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We were staying over in one of the old hotels in a small town in Ohio when Marilyn wrapped on my door, woke me up, tripped in, clearly in her cups, spun around with her arms wide, just as she did when she was introducing the water fountain trick, and told me that she was getting married.  The doves ruffled their feathers, but they went on sleeping.  The rabbits perked their ears and then folded them down.  They were accustomed to her.


"Let me get my head clear," I muttered.

I hid my anxiety.  I threw on my robe and went into the bathroom to wash my face.  When I emerged, she had plopped into one of the overstuffed armchairs. She was wearing one of her slinky silvery dresses, her blond hair piled high on her head, disheveled from the evening. She had the glow of a woman who was still glorying in the sexual excesses in which she had, clearly, only recently engaged. She kicked off one of her silvery high heels and let her head drift back to the antimacassar and stared at the ceiling.  


"And who might be the lucky man?" I inquired, plopping across from her. "The gentleman of the evening?"


She shook her head.  


"And what is to become of your favorite pastime?" I argued.


"Now what's that?"


"Marilyn, if you marry, in the off chance that you haven't had the opportunity to get wind of this, what with all the traveling, the idea behind marriage is to be faithful. I don't think that's even rigorously debated. One fellow. The same fellow.  For two, three, maybe even four nights in a row. Not to mention months.  And ... years!"


She grit her teeth. She laughed. "I'm ready for it."


"How was your night?"


"Not so bad." She lifted her head from the antimacassar to look directly at me, smiled her great smile, and wagged her finger at me. "You make me sound awfully generic, Henry. I never seduced anyone who wasn't a specific person."


"Marilyn," I whined, "what about the show?"


She waved her hand as if it was a piffle. "You don't need me, Henry." She pulled her bare foot across her other knee and pressed her thumb deeply into the flesh of her instep.  She sighed with the pleasure of it.


I continued my whine of protest. "But the audiences love you."



"You can do all the tricks without me."


"You're a diversion. That is very very important, indeed paramount, for the prestidigitation."


"Just a buxom girl in a scanty outfit."


"But Marilyn, that's the point of it all. There's nowhere in the world where the simple folk aren't comfortable with a nearly naked female, as long as she's in sequins and identified, and clearly so, as a magician's assistant."


"That's exactly what you told me when you recruited me.  See, you're already readying yourself for your next recruitment."


"But Marilyn, the way you spin and furl your arms high when you introduce the water fountain trick. Your flair. You were unstoppable."


She shrugged.


"Marilyn," I cajoled, "we have ten, no, eleven more shows this summer."


"I'm tired of being a diversion. I met a guy who wants me to bear his children. Little buxom little girl children. Henry, we don't really like each other."


"We get along wonderfully on the stage. We're not supposed to like each other.  We're a great team."  


"What about your last one? What was her name? Amelia.  I heard she's separated."


I thought about Amelia. I thought about her bumbles on the water fountain trick. I shook my head. "Are you really going to do this?"


She nodded vigorously while she ground her thumb into the flesh of her foot.


"Darn it all." I got up and paced and stifled my anger.  "Very well.  Why don't you tell me about him?"


"Remember the guy in Peoria?"


I was unable to stifle a sputter of laughter. "The guy.  Which the guy?"


"The one with the car lots."


I thought about it. "Oh, that guy."


She nodded. "He called.  He's opening up his third lot."


"Very impressive."


"Hey Henry, rub my feet, will you. Just for once. Come on."


She kicked off her other high heel and pulled the ottoman toward her. She plopped her bare feet upon the ottoman and wiggled her toes. "Come on. Sit. Just dig your thumbs into my insteps. Go ahead. Just for once."


I sat there like a statue.


"Come on. A parting gesture. Good will."


I sighed. I rose and lifted her ankles from the ottoman.  I sat on the ottoman, her feet on my lap. I looked at her feet. They were, I must admit, quite lovely feet.

"You didn't tell me what he's like."


"He's got flair," she cooed. "Lot's of flair. Dig your thumbs in.  Don't be afraid to press."


I dug my thumbs into her insteps, as I had seen her doing. Her head drifted back. She was letting herself drift off to sleep.  


"I remember him now. The slicker. The slicker without integrity whatsoever."


"I know," she said dreamily. "I'll never out-maneuver him."


 "I'm forced to concede that that's as good a reason as any."

The inevitable is, of course, the inevitable. I was not a person to argue with my fate. "I must admit it sounds like a good match. Marilyn, you may tell me honestly, did you like your work?"



