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Strawberries 

XV Ay daughter, Leah, once said she felt upset but she didn't know why, and I told 
her about the beginning of The Merchant of Venice: Antonio comes onto the stage, 
before his troubles begin, and says, "In sooth, I know not why I am so sad." 

"It happens," I said to her. 

Occasionally she would say "sooth," after that, to tell me she felt that unreasonable 

sadness, and she said it barefoot on a morning in June when the sun came through 
the partly-opened Venetian blinds in our kitchen and striped her white nightgown 
with brighter white. It was about nine, and I'd had breakfast. My brother was coming 
to visit, so I'd washed and put away my dish, because he comments on what he sees. 
He'd want to know what I eat for breakfast, to use a plate, not a bowl. 

"Did you just wake up?" I said. 

"No, Fve been lying in bed." She rested her hand lightly on the doorknob of the 

big closet we have in our kitchen, and began to do plies and relevés in first and second 

position. I split an English muffin for her, toasted and buttered it, and poured some 

juice. 
"The Japanese army," said Leah, still for a moment. "Were they volunteers?" 
"In World War Two? I don't know." 
"We saw a movie in Social Studies," she said. She'd just finished seventh grade. 

"The men who flew planes into tanks - " 

"Oh, the kamikaze pilots," I said. "Oh, yes, I think they were volunteers." 

"They were happy," she said. "And then they took off and slammed into the tanks." 
I felt lonely, watching her do plies again, unable to see the image in her mind, not 

even knowing whether the planes she would see whenever the subject came up crossed 
the screen from the right or the left. 

"Come and eat," I said. But just then the doorbell rang. I went to answer it, angry 
with my brother, Gilbert, for coming so early, but it was my friend Elaine instead. 

"I brought you strawberries," said Elaine. "The kids and I went to a place where 

you pick your own." She followed me back into the kitchen, carefully holding a big 
flat box of strawberries. She was wearing a yellow tank top with her jeans, and she 

plucked the long sleeve of my blue sweatshirt and laughed - I'm always cold and she's 

always hot. 

"They're gorgeous," I said, taking the box and putting it on the table. "What will 
I do with so many?" 
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"Look, you don't have to come this afternoon," she said. 

"Why not?" Elaine's kids were about to visit her ex-husband for the first time, by 
plane - they were probably downstairs in the car, on their way to the airport. Elaine 

expected to feel bad, so we'd planned to spend the afternoon together. I'd told Gilbert 
he'd have to leave early, and arranged for Leah to visit a friend. 

'Where's Leah?" said Elaine. She wasn't in the room. 

"Getting dressed, I suppose." 
Elaine glanced toward the doorway. "I ought to put in some time at the office this 

weekend." 
But I can read her. "It's a guy, isn't it?" I said. "The one you mentioned. Does he 

come in on Saturdays?" 
"I'm sorry," she said. "Does it make you angry? It should." 
"Yes." But we'd dealt with worse. Now the doorbell rang again, and this time it 

was Gilbert. He and Elaine said hello, and she rushed off, leaving Gilbert and me in 
the kitchen, where he stood smiling at me, patting the nearest thing - a chair back - 

with his hand. 
Gilbert is forty-four, nine years older than I am. His hands are long and narrow. 

They look as if he could fold them lengthwise. His hair has been a little grayer each 

year; that day I noticed it was speckled all over. "You and I are all we have," Gilbert 

says to me annually when he calls, the third week of June (I'm supposed to remember 
that this will happen and be expecting his call, but I never am) to say he's thirty miles 

away, visiting his wife's parents, and wants to spend Saturday with me. He means we 
have no other brothers or sisters, and our parents are dead. 

Now he sat at the kitchen table, not where Leah's muffin was, but in front of the 
strawberries. He glanced at the muffin. "Leah's getting dressed," I said. 

"I can't wait to see her." 
I was happy to see him, as it turned out. Gilbert remembered he hadn't kissed me - 

because Elaine had been there - and so he stood up and did it now, laughing a little. 
He has a long sloping nose and he looked around like a fine-snouted sensitive gray 
dog sniffing out the events of the time he'd missed. He spotted a poster Leah had 
made, hanging on the bulletin board. "Recycle Trash," it said, with a crossed-out 

picture of a garbage can. "Oh, are you big on recycling lately?" 
"What?" The poster was months old, and I'd stopped seeing it. "Leah did it for 

school." 
Then Gilbert wanted to know where I'd gotten so many strawberries. "Can you 

use them before they spoil?" I said Elaine had brought them, and he asked how I 
knew her. I didn't tell him she was the reason he had to leave early, nor that she'd 
cancelled, so I was now free to spend the afternoon with him. I thought maybe I'd 
tell him later. 

