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TV PEOPLE

PEOPLE showed up.

The season, spring. At least, I
think it was spring. In any case, it
wasn’t particularly hot as seasons go,
not particularly chilly.

To be honest, the season’s not so
important. What matters is that it’s a
Sunday evening.

I don’t like Sunday evenings. Or,
rather, I don’t like everything that goes
with them—that Sunday-evening state
of affairs. Without fail, come Sunday
evening my head starts to ache. In
varying intensity each time. Maybe a
third to a half of an inch into my
temples, the soft flesh throbs—as if
invisible threads lead out and someone
far off is yanking at the other ends. Not
that it hurts so much. It ought to hurt,
but, strangely, it doesn’t—it’s like long
needles probing anesthetized areas.

And I hear things. Not sounds, but
thick slabs of silence being dragged
through the dark. KRZSHAAAL
KKRZSHAAAAAL KKKKRMMMS. Those
are the initial indications. First, the
aching. Then, a slight distortion of
my vision. Tides of confusion wash
through, premonitions tugging at
memories, memories tugging at premo-
nitions. A finely honed razor moon
floats white in the sky, roots of doubt
burrow into the earth, People walk
extra loud down the hall just to get me.
KRRSPUMK DUWB KRRSPUMK DUWB
KRRSPUMK DUWB.

All the more reason for the TV PEO-
PLE to single out Sunday evening as the
time to come around, Like melancholy
moods, or the secretive, quiet fall of
rain, they steal into the gloom of that
appointed time.,

IT was Sunday evening when the TV

ET me explain how the TV PEOPLE
look.

The TV PEOPLE are slightly smaller
than you or me. Not obviously smaller
—:slightly smaller. About, say, twenty
or thirty per cent. Every part of their
bodies is uniformly smaller. So rather
than “small” the more terminological-
ly correct expression might be “re-
duced.”

In fact, if you see TV PEOPLE some-
where, you might not notice at first that
they’re small. But even if you don’t,
they’ll probably strike you as somehow
strange. Unsettling, maybe. You're

sure to think something’s odd, and then
you'll take another look. There’s noth-
ing unnatural about them at first
glance, but that’s what’s so unnatural.
Their smallness is completely different
from that of children and dwarfs.
When we see children, we feel they’re
small, but this sense of recognition
comes mostly from the misproportioned
awkwardness of their bodies. They are
small, granted, but not uniformly so.
The hands are small, but the head is
big. Typically, that is. No, the small-
ness of TV PEOPLE is something else
entirely. TV PEOPLE look as if they were
reduced by photocopy, everything me-
chanically calibrated. Say their height
has been reduced by a factor of 0.7, then
their shoulder width is also in 0.7
reduction; ditto (0.7 reduction) for the
feet, head, ears, and fingers. Like plas-
tic models, only a little smaller than the
real thing.

Or like perspective demos. Figures
that look far away even close up. Some-
thing out of a trompe-I’oeil painting
where the surface warps and buckles.
An illusion where the hand fails to
touch objects close by, yet brushes what
is out of reach.

That’s TV PEOPLE.

That’s TV PEOPLE.
That’s TV PEOPLE.

HERE were three of them alto-
gether.

They don’t knock or ring the door-
bell. Don’t say hello. They just sneak
right in. I don’t even hear a footstep.
One opens the door, the other two
carry in a TV. Not a very big TV.
Your ordinary Sony color TV. The
door was locked, I think, but I can’t be
certain. Maybe I forgot to lock it. It
really wasn’t foremost in my thoughts
at the time, so who knows? Still, I think
the door was locked.

When they come in, I’'m lying on the
sofa, gazing up at the ceiling. Nobody
at home but me. That afternoon, the
wife has gone out with the girls—some
close friends from her high-school days
—getting together to talk, then eating
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dinner out. “Can you grab your own
supper!” the wife said before leaving.
“There’s vegetables in the fridge and
all sorts of frozen foods. That much
you can handle for yourself, can’t you?
And before the sun goes down, remem-
ber to take in the laundry, O.K.?”

“Sure thing,” I said. Doesn’t faze
me a bit. Rice, right? Laundry, right?
Nothing to it. Take care of it, simple
as SLUPPP KRRRTZ!

“Did you say something, dear?” she
asked.

“No, nothing,” I said.

All afternoon I take it easy and loll
around on the sofa. I have nothing
better to do. I read a bit—that new
novel by Garcia Marquez—and listen
to some music. I have myself a beer.
Still, I’m unable to give my mind to any
of this. I consider going back to bed,
but I can’t even pull myself together
enough to do that. So I wind up lying
on the sofa, staring at the ceiling.

The way my Sunday afternoons go,
I end up doing a little bit of various
things, none very well. It’s a struggle
to concentrate on any one thing. This
particular day, everything seems to be
going right. I think, Today I'Il read
this book, listen to these records, an-
swer these letters. Today, for sure, 'l
clean out my desk drawers, run er-
rands, wash the car for once. But two
o’clock rolls around, three o’clock rolls
around, gradually dusk comes on, and
all my plans are blown. I haven’t done
a thing; I’ve been lying around on the
sofa the whole day, same as always.
The clock ticks in my ears. TRPP Q
SCHAOUS TRPP Q SCHAOUS. The sound
erodes everything around me, little by
little, like dripping rain. TRPP Q
SCHAOUS TRPP ( SCHAOUS. Little by
little, Sunday afternoon wears down,
shrinking in scale. Just like the TV
PEOPLE themselves.