"I did," she sighed. "I truly did.  I just don't know how you do it, year after year.  But I liked it, I did."


"Very well.  I give you my blessing."


She wiggled her toes. "Thanks, Henry. Really. Thanks for everything. Here's a thought. Oh, that's good. Press.


"Please don't forget your thought."


"My thought? Oh, right. Why don't you get one next time that you might want to court as well? Wouldn't you like to start a family? Raise your kids in steamer trunks? That'd be nice for you.  Make little baby magicians, little baby assistants." 


"You were a great magician's assistant, Marilyn."


"Thanks," she said, letting herself fall off toward sleep.  "Say Henry," she startled, "I got an idea."


"Tell me," I said.


"Henry," she cooed, "do something different for once.  Try something new.  Get yourself a sweet one this time."  


***


I saw Marilyn off at the bus stop in the morning. She kissed me on the cheek and patted me on the shoulder and wriggled up onto the bus with her suitcase, her head high, as if she were going doggedly off to her destiny. I wished her well in my heart.  She'd been a great, great magician's assistant. 


***


This was not so bad a town. The diner was shiny and the waitresses were chatty, and the food was edible. There is a time to worry and a time to eat. I went in for a late breakfast.  There was a new female rushing about who was red faced and harried, and I came to realize that I'd sat in her station while I waited longer than usual. She zipped by and plunked down a glass of water, blowing a spray of her dark hair out of her eyes.  I thought I'd been noble with Marilyn, and I liked myself for it, so I continued to don my nobility and neither tapped my spoon nor breathed out my impatience while I waited for the new waitress to tend to me. She finally showed up at my booth, pad high and pen ready. She took her breath and asked for my order. I decided to veer from my usual pancakes.  I ordered eggs, sunny side up, juice and coffee.


"Toast?" she asked.  "Buttered jelly?


"Come with?"


"Um, yes. Potatoes too."


"Then for sure."


She ticked her pencil point over her pad, erased something furiously and wrote something else, and she spun off, her long dark hair streaming behind her.


I had plenty of time to do all of the puzzles on the place mat. I had been hungry before, and I'd mastered it, but I still exhaled an inward sigh as at last I watched her come toward me with the plate of my breakfast in her hand. As she set it down, she took a breath, smiled a not altogether unlovely smile, particularly so in the light of her difficult morning, and said, brushing a spray of her dark hair from her forehead, "that's the last plate of my first day. So I got you extra toast.  No extra charge."


"How'd the tips go?" I asked, drinking down the orange juice and raising my fork over the sunny eggs.


"Ooooh."


"Never fear.  It's always like that at the start."


"You think?"


"I do."


She slid into the booth across from me. Without asking, she took a piece of toast and gobbled it down.  She quickly realized what she'd done. "Oh God, I'm sorry."


"Never fear.  Take another."


"So hungry," she said.


"Never fear.  Here.  Have the whole breakfast." 


"I couldn't."


"You definitely could." I turned the plate half a revolution and slid it in front of her. "I'm in one of my saintly stages.  Here.  I haven't used the fork yet."


She slid sideways toward the aisle and took a quick glance behind her toward the counter. She took the fork out of my hand. "I'll just eat the potatoes."


"Go ahead."


"You eat the eggs."


"I will."


She aimed the fork toward the potatoes, thought better of it, gave me back the fork, grabbed up the spoon, and dug the spoon into the potatoes. She looked down at the plate intently and wolfed the potatoes down before I got a forkful of eggs into my mouth.  She looked at me and eyed the other piece of toast.


"Go ahead."


She ate the toast with a quickness and determination that I hadn't seen in a long time.    
 


Before that moment, I hadn't taken very much notice of her grace or lack thereof as she'd harried about the diner.  It struck me, as she used her fingertip to take up the crumbs, that, except for the fact that she'd bumped into another of the patrons at one point, she had a certain sway to her carriage.


She pressed the back of her head against the booth, took a breath, and then sat forward. "Better," she said. "Better.  God, I was hungry."


"Isn't food part of it?  A food break?"


"Didn't have time. Didn't have time. Thank you.  Thank you so much."


I waved the notion away as I took eggs into my mouth and took the moments to take her in.

"I don't usually talk this fast," she assured me. "Let me catch my breath. I feel like I'm still running. I need some water.  You want some more water?"


"That would be fine."  


