S

'y .ir.‘.r A i

PR a1

> arr L - '
X A

|Ill 4 :b:'\-

GINA BERRIAULT

_____———_—-'_\

The Overcoat

The overcoat was black and hung down to his ankles, the sleeves came
down to his fingertips, and the weight of it was as much as two overcoats. It
was given him by an old girlfriend who wasn’t his lover anvmore but staved
around just to be his friend. She had chosen it out of a line of Goodwill coats
because, since it had already lasted almost a century, it was the most durable
and so the right one for his trip to Seattle, a cit‘_\" she imagined as always
flooded by cataclysmic rains and cold as an execution dawn.

On the Greyhound bus, the coat overlapped onto the next seat, and only
when all the other seats were occupied did a passenger dare to lift it and sit
down, women apologetically, men bristling at the coat’s invasion of their terri-
tory. The coat was formidable. Inside it, he was frail. His friend had filled a
paper bag with delicatessen items, hoping to spare him the spectacle of him-
self at depot counters, hands shaking, coffee spilling, a sight for passengers
hungrier for objects of ridicule than for their hamburgers and french fries. So
he sat alone in the bus while it cooled under the low ceilings of concrete depots
and out in lots under the winter sky, around it piles of wet lumber, cars with-
out tires, shacks, a chained log, and the café’s neon sign trembling in the mist.

On the last night the bus plowed through roaring rain. Eli sat behind the
driver. Panic might take hold of him any momentand he had to be near a door,
even the door of this bus crawling along the ocean floor. No one sat beside
him, and the voices of the passengers in the dark bus were like the faint chirps
of birds about to be swept from their nest. In the glittering tumult of the water
beyond the swift arc of the windshield wiper, he was on his way to see his
mother and his father, and panic over the sight of them again, and over their
sight of him, could wrench him out of his seat and lay him down in the aisle.
He pressed his temple against the cold glass and imagined escaping from the
bus and from his parents, revived out there in the icy deluge.

For three days he lay in a hotel room in Seattle, unable to face the two he
had come so far to see and whom he had not seen in sixteen years, the age he’d
been when he’d seen them last. They were already old when he was a kid, at

least in his eyes, and now they seemed beyond age. The room was cold and
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clammy, but he could have sworn a steam radiator was on, hissing and sput-
tering, Then he figured an old man was sitting in a corner, watching over him,

- sniffling and sadly whistling — until he took the noise by surprise and caught
- ltcoming from his own nose and mouth. Lying under an army blanket and his
~ O¥ercoat, he wished he had waited until summer. But all waiting time was

dﬂng rous. The worst you could imagine.always happened to you while you

ted for better times. Winter was the best time for him anyway. The over-
Was an impenetrable cover for his wasted body, for his arms lacerated by
"€, scar on scar, and decorated with prison tattoos. Even if it were sum-

iy 1€°d wear the coat. The sun would have to get even fiercer than in that
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#Eli, Eli here,” he said.
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was gray, face gray, skimpy hair gray, the red net of broken capillaries become
black flecks, and he didn’t move. The years had chiseled him down fo
nowhere near the size he’d been.

“Got arthritis,” his father said. The throat, could it catch arthritis too?
His voice was the high-pitched whisper of a woman struggling with a man; it
was Eli’s mother’s voice, changed places. “Got it from the damn wet, took too
many falls.”

The Indian woman beside him shook tobacco from a pouch, rolled the
cigarette, licked it closed, and never looked up. She must be thinking Eli wasa
visitor who came by every day.

“You want to sit?” his father said.
it %:ittg; tf;\eagunk OkI:POSit? them and his father poured him a glass of
e ikt wuag _Ed thlrEgs up, his father said, and Eli told them

atthing the rain all night. The woman asked Eli if anything W&
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They let him sleep on the bunk. The
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At daw.n he was waked by his shivering body. Out on the pier, the salt
~old wind stiffened him, almost blinding him, so that he wound L;p a few

imes at the pier’s edges. When you look back, he’d heard, you're turned to

salt, and that’s what was happening to him. If he fell into the sea he’d disap-
pear faster than fate intended.

For two days he wandered around Seattle, avoiding his mother. Now
that he was near to her, he wanted to go on by. He had betrayed her. Tell me
about your parents, Eli. Strangers, creepy parole officers and boy-face psychia-
trists in leather jackets and women social workers whose thighs he had liloped
to open with the shining need for love in his eyes, each of them jiving with
him like a cellmate and all of them urging him to tell about a woman they
could never know. He had betrayed her, he had blamed her for Eli, and
blamed the old man on the rocking boat. Those strangers had cut out his heart
with their prying, and remorse had always rushed in to fill up the empty space
where his heart had been.

They told him at the desk that his mother was ambulatory and could be
anywhere. His father had called this a rest home, and he wondered why they

1 were resting in here when all that rest was just ahead for them. The women in
| the rows of narrow beds he passed, and the women in their chairs between the
1 beds, hadn’t much left of womanness in them but their power over him was
intact. He went along before their pale faces staring out at the last puzzling
details of the world, himself a detail, a cowering man in a long black overcoat

who might be old enough to be their dead father.

There she was, far down a corridor and out, and he followed her into a
paved yard, walled in by brick and concrete. She put her hand to the wall 'to
aid herself in open space, reached the bench, and sat down, and her profile

y slept aft, far back in a dark space.

W

assured him that he wasn’t mistaken.

! . “Mother, it’s Eli,” he said.

- She raised her eyes, and one eye Was shrewd and the other as purely
Open as a child’s, the blue almost as blue as ever.

. P S ; ,

Eli,” he said. “Can I sit down?’

. Room enough for everybody. _

8 He sat and she paid him no Jttention. From a pocket of her sweater she
» | lookgj b her hair. The comb went cautiously
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