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¢CMother?”
“In here, Bradley.”

He went through the foyer door, slightly ajar, to the parlor where his
mother spent the larger part of every day in the warm season. Eleanor
puttered with odd panache, standing by the birdcage wearing a red bro-
cade robe with gold piping, cigarette dangling between her lips, squint-
ing through smoke, reaching up, in her strange way stylishly feeding
the parrot. The room, too, had definite distinction in its cozy clutter.
The birdcage, the ceramic cheetah, her Persian carpet, the bookcases,
her couch, and the mahogany coffee table made a snug nook. Bradley
noticed she had added a potted palm, which stood in the corner.

“Why do you leave everything unlocked?”

“Maybe a dark stranger will savagely attack me.” She chuckled, walk-
ing back to her place on the divan. “Sit down, son, have a drink with me.
Pour yourself a scotch.”

Bradley glanced at his watch. It was nearly noon. “I'll have a glass of

. »
wine.



218 UNSETLED StAteS

“There’s an open bottle in the refrigerator.”

“May I freshen yours?”

“Merci, mon cher.” She pointed to her empty glass on the table.

“Merci, mon cher,” repeated the parrot.

Bradley rolled his eyes at his mother’s voice emanating from a bird
speaking French. “Did I ever tell you that a friend of mine had a parrot
in college? He got it from a professor and his wife. Soon the bird began
to repeat intimacies and arguments in their voices.”

“That’s very funny,” Eleanor said. “Has there ever been a mystery
written along those lines? I wonder.”

“Why don’t you write it?”

The familiar room evoked memories from Bradley’s childhood. It was
its own universe, safe from outside harm and influences, her world. He
picked up his mother’s empty glass and went to the kitchen for more
scotch, ice, and wine. When he returned, Eleanor was ensconced against
the pillow, the parrot perched atop the cage, animated, strutting back
and forth sideways. Bradley handed his mother the freshened drink.

“Cheers,” he said.

“Cheers.” She raised her glass, and Bradley touched it with his in a
proper toast. Then Eleanor said: “They kept her head, you know.” An-
swering a private meditation, she shrugged and had a sip of her drink.
His mother had that habit solitaries have of talking out loud sometimes,
continuing a train of thought, the equivalent of how others hum songs
audibly without realizing it.

“What are you talking about?”

“The French.”

“What head?”

“Her head disappeared after the French executed her.”

“Who?”

“Mata Hari.”

“The spy?”

“She was put on trial for handing over the names of six Belgian agents
to the Germans in World War I. After execution, her corpse was taken

for medical studies.” Eleanor shrugged, speaking with the cigarette be-
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tween her lips so that she seemed to be chewing it. “But for some reason
her head was embalmed and kept at the Museum of Anatomy in Paris.
It disappeared in the 1950s. Someone may have it yet.”

“Good Lord, mother.”

“I can’t remember your question, but that’s the answer,” she said au-
thoritatively. And with a slight rasp, she exhaled a jet of smoke, stabbed
out her cigarette thoughtfully, and chuckled to herself.

Bradley sighed, reflecting that her thoughts were like oil globs in a
lava lamp, glomming on to a memory or a stray fact, her erudition ran-
dom and accurate but eccentric. “How are you, Eleanor?”

“I've been better,” the parrot said on her behalf, but in the basso ac-
cents of a gentleman. Bradley raised his eyebrows and looked up at the
bird without affection. “What do you feed that thing?” he said.

Eleanor didn’t answer but laughed instead, raising phlegm. She cleared
her throat volubly and lit another cigarette. “How are you getting along
at the library?” she asked.

“DVDs, CDs and electronic video games are very popular.” He was
being half facetious.

Eleanor exhaled smoke, and then, holding her cigarette in one hand
and her glass in the other, she brought her drink carefully to her lips so
as not to spill it. “Do people read books anymore?”

“They do. But not the way they used to. Miss Byrd and I have been
discussing that. There has been a shift in favor of electronic media and
audio books.”

Eleanor had a second sip from her drink, and her face became ab-
stracted. She seemed lost in thought. She put her drink down. “People
will do what people will do.” She sighed. “I'm old enough not to care.”

