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PARIS PEASANT

~ hisday uncoiling the rainbow of women’s modesty, lightly float-"

ing heads of hair, wisps-of-steam hair, these charming bed-
curtains. His life will pass in this thick haze of love, his fingers
intertwined with the very emblem of woman’s wantonness, with
that most subtle device for caresses that she sports so noncha-
lantly. There must surely be hairdressers who, like miners down

a pit, have dreamed of serving only brunettes, or of launching
2 out into blondes. Have they thought of deciphering those net-
k.- works which just a while ago gave a hint of sleep’s disorder
E I have often stopped at the threshold of these establishments

from which men are barred, and I have seen the heads of hair

- uncoiling in their grottoes. Serpents, serpents, you never cease

to fascinate me. So one day, in the Passage de I’Opéra, I found
myself contemplating the pure, lazy coils of a python of blond-

_' ness. And suddenly, for the first time in my life, the idea struck
. me that men have discovered only one term of comparison for

what is blond : flazen, and have left it at that. Flax, poor
wretches, but have you never looked at ferns? I have spent
months on end nibbling fern hair. I have known hair that was

~ pure resin, topaz hair, hair pulsing with hysteria. Blond as

hysteria, blond as the sky, blond as tiredness, blond as a kiss.
My palette of blondnesses would include the elegance of mo-
torcars, the odour of sainfoin, the silence of mornings, the per-
plexities of waiting, the ravages of glancing touches. How blond
is the sound of the rain, how blond the song of mirrors! From
the perfume of gloves to the cry of the owl, from the beating
of the murderer’s heart to the flower-flames of the laburnum,
from the first nibble to the last song, how many blondnesses,
how many eyelids: blondness of roofs, blondness of winds,
blondness of tables or palm trees, there are whole days of blond-
ness, Blond’s department stores, arcades for desire, arsenals of
orangeade powder.|Blond everywhere: I surrender myself to
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this piteh pine of the senses, to this concept of a blondness which
is not so much a colour as a sort of spirit of colour blended with
the accents of love. From white to red through yellow, blond
keeps its mystery intact. Blond resembles the stammerings of
ecstasy, the piracies of lips, the tremors of limpid waters. Blond
takes flight from definitions down a wayward path where flow-
ers and seashells greet my eyes. It is woman glinting upon
stones, a paradoxical shadow of caresses in space, a breath of
dishevelment of reason. Blond as the reign of passionate em-
braces, these tresses were dissolving, then, in the shop in the
passage, and as for me, I had been slowly dying there .fo.r the
past fifteen minutes or so. It seemed to me that I could wxlllngl?'
have spent my whole life near this swarm of wasps, near this
river of glimmers. In this underwater world, the imagination
is haunted by those film heroines who, in search of a lost ring,
encase all their American pearliness in a diving suit. This un-
furled hair had the electric pallor of storms, the cloudiness of
breath upon metal. A drowsy animal of some kind, lolling in a
car. One felt surprised that it made no more noise than unshod
feet upon a carpet. What is blonder than the froth of moss? I
have often thought I saw champagne on the floors of forests.
And chanterelles! And agaric! Darting hares! The moons of
fingernails! The colour pink! The blood of plants! The eyes of

{bitches! Memory : memory is truly blond. At its very limits,

where memory blends with falsehood, the pretty clusters of
clarity ! The dead hair suddenly took on a port-wine glint : the
hairdresser was bezinning the Marcel waving.

At freedom in the shop, huge and thoroughly modern wild
animals lay in wait for homo’s female, already the prey of small
iron tongs: the mechanical dryer with its serpentine neck, the
ultraviolet ray tube with its gentle eyes, the summer-breathed
fumigator, all the crafty instruments ready to snap their jaws,
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A NOVEL BY JOYCE CAROL OATES

THE Ki1ss

This movie I’ve been seeing all my life, yet never to its completion.

