Fat hung over his belt. He twisted off the scoop and attached
another device to the hose. He adjusted his dial. He kicked on the
machine and began to move back and forth, back and forth over the
worn carpet. Twice [ started for the letter. But he seemed to
anticipate me, cut me off, so to speak, with his hose and his pipes
and his sweeping and his sweeping. . . .

I took the chair back to the kitchen and sat there and watched
him work. After a time he shut off the machine, opened the lid, and
silently brought me the filter, alive with dust, hair, small grainy
things. I looked at the filter, and then I got up and put it in the
garbage.

He worked steadily now. No more explanations. He came out to
the kitchen with a bottle that held a few ounces of green liquid. He
put the bottle under the tap and filled it.

You know [ can’t pay anything, I said. I couldn’t pay you a dollar
if my life depended on it. You're going to have to write me off as a
dead loss, that's all. You're wasting your time on me, | said.

[ wanted it out in the open, no misunderstanding.

He went about his business. He put another attachment on the
hose, in some complicated way hooked his bottle to the new
attachment. He moved slowly over the carpet, now and then
releasing little streams of emerald, moving the brush back and forth
over the carpet, working up patches of foam.

I had said all that was on my mind. I sat on the chair in the
kitchen, relaxed now, and watched him work. Once in a while I
looked out the window at the rain. It had begun to get dark. He
switched off the vacuum. He was in a corner near the front door.

You want coffee? [ said.

He was breathing hard. He wiped his face.

I put on water and by the time it had boiled and I'd fixed up two
cups he had everything dismantled and back in the case. Then he
picked up the letter. He read the name on the letter and looked
closely at the return address. He folded the letter in half and put it
n his hip pocket. [ kepf watching him. That's all I did. The coffee
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It's for a Mr. Slater, he said. I'll see to it. He said, Maybe I will skip
the coffee. I better not walk across this carpet. I just shampooed it.

That's true, I said. Then I said, You're sure that’s who the letter’s
for?

He reached to the sofa for his jacket, put it on, and opened the
front door. It was still raining. He stepped into his galoshes,
fastened them, and then pulled on the raincoat and looked back
inside.

You want to see it? he said. You don't believe me?

It just seems strange, [ said.

Well, I'd better be off, he said. But he kept standing there. You
want the vacuum or not?

I looked at the big case, closed now and ready to move on.

No, I said, [ guess not. I'm going to be leaving here soon. It would
just be in the way.

All right, he said, and he shut the door.



