"Dorphin? Hesgone," | said.

"He put thisthing on my heed, and then ... everything went black.”

Farno walked in with the water then. She looked up at him. "What are you doing here?' she asked.
"What are the two of you doing here?’

She held her head in both hands aswefilled her in. "Are you getting this?" | asked.

She nodded.

Farno explained that the device he had her wear was something that hel ps them, whoever they are, to
determineif you actudly "remember.” According to him it was something new, and it indicated some
anomaly in the naturdl eectromagnetic field emanating from the brain that was at the heart of the
phenomenon.

"Did he have like atelevision remote control 7' asked Farno.

Esme nodded. "My god, it zapped me like an el ectric shock.”

"He probably knows you don't haveit, if he used that. That'sagood thing," said Farno. "If he thought
you had it, you might not be here till."

Esmetook her hands away from her head and looked up. "Here'swhat | want to know," she said. "What
isit?"

| turned to Farno and said, "Y eah, let's have it. We know too much already.”

He got up and went over and shut the door to the apartment. On the way back, he pulled up the chair
from the computer desk and straddled it, leaning over the back. "Okay," he said. "It's not like it's gonna
change anything for you to know. Just, please, try to keep it a secret from here on out. Can you promise
methat?'

Esme and | both agreed.

"There are some people—why these people and not others seems completely random—>but there are
some people who are born with the ability to remember, after they are born, what it waslikein the

womb."

"Dorphin told me it was Heaven—blue skies and dead relatives and omniscience, and that hisdevice
would alow meto seeit,” said Esme.

"Dorphin'san imposter. He's not even close to what the memory is. And in fact, it's something that | truly



can't describe to you. There just aren't words. It makes you different, though. It makes you experience
theworld differently than people without it. There's no specid powersthan come with it, no grand
indgghts, but just acalm sense of well-being. All | cantell you isthat you fed in your heart that you belong
to the universe, that you know you have apurpose. That'sit."

"What about the scribble?' | asked.

"l can makeit automatically. | could makeit ever sincel could hold acrayon; perfect every time. It'sa
physica manifestation of the phenomenon. | don't understand it, only that it'sasign to otherswho have it
that you aso 'remember.’ There's something to knowing you're not the only one, and so we communicate
thisto each other. There's nothing moreto it than that. There's no dark conspiracy. We're not out to teke
over theworld or any of that slly shit."

"If itsso ample,” said Esme, "then why keep it a secret?”

"Hrg off,” said Farno, "there's an understanding that comes with the 'remembering,’ sort of built-in with
it—that it's better to keep it a secret from those who don't experienceit. Look a Dorphin and the people
he works for—the government; some pharmaceutica company, maybe, wanting to bottle and exploit that
sense of purpose | mentioned; perhaps a vigilante group desperate to eradicate our difference from
humanity. If you told people, they'd think we were talking about amemory of Heaven, or the afterlife, or
someream in the course of reincarnation—start projecting onto it what they wanted it to be and become
jedlousthey'd missed out. They couldn't be farther off the mark. Think of how the religious would abuse
it. It has nothing to do with God in the pedestrian sense. The anti-abortionists would have afield day with
it, never understanding the least bit of what it was. Thetruth s, if you haveit, you haveit, you know, and
if you dont, you'll never know."

| had athousand more questions, but Farno said he had to leave. " She should probably stay somewhere
elsefor acouple of daysjust in casethey come again,” he said to me. "If by then no one has broken into
the apartment here, it's probably a good sign that they know she's not authentic. No sensein calling the
cops, they're not gonna believe you." He got up and headed for the door, and | thanked him for helping
us. Without looking back, he smply waved hishand inthe air. | thought Esme should also have said
something to him, but she never opened her mouth. When he was gone, | looked at her and saw she was

arying.

Sheremained silent while | helped her put afew things together and got her into her coat. It was asif she
was drugged or drunk or degpwalking. | told her | wastaking her to my place, and | thought she would
refuse to go, but she didn't. On the walk to my apartment, | kept my arm around her. She leaned against
me, and | could fed her shivering. "Areyou dl right?" I'd asked her every couple of blocks, and instead
of answering me, she'd put her hand on my side for amoment. The only sign that she was conscious at dl
was when we got to my apartment and climbed the impossibly long set of steps. | opened the door and
flipped on the light switch, and when she saw it, she said, "Beautiful.” | laughed, but she didn't.

