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Thiswasthetime when al we could talk about was sentences, sentences—nothing else stirred us.
Whatever happened in those days, whatever befell our regard, Cleaand | couldn’t rest until it had been
converted into what we told ourselves were astonishingly unprecedented and charming sentences:
“Esther’ s cleavage is something to be noticed” or *Y ou can’t have a contemporary prison without
contemporary furniture’ or “I envison an art which will make criticismitself seem like acognitive
symptom, one which its sufferers define to themsalves astaste but isin fact nothing of the sort” or “1 said
| want my eggs scrambled not destroyed.” At the explosion of such a sequence from our green young
lips, we d rashly scribbleit on the wall of our gpartment with afilthy wax pencil, or typeit twenty-five
times on the same sheet of paper and then photocopy the paper twenty-five times and then dice each
page into twenty-five dices on the paper cutter in the photocopy shop and then scatter the resultant six
hundred and twenty-five dips of paper throughout the streets of our city, fortunes without cookies.

We worked in bookstores, the only thing to do. Nobody who didn’t—and that included every one of our
customers—knew what any of the volumes throbbing a ong those shelves was worth, not remotely. Nor
did the bookstores' owners. Cleaand | were custodians of atreasury of sentences much bigger on the
ingde than on the outside. Though we mostly handled the books only by their covers (or paged briefly
through to ascertain that no dunce had striped the pages yellow or pink with a Hi-Liter), we communed
deeply with them, felt certain that only we deserved to abide with them. Any minute we d read them all
cover to cover, it was surely about to happen. Meanwhile, every customer robbed usalittle. At the cash
registers we spoke sentences tailored to convey our disdain, in terms so subtle it was barely detectable.

If our customers blinked alittle at the insults we embedded in our thank-yous, we bdieved, they just
might be worthy of the marvelstheir grubby dollars entitled them to bear away.

We disparaged modern and incomplete forms: gormless and garbled jargon, graffiti, advertisng,
text-messaging. No sentence conveyed by photons or bounced off satellites had ever come home intact.
Punctuation! We knew it was holy. Every sentence we cherished was sturdy and Biblicd initsform,
carved somehow by hand-dragged implement or dapped onto sheets by an inky key. For sentences
were sculptural, were we the only ones who understood? Sentences were bodies, too, as horny asthe
flesh-envel opes we wore around the house dll day. Erotically enjambed in our loft bed, Clea patrolled my
utterances for subject, verb, predicate, asachef in afive-star kitchen would minister arecipe, insuring
that a soufflé or sourdough would rise. A good brave sentence (“1 can hardly bear your hedl a my nape
without roaring”) might jolly Cleato instant climax. We d rise from the bed giggling, clutching for glasses
of cold water that sat in pools of their own sweat on bedsi de tables. The sentences had liberated our
higher orgasms, nothing to sneeze a. Smilarly, we were also sure that sentences of theright quaity could
end this hideous endlesswar, if only certain standards were adopted at the higher levels. They never
would be. All the mediatrumpeted the Adminigtration’ slousy grammar.

But we were chumps and we knew it. As makers of sentences we were practically fetal, beneath notice,
unlaunched, fooling around in our pare time or on somebody else's dime. Nobody |oved our sentences
aswe loved them, and so they congedled or grew sour on our tongues. We barely glanced at our
wall-scribblingsfor fear of what afew weeks or even hours might expose in our infatuations. Our
photocopied fortune dipswe d find in muddy clogsin storm drains, tangled with advertisng flyers,
unheeded. Our manuscripts? Those were unspeakable secrets, kept not only from the world but from
each other. My pages were shameful, occluded everywhere with xxxxxx’s of regret. | scurried to read
Clea’ smanuscript every time she left the gpartment but never confessed that | even knew it existed. Her
tittewas" Those Young Rangers Thought Love Was a Scandal Like a Bald White Head.” Minewas*



| Heard the Laughter of the Sdemen from Behind Their Instruments.”