THE TV PEOPLE ignore me from
the very outset. All three of them
have this look that says the likes of me
don’t exist. They open the door and
carry in their TV, The two put the set
on the sideboard, the other one plugs it
in. There’s a mantel clock and a stack
of magazines on the sideboard. The
clock was a wedding gift, big and heavy
—big and heavy as time itself—with a
loud sound, too. TRPP Q SCHAOUS TRPP
0 scrA0Us. All through the house you
can hear it. The TV PEOPLE move it off
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the sideboard, down
onto the floor. The
wife’s going to raise
hell, I think. She hates
it when things get
randomly shifted
about. If everything
isn’t in its proper place,
she gets really sore.
What’s worse, with
the clock there on the
floor, I’'m bound to trip
over it in the middle of
the night. I’'m forever
getting up to go to the
toilet at two in the
morning, bleary-eyed,
and stumbling over
something.

Next, the TV PEO-
PLE move the mag-
azines to the table. All
of them women’s
magazines. (I hardly
ever read magazines; |
read books—personal-
ly, I wouldn’t mind if
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THE PERCH

There is a fork in a branch

of an ancient, enormous maple,

one of a grove of such trees,

where I go sometimes and sit and look out
over miles of valleys and low hills.
Today on skis I took a friend

to show her the trees. We set out
down the road, turned in at

the lane which a few weeks ago,
when the trees were almost empty
and the November snows had not yet come,
lay thickly covered in bright-red

and yellow leaves, crossed the swamp,
passed the cellar hole holding

the remains of the 1880 farmhouse
that slid down into it by stages

during the forties, followed

the overgrown logging road

to the trees. I climbed up

to the perch, and this time looked

not into the distance but at

the tree itself, its trunk

contorted by the terrible struggles

of that time when it had its hard time.
After the trauma it grows less solid.

It may be some such time now comes upon me.

It would have to do with the unaccomplished,

and with the attempted marriage

of solitude and happiness. Then a rifle

sounded, several times, quite loud,

from across the valley, percussions

of the custom of male mastery

over the earth—the most graceful,

most alert, most gentle of the animals

being chosen to die. I looked

to see if my friend had heard,

but she was stepping about on her skis,

studying the trees, smiling to herself,

her lips still filled, for all

we had drained them, with hundreds

and thousands of kisses. Just then

she looked up—the way, from low

to high, the god blesses—and the blue

of her eyes shone out of the black

and white of bark and snow, as lovers

who are walking on a freezing day

touch icy cheek to icy cheek,

kiss, then shudder to discover

the heat waiting inside their mouths.
—GaLway KinNeLL

every last magazine in

the world went out of

business.) Elle and Marie Claire and
Home Ideas, magazines of that ilk.
Neatly stacked on the sideboard. The
wife doesn’t like me touching her
magazines—change the order of the
stack, and I never hear the end of it—
so I don’t go near them. Never once
flipped through them. But the TV PEO-
PLE couldn’t care less: they move them
right out of the way, they show no
concern, they sweep the whole lot off
the sideboard, they mix up the order.
Marie Claire is on top of Croissant;
Home Ideas is underneath An-An. Un-
forgivable. And worse, they’re scatter-
ing the bookmarks onto the floor.
They’ve lost her place, pages with
important information. I have no idea
what information or how important—
might have been for work, might have
been personal—but whatever, it was
important to the wife, and she’ll let me
know about it. “What’s the meaning
of this? I go out for a nice time with
friends, and when I come back the
house is a shambles!” I can just hear it,
line for line. Oh, great, I think, shak-
ing my head.

EVERYTHIN G gets removed from
the sideboard to make room for
the television. The TV PEOPLE plug it
into a wall socket, then switch it on.

Then there is a tinkling noise, and the
screen lights up. A moment later the
picture floats into view. They change
the channels by remote control. But all
the channels are blank—probably, I
think, because they haven’t connected
the set to an antenna. There has to be
an antenna outlet somewhere in the
apartment. I seem to remember the
superintendent telling us where it was
when we moved into this condomini-
um. All you had to do was connect it.
But I can’t remember where it is. We
don’t own a television, so I’ve com-
pletely forgotten.

Yet somehow the TV PEOPLE don’t
seem bothered that they aren’t picking
up any broadcast. They give no sign of
looking for the antenna outlet. Blank
screen, no image—makes no difference
to them. Having pushed the button and
had the power come on, they’ve com-
pleted what they came to do.

The TV is brand-new. It’s not in its
box, but one look tells you it’s new.
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The instruction manual and guarantee
are in a plastic bag taped to the side;
the power cable shines, sleek as a fresh-
ly caught fish.

All three TV PEOPLE look at the
blank screen from here and there
around the room. One of them comes
over next to me and verifies that you
can see the TV screen from where I’m
sitting. The TV is facing straight
toward me, at an optimum viewing
distance. They seem satisfied. One op-
eration down, says their air of accom-
plishment. One of the TV PEOPLE (the
one who’d come over next to me) places
the remote control on the table.

The TV PEOPLE speak not a word.
Their movements come off in perfect
order, hence they don’t need to speak.
Each of the three executes his pre-
scribed function with maximum effi-
ciency. A professional job, Neat and
clean. Their work is done in no time.
As an afterthought, one of the TV
PEOPLE picks the clock up from the
floor and casts a quick glance around
the room to see if there isn’t a more
appropriate place to put it, but he
doesn’t find any and sets it back down.
TRPP Q SCHAOUS TRPP Q SCHAOUS. It
goes on ticking weightily on the floor.
QOur apartment is rather small, and a
lot of floor space tends to be taken up
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with my books and the
wife’s reference materials. I
am bound to trip on that
clock. I heave a sigh. No
mistake, stub my toes for
sure. You can bet on it.