"You look like Dad," I said instead. 

"May I eat some of these?" He reached for the strawberries. 
Our father died five years ago. It was the way Gilbert's hair was cut that reminded 

me, or the way the hair fell on his head. I remembered how the side of my father's 
head felt - pleasantly rough, with short hair near his ears and longer, smoother hair 

higher up - and Gilbert's head looked as if it would feel the same way. I offered him 
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coffee (he was eating strawberries and making a little pile of the hulls) and put the 

pot on the stove. Then I set out mugs and spoons, and filled the creamer. The sugar 
bowl was empty, and so I put it down on the table and went to the big closet - it's 
almost a pantry- where I keep sugar. 

"Why don't we talk more, Amy?" Gilbert asked, as my hand was on the doorknob. 
I didn't know whether he meant we should talk on the phone more often, or talk - 

right then - more openly or intensely. I stopped, embarrassed, and shrugged like a 
child. Then I opened the closet. 

"Oh!" I said, because Leah was standing inside it in her nightgown, but she gave 
me a look of such misery that I stepped in beside her and pulled the door closed. 
Gilbert had his back to it. 

She was frantically shushing me. "What are you doing here?" I whispered. "Have 

you been here all along?" 
"I don't want anyone to see me in my nightgown," whispered Leah. "Pretend I'm 

not here. Please." 
"I can't," I said. "Shall I get your bathrobe?" 
"No. Please. No." 
There was silence from outside the closet. 
"ril take him into the living room," I said, patting her shoulder. "Then you go get 

dressed." There wasn't room for both of us between the shelves and the door, and so 
we were squeezed next to each other, pressed against the shelves, like people on a 
mountainside. 

"Don't tell him why." 
"Well ..." I was afraid Fd tell him, just because it was funny, and because - this 

isn't a good reason - he and I were grownups and Leah was a child. I took the canister 
of sugar and stepped back out without opening the door very wide. I was having 
trouble not laughing. 

"Is anything wrong?" said Gilbert. 
"I have to show you something in the living room," I said. "Come on." 

"Why? What's wrong?" Gilbert said, but I took him by the arm and led him to the 
front of the apartment. The living room was the only room Leah wouldn't have to 
cross to reach her bedroom. I took him all the way to the front of it and pointed to 
what was out the window, so he'd have his back to her, but I couldn't think of any- 
thing to say about the view outside, so I whispered the truth. 

"I thought it was a cat," he whispered back. 
Elaine would have talked- loudly and with glee- about the house across the street, 

and how a man was trimming a hedge in front of it, but Gilbert was silent. After a 
minute I heard Leah tiptoe barefoot behind us. Then came the slow squeak of her 
bedroom door closing, and we went back to the kitchen and drank our coffee, but 
after a few swallows Gilbert put down his cup and glanced over his shoulder. "Does 
she do that sort of thing a lot?" he said in a low voice. He sounded critical, though I 
could tell that he only wanted to sound concerned. 

"What sort of thing?" 
"Maybe the two of you are alone too much, Amy. The rivalry there . . . hiding in 

the closet." 
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"No," I said, "she's just modest. It was the nightgown. She must have gone in 
when Elaine came. Imagine - Elaine used to dress her and change her diapers." 

I was sitting opposite him, and I ate some strawberries myself. They were sweet. I 
could make shortcake. My elbows were on the table and so were Gilbert's, and we 
were both leaning forward a little. I saw that the black still in his hair, with the gray 
mixed in, looked almost blue, and I thought how we both wear blue a lot, and seem 
to be blue and gray people. My ex-husband, John, was different. He was all earth 
tones - brown and orangey colors. If he were a dog, he'd be one of those liver-colored 

dogs. 
"And I still haven't seen Leah," Gilbert said. "After all, it's not as if we have the 

whole day. And it's not as though there are others. . . ." 
He was alluding, once more, to all those people who didn't exist - the brothers and 

sisters who had neglected to be born between us, and now also the nieces and neph- 
ews they'd have given him. With all of them around, it was true, we two would have 
been easier together. There would be a brother and two sisters, I decided. I'd be 
closest to the middle child, Nancy - she'd be fat, with a keen sense of humor, and 
would fly in periodically from someplace. We'd stay up all night, talking - she'd tell 

hilarious, painful stories of bad jobs, bad men. If she were with us right now, she'd 
tell closet stories, each funnier than the one before. 