Others might hail kings of beer or burgers—we bowed to the King of Sentences. There wasjust one.
We owned histitlesin immaculate firsts and tattered reading copies and odd variant editions. It thrilled us
to see the pedestrian jacket copy and salacious cover art on his early mass-market paperbacks: to think
that he' d once been considered fodder for dime-store carrousals! The newest editions of thetitleshe'd
allowed to bereprinted (four early novels had been suppressed from republication) were splendidly
audere, their jackets, from the small pressesthat published him now, bearing text only, no graven images.
The progress of his editions on our shelf waslike a cartoon of evolution, adug crawling from the surf to
become amammal, amonkey, and then at last ahairless noble fellow gazing into the future.

The King of Sentences gave no interviews, taught nowhere, condescended to appear at no panelsor
symposia. Histastes, hobbies, and heartbreaks were unknown, and we extrapol ated them from his
books at our peril. Hisdigitd footprint was pae: people like that didn’t care about people like him.
Google, for what it was worth, favored afamous painter of wildlife scenes—beaver dams, heron
hideaways—with the same name. The King of Sentences only wrote, beavering away himsdlf on adam
of quintessence, whilewhally oblivious of public indifference and of asdesrecord by now likely
descending to rungs occupied by poets. His author photograph, identical on twenty years of jackets and
press clippings until it opped circulating a al, arrested him somewhere in the mid-sixties, turtlenecked,
holding a cocktail glassforever. Hislast cocktail, maybe.

In the same | oft where we entangled, Cleaand | drove ourselves mad reading the King of Sentences
books aloud, by candlelight, when we ought to have been deeping. We d tear the book from each

other’ s hands for the pleasure of running hiswords like gerbilsin the habitrails of our own mouths. We'd
aternate chapters, pages, paragraphs, finally sentences, at last agree to read him in unison. He could
practically hear usasweintoned hiswords, we d swear they reached hisears. But not really. Redly, we
were vowing to ourselves and to each other that we' d make aday trip in search of the King of
Sentences, that we' d flush him out, propel ourselvesinto his company and confidence, buoy him with our
love and bind oursalves (and our secret manuscripts, oh yeah!) to his greatness. We each had what the
other needed, of thiswe were positive. Maybe we' d watch him write. Maybe he' d watch us dance, or
fuck, who knew? We d buy him lunch. He was surely morta enough for lunch. He' d want us at least for
lunch.

Helived, we d learned, north of the city, having drawn from his days as a Greenwich Village flaneur
whatever inspiration he' d needed, and departed around the time of that last photograph and cocktail.
(Wefigured that his departure from the narrow town house on Jane Street marked an expiration date on
anything west of Second Avenue as an authentic locale,) Minima detective work pinned himto aP.O.
box in Hastings-on-Hudson—how clever and coy he had been to find a place-name that was itsdlf, with
the mereinsertion of an apostrophe, a sentence, and afaintly lascivious one, too. So it was that we knew
he' d summoned usto hishiding place: Clea could play Hudson, and I’ d be Hasting.

We sent apostcard warning, addressed to his box. No return address, so he couldn’t refuse. No fancy
sentences, fearing hisjudgment of those. Just fragments: “coming in two weeks,” “get ready,” “can’t wait
to meet in person” (asif we' d adready met on other planes, for we had). The appointed day came upon
uslike asickness, and though each in our privacy might have preferred to stay in bed and sweet it out we
couldn’'t have looked each other in the eye if we hadn't staggered out of doors, to the subway, up to
Grand Centrd Terminal. During the short ride we held hands, fever-swegty at the pams. Exiting
Metro-North’ s Hastings-on-Hudson station under a thundercloud-clotted sky, we found ourselvesthe
sole travellers not claimed by family memberswaiting in Subarus or blegping their driver-side doors
unlocked asthey crossed the parking lot with cell phones clammed to their ears. Thetrain continued on
behind us, and the station depopulated as if neutron-bombed.



“Thisisthe town of the King of Sentences.”
“Thislittletown.”
“He could be watching us now, don't act stupid. With atelescope.”

We blundered along something called Main Street, seeking the post office, until a passerby directed usto
Warburton Avenue. Inside the mediocre lobby we staked out a position near the numbered boxes,
innocuoudly pretending to screw up our change-of-address forms so that we had to start over again a
dozen times. His box, which we surveilled with periphera vison only, pulsed with risk and
possibility—our own postcard had been handled there, a precursor to this encounter.