Sheleft my side and walked over to where the mattresslay on the floor. Unhitching the back of her
dress, shelet it drop right there, and wearing only apair of underpants got into bed and curled into afetal
position beneath the two blankets. She closed her eyes, and | turned the lights off so she could deep.
Instead of trying to find aplaceto deep, | sat inthe dark in front of my easdl and had abeer, thinking
through what had happened that night. This experience had changed her in some way, flipped aswitch
ingde of her and turned off the manic energy. Findly, | just lay down on the floor at the foot of the
meattress and wadded a jacket up for apillow. The floor was hard as hell, but | was exhausted.

My eyes hadn't been closed five minuteswhen | heard her voice, whispering. "Peat, come over herewith



me," shesaid. | didn't argue, but got to my knees and crawled over to the empty side of the mattress.
Once | was under the covers, sheturned to me and said, "Just hold me." So | did, and that's how we
dept dl night.

| was late getting up the next morning and had to rush to get ready for school. She was till adeep when |
left. All day | wondered how long Esme would stay with me or if shed be gonewhen | got home. | saw
Farno in class, and he completely ignored me. To show him | was true to my word of secrecy, | also said
nothing to him. When class was over, though, and we passed in the hallway, he subtly nodded and smiled
to me. | took thefirst bushome | could catch and stopped at the Chinese place up the street from my
apartment, buying enough for two. On the wak from there to my place, it struck methat | hadn't donea
painting in along time. | made amenta note to force myself back to work.

Esme was there when | came in. She'd done the dishes and straightened the place up abit - avery
welcome sight indeed. Her demeanor was lighter, at least more cognizant. It wasn't that | till could not
recognize that change I'd noticed the night before, but she was tal kative and smiled at the fact that I'd
bought us dinner. Instead of my usud, egting right out of the white cartons, we cleared the table and she
found a couple of plates| couldn't remember owning. She asked me what happened at school, and |
thanked her for doing the dishes and cleaning. After that, though, things went quiet.

Unableto takethe silence, | asked her, " So, did you go out today?*

"No," shesaid, "but I'll show you what | did." She got up and waked over by the window to stand next
to an old drawing board | had set up there. | followed her, and when | got there, she pointed down at the
board.

On one sde, taped to the danted surface, was one of the old drawings of the scribble she had collected
at the daycare. Lying next to it was astack of drawing paper, the top sheet of which also had ascribble
onit, but not the scribble.

"What areyou doing?' | asked, smiling.

"I'm trying to draw the scribble freehand.”

"Why?' | asked.

"| thought that if | could get it just right, 1'd be able to 'remember.” Sometimes thingswork in both
directions," she said. Her smile became tenuous.

"Do you think that'sagood idea?" | asked.

"It could work," shetold me.

She seemed too fragilefor meto try to talk reason to her, asif sheld implodeif | called into question her
process. Ingtead, | said, "Well, theré'salot of paper there," pointing to the five-hundred-sheet box of
copier paper that lay on thefloor.

She nodded and sat down. Picking up a pencil, she leaned over and grabbed a new sheet of paper from
the box. "I'll use both sides" she said.

"Thanks," | said and went back to the table to finish my dinner.



She worked away relentlesdy at reproducing the scribble. | sat, pretending to paint, and witnessed her
mania, trying to decide what to do. Eventudly, late into the night, she stood up, took off her clothesand
got down on the mattress under the blankets.

The next morning when | awoke, she was aready at the drawing board. | took a shower and got dressed
for school, and when | told her | had to get going, she barely looked up. The sheets of paper holding the
rejected scribbles had originally been neatly stacked, but now that stack was spilling onto the floor, and
the chair she occupied was surrounded by them.

"How'sit going?' | asked, trying to get aresponse from her before leaving.

"Good," she said, holding up her latest attempt. "L ook, I'm getting redlly close." She laid the picture down
next to the one taped to the board. "Don't you think?"

"Yeah," | said. "Y ou're making progress.” To be honest, it looked to me like she was further from the
mark than when she'd started. | said good-bye to her, but she was already beginning on the next one and
didn't acknowledge my leaving.