She got up to go on this errand.


I've always been one to harken to advice, but I find that I'm usually able to find in it something askew from the original intendment of the adviser. Marilyn had suggested that I try something new, someone sweet. She had spoken of courtship, but I thought of something else. All of my previous assistants had had the bodies of the pulp magazines. This one, I noticed, was a good bit more subtle in her curves, dark of hair rather than blond, but there was a sheen to her hair, frazzled though it had been in her morning, and, as I noticed again as she went to get us glasses of water, she had a certain sway to her.  


As she sat back down and sipped at her water, all of her had slowed down somewhat.  I pointed with my eyes and chin past her to a man in an apron standing behind the counter.  She glanced behind her.


"The owner?" I asked.


"That's him."


"May I know your name?"


"Julia."


"A lovely name. Julia, may I share you with some knowledge, gleaned from many years on the road and in small town diners?"


She smiled. She had a smile that an audience would warm to. She leaned forward, looked directly at me, and said.  "Glean away."


"Julia, I enjoy small towns. You know that you're noticed, and that's good, and you can always move on, and the waitresses in the diners are more than not chatty."


"Terminally bored," she suggested.


I found her comment encouraging. "There's always that.  I know that I have the look of a city dweller, a slicker, and they discern that."


"They?  The waitresses?"


"Yes.  Indeed, all of the denizens of the smaller towns."


She cocked her head to study me. "City dweller, maybe.  Slicker? I don't see it." She smiled. I confirmed again that an audience would warm to her smile. I was ever more ready to share my knowledge.

"I've divided the owners of small town diners into three categories. There are those, when you chat with their waitresses, who look at you from under eyebrows, as if to say that they've seen city dwellers before and they'll give you just a little leeway for your smart talk, because their brother or their brother-in-law is the chief of police, and, if you get just a little more out of your place than is within their comfort level, the brother or brother-in-law will come with his badge and slap you in jail and he won't worry about the nature of the charges."


"Kinda like walking a tightrope."


"How do you mean?"


"Chat. Waitresses. Owners glaring. Maintaining the chat nevertheless, eye on the moment, eye on the door for the badge.  Like a tightrope."


"I see what you mean.  A balancing act."


"Uh huh.  Think I could walk a tightrope?"


The question was heartening. "Julia, I think you could do anything you put your mind to."


She broke into her biggest smile yet.  Oh, audience.

"So," she asked, still interested in my observations of small town diner owners, "what's the second category?"


"There are folks in some small towns, and diner owners as well, who emanate a certain knowingness, as if to assure by their wry smiles that they're accustomed to seeing a stranger like me. Thus do they let you know, and will confirm in the sundry conversation, that they lived in the city of a time, and, in fact, while there, took more than a few courses in sociology and restaurant management at the college, and, moreover, had delved into their share of poetry and science fiction, before they awakened and decided to go back to their roots."


She tapped her fingertip on the top of the salt shaker and emitted a pleasing laugh.  "What's the third category?"


"Yes. The third category. The really mean ones will interrupt with `Mary, Pick up!', just when Mary's smiling and warming to the chat. These diner owners seem to have a sixth sense for exactly the most propitious moment to clamp down on the hope of the heart, just when the heart is about to start racing."


"Racing?  With the chat?  Exciting chat?"


"Exactly."


She jabbed behind her with her thumb. "He never cracked a book.  I think he's your third category."


"That's what I was thinking. From my years gleaned on the road, I think he's at the end of his patience. I might have an idea for you ..."


"HEY JULIA ..."  


"... if we could meet ..."


"DO YOUR CHECKS."


She tapped my hand with her fingertip as she slid out of the booth, suddenly, as if in a metamorphosis, looking harried all again. "The Civil War monument," she said, "In an hour."


***


Civil War monuments, in the centers of small towns, hardly take magic to find. This one was pleasant enough, a high statue of a civil war officer brandishing a sabre atop a horse, rearing, nostrils flaring, man and horse. The benches were welcoming, the shrubbery was tended to, and the cars circled around. She arrived in less than an hour. She had changed into shorts and a jersey. Hardly buxom, as I'd noticed, but I also noticed a certain country loveliness to her trim figure and a prettiness to her face, even more evident as she appeared to have shaken off her morning, and, as I'd already decided to consider, I was ready for a change.  As she looked both ways and crossed the circle of cars, I saw that she was carrying a small paper bag. She reached into the bag as she sat down on the bench, pulled out a cream doughnut, and asked me with her eyes if I wanted it. She had dark lashes and dark eyes, and they sparkled with her question.


