
 1 

In a Tub 
Amy Hempel 

 
My heart -- I thought it stopped. So I got in 

my car and headed for God. I passed two churches 
with cars parked in front. Then I stopped at the 
third because no one else had. It was early 
afternoon, the middle of the week. I chose a pew 
in the center of the rows. Episcopal or Methodist, 
it didn’t make any difference. It was as quiet as a 
church. I thought about the feeling of the long 
missed beat, and the tumble of the next ones as 
they rushed to fill the space. I sat there -- in the 
high brace of quiet and stained glass -- and I 
listened. 

At the back of my house I can stand in the 
light from the sliding glass door and look out onto 
the deck. The deck is planted with marguerites and 

succulents in red clay pots. One of the pots is empty. It is shallow and broad, and filled with 
water like a birdbath. 

My cat takes naps in the windowbox. Her gray chin is powdered with the iridescent 
dust from butterfly wings. If I tap on the glass, the cat will not look up. The sound that I 
make is not food. 

When I was a girl I sneaked out at night. I pressed myself to hedges and fitted the 
shadows of trees. I went to a construction site near the lake. I took a concrete-mixing tub, 
slid it to the shore, and sat down inside it like a saucer. I would push off from the sand with 
one stolen oar and float, hearing nothing, for hours. 

The birdbath is shaped like that tub. 

I look at my nails in the harsh bathroom light. The scare will appear as a ripple at the 
base. It will take a couple of weeks to see. 

I lock the door and run a tub of water. 

Most of the time you don’t really hear it. A pulse is a thing that you feel. Even if you 
are somewhat quiet. Sometimes you hear it through the pillow at night. But I know that 
there is a place where you can hear it even better than that. Here is what you do. You ease 
yourself into a tub of water, you ease yourself down. You lie back and wait for the ripples to 
smooth away. Then you take a deep breath, and slide your head under, and listen for the 
playfulness of your heart. 
 

Excerpted from The Collected Stories of Amy Hempel by Amy Hempel. Originally published in 
Reasons to Live, copyright © 1985 by Amy Hempel. 
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The Harvest 
Amy Hempel 

 

The year I began to say vahz instead of vase, 
a man I barely knew nearly accidentally killed me. 

The man was not hurt when the other car hit 
ours. The man I had known for one week held me in 
the street in a way that meant I couldn't see my legs. 
I remember knowing that I shouldn't look, and 
knowing that I would look if it wasn't that I couldn't. 

My blood was on the front of this man's 
clothes. 

He said, "You'll be okay, but this sweater is 
ruined." 

I screamed from the fear of pain. But I did 
not feel any pain. In the hospital, after injections, I knew there was pain in the room — I just 
didn't know whose pain it was. 

What happened to one of my legs required four hundred stitches, which, when I told 
it, became five hundred stitches, because nothing is ever quite as bad as it could be. 

The five days they didn't know if they could save my leg or not I stretched to ten. 

The lawyer was the one who used the word. But I won't get around to that until a 
couple of paragraphs. 

We were having the looks discussion — how important are they. Crucial is what I 
had said. 

I think looks are crucial. 

But this guy was a lawyer. He sat in an aqua vinyl chair drawn up to my bed. What he 
meant by looks was how much my loss of them was worth in a court of law. 

I could tell that the lawyer liked to say court of law. He told me he had taken the bar 
three times before he had passed. He said that his friends had given him handsomely 
embossed business cards, but where these lovely cards were supposed to say Attorney-at-
Law, his cards said Attorney-at-Last. 

He had already covered loss of earnings, that I could not now become an airline 
stewardess. That I had never considered becoming one was immaterial, he said, legally. 

"There's another thing," he said. "We have to talk here about marriageability." 

The tendency was to say marriage-a-what? although I knew what he meant the first 
time I heard it. 

I was eighteen years old. I said, "First, don't we talk about dateability?" 

The man of a week was already gone, the accident driving him back to his wife. 
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"Do you think looks are important?" I asked the man before he left. 

"Not at first," he said. 