Losing patience, we sidled to the main counter. “What time on the average day does the box holder
typicdly, you know, pick up?’

“Box mail goesup a ten-thirty.”

“Right, sure, but mostly when do citizens appear and begin to gather it up, take it to their private homes?’
“Whenever they careto.”

“Sure, right, thisisAmerica, isT't it?

“Sureis”

“Thank you.”

We resumed charades with the chained pen. Two, three, five, eight, eighteen Hastings-on-Hudsonians
lumbered in to check their boxes, sort circularsinto recycling bins, greet the postmistress, and trade coins
for samps, each of comically tiny denominations. Everyonein this hamlet, it seemed, had just found a
sixteen- or twenty-three-cent slamp in adusty drawer, and had chosen today to supplement it up to
viability using car-sest nickels and pennies.

Y et somehow between transactions the postmistress had snuck away for atattling phone call, or sowe
surmised from the blinking patrol car that now swept up in front of the P.O. Into the lobby strode a
cowboyesgue figure, a man, late-fiftyish, wearing a badge in the manner of agar, lean, and, when he
gpoke, laconic. Clearead my mind, saying, “Y ou the sheriff in these parts?’

“Chief of Police”

“Not the Sheriff of Hastings-on-Hudson?’

“No, ma am, thereisn't one. Can | ask what you' re doing here?’

“Waiting.”

“Haveyou folks got postd business today?’

“No,” | said. “But we ve got business with someone who might have postal business, if that' sO.K.”
“I suppose it might be, sir, but I’ m forced to wonder who we' re talking about.”

“The King of Sentences.”

“I see. Y ou wouldn't happen to be the authors of a certain unsigned and borderline-ominous postcard?’



“Might happen to be, though there was hardly ominous intent.”
“I see. And now you' re waiting, I’ m guessing, for the addressee.”

“In the manner of free Americansin afederally controlled public space, yes. We checked with the
postmistress.”

“I see. Youmind if | wait abit mysaf?”
“By definition wecan't.”

Soon enough he gppeared. The King of Sentences, unmistakably, though withered like a shrunken-apple
fetish of the noble cipher in the photograph. He wore agray sweatshirt and caramel corduroys with the
knees and thighs bald, like aworn radia tire. Absurd black Nikes over gray dress socks. Hair white and
scant. Eyestiny and darting. They darted to the not-sheriff, who nodded minimaly. The King nodded
back with equal economy.

We collapsed, as planned, to our knees, conveying the beautiful anguish of our subjection to the sole
King of Sentences—bowed heads, fingerswriggling asif combing the air for particles of hisgreatness. A
chapter of “| Heard the Laughter of the Sdemen from Behind Their Instruments,” secreted in the
waistband of my underwear, buckled as| knedlt there. The King stood inert, if anything sagged dightly.
The Chief turned and shook his head, alittle appalled.

“You O.K.?" he asked the King.
“Sure. Let metak to them aminute.”

“Anything you say.” The law went outside, to stand and take a cigarette beside his cruiser. He watched
us through the window. We nodded and waved as we scrambled back to our feet.

“Who sent you?’ the King said.
“You, you, you,” Cleasaid. “It wasyou.”

“We weren't so much sent asdrawn,” | said. “Y ou gave usthe gift of your work, and now we're here, a
giftinretun.”

“Takeus,” Cleasad.
“No, thank you,” the King said. His eyes shifted nervoudy from Clea, settling on me.

“We annointed you the King of Sentences,” | told him. “We re the ones who did that. Nobody ese.” |
didn’t want to bully him with news of how scarcely his name circulated, how stale and marked-down the
assembly of his hardcovers on used-bookstore shelves.

“I didn’'t tell you to come.”

“No, but you are responsible for our presence.”
“Let mebeclear. | have nothing for you.”
“Takeushome”

“Not onyour life”



“Wecameadl thisway.”
He shrugged. “When'’ sthe next train back?’

The sentences that emerged from his mouth were flayed, generic, like lines from black-and-white movies.
| tried not to be disappointed in this stylistic turn. He had something to teach us, dways.

