                                                Eight Went By


                                                             by Adrianne Balcom





    Eight went by.  Then three.  Then, just as she was about to step off the curb, another taxi pulled out into her way from the hotel.  Perhaps


she should really take a taxi.


    ---she looked at her boots -- 


    O, what the hell.  She’d have to clean them anyway.  Maybe the rain 


would wash the salt away a little…


    She attempted to cross the street once more, as there were no cars in sight.   When she was half-way across, with something of an anti-climax, the “WALK” sign benevolently appeared above her.  And just to make sure, she looked to her left to see the “DONT WALK” sign halting her unchosen path.   


    The streets were empty now at ten o’clock in the morning, and she could see the traffic lights blinking their silent warnings and encouragements along the length of Comm. Avenue.  And though the sign bid her to cross at the moment, by the time she had reached the other side it would deny her a steady pace.   She would be stranded for


a few minutes on one side of the avenue’s carefully laid-out block


islands of a park.


    She decided to walk in the street.  She would become a car.  The light was green for her.  Two feet away, on the sidewalk, she would be forced to hesitate, to be furtive, to be cautious and, above all, to guiltily put herself above the visual commands put there for her own welfare.  But she was in the street and the light was green.  The light said that she could go left, if she chose, but not right, and, of course, straight ahead.


Which she did.  She watched the orange flashing lights drift by above


the rhythm of her walking forward.  A waste of time, those lights…


     --she looked at her watch--


     Well, she could have been later.  She had saved herself a few moments.  She was meeting someone, and perhaps they were the kind of person who would wait patiently for their “WALK”s.  So, perhaps she would be a little less late this time.
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    She felt for the keys in her pocket.  They were there.  Check.  Of course they were there; they were always there.  Why did she have to feel as though she wouldn’t ever be able to get back into the apartment.


They were there; three keys - two brass and one something-like-brass.


    The rain fell into the puddles that collected in uneven sections of the sidewalk.  But she could not see the rain. She walked through it – she felt it on her face, her knees, the hem of her skirt - but she couldn’t see


the drops falling individually. It was wet.


      ---she pulled the hat further down over her bangs –


    She should get her hair trimmed.  Gloria had said that, and it was true.  Gloria had come into the kitchen and said, “Your hair needs trimming.” And, as usual, she was right.  But right now—well, when


she had the time; when she had the money and some time and knew of a good place where she could ---damn, what the hell is that on the sidewalk? --when she could find someone reliable  to cut her hair the way—Oh, God! Is it on my boots?--if she had the time and the money, she’d do it.  But in the meantime, she’d just trim the bangs a little with Gloria’s nail scissors and –


     Another corner.  She stopped because, this time, the light was flashing and there were cars coming.  Not just cars, she realized, but a funeral.  It wasn’t just a line of cars coming with their lights on; it was


“a funeral”.  And, damn it, she knew it, when the “WALK” sign blinked on, they were still going by her because, she reminded herself, you’re not supposed to break up “a funeral”.  And this was a big funeral, and she was kept waiting on the curb.  Wet.


     The hearse went by.  The family went by.  The friends went by.  The


stragglers and company contacts went by.  The frustrated driver who found himself behind the “funeral” stopped, finally, because the light 


was red and he was not “the last car”.  He was just last and unaffected by sorrow - just the pain of trying to get somewhere in a hurry and 


ending up behind a funeral.  And the light was red, and so he stopped


and lit a cigarette.
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     She crossed the street with the quickness of a pedestrian on a rainy day, looking back at the single car, waiting for green. Jesus - he must have been “somebody”, that body, she thought: she’d have guessed


two dozen cars had passed her .


     “I wonder what they thought of me,” she said to herself, standing on the curb, gawking, in my salt-rimed boots.  Two men overtook her strides on the sidewalk. As they passed, she examined their boots. They


were immaculate.


       Immaculate.  Immacu.  Immac-u-u-u-late.  Late. –late!.


      She was late.  Her watch was accurate as she set it by the tone every morning on the phone.  One of her friends had said to dial NERVOUS


on the rotary dial for the correct time – and it worked.  She got the time, a little laugh, and the correct time.  Perhaps his watch was slow, she hoped, and she would be less later than she thought.   She was meeting a man.


      A woman came out of a florist’s shop, with a huge bundle that could only have been flowers – but you could not see them.   They were wrapped up in thick green paper and she wondered what kind they were - Marguerites?  Violets?  No, too big… Roses?  Chrysanthemums?


She looked at the woman’s face, her coat, her figure.  CARNATIONS -


and not the nice white or pink kind, but that kind which looks like white crepe paper with little red lines - like arteries - running through it; like peppermint, only ugly.  Not like peppermint at all.  And they had no fragrance.


 ----Perhaps his watch was real slow – perhaps five minutes, or ten even.  And if he waited for all the lights on every corner –


  She’d still be late.  She was late.  But she was closer.  She was almost there.  All she’d have to do was pick him out.  Look around. Catch his eye.  Murmur his name.  See him smile.  Glad to see her, as men like this often were.


   He was short, but not too short, and very nice looking.  Grey eyes, black curly hair.  What else…oh, yes, nice hands, well-dressed. ..
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A rugged type; a type who ached to sail and ski and play tennis.  She


would have to start playing tennis again this Spring.


      ---She had a tennis racquet somewhere—


       A nice guy.  A guy who also earned a good living and got lots of respect from his co-workers, his friends, his family.  A nice guy.


      ---She thought about the type of man her mother wanted her to


          marry—


       Ah, this was the corner …the Church…the -


That must be him, yes, that was him.  She pushed her way through a small group of people waiting for the light to change.


       “Johnny?” she said, tapping his arm with a very expensive glove.


        He turned, after a second, as though still looking for someone, and


smiled.  “Hi.”


        “Am I late?” she asked.


        “Yes, but not by much.  Glad you came.  Not much to do on this corner.”  He smiled.  His hat was glistening with rain drops..


         She looked at his shoes.  He was wearing very nice boots.


        “Shall we go?” she suggested. “It’s awfully wet.”


         He looked at her face.  His head tilted to the left, then the right, as though he wanted to take in everything beneath the brim of her hat.


“Of course,” he said and took her arm.


        “I’m sorry I was late, but there was this funeral…”


         He looked quickly concerned.  “Someone in your family?…”


        “Oh, no, no.  But it was holding up traffic.  I should have taken a cab.”


         He patted her arm.  “Let’s take one now,” he said.  He hailed a 


taxi and seated her beside him.  He made her comfortable and turned 


to her.  “Where today?” he asked.  He was relaxed and smiling.


       “The Holiday Inn?”


       “ Fine.  Driver?! The Holiday Inn”


         The cabby nodded and drove.


         He put his arm around her.  “Room service?”


         She nodded looking at his tie.
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       “Okay,” he said.  Then, “Four o’clock?”


       “Fine,” she replied.  She whispered, “Kate told me all about you.  I hope it’s all right.  I mean you look like she said, and I understand everything.”


      “That’s good,” he said, patting her hair.  He was fascinated by her hair, and she was fascinated by his fascination.  But hesitant.  She was a little bit afraid.


       “Do you have the money?” she asked softly.


        He patted his pocket, then patted her hair once more as the cab sped along the wet streets where couples waited to cross at the


 corners.  But waited for “WALK”.
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