“But you do care, Mother.” Bradley reflected that for all her flaws
and shortcomings, his mother was a woman of culture, a well-read and
thoughtful woman who had instilled in him a love of literature. And
from his father he had inherited a gentle and tolerant nature. He em-

bodied most of their virtues and few of their faults. “Do you hear me,
Mother? You do care.”
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“Ugly automobiles!” Eleanor, expostulating, started to laugh and then
cough. When she finished coughing, she continued her roster of griev-
ances. “The feckless corruption of politicians.” She shook her head in
private disgust and picked up her glass of scotch. “The dismal squalor of
senators, their cowardice, their mendacity, their travesty.”

Eleanor wasn't wrong, Bradley admitted. In the past she had noted
American cultural decline, where instead of theater you had sports, in-
stead of heroes, you had celebrities, instead of facts, you had opinions—a
culture that mirrored Newton Minow’s timeless analysis of television: “a
vast wasteland.” Social media was mediocrity in metastasis. But today
his mother wasn’t up to that sort of conversation. Today she was mainly
in conference with herself.

“I've never liked the term class,” she said. “It’s louche.”

“Who was talking about that?” Bradley’s uncomprehending head
twitched.

“Mata Hari had class.”

“I suppose so. Are you warm enough?” Bradley eyed the blanket at
her feet. “But she was a spy.”

“Spying is as old as jealousy,” Eleanor declared, circling back to the
previous subject, continuing to wave her cigarette authoritatively. “Peo-
ple spy on other people, nations on other nations, governments on cit-
izens, husbands on wives, wives on boyfriends, et cetera. Security cam-
eras are on every city block, in every store, on every elevator. We're a
culture of Peeping Toms. This is what we've become. What do you make
of that?” She leaned forward to have a last drag of her cigarette and an-
other sip of scotch.

Though impressed by his mother’s sometimes astute clarity, Bradley
could never tell what she really knew or how she knew it.

Eleanor said: “I gave Karen Jacobs, my friend in New York, a tele-
scope for a housewarming gift. Every night she would spy on the apart-
ment building across the way.” Eleanor’s left brow rose over a gimlet
eye, giving her smile infinitely sly aspects. She put her cigarette out and

then, looking up askance at Bradley, a wry expression of guile wavering
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on her tremulous features, said, “Karen told me that often she would
see others in darkened windows holding binoculars or looking through
telescopes also.”

“I'm sure she saw some memorable sights,” Bradley said while shifting
nervously in his seat.

His mother, with her inexorable way of instinctively and minutely an-
alyzing her son’s body language, was aware of his discomfort and started
laughing again, and coughing. Eleanor pursed her lips in the somewhat
exaggerated fashion of someone coming to a point and about to dispense
wise counsel. “The truth is, Bradley, life seems exotic from a distance,
mysteriously resolved and happy. It’s like seeing New York at night from
an airplane, or how we imagine adulthood when we're children.” Elea-
nor sighed at the thought of happy illusions in her mind and memory.
And she had an observation for her son: “You don't believe in the worth
of your own life when you think others are having a better time. Tell
me, precious, have you been peeping into neighbors’ windows? You can
tell Mama.”

“I have, as a matter of fact. But it’s not what you think. And I've been
using grandfather’s WWII binoculars as an experiment. I took them
from the chest at the foot of your bed.”

She interrupted a sip of her drink, and shouted: “I knew it was you!
You thief! You thought I wouldnt notice.” Eleanor expressed petulance
but not true anger, annoyance but not recrimination. She had no idea
the binoculars had been missing.

“Who else would it be? You don't need them,” Bradley said, sipping
his wine.

Eleanor laughed, contemplating her drink. There was an understand-
ing between them as among siblings who borrow each other’s possessions
wantonly and without permission. Bradley’s astonishment was only that
she knew his secret. Or maybe she had merely guessed.

“Oh, never mind.” Eleanor lit another cigarette and took a deep drag
on it, exhaling a cloud of smoke. She glanced at her drink, contemplating

its remaining volume. Her eyes grew distant again. She shrugged.



222 UNSETLED StAteS

“Bradley, youre so extravagant. I know you are a good and moral person
underneath.”

“Underneath what?”