Almost she might say This movie is my life!
Her mother first took her when she was two or three years old. Her ear-

liest memory, so exciting! Grauman’s Egyptian Theatre on Hollywood
Boulevard. This was years before she’d been able to comprehend even the
rudiments of the movie story, yet she was enthralled by the movement, the
ceaseless rippling fluid movement, on the great screen above her. Not yet
capable of thinking This was the very universe upon which are projected
uncountable unnameable forms of life. How many times in her lost child-
hood and girlhood she would return with yearning to this movie, recogniz-
ing it at once despite the variety of its titles, its many actors. For always there
was the Fair Princess. And always the Dark Prince. A complication of events
brought them together and tore them apart and brought them together again
and again tore them apart until, as the movie neared its end and the movie
music soared, they were about to be brought together in a fierce embrace.

Yet not always happily. You couldn’t predict. For sometimes one knelt
beside the deathbed of the other and heralded death with a kiss. Even if
he (or she) survived the death of the beloved, you knew the meaning of life

was over.
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For there is no meaning to life apart from the movie story.

And there is no movie story apart from the darkened movie theater.

But how vexing, never to see the end of the movie!

For always something went wrong: there was a commotion in the theater
and the lights came up; a fire alarm (but no fire? or was there a fire? once,
she was sure she smelled smoke) sounded loudly and everyone was asked to
leave, or she was herself late for an appointment and had to leave, or maybe
she fell asleep in her seat and missed the ending and woke dazed as the lights
came up and strangers around her rose to leave.

Over, it’s over? But how can it be over?

Yet as an adult woman she continued to seek out the movie. Slipping into
theaters in obscure districts of the city or in cities unknown to her. Insom-
niac, she might buy a ticket for a midnight show. She might buy a ticket for
the first show of the day, in the late morning. She wasn’t flecing her own life
(though her life had grown baffling to her, as adult life does to those who
live it) but instead easing into a parenthesis within that life, stopping time as
a child might arrest the movement of a clock’s hands: by force. Entering the
darkened theater (which sometimes smelled of stale popcorn, the hair lotion
of strangers, disinfectant), excited as a young girl looking up eagerly to see
on the screen yet again Ob, another time! one more time! the beautiful blond
woman who seems never to age, encased in flesh like any woman and yet
graceful as no ordinary woman could be, a powerful radiance shining not
only in her luminous eyes but in her very skin. For my skin is my soul. There
is no soul otherwise. You see in me the promise of human joy. She who slips
into the theater, choosing a seat in a row near the screen, gives herself
unquestioningly up to the movie that’s both familiar and unfamiliar as a
recurring dream imperfectly recalled. The costumes of the actors, the hair-
styles, even the faces and voices of the movie people change with the years,
and she can remember, not clearly but in fragments, her own lost emotions,
the loneliness of her childhood only partly assuaged by the looming screen.
Another world to live in. Where? There was a day, an hour, when she real-
ized that the Fair Princess, who is so beautiful because she is so beautiful and
because she is the Fair Princess, is doomed to seek, in others’ eyes, confir-
mation of her own being. For we are not who we are told we are, if we are
not told. Are we?

Adult unease and gathering terror.

The movie story is complicated and confusing, though familiar or almost
familiar. Perhaps it’s carelessly spliced together. Perhaps it’s meant to tease.
Perhaps there are flashbacks amid present time. Or flash-forwards! Close-
ups of the Fair Princess seem too intimate. We want to stay on the outsides
of others, not be drawn inside. If I could say, There! that’s me! That woman,

y
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that thing on the screen, that’s who I am. But she can’t see ahead to the end-
ing. Never has she seen the final scene, never the concluding credits rolling
past. In these, beyond the final movie kiss, is the key to the movie’s mystery,
she knows. As the body’s organs, removed in an autopsy, are the key to the
life’s mystery.

