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1

MeMphis, Tennessee, Monday, October 2, 2006

It was on the two hundred and twenty-fifth day 

of his abandonment that Robert Walker awoke in his 

cardboard box with half his face immobilized. Right eye 

droopy, with no blink power. Corner of mouth turned 

downward in half-frown. Ear sore yet numb. Temple 

tender, jawline painful. He shook his head as if perhaps 

he just needed to rattle the contents and the picture 

would right itself. 

A picture. That’s what he needed, a mirror, a self 

portrait. A portrait of the self. He needed to look at his 

face to see what had happened. He felt as if he’d been 

to the dentist and the Novocain had affected one side 

of his head. Perhaps he dreamed he was at the dentist. 

Perhaps Dream Novocain had altered his appearance. 

There was no one to contact, no house to visit for a 

mirror, or anything else. Robert Walker was alone this 

morning. There used to be Lyn. Lyn was a spook, a 

ghost now. Robert could not think about her. Lyn had 

become too dear to him, that’s the truth. Better that she 

forgets him. By now she would have forgotten him. It 

had been two hundred and twenty-five days. 
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RobeRt Walker exited his box and stretched his limbs. 

The morning was nippy and the dew was bright and 

cool, wee contact lenses on green weed stalks, among 

the dying grasses. Robert’s box, his cardboard pallet, 

sat at the edge of what in Memphis was called The Old 

Forest. At one end of The Old Forest sat a park, Overton 

Park, and a zoo. At the other the end the endless project 

of Interstate 40 and Sam Cooper Boulevard. It was a 

portion of the transcontinental road that broke down 

into unremitting construction as if it were always in the 

process of being born. Robert was on the interstate side 

of the park, just off a playground, secreted near some 

large oaks. His box practically blended in with the dirt 

brown leaves and tree trunks and rot. He felt safe in this 

place. 

The park was quiet. There was another camper 

sleeping on a bench in the gazebo. Robert thought it 

was Whiskey Dave. Rosy-fingered dawn was about to 

crack her knuckles and let it all begin. The air smelled 

slightly of urine. 

Now a bathroom was needed. In the bathroom there 

would be a mirror. Robert had used up many of the 

service station bathrooms in the area. More than once 

he had been told the restrooms were for customers only. 

He had to travel further and further from his box to find 

a place to shit and pee and wash up. 

This morning he went east on Summer Avenue. 

He knew he looked like a bum. He knew the passing 
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motorists looked at him as if he were detritus, a form 

of rot. Societal rot. The clothes he wore had started to 

show tatters and loose threads and some odd stains that 

Robert didn’t remember garnering. His jacket especially 

looked seedy and fetid. One morning a carload of 

teenagers had thrown a soft drink cup at him, laughing 

off into the distance as he stood there with glairy drink 

on his face. The same face that was now half-paralyzed. 

Robert hiked past Family Dollar, Gate City 

Hardware, an antique warehouse, a Bargain Depot. And 

the deathless Paris Adult Theater where one could see 

triple-x films almost any time of day. Excepting this 

early it was closed and quiet. A film was advertised but 

Robert could not make out the title in the shadows of the 

entrance. Something that looked like Double Peptide. 

About a half-mile down Summer Avenue Robert 

found a Shell station that he had never used. The men’s 

bathroom was not locked. Things were looking up. The 

doorknob was coated with transudate.

Robert stood before the greyish mirror and took 

stock of his ravaged appearance. One side of his face 

hung loose as if it were the skin of a shar-pei. There was 

an odd downward turn to his mouth, half hidden by his 

grimy beard. And his eye was almost half-closed except 

that he couldn’t close it. He could close it with his finger. 

And his ear hurt like hell. 

What new curse is this? Robert Walker asked of the 

world. 

He took care of his bodily needs, washed as well 

as he could at the sink, getting soapy water in his eye 

because it did not close when he splashed his face. Ow, 

damn, Robert Walker said. 
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He took a damp paper towel and wiped down his 

clothes. 

Before leaving he took another look in the mirror. It 

certainly was an odd visage that stared back at him. An 

old man, a man spent. He didn’t recognize himself. 

Who is that dirty half-wit? Robert Walker thought. 

He set out then to try and scrounge some breakfast. 

While walking further east on Summer Avenue it 

occurred to him that he probably had had a stroke. 

Would he be able to think this clearly if he had had a 

stroke? He didn’t know. 

Robert crossed the viaduct over Industrial Park and 

Owen Lumber. There was a Title Max, a JC’s Quick 

Cash, Leahy’s cabins. When he was small he wanted 

his father and mother to take him to Leahy’s for a night 

out. The place looked like something out of some dim 

50s film noir, a place Alan Ladd and Veronica Lake 

might hole up. He tried to explain this to his parents, 

why he wanted just one night at Leahy’s cabins. It never 

happened. 

The sidewalks were mostly free of other pedestrians. 

Yet, even this early there was a guy on the sidewalk 

with a hot tamale cart. Tamales for breakfast on a bleak 

urban street in Memphis, Tennessee. 

Robert found a Walgreens he could stand in front 

of and cadge some change. Walgreens would run him 

off quickly enough but, sometimes, not before he got 

enough money for breakfast. He thought maybe this new 

affliction, this half-face, would make it more difficult to 

bum money. Or maybe it would make it easier, like those 

guys he’d seen faking leg problems to gain sympathy 

from passersby. 
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“Thp—pare thom change?” he asked the first person 

to pass him, a middle aged woman wearing a neck brace. 

She turned away and hustled into Walgreens. 

Robert was finding speech difficult. This is indeed 

odd, he thought. 

After standing there for about 15 minutes, greeting 

everyone who passed, Robert had enough money for 

some coffee and a sausage and biscuit. He headed for 

McDonald’s. 