Eleanor gave him a skeptical look. “Well, you know,” she said. And,
somewhat beside the present point, she continued: “The pious are ruth-
less and unforgiving because they suffer so much from guilt.”

Bradley saw his mother showing signs he was familiar with, a kind of
free-associative ramble as a symptom of growing intoxication. And yet
she maintained a loopy coherence throughout. “What are you saying?”

She held her cigarette up to contemplate it. “The pious blame them-
selves for their thoughts, Bradley. They blame everybody else for their
own darkest intentions. Imagine that. Imagine if you blamed everybody
else for having your own evil thoughts! Their private suffering makes
them insufferable.” Eleanor laughed and continued. “There is, you
know, a sect of nuns that perform self-flagellation. Memoirs of a Nun on
Fire describes how, before becoming a poet, Philomene Long spent five
years in a convent located in the Santa Monica mountains. The nuns
there routinely whipped themselves.”

“Maybe they deserved it.”

His mother’s eyes narrowed, and she looked at her son in unbreathing
silence. Then she continued. “The good Sisters of St. Joseph of Caron-
delet Convent practice what Philomene called 7he Discipline with what
she described as ‘a very narrow steel chain, about a foot and a half long
with a knob at the bottom and many little chains, each with a small ball
at the tip.” The nuns called it the Saturday Night Special. After prayers
on Saturdays, a required part of convent life was self-flagellation. But
you know, the pious are an unforgiving lot, rather stern in their template
for salvation. With the nuns, humiliation is their penance, mortification
their path to redemption.” His mother had an uncanny way of being
lucid while seeming incoherent, all the more disconcerting because he
didn’t know if she was blathering or attempting to make a cagey point.

Bradley rolled his eyes. “Why are you telling me this, Mother?”

Her tongue was thick and visible between her teeth, and she seemed
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to chew on it until she became motionless and silent, staring at him, all
seriousness in her aspect: “I think you should become a nun,” she said.

Bradley coughed a laugh. “I don’t want to analyze that.” He sipped
his wine.

Eleanor took a last drag from her cigarette, put it out in the ash tray,
and began to laugh throatily, close to a cackle. But laughing made her
cough, which made her laugh all the more, until this seizure of hilarity
turned her red and threatened to asphyxiate her.

“Are you all right?” Bradley said. He went forward to help her, but she
waved him off. She caught her breath and recovered herself, then contin-
ued an opaque analysis of her son through tipsy circumlocutions.

“Well, you can't help having thoughts, good or bad, they just occur,”
Eleanor said, vaguely. Wishing now to change the subject, Bradley said,
“Did you hear about the couple who were killed while jogging, down by
the Granville Country Tavern Inn?”

“Yes,” Eleanor exclaimed. “Adele Rogers called and told me about it.
Apparently, it was a bizarre accident, and they were crushed underneath
a cement truck.” Her eyes turned inward by staring into space. She be-
gan addressing a procession of her own thoughts, to which she apostro-
phized: “How terrible. How really awful.”

The parrot began to pace back and forth sideways again, nervously
expressing dread while conjugating his next impertinence.

Bradley noticed this and watched with casual interest. “They were
neighbors of mine.”

“Were you spying on them?”

“The Addisons live below me. I can see their house from mine. John
Addison perished with Maggie Hawkins. Evidently, they were having an
affair. She’s the wife of the writer Nelson Hawkins.”

“You haven’t answered me,” said Eleanor, with suspicion again. She
looked askance at her son with narrowing eyes and said, “My binoculars!
Oh, Bradley, why cant you be like other people and mind your own
business?”

He laughed out loud. “Is that what other people do?”
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“Well.” She looked away, and her lips formed into a smile.

“It wasn't what you think,” he offered defensively.

“What exactly do I think?” Her eyes fell on the bird again, strutting
on the top of his cage and blinking, his gray feathers smooth and then
ruffled and then smooth again as if he had thoughts on the matter also.

“It’s not strictly looking through a window,” Bradley insisted, articu-
late in his rationalizations. “It’s as though I become an audience almost
inadvertently, an audience of one witnessing the unfolding of a story
telling itself in real time. It’s still telling itself.”