“Wedon't care. We don't have tickets. We came for you.”

“I don't fraternize. Thiskind of intruson isthelast thing | need.”

“Lunch,” | begged. “Just lunch.”

“| eat only what my housekeeper prepares. A disproportion of sodium could murder me &t this point.”

Cleahugged hersdlf with pleasure. | heard her murmur the ling, cherishing it privately, “. . . disproportion .
.. sodium . .. murder me.” The King craned on his Nike toes, checking that the cop was still outside.

“Forget lunch. An hour of your time.”
“We reto hover in the post-office lobby for an hour? Doing what, exactly?”’
“No, let’'sgo somewhere,” Cleasaid. “A hotel room, if you won't have usin your house.”

“Or thebar,” | said, offering acheck on Cled s presumption. “The bar in the lobby of ahotel, apublic
setting. For acocktail.”

The King laughed for the first time, a cackle edged, like aburnt cookie, with bitterness. “What largesse.
Y ou’ d take me to one of our town’sfine hotels. They’ re as superb asthe restaurants. Motel 6 or Econo
Lodge, | believe those are your options.”

“Anywhere,” Clea panted.

The King sweary gaze again shunted: Clea, mysdlf, the disinterested postmistress, the Chief outside, who
now ground abutt into the curb with hishedl and turned his head to follow the progress of some
retreating buttocks. The King' s voice edged down an octave. “Econo Lodge,” he said. “On Lower
Brunyon. I'll find you there in fifteen minutes.”

“Wedon't have avehicle”
“Too bad.”
“Canweridewith you?’
“Noway, Jos.”

“How do we get there?’

“Figureit out.” The King of Sentences departed the P.O. and skulked around the corner and out of view,
presumably to hiscar. | couldn’t have entirely imagined the extralittle kick in his step ashewent. The
King had been energized, if only dightly, by meeting his subjects. It wasagtart, | thought.

On the sdewak we teetered with excitement, blinking in the glare that now filtered through the gnarled
clouds. The Chief looked us up and down again. We offered charming smiles.

“Can| giveyou folksalift back to the station?”



“No, thanks, we' relooking for Lower Brunyon. Care to point usin the right direction?’
“Why Lower Brunyon?’

“The Econo Lodge, if you must know. Isit walking distance?’

“Longish, I'd say. Why not et me escort you?’

“Sure”

We sat behind acage. The back seat smelled of smoke, perfume, and vomit, raising interesting questions
about the definition of police work in Hastings-on-Hudson. The Chief took corners smoothly, in the
prowling, snaky manner of adriver unconcerned about regulating his speed.

“Youtwo intheregular habit of doing junk likethis?’

“What do you mean by ‘junk’?’

“Putting yoursalvesin the hands of acustomer like your friend in there?’
“I"d bejunk in hishandsany day,” Cleasaid defiantly.

“Well, he' sold and likely pretty harmless by now,” the Chief said. “1 saw him the other day in the
pharmacy, getting himself one of those inflatable doughnuts for stting on when you' ve got and
discomfort. I'd say from what I’ ve heard those sort of troubles are his just deserts. We' re not dummies
around here, you know. When he moved up here from the city a certain number of Storiestrailed after
him. He' s been abad boy.”

“He sthe greatest maker of sentencesin the United States of America,” | said.

“I'vehad alook,” the Chief said. “He snot bad. I'm just wondering if you ever troubled with the content
of hisbooks, as opposed to just the sentences.”

“ Sentences are content,” Cleasaid.

The Chief lifted hishandsin mock surrender. “ Fair enough then, I’ ve said my piece. Just understand
this—whatever my persond views of either his character or his prose he' sunder my protection surely as
any other citizenin thistown. Comprende?’

“Does everyone up here speak Spanish?Isthisabilingua metropolis?’ Cleasaid.
“That’ s enough out of you, young lady. Here’ sthe Econo Lodge, and agood day to you both.”
“Thanks, Chief.”