"Thank you."


"To make up for the potatoes."


"Of course."  


I tasted and it was good, and she reached into her bag for her own doughnut. She bit down with lips pulled back on her teeth, as if to circumnavigate the powdered sugar, smiled as she did so, and I thought to be tempted to tell myself that I had seen the first sign of ... flair.


"So how do you come to your job in the diner?"


She licked powdered sugar from her lips. "I'd been trying out the community college."


"Am I led to understand that you have since taken leave of the community college?"


She smiled as she nodded to confirm my speculation.


"Not much for the studying?"



"Bored. Boring. God, I was bored. Classrooms.  Classroooooms.  Couldn't take it.  So, what do you do?"


"Before I answer that, do you mind if I ask you a question?"


"Sure.  Fire away."


"Well, bearing in mind that this is your first day of new career, and it might be early to judge, do you think you've found the life that will interest you?  In the long run?"


"You've got to be kidding."


She rose to deposit her doughnut bag into the receptacle provided exactly for that purpose. Again, I noticed her sway.  She sat down again on the bench, and she looked into my eyes and nodded her head, as if to repeat her original inquiry.  


"Well, in answer to your question, I'm a magician."


Her eyes startled, as if to doubt this revelation. 


"I assure you.  Magician."


"I figured you for a professor.  Poet, maybe."


"There is a certain poetry to it.  Julia, there is this."  I took my breath. "My able assistant, Marilyn, has just deviated to the nuptials."


"I think I understand.  Deviated?"


"As I said. Julia, I need an assistant. Indeed, I'm scheduled in Dubuque in nine, no, eight days."  


"Dubuque?"


"As I said."


"Where is that?"


"Iowa, I assure you. On the Mississippi River."


"So this is about ... hiring me?"


"Well ... yes."


She put her hands on her knees and blew out a deep breath. She looked behind her at the shrubbery and then squinted to look high into the sunlight, up to the very tip of the brandished sabre.  She spoke slowly, softly, I thought, as she pointed upward. "His name was Lemuel Whittingham. On the horse. He was a colonel. He died at Bull Run. Leading the charge."


"A hero."


She looked at me, squarely. "How old are you?"


"I'm forty two."


She pointed at herself. "Twenty six."


"An age for new ventures."


"Ever married?" she asked.


"I have not yet had the pleasure. How about yourself?"


"Kinda.  For a while."


"A good experience?"


She smiled, softly I thought.  "What's your name?"


"Henry."


"So this is what you do?  You travel around ..."
    


"The smaller cities, the ones that still have the old, ornate movie theatres with gilded plaster mermaids and high ceiling paintings, mostly Egyptian in inspiration. With a stage. I've found that on Wednesday nights, in the summers, my posters will draw a good crowd. My posters are even now as we speak adorning the telephone poles of the welcoming City of Dubuque."


"You have an advance team?"


"A woman of a housedress. I supply the posters. She supplies the stapler."


"Go on.  I didn't mean to interrupt."


"I do card tricks and hat tricks, rabbits and doves, tricks that everybody's seen but never can get enough of. I like doing it and they can tell. I do a little bit of mind reading, and they always love that, easy to do, I can show you, guessing numbers in their heads.  My finale, if I may say so myself, is spectacular.  I've never seen anyone else ever do it."  


"And you could teach me?"


"I think I could."


"Eight days?"


"You seem to be a ready learner. It's mostly smiling and turning about on the stage."


"Kind of a diversion?"


"Oh, exactly. You see, I think I know when I spot someone who has the knack."


"But you would teach me how to do the tricks?"


"I would have to. Of course, you'd need to be a person who would warm to the life of traveling around small cities, living in old hotels, appealing to audiences. Only in the summers, of course.  The rest of the time would be your own."


"Henry, let me ask you something."


"Please do."


"This Marilyn ...."  She waved her hand in front of her face to shoo a mite.  "Never mind, I think I know the answer."


"Please.  Ask away."


"This Marilyn and you, traveling around together, what was it, separate rooms?"


Now I was worried.  "Which answer would be best?"


"How 'bout the truth."


"Marilyn had adventures of her own."


"I gotchya.  Well ..."


"You may say."

"All that traveling," she mused. "All those hotels. She brightened into a mischievous smile. "Didja ever see her naked?"


"Well, I ..."