"It is a shame about this afternoon," I said. "Remember Elaine, the friend you met? 
I promised to spend it with her. She's having a hard time." 

Tm sure she has a busy schedule, too," said Gilbert edgily. "It had to be today." 
He pushed his chair back from the table a little. "I know you think it was cute - her 

hiding in the closet. But I think I ought to say it just seemed rude to me." 
"Gilbert - " I said, standing up, but then I thought I heard Leah's door open, and 

I stopped talking, and busied myself going for a sponge to clean up some spilled 
coffee. What came to my mind was something that happened once when I was about 

four, and our family spent a day at a park. It's the earliest memory I have in which I 
know someone is mistaken but cannot explain, and it comes back again and again. 

Gilbert didn't usually look after me, but on that day he kept me company while I 
walked down from the picnic grounds to the lake. There was a stone bridge, and I 
ran out on it, but it had a wall on either side, taller than I. Gilbert picked me up and 
sat me on the wall. I don't remember the lake as I saw it from the wall, but I remember 
his hands gripping my waist as I sat there, my legs stuck straight out in front of me - 

and I remember my father sprinting down the hill from the picnic grounds, furious 
with him. "How could you be so stupid?9 he shouted, while I couldn't say what I 
knew: that though Gilbert might do me harm in some way, it would never be in that 

way; his hands on my waist were as firm as if they'd grown there, and nothing could 
make him let go of me. 

Now Leah came in, all in blue jeans and a blue T-shirt - like a member of the family. 
No doubt our imaginary brothers and sisters would have worn blue, too. 

"Hi," she said. She reheated her English muffin in the toaster oven and drank her 

juice while she waited for it. 
"How's school, Leah?" Gilbert said. 
"All right. It's over." Leah didn't sit down. She did start to talk, carrying her muffin 
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around, taking bites out of it. She moved back and forth behind Gilbert, then came 
around and moved back and forth behind me, so one of us had to keep turning to 
look at her. 

"You remind me of someone in a movie," she said to Gilbert. "Not that movie," 
she added, looking at me. "Just any movie." 

"Which is 'that movie'?" he asked her. 
"About World War Two," she said. "I was telling Mom." 
"I get it," said Gilbert. "Spies, right?" 
But Leah paid no attention. "You're my only uncle, did you know that? An uncle 

seems like someone in a movie. My father has a sister, but she's not married. I guess 
you know my father?" 

"Of course," said Gilbert. "How is John?" he asked me. 
"He's fine," I said. 
"He's running around a lot," said Leah. "I don't mean women, I mean work. He 

has to go on business trips." John was in Texas that week, in fact - otherwise Leah 
would have been spending the day with him. 

"So can I stay home this afternoon, Mom?" she said then, after a moment. 
"This afternoon?" I said quickly. "You have a date with Molly for this afternoon." 
"I know," said Leah, "but that was so you could be with Elaine. But she sounded 

all right. I knew she'd be fine. And anyway, she cancelled. I heard her." 
When she said that, Gilbert was turned away from me - she happened to be on his 

side of the room - facing her. So I couldn't see his face. His hand had been lying 
lightly on the table, on its side, but now he flattened it onto the tabletop as if he were 

trying to hold on. I didn't say anything. 
"AU right?" said Leah. 
"We'll talk about it later," I said. 
Gilbert stood up. Then he cupped his hand at the edge of the table and carefully 

swept his strawberry hulls into it, and then he stood holding them for a long time 
before he asked where he should put them. "I'll do it," I said stupidly, but my eyes 
indicated the garbage pail and he found it himself. 

Gilbert stayed for just a little while longer, but he didn't sit down again. "You 

people have a busy social life," he said. Then he turned and read a clipping from the 

newspaper that was taped to my refrigerator. Next he moved to the sink and washed 
his hand, just the one that had held the hulls, sticking it under the cold water. He 
stood holding it out as if he were waiting for it to dry. A dish towel hung there, but 
I didn't point it out. 

"Well, Myra sent regards," he said then, speaking of his wife. "Next year she'll try 
to come along with me." Finally he patted his hand on his pants and moved toward 
the door. "Next year, maybe we can make a day of it," he said, turning for kisses. 

"Maybe we can plan a picnic." 
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