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The El Greco Profile

Abstract
In lieu of an abstract, below is the essay's first paragraph.

"At last she went forth into the New York she despised and feared. She had examined it again and again -
this move to the city. There was no question though that it was unavoidable, essential to the whole
maneuver. Her things had already been sent on ahead and so she could go ahead with it, while they told
her she had everything quite under control."

Cover Page Footnote
Appeared in the issue: 1974.

This prose is available in The Angle: https://fisherpub.sjf.edu/angle/vol1974/iss1/2
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st she went forth into the
rk she despised andfeared.
d examined it again and
- thismove to the city. There
juestion though that it was
lable, essential to the whole
‘er. Her things had already
:nt on ahead and so she
> ahead with it, while they
: ghe had everything quite
ontrol.
1g the inclement weather,
ided to walk the few blocks
Ardsley so they could talk
risk of being overheard on
vded subway. On the way,
cussed the bizarre people of
ge city. Three newly or-
avani-garde types ap-
«d her, two boys and a girl,
's eyes round and wild, her
1ess revealed something.
1d not heip from shrinking
assed them and with delight
iered, “Your withdrawal
sople must not continue.”
she entered her apartment
v 19 and already paid for)
ne was ringing. She ignored
wrried to unpack, her head
ng. Where had it all begun,
idered, those voices in her
i\l they wanted was some
wcknowledgment, but she
2n them everything without
rthering to fight, and they
o8t destroyed her. Was an
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Ir work.

Published by Fisher Digital Publications, 1974

Micalizzi: The El Greco Profile

&F The El Greco Profile

identity as important as all that?
She closed her eyes and knelt, lean-
ing her meager body against the
bed with its faded chenille spread
and plushy fringe.

She had always tried to keep
some pose of self-assurance, to re-
main free from their prolific in-
nuendos. Samehow it neverworked
out and she shuddered, remember-
ing those days, yet desperately
needing to go back. She hummed
lightly to herself, fingering animag-
inary keyboard. “LIKE A POEM
THAT DOESN'T RAOYME I
COULD GET BACK TO THE
PLACE BUT NOT THE TIME."
She had chased illusions then, or
go they had all told her. Perhaps
ghe still was chasing them, but now
gshe could see through them. Not
the things they saw with their my-
opic vision, but the shreds of reali-
ty that had promised to elude her
till now.

As long as she could remember,
she had lived in Springville, Con-
necticut. Hardly anyone was aware
the town even existed, a small com-
munity isolated from the larger
world outside. It was only right that
she should have been bom there.
Her mother had dled when she
was too small evento rememberthe
woman whose picture stood on her
dresser, an icon, to receive the de-
votion of an entire household. When-
ever she locked at the picture, she
felt no longing for the person, no
tugging of heartstrings for the
mother she never had. Instead, she
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felt an oblique curiosity, a need to
understand what kind of woman
could ever have married herfather.

She remembered putting that pic-
ture away once, by nomeansanact
of defiance on her part, and he, he
had discovered her, this iconoclast
living in his house. He had asked
for no explanations, had offered no
understanding; instead he had ac-
cused her of some sacrilegious of-
fense, threatened her with banish-
ment from a family that had never
existed forher anyway., Obediently,
she returned the relic to its former
place and vowed never even to
glance its way again, but the vow
had to be broken; as if by some
mystical force, her eyes were drawn
toit until she hated the smiling face,
the string of pearls that hung tight-
Iy around the smooth, white neck.

When she was very small her
father hardly seemed to noticeher.
She didn’t notice him either;he was
only the man she saw at dinner and
intermittently on weekends. Most of
her time she spent with her grand-
mother, who scolded her about the
mess she made in the bouse, orthe
germs that would infest her tiny
frame if she forgot to wash her
hands before a meal.

