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To Christophe Crison, a very special friend
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Someone rang hiS doorbell. he waS in back, 
writing, and went to the front of the house and 
looked through the kitchen door. A woman, 
holding a shopping bag with the name of the 
market on it, looked back at him and waved. 
Someone collecting something, or wanting to 
sell him something? It was around noon, early 
September, and because the kitchen door was 
shut, a hot and humid day and the air condition-
ing was on, or an unusually cool one for that 
time of year. He opened the door. She said hello, 
called him Professor Seidel. She gave her name. 
Beatrice Hagen. When she was his undergradu-
ate student a thousand years ago, she said, it was 
Bea, with the same surname. She used the word 
surname. He said he thinks he remembers her. 
What year was it exactly? Nineteen eighty-one, 
she said. The rudimentary fiction-writing class 
usually only freshmen and sophomores took. 
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She was a senior. Her last semester and his first 
year teaching. He certainly does remember her, 
he said. She was a terrific writer, among the best 
undergrads he ever had in any of his classes, and 
also a terrific critic of the fiction of her fellow stu-
dents and the stories by professional writers he 
had the class read. A double major, right? Ger-
man and something else. Political science, if he’s 
not mistaken. The oldest student in the class 
because she had only just fulfilled all the require-
ments for her two majors and was finally allowed 
by her departmental advisors to take a cre-
ative-writing course. Amazing, she said. She 
doesn’t know how he could have remembered 
all that after almost thirty years and God knows 
how many students. Once again he’s made her 
feel very special. He remembers some of the 
work of all his best students, he said, and the 
behavior of the quirkiest. If she gives him the 
start of what one of her stories was about, he 
might be able to tell her the rest of the plot and 
even something of what he particularly liked 
about the story and also the rewrite of it if there 
was one. Well, maybe the last thing is going too 
far. She said she forgets every one of her fictions 
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for his class, so she won’t be able to give him a 
chance to test his memory again—she believes 
him. Although she did keep her stories and what 
he called vignettes with his critiques on them for 
about five years in case she ever needed him as a 
reference for a job or graduate school and wanted 
to see what he had to say about her work. She 
never did need him for what she got her Ph.D. 
in, German literature. Did she end up teaching 
or working in a bank? and she said she doesn’t 
get the bank reference and she’s an assistant pro-
fessor in the German department of their old 
school. She was hired a year after he retired, 
which is why he never saw her there. Took her a 
dozen years to get the ultimate degree, since she 
was also bearing children—three. And listen, 
Professor. Call him Philip or Phil. She’s going to 
come out with it sometime, Philip, so she’ll say it 
now. He was her favorite teacher ever. That 
means college, graduate schools, high school 
and grade school. He was always so encourag-
ing and easygoing as well as being lots of fun. 
He was the exemplar of the kind of teacher she 
wanted to become. Of course it’s not so easy 
being that way, other than for the edifying part, 
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when you’re teaching a curriculum you have to 
stick to, especially if the course is elementary 
German. No laughs there. And she could never 
be as funny as him. Anyway, she’s here to report 
that the entire class thought the world of him as 
a teacher, but she thinks she the most, possibly 
because she’d had so many classes with rigid 
humorless pedants by the time she took his. He 
thanked her. Always nice to hear. Particularly 
when he never thought much of his teaching 
and felt he was way overpaid for what he did. 
Now he feels better about it, thanks to her. Did 
she continue to write fiction? He hates to lay it 
on her anymore than he did so many years ago, 
but she should have. She was that good. She said 
she hasn’t written a stitch of fiction since then. It 
could be he spoiled her with his praise and she 
didn’t want to hear anything less from others for 
her future scribblings. Only creative writing 
she’s done for many years is poetry—mostly 
rondeaus, sestinas and villanelles … he can tell 
how unfashionable she is. But they come to her 
more easily. There’s a strict form you have to fill, 
and in an hour or two of the most pleasant kind 
of writing, she has a completed work. But she 
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only writes them when she isn’t crafting papers 
and book reviews in her field for academic con-
ferences and journals and writing a half critical, 
half biography of a 19th-century Swabian novel-
ist she knows he’d hate. Is she taking up too 
much of his time with her talk? Not at all. His 
writing time, she means. Don’t worry about it. 