"Didja?"


"Uh, glimpses. Adjoining rooms. Shared bathrooms.  Rushing in to borrow my toothpaste. Failing to knock. Too quick for me wholly to avert my eyes."


"Well, didja ever think of usin' the lock? They have them on the doors. Of the adjoining bathrooms."


"It crossed my mind.  It seemed it would make me feel a bit, oh, domineering. Don't worry, though, Marilyn was the least troubled. She was proud of all that God gave her. She was something of an exhibitionist."  


She thought about this. "Job requirement?"


"Just a certain confidence is all that is necessary. Do you have a certain confidence?"


"Some days."


"It will grow as the audience comes to love you."


She looked up at the monument and blew a breath upward over her face. The wind of it tippled her hair. "How 'bout if I take a walk around the monument."


She walked around the monument three times, deep in thought, I thought. At one point, she changed her gait to an odd sort of swagger, bent somewhat over, her hands clasped behind her, and, as she passed me, she shook an imaginary cigar in front of her face. Groucho Marks! Oh, flair!


She sat down at the bench. "What's the pay?"


"A third of the take. After expenses. I forward all expenses."


"How many people come to these things?"


"Average six hundred."


"What do you charge?"


"Ten dollars a head. Twenty for a family, whatever size.  A family will pay twenty dollars for anything if it gets them out of the house. I, we, if I may be so bold, give them their money's worth."


She seemed to be doing figures in her head.


"How do you travel?" she asked.


"I have a van."


"What kind of music do you listen to in your travels?"


"I'm open on that."


"Okay."


"Okay?"


"Okay. So. Okay. What next?"


I stood.  I bowed and offered her my hand. She looked up from her seat on the bench and looked into my eyes and took my hand warmly and smiled. She stood. Still smiling, she asked again, "What next?"


"I'm staying at the Taft Hotel."


She pointed up to Lemuel Whittingham atop the horse.  "I think he stayed there."


"A bit frayed, but comfortable. They're understanding about the rabbits and the doves."


"Oh God."


***


When we came to the hotel, she marveled at the doves and the rabbits in their cages. I thought it was good sign that the rabbits nibbled on her fingers and the doves went into their coo. She opened one of the cage doors and snuggled a rabbit to her neck.   


"Do they ever get hurt in the tricks?"


"Never. They seem to enjoy it. Sometimes, I let myself think that they actually know they're on stage. They seem to take bows."


"You think they know what they're doing?"


"Sometimes?  I truly do."


"I'd stick with that hypothesis if I were you."


While I pondered her meaning, I went to the closet, where Marilyn's sequined costumes had been left hanging, and I stepped toward Julia and held one of the costumes to her frame. She took the costume from my hands and draped it over her torso. She started to laugh. "Henry, this Marilyn, she was just a little bit wider in the hip. Just a little bit bigger in the chest."


"We can alter it."


She squeezed here and there on the fabric to smallen its dimensions and turned to the mirror. She swayed back and forth and regarded herself in the mirror. "I'm not so sure this fabric will survive all the necessary nippin' and tuckin'. You know what.  Let me think about this part of it."


"Oh."


"No no, I'm in. But I want to think about the costume part of it.  Tell me about the finale."


I brightened. "With rather large Roman Candles flaring and sparkling behind me, I hold my hands high and fountains of water spray high out of my hands and fingers and onto the first rows of the audience. Everyone's delighted, and they don't mind getting sprayed, because, as I said, I only work in the summers."


"Wow. What is it? Tubes and coils and jet sprays and nozzles and gismos?"


"Yes. That's very good."


"Tubes across the stage?"


"Exactly."


"How do you mask the tubes?"


"I have a checkerboard linoleum that brightens the stage and serves to hide the tubes as they run along the floor."


"What do I do?"


"Divert. Light the Roman Candles as I hook myself to couplings. But you also have to then handle the simplest spigots, which are off the stage. You divert and then disappear, as I in those moments add more diversion with a profusion of doves. The water pressure. You must modulate.  Modulate," I repeated.  I thought of Amelia and the disaster in Schenectady, the tubes spurting out of my sleeves, the miniature nozzles exploding, me falling to my chest, the water drenching the first row. "Modulate. The music is Berlioz and it charts the flow. Higher and then higher. It's scarcely nuclear physics."


She smiled. "I can juggle, you know. Four balls. Four almost anything.  I've been working on five."


"A providence.  We'll work it in."