But there will be a time maybe this very evening when, slightly out of
breath, she settles into a worn, soiled plush seat in the second row of an old
theater in a derelict district of the city, the floor curving beneath her feet like
the earth’s curve and sticky against the soles of her expensive shoes; and the
audience is scattered, mostly solitary individuals; and she’s relieved that, in
her disguise (dark glasses, an attractive wig, a raincoat) no one will recog-
nize her and no one from her life knows she’s here, or could guess where she
might be. This time I will see it through to the end. This time! Why? She has
no idea. And in fact she’s expected elsewhere, she’s hours late, possibly a car
was scheduled to take her to the airport, unless she’s days late, weeks late;
for she’s become, as an adult, defiant of time. For what is time but others’
expectations of us? That game we can refuse to play. So too, she’s noticed,
the Fair Princess is confused by time. Confused by the movie story. You take
your cues from other people. What if other people don’t provide cues? In this
movie the Fair Princess is no longer in the first bloom of her youthful beauty,
yet of course she’s still beautiful, white-skinned and radiant on the screen as
she climbs out of a taxi on a windswept street; she’s in disguise in dark
glasses, a sleek brown wig, and a tightly belted raincoat, closely tracked by
the camera as she slips into a movie theater and purchases a single ticket,
enters the darkened theater, and takes a seat in the second row. Because she’s
the Fair Princess, other patrons glance at her but don’t recognize her; per-
haps she’s an ordinary woman, though beautiful, no one they know. The
movie has begun. She gives herself up to it within seconds, removing her dark
glasses. Her head is forced back by the angle of the screen looming over her,
and her eyes are cast upward in an expression of childlike, slightly appre-
hensive awe. Like reflections in water, the movie light ripples across her face.
Lost in wonderment she’s unaware of the Dark Prince having followed her
into the theater; the camera broods upon him as, for several tense minutes,
he stands behind frayed velvet drapes at a side aisle. His handsome face is
veiled in shadow. His expression is urgent. He is wearing a dark suit, no
necktie, a fedora hat slanted over his forehead. At a music cue he comes
quickly forward to lean over her, the solitary woman in the second row. He
whispers to her and she turns, startled. Her surprise seems genuine though
she must know the script: the script to this point, at least, and a little beyond.

My love! It’s you.

Never bas it been anyone except you.
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In the reflected shimmering light from the gigantic screen the faces of tbfe
lovers are charged with meaning, heralds from a lost age of grandeur'.”Asll ,
though diminished and mortal, they must play out the scene. They will p ;y‘
out the scene. Boldly he grips her by the nape of her ne:ck to steady her. ho
claim her. To possess her. How stronghhis fingers, ani 1cy;b h;)v:estrange, the

isten of his eyes, closer than she’s ever seen them betore. .
glaYsse)t’ il:)ttiler time, syhe sighs and lifts her perfect face to the Dark Prince’s

kiss.

THE BATH

It is in early childhood that the born actor emerges,
for it is in early childhood that the world is first
perceived as Mystery. The origin of all acting is

improvisation in the face of Mystery.

—T. Navarro,
The Paradox of Acting

“See? That man is your father.”

There was a day, it was Norma Jeane’s sixth birthday, the first day of June
1932, and a magical morning it was, blinding breathless whitely dazzling, in
Venice Beach, California. The wind off the Pacific Ocean fresh and cool and
astringent, smelling only faintly of the usual briny rot and beach debris. And
borne, it seemed, by that very wind came Mother. Gaunt-faced Mother with
her luscious red lips and plucked and penciled brows who came for Norma
Jeane where she was living with her grandparents in a pockmarked old ruin
of a beige stucco building on Venice Boulevard— “Norma Jeane, come!”
And Norma Jeane ran, ran to Mother! Her pudgy little hand caught in
Mother’s slender hand, that feel of the black-net glove strange to her and
wonderful. For Grandma’s hands were chafed old-woman’s hands, as
Grandma’s smell was an old-woman smell, but Mother’s smell was so sweet
it made you dizzy, like a taste of hot sugary lemon. “Norma Jeane, my love—
come.” For Mother was “Gladys,” and “Gladys” was the child’s true

mother. When she chose to be. When she was strong enough. When the
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