All three TV PEOPLE
wear dark-blue jackets. Of
who-knows-what fabric,
but slick. Under them, they
wear jeans and tennis shoes.
Clothes and shoes all pro-
portionately reduced in
size. I watch their activities
for the longest time, until I
start to think maybe it’s my
proportions that are off.
Almost as if I were riding
backward on a roller coast-
er, wearing strong pre-
scription glasses. The view
is dizzying, the scale all
screwed up. I’'m thrown off
balance, my customary
world is no longer absolute.
That’s the way the TV
PEOPLE make you feel.

Up to the very last, the
TV PEOPLE don’t say a word. The three
of them check the screen one more
time, confirm that there are no prob-
lems, then switch it off by remote con-
trol. The glow contracts to a point and
flickers off with a tinkling noise. The
screen returns to its expressionless,
gray, natural state. The world outside
is getting dark. 1 hear someone call-
ing out to someone else. Anonymous
footsteps pass by down the hall, in-
tentionally loud as ever. KRRSPUMK
DUWB KRRSPUMK DUWB. A Sunday
evening.

The TV PEOPLE give the room an-
other whirlwind inspection, open the
door, and leave. Once again, they pay
no attention to me whatsoever. They
act as if I don’t exist.

ROM the time the TV PEOPLE come

into the apartment to the moment
they leave, I don’t budge. Don’t say a
word. I remain motionless, stretched
out on the sofa, surveying the whole
operation. I know what you’re going
to say: that’s unnatural. Total strang-
ers—not one but three—walk unan-
nounced right into your apartment,
plunk down a TV set, and you just sit
there staring at them, dumbfounded.
Kind of odd, don’t you think?

I know, I know. But, for whatever
reason, I don’t speak up, I simply ob-
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“If you can’t say anything nice about rattan,
don’t say anything at all.”

serve the proceedings. Because they
ignore me so totally. And if you were
in my position I imagine you’d do the
same. Not to excuse myself, but you
have people right in front of you deny-
ing your very presence like that, then
see if you don’t doubt whether you
actually exist. I look at my hands half
expecting to see clear through them.
I’m devastated, powerless, in a trance.
My body, my mind are vanishing
fast. I can’t bring myself to move. It’s
all I can do to watch the three TV
PEOPLE deposit their television in my
apartment and leave. I can’t open my
mouth for fear of what my voice might
sound like.

The TV PEOPLE exit and leave me
alone. My sense of reality comes back
to me. These hands are once again my
hands. It’s only then I notice that the
dusk has been swallowed by darkness. I
turn on the light. Then I close my eyes.
Yes, that’s a TV set sitting there.
Meanwhile, the clock keeps ticking
away the minutes. TRPP Q SCHAOUS TRPP
Q SCHAOUS.

URIOUSLY, the wife makes no
mention of the appearance of the
television set in the apartment. No
reaction at all. Zero. It’s as if she
doesn’t even see it. Creepy. Because, as
I said before, she’s extremely fussy

https://archives.newyorker.com/newyorker/1990-09-10/flipbook/050/

about the order and arrangement of
furniture and other things. If someone
dares to move anything in the apart-
ment, even by a hair, she’ll jump on it
in an instant. That’s her ascendancy.
She knits her brows, then gets things
back the way they were.

Not me. If an issue of Home Ideas
gets put under an An-An, or a ballpoint
pen finds its way into the pencil stand,
you don’t see me go to pieces. I don’t
even notice. This is her problem; I’d
wear myself out living like her. Some-
times she flies into a rage. She tells me
she can’t abide my carelessness. Yes, I
say, and sometimes I can’t stand care-
lessness about universal gravitation and
7 and E=m¢? either. I mean it. But
when I say things like this she clams
up, taking them as a personal insult. I
never mean it that way; I just say what
I feel.

That night, when she comes home,
first thing she does is look around the
apartment. I’ve readied a full explana-
tion—how the TV PEOPLE came and
mixed everything up. It’ll be difficult to
convince her, but I intend to tell her
the whole truth.

She doesn’t say a thing, just gives the
place the once-over. There’s a TV on
the sideboard, the magazines are out of
order on the table, the mantel clock is
on the floor, and the wife doesn’t even
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comment. There’s nothing for me to
explain.

“You get your own supper O.K.?”
she asks me, undressing.

“No, I didn’t eat,” I tell her.

“Why not?”

“I wasn’t really hungry,” I say.

The wife pauses, half undressed, and
thinks this over. She gives me a long
look. Should she press the subject or
not? The clock breaks up the protract-
ed, ponderous silence. TRPP Q SCHAOUS
TRPP Q) SCHAOUS. 1 pretend not to hear;
I won’t let it in my ears. But the sound
is simply too heavy, too loud to shut
out. She, too, seems to be listening to it.
Then she shakes her head and says,
“Shall I whip up something quick?”

“Well, maybe,” I say. I don’t really
feel much like eating, but I won’t turn
down the offer.