He gets to speak to practically no one during the 
day except his daughters on the phone. Two? 
Two. She’s heard about them. They’re supposed 
to be very smart and lovely. God, how time flies. 
She, in fact, remembers when he got engaged. 
He tried to keep it a secret but word got out and 
our class pitched in and gave him a succulent 
plant as a gift. That’s right. He remembers. He 
thinks he still has that plant, or a branch of it that 
became a new plant. But who’s this Swabian 
writer he wouldn’t like? Someone of turgid tal-
ent who’s only had one novel published in 
English and who was the subject of her disserta-
tion. At the time there was nobody left in Ger-
man literature who hadn’t been written about 
numerous times, so she couldn’t be choosy. A big 
German publishing house that started up around 
Bismarck’s time is paying what for her is a nice 
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sum for the book. They keep most of his novels 
in print and want her book for the centenary of 
his death. They’re hoping and pushing for a 
revival of his work. Fortunately, her book will 
only be published in German, so everyone but 
her colleagues will have the handiest excuse 
possible not to read it. He doesn’t read German, 
does he? A bissel, which in Yiddish is “a little,” 
but of course she knew that, and he’s not sure 
about the “a.” For a scholarly work, though, he’d 
have to say no. If it were in English, she’d pres-
ent him with a copy, not to read but as a token of 
her appreciation and with the inscription “To 
my favorite teacher, who as much as anybody 
made this book possible, so blame him.” She can 
still do that with the German edition if she has a 
spare copy to give away. He’d love to have it. 
And he’ll know what the inscription means even 
if it’s in German. But her poetry. Does she send it 
out? He could give her the names of a few good 
literary magazines, if she’s not already familiar 
with them, and editors at several good small 
presses. She never sends out her poetry. Unlike 
the book she’s writing, it’d only hurt her chances 
of getting tenure if some of the hundreds of 
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poems she’s written were published in maga-
zines, or worse, as a book. But she has to go—a 
class to teach—so she quickly wants to tell him 
what brought her here today—he must have 
been wondering—and what’s inside the bag, 
and she put it down. Silly of her, wasn’t it, hold-
ing it this long, and it’s not light. But her expla-
nation. She only, this week, if he can believe it—
and it’s terrible how impersonal the faculty here 
is, not sharing important information like this—
learned of Professor Berman’s passing. She 
could see, before he was married, how close he 
was to her. And she heard, when she inquired 
more into the matter, how much his wife had 
suffered the last few years. He started to choke 
up, with his hand wiped away a few tears that 
had formed. He’s sorry, and he pulled a hand-
kerchief out of his pants pocket and dabbed his 
eyes with it and then blew his nose. No, she 
should be the one who’s sorry. As she said, she 
should have known. It would have been better if 
she had just left the bag by the door and spared 
him what he didn’t need, this extra grief. As it is, 
it contains things she would have brought over 
months ago if she had known about his wife 



14

s t e p h e n  d i x o n

then. Cookies and a pound cake she made and a 
couple of very nice Italian cheeses and an artisan 
bread. She’s not quite sure what artisan bread is. 
It’s a new development in specialty foods, isn’t 
it? and certainly nothing they had in the small 
Indiana town where she taught for so many 
years before coming here, nor in the Ohio and 
Vermont ones she taught in before that. But it 
sounds good and Italian and looked scrump-
tious—lots of crust—and she thought it would 
go well with the cheeses. Also fresh fruit. And a 
note, in case he wasn’t home, saying who left the 
goodies and offering her much belated condo-
lences and suggesting he put the cheeses in the 
fridge unless he plans to eat some of it right 
away. He thanked her, wished she hadn’t gone 
through so much trouble doing all this, but he’s 
glad she did. His diet has become fairly monoto-
nous. And again, he’s sorry if he made her feel 
uncomfortable before and maybe even responsi-
ble for his falling apart somewhat. He never 
knows when it’s going to suddenly rush up on 
him or what’ll set it off, although any reference 
to his wife usually does. What’s to be sorry for? 
What he did was natural and normal and it has 
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to be healthy for him to let things out like that. 
Better than keeping it all in, she’d think. Now, 
may she give him a kiss on the cheek goodbye? 