"Henry, I've got a few things to get in order. How 'bout we meet in three hours and we start practicing?"


"Oh, that's good. Get right to it. Now Julia, kindness to the mean diner owner.  Reward bitterness with care."


She made a circle with her thumb and finger. 


"Parents?" I inquired.


"Just my Mom. She lives in town. She'll be fine. She loves postcards.  How about you?  Family?"


"I'm an orphan.  Just like Ishmael."  I searched her eyes.


"I know.  Moby Dick.  The white whale." 



"I'd really like to batten down the water trick first. The rest of the tricks don't take much ..."


"Modulation."


"Exactly."


"Henry, we can't do the water trick here in your hotel room."


"True."


"We can meet at the abandoned barn. At the quarry.  Pretty sure it has spigots. Think you can find it? Oh, of course you can.  Will any old spigots do?  They might be rusted."


"I've got adapters.  Solvents.  Wrenches."


"How 'bout I meet you there? Could you bring a rabbit?  That white one."  She pointed.  "For inspiration."  



"I surely will."


***


She was sitting on the old stone threshold of the abandoned barn when I arrived, with a package on her knees, wrapped in paper and string. She smiled and pointed at my tuxedo and top hat and red bow tie as I walked toward her with the white rabbit in its cage and my box of tools and tubes and gismos.  


"Dashing", she said, as she stood and wiped off her bottom.


I spun for her pleasure. I've always liked being in my tuxedo.


"Dashing, very dashing."


We worked together to crank open the old high door and she crooked her finger and I followed her inside and over the old wood boards of the musty barn to the old stone sinks and spigots. She reached into the cage and took out the rabbit to snuggle him.

   
"No problem," I assured her, as I looked things over. "No problem. You can't imagine the mess of plumbing in some of those old theatres."


She watched me while I coupled coils and set things up along the run of the floor of the old barn. She turned and swayed with the rabbit in her arms. "We used to come here," she cooed. "In summers. In high school. We'd bring a portable radio and smoke pot. We'd swim in the quarry in the buck.  Cold.  Very cold water."  


"It sounds like those were the days. What's in the package?"


"I thought maybe my costume."   


She untied the strings carefully and unwrapped the package, smiled broadly, and held the fabric to her frame.


I held back from an impulse to touch the fabric. "It's Wonder Woman!"


"Uh huh.  School play. Senior year. Halloween. It still fits."


"I would think."


I pointed to a stall across the barn.


She put the rabbit down. The white animal wandered in little steps on the floor. Julia skipped across the barn, did a spin and disappeared into the stall. Flair, I thought. She emerged in short order in her Wonder Woman costume. Her smile was as bright as the yellow star on her forehead. She was wearing Wonder Woman bracelets, and she parried imaginary bullets as she wove her way toward me, punching and kicking her way through imaginary villains as if they were no match for her at all.   


"I'm kind of a scaled down Wonder Woman," she said as she spun, "in the hips and the chest. Whaddaya think?"


I was a little bit breathless.


"I'm told that I have the legs."


"Absolutely," I said.  "Absolutely!"


***


I set everything up. I took off my tuxedo jacket and revealed my tee shirt and fake collar and fake cuffs. I taped the nozzles to my wrists, under the cuffs.   


"See, the water will spray from under my wrists and onto my palms and fingers. I've learned from there to direct the flow with the motions of my hands and my fingertips." I hummed Berlioz. "It's just a matter of modulating the two spigots." I hummed with more gusto. "You want them to spray in tandem.  At least, pretty much in tandem. When the spray reaches ten feet over my head, that's the climax. Always stop the spray while the mouths of the audience are well open.  Always leave them wanting more. Spin back to me on the stage and wave your arms high and then point to me with flair. Easy enough?"


"Seems so."


"Let's try it first without the Roman Candles."  


***


After four days of study, at which she was, as I'd foreseen, a ready learner, entranced she was, I thought, with the legerdemain, we set out in the evening in the van for the ride to Dubuque. I like the old roads. We rode along in the moonlight, her bare feet on the dash, eating ice cream that I'd just purchased for her at a roadside stand. As we chatted, she ran through the stops on the radio, listened to country music for a while, and then popped it off. She cleaned her fingers and the radio buttons with handiwipes, which I always carried in the glove compartment. She carefully put the used handiwipe into the bag that I'd provided on the dash. She seemed to be in thought as I maneuvered the miles. We passed a horse farm, the horses staunch in the summer night.