The wife changes into around-the-
house wear and goes to the kitchen to
fix zosui and tamago-yaki while filling
me in on her friends. Who'd done
what, who’d said what, who’d changed
her hair style and looked so much
younger, who’d broken up with her
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boyfriend. I know most of her friends,
so I pour myself a beer and follow
along, inserting attentive uh-huhs at
proper intervals. Though in fact I
hardly hear a thing she says. I’'m think-
ing about the TV PEOPLE. That, and
why she didn’t remark on the sudden
appearance of the television. No way
she couldn’t have noticed. Very odd.
Weird, even. Something is wrong here.
But what to do about it?

The food is ready, so I sit at the
dining-room table and eat. Rice, egg,
salt plum. When I’ve finished, the wife
clears away the dishes. I have another
beer, and she has a beer, too. I glance
at the sideboard, and there’s the TV
set, with the power off, the remote-con-
trol unit sitting on the table. I get up
from the table, reach for the remote
control, and switch it on. The screen
glows and I hear it tinkling. Still no
picture. Only the same blank tube. I
press the button to raise the volume, but
all that does is increase the white-noise
roar. I watch the snowstorm for twen-
ty, thirty seconds, then switch it off.
Light and sound vanish in an instant.

“I always thought the heavenly gates would be pearly, not golden.”’
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Meanwhile, the wife has seated herself
on the carpet and is flipping through
Elle, oblivious of the fact that the TV
has just been turned on and off.

I replace the remote control on the
table and sit down on the sofa again,
thinking I’ll go on reading that long
Garcia Mérquez novel. I always read
after dinner. I might set the book down
after thirty minutes, or I might read for
two hours, but the thing is to read every
day. Today, though, I can’t get myself
to read more than a page and a half. I
can’t concentrate; my thoughts keep
returning to the TV set. I look up and
see it, right in front of me.

I WAKE at half past two in the
morning to find the T'V still there.
I get out of bed half hoping the thing
has disappeared. No such luck. I go to
the toilet, then plop down on the sofa
and put my feet up on the table. I take
the remote control in hand and try
turning on the TV. No new develop-
ments in that department either; only a
rerun of the same glow and noise.
Nothing else. I look at it awhile, then
switch it off.

I go back to bed and try to sleep. I'm
dead tired, but sleep isn’t coming. I
shut my eyes and I see them. Thhe TV
PEOPLE carrying the TV set, the TV
PEOPLE moving the clock out of the
way, the TV PEOPLE transferring
magazines to the table, the TV PEOPLE
plugging the power cable into the wall
socket, the TV PEOPLE checking the
screen, the TV PEOPLE opening the
door and silently exiting. They’'ve
stayed on in my head. They’re in there
walking around. I get back out of
bed, go to the kitchen, and pour a dou-
ble brandy into a coffee cup. 1 down
the brandy and head over to the sofa
for another session with Marquez. I
open the pages, yet somehow the
words won’t sink in. The writing is
opaque.

Very well, then, I throw Garcia
Marquez aside and pick up Elle, Read-
ing Elle from time to time can’t hurt
anyone. But there isn’t anything in Elle
that catches my fancy. New hair styles
and elegant white silk blouses and
eateries that serve good beef stew and
what to wear to the opera, articles like
that, Do I care! I throw Elle aside.
Which leaves me the television on the
sideboard to look at.

I end up staying awake until dawn,
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not doing a thing. At six
o’clock, I make myself
some coffee. I don’t have
anything else to do, so
I go ahead and fix ham
sandwiches before the wife
gets up.

“You're up awful early,”
she says drowsily.

“Mm,” I mumble.

After a nearly wordless
breakfast, we leave home
together, and go our sepa-
rate ways to our respective
offices. The wife works at a
small publishing house.
Edits a natural-food and
life-style magazine. “Shii-
take Mushrooms Prevent
Gout,” “The Future of
Organic Farming,” you
know the kind of magazine.
Never sells very well, but
hardly costs anything to
produce; kept afloat by a
handful of zealots. Me, I
work in the advertising de-
partment of an electrical-
appliance manufacturer. I
dream up ads for toasters
and washing machines and microwave
ovens.

N my office building, I pass one of
the TV PEOPLE on the stairs. If I'm
not mistaken, it’s one of the three who
brought the TV the day before—prob-
ably the one who first opened the door,
who didn’t actually carry the set. Their
singular lack of distinguishing features
makes it next to impossible to tell them
apart, so I can’t swear to it, but I’d say
I'm eight to nine out of ten on the
mark. He’s wearing the same blue jack-
et he had on the previous day, and he’s
not carrying anything in his hands.
He’s merely walking down the stairs.
I’m walking up. I dislike elevators, so I
generally take the stairs. My office is
on the ninth floor, so this is no mean
feat. When I’'m in a rush I get all
sweaty by the time I reach the top.
Even so, getting sweaty has got to be
better than taking the elevator, as far
as I’m concerned. Everyone jokes about
it: doesn’t own a TV or a VCR, doesn’t
take elevators, must be a modern-day
Luddite. Maybe a childhood trauma
leading to arrested development. Let
them think what they like. They’re the
ones who are screwed up, if you ask me.
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In any case, there I am, climbing the
stairs as always; I’m the only one on
the stairs—almost nobody else uses
them—when between the fourth and
fifth floors I pass one of the TV PEOPLE
coming down. It happens so suddenly I
don’t know what to do. Maybe I should
say something?

But I don’t say anything. I don’t
know what to say, and he’s unap-
proachable. He leaves no opening; he
descends the stairs so functionally, at
one set tempo, with such regulated
precision. Plus, he utterly ignores my
presence, same as the day before. I don’t
even enter his field of vision. He slips
by before I can think what to do. In
that instant, the field of gravity warps.