Unlike other children who hate
to leave their mother’'s arms, she
had looked forward to starting
school. But she found it difficult
to make friends. She wanted them
to like her, to include her in their
games but they never did. Some-
times they said hello to her, and



Disaster struck when she was
only eleven. Remembering that
first Dies Irae, ten years later it
was easy bo laugh. An icy winter
day, she had left school alone and
had gone to the library, quietly
chosen the books she wanted while
the librarian bestowed on her the,
“*Aren’t you a nice little girl’’ smile.
With an arm full of books she walk-
ed along humming toherself, dread-
ing the usualinterrogationfromher
grandmother. She had not said she
would be at thelibrary. Why did she
ingist on worrying a tired old wo-
man to death? She saw some class-
mates on the next corner and slow-
ed her pace. She hated to have to
walk past them, to searchforsome-
thing to say that would always come
out sounding stupid and insincere,
But they stood there on the cor-
ner and she knew she would have
to pass them. Why did she dread
them, why did a smart girl like her
have to searchfor things to say, why
wasn’t she quick or witty, or at the
very least walking with somebody
elee? As she came up to them, she
slipped on a patch of ice and fell.
The books flew in all directions,
while she lay there on the ground
trying to think of something to say.
But they said it for her; theylaugh-
ed, called her names and ran
around kicking her books while she
pleaded with them. They kept at
it until she began to cry. Then they
ran and as she stooped to pick her
bocks up, she noticed through the
tears that the palm of her had was
bleeding. With the tears streaming
down and the snow crunching under
her red galoshes she ran, and when
she came to her own door, her
grandmother was there. She never
asked what had happened; instead
she told her that when her father
came home she would be punished
for putting a hole in her new leo-
tards.

Later, up in her room, she re-
membered thinking: they are the
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INUW, WL aWAY ITOI 1t all, she want-
ed to cry for that little girl who
had never had a chance.

The early years had been easy.
She’d grown used to the time spent
alone, to her grandmother’s dron-
ing voice, to her father’s absence.
As a small child there was no need
for them toacknowledge her. Toher
grandmother she was the child sent
to see that there would be nopeace
in her old age, a penance like four
Hail Mary’s or a rosary a day for
the rest af her life. In the way that
the old often do, her grandmother
accepted her punishrnent, only to
find solace in reminding her of it
constantly. “You know,”’ she would
say, “I thought I'd raised my family
and God knows those years were
hard encugh. Little mouths to feed
and no money ever coming in.”’ She
would suck in her breath until the
cords in her neck strained against
the wrinkled skin. “And now this.
If only your Grandfather was here.
He was always stronger.” She could
only stand there and wish lightning
would strike her dead, then they
would all be happy.

The memories of her father were
almost the same. He was too busy
for her, busy with work, busy earn-
ing money to take care of them.
And that was enough; she should
have been grateful. But at twelve,
she knew what he really felt; he
needed to be alone with the empty
visions of her mother, to relive a
past she was not a part of.

The great change began whenshe
was thirteen. At [irst, their recog-
nition overwhelmed her. She hadn’t
known it then, but human dignity
rested not on respect but on small
glimmers of recognition, your initia-
tion into the race of mankind. She
had that acknowledgment then;
she was one of them. It had come
at last like sonie precious gilt, and
as with all precicus things, she
cherished it. With what innocent
expectations shehad beenready for

failure on her part. Each day was
a scene to be acted out according
to their script. At breakfast the
three of themwould discuss the pos-
sibilities for the day ahead, and she
wondered if it was genial formality
or some urgent attemptatparental
control. They knew exactly what
ghe would do from the “*—- she
left the house until the she
returned. Of course, she rnew what
they would be doing too. but then

was there any room fo oposition
on her part?

She was i ind
had sudder ke
friends, Per ace
and straw-c sat
together in 3es
and before me
another, Pe tly
moved into md
she was gl It
was like nd
chance; w tht
about it he wed
her, to hay 1er
chance in z nly
once.

Friendshij be-
gan the da; ter
school with | the
thought, is in
the script. F he
was seized t dc.
How was ¢ m
there was Ta
cue? Hadn" ne
first? Penny 1y,

what wisduin  wolres v che
mouthes of babes. As simple asthat.
She had called her grandmother.
At first, her grandmother had
searched her head for the limes in
the script too, and when she realized
that they had been omitted, she
made a mental note and gave her
permigsion. It was really very
simple,

That was the first time she had
ever been inside someone else’s
home, a singular event for sure.
Penny’s house was warm with life,
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a the darkness. In a pool of light
rom the street lamp a cat lay
prawled, emerald eyes blinking.
he called to it in a soft voice
nd it sprang into her lap. Its fur
/as coarse and its ribs stuck out
.gainst her fingers. She wondered
" it had a home. Taking it to them
rould have caused a scene. Be-
ause neither one of them liked
nimals, she had never had a pet.
uddenly the tears came, rolling
lown her face like salty sweat. In
ier lap the cat purred contentedly
ind she saw that it had no tail.