Of course. He put his face forward and she 
kissed his cheek. Remember, which is in the note 
too: if he ever needs her for anything—shop-
ping, a ride; if he’s not feeling up to driving; or 
just a shoulder to lean on—please contact her. 
She means that. Does he use a computer yet? She 
read an interview with him a while ago in the 
alumni magazine—she thinks it was about his 
retirement and his newest book—where he said 
he doesn’t. He’s learning on his wife’s machine. 
His daughters are teaching him new tricks on it 
whenever they’re home. Good, because she put 
in the note her email address and office phone 
number. If he calls and she’s not in, her answer-
ing machine will pick up. Her car was in his 
driveway. She got in it and waved to him as she 
drove off. She’s cute, he thought, and funny and 
smart and good, and maybe he’ll call her. No, 
what would be the point? She didn’t say any-
thing about still being married, or did she? Oh, 
boy, his godforsaken mind. Three kids, but 
something told him the marriage was over. All 
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those different schools she taught at in different 
places. But she’s got so much going for her. Nice 
face, nice body, her job and a good head. She’s 
probably got lots of guys, and he’s an old fart.

He was at a retirement party for a Human-
ities professor he and Abby had known pretty 
well. First large social gathering he went to since 
Abby died. He thought he should stop saying no 
to them; that he should get out more. Some days, 
if he didn’t speak to his daughters or anybody 
else on the phone, he might say twenty words 
total, maybe ten, not counting what he said to 
himself out loud or to the cat. “Paper, please,” 
might be two of them, in answer to “Plastic all 
right?” from the bagger at the local market he 
shopped at just about every other day. He never 
did a big shop because going to the market also 
got him out. And the Y, after he swiped his 
entrance key through the barcode scanner and 
an automated voice said “Access granted,” who-
ever was behind the front desk usually said, 
after glancing at his name and photograph on 
the screen by the scanner, “Have a good work-
out, Mr. Seidel,” and he always said, “Thank 
you,” so two more words. And maybe a “Hi” or 
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“Hello,” and one guy he even knew his name so 
he’d say his name, to some Y members in the fit-
ness center or weight room he’d seen there lots 
of times. He got to the party an hour after the 
invitation said it would start. Did that so he 
wouldn’t have to stay long. Sunday afternoon, 
mid-fall, but a mild almost summery day. It was 
at a couple’s huge house in a posh neighbor-
hood. There must have been a hundred people 
there and more were coming in. A bar and a bar-
tender in one room, a long buffet table with a 
woman in a chef’s hat and smock behind it in 
another room, servers walking around ready to 
pour red or white wine out of bottles they were 
holding. He was greeted by the retiree and then 
several teachers from his old department came 
over to him together. Glad he could make it. So 
good to see him. How’s he doing? He looks 
great. He’s been keeping himself away and he’s 
been missed. Shaking his hand. Patting his 
shoulder and back. One former colleague taking 
his hand in both of hers and holding on to it and 
just smiling sympathetically at him. Another for-
mer colleague hugged him and had a scratchy 
beard. He’s really glad he could come. He knows; 
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he’s become something of a recluse and he 
shouldn’t. Truth is, he hasn’t felt that well lately. 
Nothing serious or to get alarmed about. And of 
course Abby—he’s sure that did something to 
his health. He just never thought … well, forget 
it. Anyway, he feels good today and it’s beautiful 
out. So beautiful. Perfect day for a party. Then he 
started crying. No sounds; just some tears and 
that tightening feeling in his throat. Oh, geez, he 
knew something like this would happen. Seeing 
so many people who knew Abby and whom he 
hasn’t seen since she died. It’s why he stayed 
away from the other invites he’s gotten. It had to 
happen someday, so at least he’s getting it over 
all at once. But he’s still sorry. He’s ruining 
everything for everybody. Who needs a blubber-
ing dullard at a celebration? Maybe he should 
get a drink. The woman said she’ll get it for him. 
What does he want? White? Red? Something 
stronger, actually, if they have it. And thanks, 
but he’d rather get it himself. Please excuse him. 
He’ll be back. Of course, of course. He made his 
way through a crowd to the room with the bar. A 
Bloody Mary would be nice. He likes them at 
parties, particularly afternoon ones, and they’re 