At work the day is solid with meet-
ings from the morning on. Important
meetings on sales campaigns for a new
product line. Several employees read
reports. Blackboards fill with figures,
bar graphs proliferate on computer
screens. Heated discussions. I partici-
pate, although my contribution to the
meetings is not that critical because I’'m
not directly involved with the project.
So between meetings I keep puzzling
things over. I voice an opinion only
once. Isn’t much of an opinion, either
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—something perfectly obvious to any
observer—but I couldn’t very well go
without saying anything, after all. I
may not be terribly ambitious when it
comes to work, but so long as I’'m
receiving a salary I have to demonstrate
responsibility. I summarize the various
opinions up to that point and even make
a joke to lighten the atmosphere. Half
covering for my daydreaming about the
TV PEOPLE. Several people laugh. After
that one utterance, however, I only
pretend to review the materials; I’'m
thinking about the TV PEOPLE. If they
talk up a name for the new microwave
oven, I certainly am not aware of it.
My mind is all TV PEOPLE. What the
hell was the meaning of that TV set?
And why haul the TV all the way to
my apartment in the first place? Why
hasn’t the wife remarked on its appear-
ance! Why have the TV PEOPLE made
inroads into my company?

The meetings are endless. At noon
there’s a short break for lunch. Too
short to go out and eat. Instead, every-
one gets sandwiches and coffee. The
conference room is a haze of cigarette
smoke, so I eat at my own desk. While
I'm eating, the Section Chief comes
around. To be perfectly frank, I don’t
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like the guy. For no reason I can put
my finger on: there’s nothing you can
fault him on, no single target for
attack. He has an air of breeding.
Moreover, he’s not stupid. He has good
taste in neckties, he doesn’t wave
his own flag or lord it over his inferiors.
He even looks out for me, invites
me out for the occasional meal. But
there’s just something about the guy
that doesn’t sit well with me. Maybe
it’s his habit of coming into body con-
tact with people he’s talking to. Men
or women, at some point in the course
of the conversation he’ll reach out a
hand and touch. Not in any suggestive
way, mind you. No, his manner is
brisk, his bearing perfectly casual. I
wouldn’t be surprised if some people
don’t even notice, it’s so natural. Still
—I don’t know why—it does bother
me. So whenever I see him, almost
instinctively I brace myself. Call it
petty, it gets to me.

He leans over, placing a hand on
my shoulder. “About your statement
at the meeting just now. Very nice,”
says the Section Chief warmly. “Very
simply put, very pivotal. I was
impressed. Points well taken. The
whole room buzzed at that statement of
yours. The timing was perfect, too.
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Yessir, you keep ’em coming like that.”

And he glides off. Probably to lunch.
I thank him straight out, but the honest
truth is I’m taken aback. I mean, I
don’t remember a thing of what I said
at the meeting. Why does the Section
Chief have to come all the way over to
my desk to praise me for that! There
have to be more brilliant examples of
Homo loguens around here. Strange. 1
go on eating my lunch, uncomprehend-
ing. Then I think about the wife.
Wonder what she’s up to right now.
Out to lunch? Maybe I ought to give
her a call, exchange a few words, any-
thing. I dial the first three digits, have
second thoughts, hang up. I have no
reason to be calling her. My world may
be crumbling, out of balance, but is that
a reason to ring up her office? What
can I say about all this anyway? Be-
sides, I hate calling her at work. I set
down the receiver, let out a sigh, and
finish off my coffee. Then I toss the
Styrofoam cup into the wastebasket.

AT one of the afternoon meetings I
see TV PEOPLE again. This time,
their number has increased by two. Just
as on the previous day, they come
traipsing across the conference room,
carrying a Sony color T'V. A model one
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“May I ask you, Miss Howre, what made you
select a homeopathic attorney?”
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size bigger. Uh-oh. Sony’s the rival
camp. If, for whatever reason, any
competitor’s product gets brought into
our offices, there’s hell to pay, barring
when other manufacturers’ products
are brought in for test comparison, of
course. But then we take pains to re-
move the company logo—just to make
sure no outside eyes happen upon it.
Little do the TV PEOPLE care: the Sony
mark is emblazoned for all to see. They
open the door and march right into the
conference room, flashing it in our
direction. Then they parade the thing
around the room, scanning the place
for somewhere to set it down, until
at last, not finding any location, they
carry it backward out the door. The
others in the room show no reaction
to the TV PEOPLE. And they can’t
have missed them. No, they’ve defi-
nitely seen them. And the proof is they
even got out of the way, clearing a path
for the TV PEOPLE to carry their televi-
sion through. Still, that’s as far as it
went: a reaction no more alarmed
than when the nearby coffee shop
delivered. They’d made it a ground
rule not to acknowledge the presence
of the TV PEOPLE. T he others all knew
they were there; they just acted as if
they weren’t.

None of it makes any sense. Does
everybody know about the TV PEOPLE?
Am I alone in the dark? Maybe the
wife knew about the TV PEOPLE all
along, too. Probably. I’ll bet that’s why
she wasn’t surprised by the television
and why she didn’t mention it. That’s
the only possible explanation. Yet this
confuses me even more. Who or what,
then, are the TV PEOPLE! And why
are they always carrying around TV
sets?

One colleague leaves his seat to go
to the toilet, and I get up to follow.
This is a guy who entered the company
around the same time I did. We’re on
good terms. Sometimes we go out for a
drink together after work. I don’t do
that with most people. I’m standing
next to him at the urinals. He’s the first
to complain. “Oh, joy! Looks like
we’re in for more of the same, straight
through to evening. I swear! Meetings,
meetings, meetings, going to drag on
forever.”