It was almost eleven. Her house
vas ablaze with lights, and her
ather answered the knock. “Where
1ave you been? Don’t lie to me! I
vant to know where you were.”

“I've been at Penny’s, at... atthe
rarty.” She waited.

“You’'re lying to me. You weren’t
at the O’Connor’s! I waited for
rour call.” That was it. She’d for-
sotten to call him. She’d promised.
‘We were so busy, I just forgot.”

“You were busy all right, parad-
ng around town in one of their
ars.”’

She tried to make sense out of it.
Vhat was he saying!

“You have nothing to say, just
hat self-righteous look. Mrs.
Y’ Connor called me. She came
iome and found the house filled
vith boys. You weren’t there and
she was worried. You never told
ne there would be boys, that there
vas no parental supervision! And
sou, sneaking around like some
:ommon slut! I should have known
his would happen, for the whole
oown to see. It was against my
setter judgment. You’re all inter-
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ested in one thing. Well, not my
daughter.” He stopped abruptly
and she saw the sweat on his fore-
head. There was no pointinexplan-
ations; she knew she hadn’t the
smallest shred of credibility left.
“You’'re forbidden to see that girl.
I want you in this house after
school. My daughter will not be
parading around with those filthy
animals.”

She ran up the stairs, choking on
her sobs. Certainly, she had ex-
pected this, but not the horrible,
twisted contempt on his face.

Life slowly melted into a cloud
of carmine, and she was carried
into the center of the scarlet whirl-
pool. Objects around her changed
and became larger than life. They
had distorted faces that leered and
called her, “Whore! Whore!”’ Atfirst
they came and went, but then they
never left her and she tried tocrawl
inside herself. Soon they were even
interrupting at school. In the be-
ginning her teachers hardly seemed
to notice but before long she was
reprimanded for daydreaming.
Kach day she could feel herself
slipping away, ever so slowly. She
cried out, and no one heard. Her
words had such along way to travel.

She couldn’t take hold of her mind.
How was she supposed to learn
formulas and titles? She read and
the words would be there for the
minute, then would float away.

Somehow she managed to make
it through the school year. Her
teachers questioned her, but they
were busy and she had no answers
for them. At home they weren’t
concerned; they hardly bothered to
talk to her. She tried to remember

5

all the things she had ever learned
before and she would discuss them
with herself. She mustn’t slip away.
Soon there were other voices be-
sides her own. Sometimes she
thought she recognized them as
voices from the past, fuzzy though,
and she couldn’t be sure. Still they
were her friends and when she
was being sucked into the vacuum
they reassured her. They never
scolded or reprimanded; they liked
her. When she waited, she called
them and they came, happy to see
her. They told her things to make
her laugh; they knew she w: sad.
Sometimes they even danced and
though she could not see them she
heard the calypso music. The whirl-
pool became friendlier, the distor-
tion disappeared, but she knew that
was just their attempt to placate
her. They wanted her to give in to
them, and then they would destroy
her. They were her father’s emis-
saries. She knew he was one of
them. When he spoke to her, she
did not hear the sounds, but saw
the distorted face with the exag-
gerated features. She watched the
mouth, almost as long as her arm,
moving grotesquely, making non-
sounds. She wanted to be rid of
them, to move far away, to be sur-
rounded only by her friends. They
had affectionately named her Moon-
calf. It was the first time she had
ever had a name. Onhereighteenth
birthday they brought her a pres-
ent. Although she could not see
them, they let her see their gift. It
was a Manx cat. She cried because
it reminded her of the cat in the
park, so they told her, in their soft,
highpitched voices, that it was the



edge her birthday; to them, she
would always be ageless.