"Henry," she pondered aloud, "do you see yourself as a handsome man?"


"My mother always said so. She would squeeze me and coo `handsome boy'. But.  Mothers, you know. Dashing, I quess, perhaps, as you said, in my tuxedo."


"Uh huh."


She turned the radio on again and a soft ballad came into my ears. She scratched her head. "This Marilyn," she pondered aloud, "did it ever occur to you that Marilyn might have had something more than assistanceship in mind?"


"Marilyn? She made as much as she could of the adventure." I pointed to a silo in the moonlight. "She could bed a bozo in a country minute, if you don't mind my metaphor and a touch of the vernacular."

"Uh huh. I can probably handle it. I don't think you quite answered my question. Well, maybe you did. I was asking about Marilyn having something in mind ... with you."


I pondered. I laughed as I caught her drift. "I take your point.  That's ..."


"Finish your thought."


"Oh, nothing," I assured her.  


"Then why the funny look? Okay, I'll let you go this time, Henry, but not much more of that.  I hate it when people don't finish their thoughts."


"I know what you mean."


"So?"


I was embarrassed, but I confessed my thought. "I thought you'd offered a notion … about Marylin's intentions … that was ... revelatory."


She tippled her fingertips over the radio buttons.  "You can't possibly be that naive."


"But it is no less than naiveté that lies at the heart of the willingness to be entertained by magic.  Why wouldn't I be lost in it as well?"


I looked over to her. She was ticking her fingertip on her chin. She spoke softly, as if from a reverie.  "How ... how can a person know that he's naive?"


"But there it is. We spin downward through the layers of our understandings."


She smiled. "I'm not sure I follow that."


"We tumble through our moments. We pick up this and cast off that."


"Sounds bumpy." 


"No, no.  We glow."


"It's magical," she ventured.

"Well, of course."


As the miles passed, she told me of her life, before the community college, of her happy days in the employ of a kindly woman who owned a small fabric shop in the small Ohio town.


"What became of that?"


"She closed the shop down and went to live with her son in Minnesota."


"Not a happy day?"


"I saw it coming."


"And of the brief  marriage?"


She tapped the radio buttons. "Just a diversion."


She sparkled when she told me about the time that she'd spent a night in jail. After she finished her story, which she'd told with flair, she asked, "Whaddaya think?"


"I certainly agree that you were right to take umbrage with his unwelcome advances, but the club ..."


"It was a stick. I didn't hit him that hard. They let me go in the morning."


"How was jail?"


"The food was lousy. The company was so so."


"Much better to be out in the wilds of old roads."


She took a deep breath and blew upward to tipple her dark hair. 


"Any other confessions?" I asked.


She shook her head.


"Then let us enjoy the road as it opens before us."


From time to time, she would go off on her own reverie, which I thought myself gracious not to interrupt. 


"How about you?" she suddenly asked. "Any confessions?"


I steeled myself.


"Come on.  I told you mine."


I blurted, "I once skipped out on a hotel bill."


"Nooo," she said, in mock amazement.

"There were bugs in the bed."

"Bugs?"


"Insects. Mites. And when I complained, they responded with less than civility."

"So ya took the law into ya own hands." She puffed and shook the ashes from an imaginary cigar and wiggled her eyebrows.

"Forgive me, I did. I spent the night on the bugless boards of the old wood floor and gathered the doves and the rabbits and departed at dawn.  I, we, skipped out."


She skipped her fingers over the dashboard.  


"That's not the whole of it," I muttered.


"Tell me."


"I still think ..."


"Yessss?

"It is yet unto this day my view ..."


"Say it!"

" … that I was right! In my actions. In my intentions. By gosh, I do believe that I was right to do exactly as I did." I thumped the dashboard.

"Oh Henry," she laughed almost to double over. "Is that it? Is that your confession?"


"Well," I murmured, taking my breath after my energetic defense, "perhaps my story has not the derring-do of a stick to the head of a varlet, but still."


"Oh Henry."


We were passing the grassy beach of a lake from nowhere. There were ducks and ducklings sleeping in the moonlight.


"Henry," she said softly, "can you slow down?" 


I did.


"Henry, do we have time for a swim?  I feel like a swim."


I pulled up on the grass.  "I'll stand watch."


"Go ahead out," she said.  "I'll change in the van."


I walked out to the edge of the lake. It was a beautiful night. I saw her streak by me and dive into the lake. I caught a glimpse of her, as her naked body streaked through the moonlit air.