We crept insde the Econo Lodge' s dumbering atrium. A uniformed teen-age clerk blinked hello, raised
his hand. Weignored him. The King of Sentences hovered beside a counter bearing urns of
complimentary coffeelabelled “ Premium,” “Diesdl,” and “ Jet Fudl.” The King nodded mutely, beckoned
to uswith atilt of hischin. Wetrailed him down a corridor with atongue-hued carpet. | worked not to
visudize an and doughnut.

“Indde” hesaid.

TheKing lit only alamp at the bedside in the windowless room. We crowded in, the room amere margin
to the queen-size bed. The air-conditioner rumbled and hummed. The temperature wasfrigid. The King



took the only chair, gestured usto the bed’ s edge. We sat.
Cleaand | began smultaneoudy, tangling dloud. “We're—" | sad. Cleasaid, “ Y ou' rethe—"

“Let’snot wastetime,” the King interrupted. He spoke in an exhausted snarl, al redemptive possibility
purged from his voice and manner. Our rendezvous had taken on the starkness of an endgame. “ Do you
want money?’

“Money?’ | said.

“That'sright.” He reached into his shirt pocket and revealed a packet of twenties, obvioudy prepared in
advance. It occurred to me wildly that he' d taken usfor blackmailers. Perhaps he was blackmailed
routinely, had cash on hand for regular payouts. “How much will it take to make you go away?’ He

began counting out piles. “Twenty, forty, Sixty, eighty, one hundred, twenty, forty, Sixty, eighty, two
hundred—"

“Wedon't want your money!” | nearly shouted. “Y ou’ ve given us enough, you' ve given us everything!
WE re here to give something back!”

“| suppose I’'m meant to be glad to hear it.” He repocketed his money carelesdy.
“We' d likeyou to be glad, yes.”
He only cocked an eyebrow. “What have you got for me?’

| untucked my polo shirt and withdrew my chapter, the pages amass curled and baked in its secret
compression against my belly.

“I knew you looked funny!” Cleacried. | ignored her, handed the pages across to the King. He accepted
them, his expression sour.

“For amoment there | thought you were about to undress,” he said.
“Would you likethat?’ Cleablurted. “ Should we undress?’

The King examined us starkly. He placed my chapter ignominioudy on the carpet benesth hischair.
Perhaps now we were at the crossroads, perhaps we had his attention at last. “ Yes,” he said cautioudly.
“I think that could be. . . advantageous.”

We stripped, racing to be thefirst bared to hisview. I'd lose the race either way, for Cleahad rigged the
game: she had written a sentence on her sscomach in blue marker. The sorcerer lately couldn’t recall
whether he was a capable sleeper or an insomniac. Brilliant, | thought bitterly. The King stared. | saw
Cled s pubic hair through the eyes of the King. Clea sbush wasfull and crazy. | thought, | will never see
it again without seeing the pubic hair at which the King of Sentences once glanced. The King said,
“Insomniec, | believe”

Cleablushed around the sentence, her flesh blazing like neon.
“Hand me your clothes, please.”

We handed the King our clothes. He began immediately rending them, in aweary frenzy of destruction,
tearing both our shirts deeve from deeve, shredding Cled s braand underwear, dicing at her skirt with
his nicotine teeth. He struggled to do any damage to my jeans. | felt | wanted to help him somehow, but
stood jellied in my nakedness, doing nothing, not wishing to insult him, to draw attention to his feebleness.



It was amighty enough display, given hisage. The handsthat had forged the supreme sentencesin
contemporary American writing were now dismembering the syntax of my underwear.

Soon enough our daily costumeslay in an unseemly ruined pile at our feet. My chapter scattered beneath
the clothes and chair legs, forgotten. He hadn’t looked at even one sentence, never would. | knew |
would haveto forgive him. So | did it right then and there: | forgave him.

The King moved to the door. We stood in our bare feet, wobbling dightly, goose-pimpled, till breathing
out clouds of expectation like frost-breath.

“Thet'sdl?" Cleasad.

“That'sdl, you ask? Yes, that'sdl. That's more than enough.”
“You'releaving ushere”

“lam.”

He closed the door carefully, not damming it. Cleaand | waited an appropriate interval, then turned and
clung to each other in akind of rapture. Understanding, abruptly and at last, just what it takes to be King.
How much, intheend, it actualy costs