She never thoughtabout the pass-
g of each day, plunging softly
through the blue swells of Nex. She
spent most of each dayinherroom,
playing with the Manx cat and ca-
joling the voices to teil their funny
stories. Her grandmother came to
knock at the door when she heard
the laughter from within as if she
were committing some carnal act
there on her bed. Her grandmother
did not permithertoleave her room
unless she was fully clothed, not
even pajamas were permissible.
She wondered whowould evencare,
but she knew this woman was not
really her grandmother; she was
Hecate, sent from the Underworld.
She knew they were all suspended
in time. From her window she watch-
ed the seasons createa visualorder
for her. It pleased her to see some
Actuator still incharge of the earth,
some Acephalous Being invulner-
able to the demons. Clocks and
calendars measured time. But
whose time was that? Surely not
hers. No one else knew ——hat her
time was. How foolish, sk _ “hought,
to trap time in numbers and words.
The only things trapped are our-
selves and times goes on around
us while we are here and long
after we are gone. We are the ones
trapped by time, whisked from the
unknown, searching for who we
are. Only some of us are never
given enough time. Sometimes she
thought coherence was retumning,
but it came only to laugh at her,
then disappeared again into the
labyrinths of her mind. Each day
she grew more restless, knowing
that she had ascended to some sur-
realiatic tower, where she was trap-
ped forever. Claustrophobia press-
ed against her and hot fluid geared
her veins. She knew she w-1d ex-
plode; soon she would be ..othing
put a splattering of protoplasm.
Until her voices showed her how to
press the burning match toher skin
to release the enormous pressure
inside. She thought of suicide, of
blissful sleep without pursuit, was
certain that was the only way to
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but she meant nothing to her.

In the New York apartment she
groped back to the afternoon when
ghe had started her long journey.
She had gone to the window in her
room and was suddenly over-
whelmed by the desire to be out-
doors. The room had been her
tomb for longer than she could re-
member. To leave it was the only
thing she wanted. She spoke and the
voices said they would be pleased
to go with her. They decided totake
the Manx cat too. She had nomem-
ory of what happened after that.
Later they told her that she had
been found on the curb in front of
the library. The police had taken
her to the hospital. The doctorshad
helped her, told her she didnthave
to go back there; she could live by
herself . . . some day.

The telephone’s incessant ring-
ing added to the raging stormin her
head. Ten years tired, she thought,
and only twenty-one. The mirroron
the dresser beckoned her. Once she
had been told she had an El Greco
face. Now she wondered if she
wasn’t merely gaunt.

Inertia, however, was not to be
replaced by depression; she was go-
ing to finish unpacking. She con-
tinued putting her things into the
musty corners of the chifforobe.
Who was it who said you could tell
a person by his mannerisms? Cer-
tainly not Dostoeveki? She giggled.
What wae there to tell about some-
one as nondescript as she. ‘

She came to the final carton, by
far the most precious of all her be-
longings. She snipped the string
and opened the cardboard flaps.
Camus lay on the top, he had the
answer to identity, perhaps tohers.
She tossed it on the bed. D. H.
Lawrence and Robert Browning,
proof that love is not necessarily
lovelier the second time around.
And, yes, Madam Bovary, scarlet
letter in hand. Could she, the eter-
nal virgin, identify with her too?

She had never been able to look
at herself detachedly, if only be-
cause sormeone had been looking at
her so clogsely. Her father, with his

ad filled the

d on it. She

had finally

ances, their

e rrasanagy MAEIM OLIGLIL wuispers. She

had escaped, but no’ ntil the ana-

lysts had wrought w.eir magic on

her, not until she had had to die
first merely to be horn.

She had spent hours and hours on
the couches of nameless Merlins.
And they all asked why, such anice
girl, whatever went wrong? But
they gave her back her mind, help-
ed her see again, read words. They
brought her books and she read;
they taught her to recapture time.
They gave her the chance to fight
her father again. She knew then
that he was sick, she only an in-
nocent child he had contaminated.
Over and over they told her about
human inadequacy. They began to
break the depressions. They ques-
tioned her about her fear of people,
but what had they expected? Peo-
ple had done this to her, her own
people. They had pretended to jove
her and by that bond had held her
fast to them with shackles thathad
finally grown intolerable. And she?
She had wanted only freedom, free-
dom from the limits of their ob-
sessgive concern. Thav believed this
to be her defense ¢ _inst a world
that no longer had any sense of
morality. They were insane, and
she had spirited herself away; the
darkness had fallen over her and
ghe could n¢ '~~~ “=ght them, so,
incapable of out at them
from the da: ad the voices
to console he

But then n ty nor bitter-
ness burned wanted only
to glip from buue woiia into the next
—a better world perhaps thatwould
be her wor vhere no one
would imph 3 there would
be no calun iaive she had
been, think _ ___ ould retreat
peacefully forever. She had even
thought of suicide, but had some-
how appeased the voices callingher
to come to them. Instead, she had
decided to make the long-awaited
return to the person she might
have been. No, she was not quite
through with this world where peo-
ple did one thing and meant quite
another. She could not relingquish
herself, not yet. She was through
being exiled and humiliated, she
said out loud, and not a single
voice replied.
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