“You can say that again,” I say. We
wash our hands. He compliments me on
the morning meeting’s statement. I
thank him.

“Oh, by the way, those guys who
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came in with the TV just now ...” I
launch forth, then cut off.

He doesn’t say anything. He turns
off the faucet, pulls two paper towels
from the dispenser, and wipes his
hands. He doesn’t even shoot a glance
in my direction. How long can he keep
drying his hands? Eventually, he
crumples up his towels and throws
them away. Maybe he didn’t hear me.
Or maybe he’s pretending not to hear.
I can’t tell. But from the sudden strain
in the atmosphere I know enough not
to ask. I shut up, wipe my hands, and
walk down the corridor to the confer-
ence room. The rest of the afternoon’s
meetings he avoids my eyes.

WHEN 1 get home from work, the
apartment is dark. Qutside, dark
clouds have swept in. It’s beginning to
rain. The apartment smells like rain.
Night is coming on. No sign of the
wife. I loosen my tie, smooth out the
wrinkles, and hang it up. I brush off
my suit. I toss my shirt into the wash-
ing machine. My hair smells like ciga-
rette smoke, so 1 take a shower and
shave. Story of my life: I go to endless
meetings, get smoked to death, then the
wife gets on my case about it. The very
first thing she did after we were mar-
ried was make me stop smoking. Four
years ago, that was.

Qut of the shower, I sit on the sofa
with a beer, drying my hair with a
towel. The TV PEOPLE’s television is
still sitting on the sideboard. I pick up
the remote control from the table and
push the on switch., Again and again I
press, but nothing happens. The screen
stays dark. I check the plug; it’s in the
socket all right. I unplug it, then plug
it back in. Still no go. No matter how
often I press the on switch, the screen
does not glow. Just to be sure, I pry
open the back cover of the remote-con-
trol unit, remove the batteries, and
check them with my handy electrical-
contact tester. The batteries are fine.
At this point, I give up, throw the
remote control aside, and slosh down
more beer.

Why should it upset me? Supposing
the TV did come on, what then? It
would glow and crackle with white
noise. Who cares, if that’s all that’d
come on?

I care. Last night it worked. And I
haven’t laid a finger on it since. Doesn’t
make sense.

I try the remote control one more
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“If there are sixteen moons, it must be Jupiter.”

L]

time. I press slowly with my finger. But
the result is the same. No response
whatsoever. The screen is dead. Cold.

Dead cold.

I pull another beer out of the fridge
and eat some potato salad from a plastic
tub. It’s past six o’clock. I read the
whole evening paper. If anything, it’s
more boring than usual. Almost no
article worth reading, nothing but in-
consequential news items. But I keep
reading, for lack of anything better to
do. Until I finish the paper. What
next? To avoid pursuing that thought
any further, I dally over the newspaper.
Hmm, how about answering letters? A
cousin of mine has sent us a wedding
invitation, which I have to turn down.
The day of the wedding, the wife and I
are going to be off on a trip. To
Okinawa. We’ve been planning it for
ages; we’re both taking time off from
work. We can’t very well go changing
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our plans now. God only knows when
we’ll get the next chance to spend a
long holiday together. And, to clinch it
all, I’'m not even that close to my
cousin; haven’t seen her in almost ten
years. Still, I can’t leave replying to the
last minute. She has to know how many
people are coming, how many settings
to plan for the banquet. Oh, forget it. 1
can’t bring myself to write, not now.
My heart isn’t in it.

I pick up the newspaper again and
read the same articles over again. May-
be I ought to start preparing dinner.
But the wife might be working late and
could come home having eaten. Which
would mean wasting one portion. And
if I am going to eat alone I can make
do with leftovers; no reason to make
something up special. If she hasn’t
eaten, we can go out and eat together.

Odd, though. Whenever either of us
knows he or she is going to be later
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than six, we always call in. That’s the
rule. Leave a message on the answering
machine if necessary. That way, the
other can coordinate: go ahead and eat
alone, or set something out for the late
arriver, or hit the sack. ‘The nature of
my work sometimes keeps me out late,
and she often has meetings, or proofs to
dispatch, before coming home. Neither
of us has a regular nine-to-five job.
When both of us are busy, we can go
three days without a word to each
other. Those are the breaks—just one
of those things that nobody planned.
Hence we always keep certain rules, so
as not to place unrealistic burdens on
each other. If it looks as though we’re
going to be late, we call in and let the
other one know. I sometimes forget,
but she, never once.

Still, there’s no message on the an-
swering machine.

I toss the newspaper, stretch out on
the sofa, and shut my eyes.

DREAM about a meeting. I'm

standing up, delivering a statement
I myself don’t understand. I open my
mouth and talk. If I don’t, I’'m a dead
man. I have to keep talking. Have to
keep coming out with endless blah-
blah-blah. Everyone around me is
dead. Dead and turned to stone. A
roomful of stone statues. A wind is
blowing. The windows are all broken;
gusts of air are coming in. And the TV
PEOPLE are here. Three of them. Like
the first time. T'hey’re carrying a Sony
color TV. And on the screen are the
TV PEOPLE. I’'m running out of words;
little by little I can feel my fingertips
growing stiffer. Gradually turning to
stone.