“Yes Bradley, it’s called life—other people’s life. It belongs to them,
just as you have your own and it belongs to you. It is 7oz a play or a film.
It’s their story, and frankly, I don't think they would appreciate your
participation in it, passively or otherwise.”

“Do you think it’s a bad thing to do? Jimmy Stewart did it in Rear
Window,” Bradley argued.

“And Norman Bates did it in Psycho,” Eleanor countered. In her heart
of hearts, Eleanor was agnostic about nearly everything, but with a
mother’s concern for her child, she wanted to believe in the best.

“At first it was titillating, I'll admit it. I'm normal in my response to
certain things.”

“Normal. That’s my boy,” she said, seizing on the word, twitching her
lip as if her nose itched. She leaned forward to rest her latest cigarette on
the lip of the ash tray.

“One night I watched the four of them having dinner together. Two
couples. I could see the stolen glances, the flirting and kissing and touch-
ing of each other secretly, and it was like a play, and there didn’t seem to
be anything wrong with watching.”

“Detectives get paid to watch other people. You're not a detective. But
there’s a thought!” She sat up slightly. “Men who admire feet become
shoe salesmen! No one suspects their fetish. You could find a profession
for your obsession.” Amused at the rhyming wit of her remark, Eleanor
had a celebratory sip of scotch.

“As a matter of fact, I was down at police headquarters recently,

talking to a detective,” Bradley told her.
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Eleanor looked at him with sudden concern. “What are you going to
tell me?”

“A woman was murdered.”

“Yes, I know. But oh, dear God, Bradley, you don’t know anything
about a murder, do you?”

“No, no. Her name was Ann Wheeler. A cable man found her dead at
her home, about a month ago. I went to her memorial service.”

“You bring me such pleasant news from the world. Has anyone been
hanged in the town square recently?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Bradley, I — ” She interrupted herself when she realized she was
down to the ice in her drink. “Would you freshen my cocktail? There’s
a good boy.”

“Certainly, Mother,” Bradley replied. He picked up her drink and left
the room.

Eleanor, now alone, sat back in her divan, closed her eyes and, for-
getting that Bradley was out of the room, continued talking as though
he were still in front of her: “Why do you do it? It’s unseemly. It’s not
legal, either.”

“Mother,” the bird said in a striking simulacrum of Bradley’s voice,
beseeching.

“And you could be arrested. Really, Bradley, why not take up a hobby?
Learn to play golf. Hit things with a stick and get whatever it is out of
your system.”

“Mother,” said the bird again.

“Don’t interrupt me, Bradley. Listen to your mother. Collect coins!
Do you know a 1913 buffalo nickel sold recently for over two million
dollars? There were three. Find the others.”

“Mother.”

“Join the YMCA.”

“YMCA”

“No, disregard that. Christians and their dreary repressions. Religion

is a swindle, son, I've always said that. And even if I haven't, it is how
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fools fear death. Most people are boring, Bradley. They have dreadful
little lives. So why do you peer into their windows? What gilding do you
give to their squalor? How are their dreams less broken than yours or
mine? What gives them elegance in your mind? Well, my son, Mother
will tell you. All of it is in you, comes from inside you, Bradley, from
your own life’s longing for itself. You're a romantic. Do you see how it
is? I make no judgment, but like any mother I want you to be happy.”

“Mother.” The bird’s voice had now a declarative inflection.

“I know, Bradley, you don’t want to listen. But you must keep your
head and choose your relationships wisely, not as some fantastic goal.
Engage life as it is. There is nothing to immunize you from heartbreak or
average disappointments. Somebody else’s window is not the path. Paint
a picture, Bradley, write a book, travel to Zanzibar. Discover what there
is to learn in the real adventures of life. Carpe diem!”

She held her finger up like a proper schoolmarm as Bradley entered
the room holding a glass brimming with scotch. He had heard only her
last bit of advice and said, “Excuse me?”

Eleanor opened her eyes and looked at him reprovingly. “Haven’t you
heard a word I've said?”

“Mother, I've been getting your cockrail.”

“What?”

“Mother,” said the bird, strutting crabwise, its talons wrapped tightly
on the top of the bamboo cage. They looked at it together.

“Mother,” it said again.