Most McDonald’s hated to see him coming. But 

he also noticed many other street people eating at 

McDonald’s. 

“Thauthage b—p—bithkit,” Robert Walker said to the 

pimply faced teen at the register. 

“Huh?” he said back. 

Robert tried again. 

“Breakfast biscuit?” the teen asked. 

“Yepth,” Robert Walker said. “And coffee.” 

When he had gotten his food he sat near the window 

to enjoy the sunny warmth there and relish his hot meal. 

The early morning light was as gentle as a benediction. 

Robert almost forgot that he only had half a face. 
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bindlestiff. 

The word appeared on the screen inside Robert 

Walker’s head. He had a vague idea what it meant. Bum. 

Robert Walker was a bindlestiff, a bum. He had taken 

up an itinerant lifestyle. 

Lifestyle. That was a word he was eschewing. He was 

leaving it behind like so much else. 

Robert Walker was on the bum with a face half-

paralyzed. 

He stared out onto Summer Avenue, surely one of 

the more depressing displays that modern man had 

concocted. An avenue of poor commerce and rundown 

businesses, a dead-end on civilization’s inexorable 

parade. Further on prostitutes brazenly walked the 

sidewalks, women in plastic skirts, brief as desk 

drawers, even in the daytime. Further on there were pay 

by the hour motels, cheap car lots, dodgy nightclubs. 

The butt-end of progress. Robert Walker, though, was 

not depressed by his vista. Not this morning. 

The sun felt good on his face, his crippled face. 

The coffee was passable, hot at least. He was having 

a hard time drinking, dribbling into his beard like a 

child. Should he get a straw? That would look fairly 

ridiculous. The biscuit tasted vaguely of sawdust and 

chemicals and spicy meat. It was a fine breakfast. 

Robert Walker looked around the pre-fab dining area 

of the McDonald’s. A young couple with that freshly 

scrubbed, freshly sexed-up aura about them. A man and 
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his son. Another vagrant, eating his breakfast burrito as 

if it were cheese and he a starving rat. 

And a young, attractive woman who was openly 

staring at him. 

Robert Walker could not look away. She was beautiful. 

Blond and tanned and wearing her good health as if it 

were a cloak. She gave Robert a half-smile. He could 

only half-smile back. 

“Sorry,” she said. 

“What?” Robert responded. 

“Sorry to stare.” 

“Oh,” Robert said. 

“Sorry about the bell’s palsy, too. I’ve been there.”

What was she talking about? Robert must have 

looked quizzical. 

“You do know it’s bell’s palsy, right? Making half 

your face fall apart?”

“No,” Robert said. “Wuzzit again?”

“Bell’s. Palsy.” 

“Uh.”

“Comes on suddenly, reasonless. Stays a while. Goes 

away just as mysteriously. Like love.”

Here the beautiful woman laughed. 

Robert tried to laugh in return. It came out like a 

huff and a puff. 

Now she stood and moved toward him. She looked 

like an actress Robert liked a lot. He couldn’t think of 

her name. 

“May I?” she said, indicating another chair at Robert’s 

table. 

“Hffn,” Robert said. 

“Gayla Calley,” she said, sitting down. She held out 
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a hand. 

Robert took the hand. 

“Gwyneth Paltrow,” Robert said. 

Gayla Calley cocked her head like a dog and laughed 

a short laugh again. 

“That is not your name,” she said. 

“Sthorry,” Robert Walker said. “I jutht figured out 

who you look like.”

“Gwyneth Paltrow? Gosh damn. Thanks. Haven’t 

heard that before.”

Robert Walker started to say something else. 

Something clever, something to keep this beautiful 

woman at his table. He had nothing. 

Robert Walker sat silently staring into Gayla Calley’s 

blue eyes. 

“Did you see a doctor about the palsy?” she now 

asked. 

“Jutht thith morning,” Robert said. 

“You saw a doctor this morning?”

“Jutht…thith…”

“You only contracted it this morning?” 

Robert nodded. 

“Well, seeing a doctor is optional. There’s really 

nothing they can do with it. They might give you some 

cortisone, which, truthfully, you don’t want. They may 

give you antibiotics, but, again, you probably don’t want 

that. Oh, sorry. Reason I know all this is that I had 

bell’s palsy. About 3 years ago when I was just starting 

graduate school.” 

“Huh,” Robert Walker said. “It went away.” 

“Yes. Poof. Just like that.”

“Huh.”
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“It’s idiopathic.” 

“Hm.” 

“Anyway. Wait. What’s your name? You have mine.”

“Robert Walker,” Robert Walker said. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Robert Walker,” Gayla Calley 

said. “I didn’t mean to intrude. It’s just that it’s such a 

strange, otherworldly malady, I thought you might need 

some commiseration, some reassurance that it is only 

temporary.”

“I did. I do,” Robert said. 

“Well, then, my work here is through.”

Robert panicked. His one good eye went wide. His 

mouth contorted. He sensed a globlet of spittle on the 

dead side of his lips. Gayla sat up straight, surprised by 

this paroxysm. 

“You ok?” she asked. 

“What are you?” Robert spat out, as well as he could 

spit, which was not well at all. 

Gayla laughed. “A peri?” she said. 

Robert Walker was confused. Perry who, he wondered. 

“Do you mean what do I do for a living?” Gayla said, 

with a lightsome smile. “I teach. English teacher at the 

U of M.”

“Ah,” Robert said. 

“Where I have to go now.” 

Robert’s heart sank. But, really, what did he expect 

they would do together? Gayla recognized disappointment 

on his features. 

“Would you want to meet later? Lunch? Can you meet 

me on campus, at the student center around noon? We 

could have a good talk.”

“Yeth,” Robert said. 