I open my eyes to find the room
aglow. The color of corridors at the
Aquarium. The television is on. Out-
side, everything is dark. The TV
screen is flickering in the gloom, static
crackling. I sit up on the sofa, and press
my temples with my fingertips. The
flesh of my fingers is still soft; my
mouth tastes like beer. I swallow. I’m
dried out; the saliva catches in my
throat. As always, the waking world
pales after an all too real dream. But
no, this is real. Nobody’s turned to
stone. What time is it getting to be? I
look for the clock on the floor. TRPP O
SCHAOUS TRPP Q SCHAOUS. A little be-
fore eight.

Yet, just as in the dream, one of
the TV PEOPLE is on the television
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The last of the epidemics bore him

Specially away, a favorite

Son of their group

In that he had taken such care with them,

Always being sick;

The illnesses came as a knock

Regular at the door,
And his invitation,

Which might have seemed tired from another—

Please come in—

Was full of the ready enthusiasm
For which he was known in all things,
And always the wink of mischief in melodrama:

Always the big show,

Hunching his shoulders

T'hat his wife should not see.

Keeping him quiet and in socks, illness
And its children over the years

Made a second home here,

In him,
At the dinner table
Behind his eyes, sitting

In the most comfortable chair

This withdrawing room in his face had to offer,
Filled drinks always in hand.

‘T'his man was a comfort in his manners—

Even disease could see this,

So that when he left he went

Voluntarily, all intentions honest:

Out there tonight the party for him was to be
Very good, and to be there without him now

Would be unbearable.

With his hat, his heavy coat,

Walking that way he walked

When he was quiet in his socks,
Hunching his shoulders so that his wife

Again should not see

Him, with his friends he went drinking
The hundred good glasses of very cold beer.

screen. The same guy I passed on the
stairs to the office. No mistake. The
one who first opened the door to the
apartment. I’'m one hundred per cent
sure. He stands there—against a
bright, fluorescent white background,
the tail end of a dream infiltrating my
conscious reality—staring at me. I
shut, then reopen my eyes, hoping he’ll
have slipped back to never-never land.
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—AvgerTO Rios

But he doesn’t disappear. Far from
it. He gets bigger. His face fills the
whole screen, getting closer and closer.

The next thing I know, he’s step-
ping through the screen. Hands grip-
ping the frame, lifting himself up and
over, one foot after the other, like
climbing out of a window, leaving a
white TV screen glowing behind him.

He rubs his left hand in the palm of
his right, slowly acclimating himself to
the world outside the television. On
and on, reduced right-hand fingers
rubbing reduced left-hand fingers, no
hurry. He has that all-the-time-in-the-
world nonchalance. Like a veteran
TV-show host. Then he looks me in
the face.
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“We’re making an
airplane,” says my TV
PEOPLE visitant. His
voice has no perspective
to it. A curious, paper-
thin voice.

He speaks, and the
screen is all machinery.
Very professional fade-
in. Just like on the news.
First, there’s an opening
shot of a large factory
interior, then it cuts
to a closeup of the
workspace, camera cen-
ter. Two TV PEOPLE are
hard at work on some
machine, tightening
bolts with wrenches, ad-
justing gauges. The pic-
ture of concentration.
The machine, however,
is unlike anything I’ve
ever seen: an upright
cylinder except that it

narrows toward the top,
with streamlined protru-
sions along its surface.
Looks more like some
kind of gigantic orange
juicer than an airplane. No wings, no
seats.

“Doesn’t look like an airplane,” 1
say. Doesn’t sound like my voice either.
Strangely brittle, as if the nutrients had
been strained out through a thick filter.
Have I grown so old all of a sudden?

“T'hat’s probably because we haven’t
painted it yet,” he says. “Tomorrow
we’ll have it the right color. Then
you’ll see it’s an airplane.”

“The color’s not the problem. It’s
the shape. That’s not an airplane.”

“Well, if it’s not an airplane, what
is it?” he asks me. If he doesn’t know,
and I don’t know, then what is it?

“So, that’s why it’s got to be the
color.” The TV PEOPLE rep puts it to
me gently. “Paint it the right color,
and it’ll be an airplane.”

I don’t feel like arguing. What dif-
ference does it make! Orange juicer or
airplane—flying orange juiceri—what
do I care! Still, where’s the wife while
all this is happening?! Why doesn’t she
come home! I massage my temples
again. The clock ticks on. TRPP Q
SCHAOUS TRPP Q SCHAOUS. The remote
control lies on the table, and next to it
the stack of women’s magazines. The
telephone is silent, the room illuminat-
ed by the dim glow of the television.

“Don’t make waves.”

° .

The two TV PEOPLE on the screen
keep working away. The image is
much clearer than before. You can read
the numbers on the dials, hear the faint
rumble of machinery. TA4BZHRAYBGG
TAABZHRAYBGG ARP ARRP
TAABZHRAYBGG. This bass line is punc-
tuated periodically by a sharp, metallic
grating. AREEEENBT AREEENBT. And
various other noises are interspersed
through the remaining aural space; I
can’t hear anything clearly over them.
Still, the two TV PEOPLE labor on for
all they’re worth. That, apparently, is
the subject of this program. I go on
watching the two of them as they work
on and on. Their colleague outside the
TV set also looks on in silence. At
them. At that thing—for the life of me,
it does not look like an airplane—that
insane machine all black and grimy,
floating in a field of white light.

The TV PEOPLE rep speaks up.
“Shame about your wife.”

I look him in the face. Maybe I
didn’t hear him right. Staring at him is
like peering into the glowing tube it-
self.