That evening, when | returned home, | found ablizzard of copier paper covering the floor around the
drawing table; the box was empty. The origind drawing, from the day-care center and the small suitcase
sheld packed the night she came to stay were gone and so was she. For thefirst time since | began living
there, the apartment felt empty. | left and ran over to her place. After not being able to rouse her, |
buzzed for Jenkins. A minute later, he was sticking his head out the window above.

"What do you want, Shay?" he asked upon seeing me.
"Have you seen Esme?”’

"Yeah," hesaid. "About three hours ago. She had a pile of suitcases, right there on the curb. A cab came
and got her."

"Buzz mein, men," | saidto him.

Hedid and | went up to her gpartment. The door was unlocked. Sheld |eft her computer and al of her
books. | wondered if that meant she'd be back. Then | noticed, lying on the floor in the corner, the
picture of her mother. It'd been taken out of itsframe, which lay nearby in apile of broken glass. | picked
up the photo and brought it closer. Then | noticed that the face of the severe-looking woman had been
covered with asavage scribble, but not the mysterious Vundesh.

| went religioudy to the Palace A every Sunday morning for alate breskfast, but she never joined me
again. Later on, | learned from one of the professors that she'd dropped out. Making a phone call home,
| told my mother to keep alookout for her in town in case Esmed decided to return to her father's
house. Finishing that semester was one of the hardest things I've ever done. At the eventh hour, when it
looked like | wouldn't be able to come up with any new paintings for my fina review, | had a
breakthrough one night and dashed off a portrait of alittle girl Stting done by an open window. Outside
the sun is shining and the sky isblue. She'sdrawing at atable, and athough the pencil in her hand is
drawing ascribble on the paper before her, her eyesare closed. | caled it The Scribble Mind. 1t was
only one piece, but it was good enough to get me through the semester.

After graduate school | kept painting, year in and year out, with ashow here and there but never to any
great acclam. When | was younger, that bothered me, and then | forgot about it and the work itself



became its own reward. Still, in al of those hundreds of canvases 1'd covered, not one ever gave me a
hint asto what my true purpose was. Living without knowing was not so bad, especidly after I'd married
and had two daughters. | had dl the purpose | needed in my family, and the art wasjust something | did
and will awaysdo.

| did see Esme one moretime, yearslater. It wasn't that 1'd forgotten her, that would have been
impossible, but morethat | packed thet time away and painted throughit. | wasinasmall gdlery downin
Soho in New York City where I'd had afew piecesin ashow. I'd gonein that afternoon because the
show was over and | had to take my work down. The owner of the place was back in her office, and the
gdlery wasempty. | wasjust about to remove a painting from the wall when the door opened and in
walked awoman with ayoung girl following. As| turned to seewho it was, the woman said, "Hey, Pat."

| noticed the black hair and her eyes and something stirred in my memory, athough the expensive coat
and boots weren't right. "Esme, what are you doing here?' | said.

She laughed. "1 live uptown, and | saw this show advertised and your name along with it and thought 1'd
come down and see what your paintings looked like. | never suspected you'd be here.”

"It'sgreat to seeyou,” | said.

She introduced meto her daughter, who stood by the front window, looking out at the people walking
by. Her name was Gina, and she seemed a kind of quiet and sad kid. | said hi to her, and she turned and
waved. She must have been about Six.

| showed Esme my work, and she praised it unconditiondly, told me how glad shewasto see | was ill
painting after al these years. Wetalked about alot of things—the Palace A, and our hometown, the
univergty, the fact that she no longer bothered with her computer art—but neither of us mentioned the
scribbles or the night involving Dorphin or what happened afterward. 1t was strange dancing around
those memories, but | was more than happy to.

Findly she said she had to go, and she leaned close to me and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.
"Thanksfor coming,” | said. Before she called to her daughter and they Ieft the gdlery, though, she made
akind of dramatic pause and brought her hand up to trace aquick scribblein the air. Then shewinked a
meand said inawhisper, "Pat ... | 'remember.™ | put on aface of envy and excitement, though | felt
neither ingde. | knew she was lying, because the whole time she was there, the kid never came within
eight feet of her. There are some mysteriesin thisworld you can learn to live with and some you just
can't.

TheEnd
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