***


We stayed in an old motel that night and chatted until she yawned, apologized for it, and was the first to turn in. I was not surprised when she slept almost to noon, because I knew that her long sleep meant that she was casting off old concerns and would wake refreshened to a new sense of her life. She had a late breakfast and we drove the old roads steadily to country ballads, while she for the most part dwelt in her reveries, and, in the summer evening, the Mississippi River at last under the sturdy bridge, lumbering its wide waters onward as it had for the eons, the sky ablaze with golden clouds, we safely entered Dubuque and registered at the old hotel. At the desk, she bought a stamp and a postcard of the scenic wonders of Dubuque, wrote her message and mailed it off to her mother.


As we walked over to the movie theatre, Julia's eyes brightened when she saw that my posters were everywhere.  We set up on the darkened stage. I donned my tuxedo and she donned her Wonder Woman outfit for a full dress rehearsal. I threw the levers for the stage lights. She walked to the edge of the stage and marveled at the lights and the rows of seats beyond them. She told me that she'd been practicing her juggling over the nights of her four days of training, and that she'd come close to juggling five balls at a time. She would show me when she had it pat. She also told me that she'd been practicing sleight of hand in her nights as my apprentice in her Ohio town. I watched her do coins from everywhere, and, I must admit, my heart skipped a beat. I told her that with a little more practice we would incorporate her new talent into the act. She seemed delighted.

We worked the act backwards. Julia swayed as she diverted and modulated in the water fountain trick. We were just finishing up doves and rabbits from sleeves and top hat when we were disturbed by fire sirens. We rushed out. A crowd was gathering as the fire engines arrived. Just down from the hotel, across the street, a house was in flames. The bereft family had gathered on the lawn, in bathrobes, clutching photograph albums and a cat. The woman of the burning house was crying, her face in her hands. I looked to my side and saw no sign of Julia.


The firemen rolled out their hoses and scurried to the hydrant. They held their hoses high as the water spurted high into the night of flames. 


I looked across the street and saw Julia. The crowd had gathered around her. In her costume, illumined by the red and gold of the flames, under the high spray of the pouring waters of the firefight, the yellow star on her forehead and her long dark gleaming, her shoulders as bare as Wonder Woman's, she held her arm around the weeping woman of the fire and spoke softly into the woman's ear.


When the fire was tamed and the family was comforted away, I walked across the street to join her, marveling at her in a manner that I thought that I couldn't hide from her eyes.  


"You were wonderful," I said.


She brightened into a smile. She patted her hands together to applaud herself. She took my arm and we walked back to the auditorium. She said as we walked under the marquee, "Let's take a little extra time tonight with the mind reading part of it."


"Of course.  But I must say, you seemed comfortable with it."


"I think we need to get just a teeny bit more in sync."  


It was a good rehearsal. In place of applause, the doves cooed. Julia suggested that she spin me around and that I release a dove each time I guessed a number in the mind of the audience. I thought about it. She waited while I did so, snuggling a dove to her neck, peering at me from under her dark eyebrows.


"Very well.  It's good.  We'll do it."


She seemed pleased with my decision. We practiced her suggestion. She spun me around and I released a dove from my tuxedo sleeve. She patted her hands together to applaud us. She beamed her smile. She seemed fully ready to embark full fledged upon her new career. We locked up and walked back to the hotel. I chatted with her from behind the adjoining bathroom door as we made ready for bed. That night, I fell easily into sleep. 

In the night, I awakened to the sound of the door opening from the adjoining bathroom. Julia, a shadow in the moonlight, came into the room, juggling, as best I could count, five balls. I lay rigid on my back. She let the balls roll to the floor as she slipped off her bathrobe and slipped under my sheet, her face above me. I cranked my head toward the sparkle of her eyes. She put her hand to my cheek. Such warmth. I hadn't known. She kissed my forehead and spoke softly into in my ear. "You don't have a lot of experience with this sort of thing, do you? Never mind, I think I know the answer." 


I managed a mutter.  "What with all of the traveling." 


"Uh huh. Have no fear. You seem to be a ready learner."


I felt her leg slide over me.  


"Henry," she said, so softly. She was running her fingertip over my eyebrow. "I've been thinking, from now on, fifty fifty."


I felt as if the breath of life was breathing into me.  I felt myself nod.


"Uh huh. Roll over me, sweet heart. It's time you got some magic in your life."


*******
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