“Shame about your wife,” the TV
PEOPLE rep repeats in exactly the same
absent tone.

“How’s that?” I ask.
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“How’s that? It’s gone too far,” says
the TV PEOPLE rep in a voice like a
plastic-card hotel key. Flat, uninflect-
ed, it slices into me as if it were sliding
through a thin slit. “It’s gone too far:
she’s out there.”

“Ip’s gone too far: she’s out there,” 1
repeat in my head. Very plain, and
without reality. I can’t grasp the con-
text. Cause has effect by the tail and is
about to swallow it whole. I get up and
go to the kitchen. I open the refrigera-
tor, take a deep breath, reach for a can
of beer, and go back to the sofa. The
TV PEOPLE rep stands in place in front
of the television, right elbow resting
on the set, and watches me extract the
pull ring. I don’t really want to drink
beer at this moment; I just need to do
something. I drink one sip, but
the beer doesn’t taste good. I hold the
can in my hand dumbly until it becomes
so heavy I have to set it down on
the table.

Then I think about the TV PEOPLE
rep’s revelation, about the wife’s failure
to materialize. He’s saying she’s gone.
That she isn’t coming home. I can’t
bring myself to believe it’s over. Sure,
we’re not the perfect couple. In four
years, we’ve had our spats; we have our
little problems. But we always talk
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“For having made, on impulse, the following purchases—at

Bergdorf Goodman, one silk jacquard running suit in beige,

one faux-gold-studded black calf bomber jacket, and one pair of

gunmetal lizard ankle boots; at Martha, one flower-appliqued

shantung chemise and beaded-velvet black stirrup pants; at

Barneys, one brocaded fuchsia clutch with tasselled shoulder
strap—I find you guilty as charged.”

them out. There are things we’ve re-
solved and things we haven’t. Most of
what we couldn’t resolve we let ride.
0O.K., so we have our ups and downs as
a couple. I admit it. But is this cause
for despair?! C’mon, show me a couple
who don’t have problems. Besides, it’s
only a little past eight. There must be
some reason she can’t get to a phone.
Any number of possible reasons. For
instance . . . I can’t think of a single
one. I’'m hopelessly confused.

I fall back deep into the sofa.

How on earth is that airplane—if it
is an airplane—supposed to fly? What
propels it! Where are the windows?
Which is the front, which is the back?

I’'m dead tired. Exhausted. I still
have to write that letter, though, to
beg off from my cousin’s invitation.
My work schedule does not afford
me the pleasure of attending. Regret-

table. Congratulations, all the same.

The two TV PEOPLE in the television
continue building their airplane, obliv-
ious of me. They toil away; they don’t
stop for anything. They have an infi-
nite amount of work to get through
before the machine is complete. No
sooner have they finished one operation
than they’re busy with another. They
have no assembly instructions, no
plans, but they know precisely what to
do and what comes next. The camera
ably follows their deft motions. Clear-
cut, easy-to-follow camera work.
Highly credible, convincing images.
No doubt other TV PEOPLE (Nos. 4 and
5?) are manning the camera and con-
trol panel.

Strange as it may sound, the more I
watch the flawless form of the TV
PEOPLE as they go about their work,
the more the thing starts to look like an
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airplane. At least, it’d no longer sur-
prise me if it actually flew. What does
it matter which is front or back! With
all the exacting detail work they’re
putting in, it has to be an airplane.
Even if it doesn’t appear so—to them,
it’s an airplane. Just as the little guy
said, “If it’s not an airplane, then what
is it?”

The TV PEOPLE rep hasn’t so much
as twitched in all this time. Right
elbow still propped up on the TV set,
he’s watching me. I’'m being watched.
The TV PEOPLE factory crew keeps
working. Busy, busy, busy. The clock
ticks on. TRPP Q SCHAOUS TRPP @
ScHAOUS. The room has grown dark,
stifling. Someone’s footsteps echo down
the hall.

Well, it suddenly occurs to me, may-
be so. Maybe the wife is out there. She’s
gone somewhere far away. By whatev-
er means of transport, she’s gone some-
where far out of my reach. Maybe our
relationship has suffered irreversible
damage. Maybe it’s a total loss. Only I
haven’t noticed. All sorts of thoughts
unravel inside me, then the frayed ends
come together again, “Maybe so,” I
say out loud. My voice echoes, hollow.

“Tomorrow, when we paint it, you’ll
see better,” he resumes. “All it needs is
a touch of color to make it an airplane.”

I look at the palms of my hands.
They have shrunk slightly. Ever so
slightly. Power of suggestion! Maybe
the light’s playing tricks on me. Maybe
my sense of perspective has been
thrown off. Yet, my palms really do
look shrivelled. Hey, now, wait just a
minute! Let me speak. There’s some-
thing I should say. I must say. I'll dry
up and turn to stone if I don’t. Like the
others.

“The phone will ring soon,” the TV
PEOPLE rep says. Then, after a mea-
sured pause, he adds, “In another five
minutes.”

I look at the telephone; I think about
the telephone cord. Endless lengths of
phone cable linking one telephone to
another. Maybe somewhere, at some
terminal of that awesome megacircuit,
is my wife. Far, far away, out of my
reach. I can feel her pulse. Another five
minutes, I tell myself. Which way is
Sfront, which way is back? 1 stand up
and try to say something, but no sooner
have I got to my feet than the words
slip away. —Harukr Murakami

(Translated, from the Japanese,
by Alfred Birnbaum.)
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