In my neighborhood there is a fellow who was a chemistry teacher until an explosion 
took his face and left what was left behind. The rest of him is neatly dressed in dark suits and 
shined shoes. He carries a briefcase to the college campus. What a comfort — his family, 
people said — until his wife took the kids and moved out. 

In the solarium, a woman showed me a snapshot. She said, "This is what my son 
used to look like." 

I spent my evenings in Dialysis. They didn't mind when a lounger was free. They had 
wide-screen color TV, better than they had in Rehab. Wednesday nights we watched a show 
where women in expensive clothes appeared on lavish sets and promised to ruin one 
another. 

On one side of me was a man who spoke only in phone numbers. You would ask 
them how he felt, he would say, "924-3130." Or he would say, "757-1366." We guessed what 
these numbers might be, but nobody spent the dime. 

There was sometimes, on the other side of me, a twelve-year-old boy. His lashes 
were thick and dark from blood-pressure medication. He was next on the transplant list, as 
soon as — the word they used was harvest — as soon as a kidney was harvested. 

The boy's mother prayed for drunk drivers. 

I prayed for men who were not discriminating. 

Aren't we all, I thought, somebody's harvest? 

The hour would end, and a floor nurse would wheel me back to my room. She 
would say, "Why watch that trash? Why not just ask me how my day went?" 

I spent fifteen minutes before going to bed squeezing rubber grips. One of the 
medications was making my fingers stiffen. The doctor said he'd give it to me till I couldn't 
button my blouse — a figure of speech to someone in a cotton gown. 

The lawyer said, "Charitable works." 

He opened his shirt and showed me where an acupuncture person had dabbed at his 
chest with cola syrup, sunk four needles, and told him that the real cure was charitable 
works. 

I said, "Cure for what?" 

The lawyer said, "Immaterial." 

As soon as I knew that I would be all right, I was sure that I was dead and didn't 
know it. I moved through the days like a severed head that finishes a sentence. I waited for 
the moment that would snap me out of my seeming life. 

The accident happened at sunset, so that is when I felt this way the most. The man I 
had met the week before was driving me to dinner when it happened. The place was at the 
beach, a beach on a bay that you can look across and see the city lights, a place where you 
can see everything without having to listen to any of it. 
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A long time later I went to that beach myself. I drove the car. It was the first good 
beach day; I wore shorts. 

At the edge of the sand I unwound the elastic bandage and waded into the surf. A 
boy in a wet suit looked at my leg. He asked me if a shark had done it; there were sightings 
of great whites along that part of the coast. 

I said that, yes, a shark had done it. 

"And you're going back in?" the boy asked. 

I said, "And I'm going back in." 

I leave a lot out when I tell the truth. The same when I write a story. I'm going to 
start now to tell you what I have left out of "The Harvest," and maybe begin to wonder why 
I had to leave it out. 

There was no other car. There was only the one car, the one that hit me when I was 
on the back of the man's motorcycle. But think of the awkward syllables when you have to 
say motorcycle. 

The driver of the car was a newspaper reporter. He worked for a local paper. He was 
young, a recent graduate, and he was on his way to a labor meeting to cover a threatened 
strike. When I say I was then a journalism student, it is something you might not have 
accepted in "The Harvest." 

In the years that followed, I watched for the reporter's byline. He broke the People's 
Temple story that resulted in Jim Jones’s flight to Guyana. Then he covered Jonestown. In 
the city room of the San Francisco Chronicle, as the death toll climbed to nine hundred, the 
numbers were posted like donations on pledge night. Somewhere in the hundreds, a sign was 
fixed to the wall that said JUAN CORONA, EAT YOUR HEART OUT. 

In emergency room, what happened to one of my legs required not four hundred 
stitches but just over three hundred stitches. I exaggerated even before I began to 
exaggerate, because it's true — nothing is ever quite as bad as it could be. 

My lawyer was no attorney-at-last. He was a partner in one of the city's oldest law 
firms. He would never have opened his shirt to reveal the site of acupuncture, which is 
something that he never would have had. 

"Marriageability" was the original title of " The Harvest." 

The damage to my leg was considered cosmetic although I am still, 15 years later, 
unable to kneel. In an out-of-court settlement the night before the trial, I was awarded nearly 
$100,000. The reporter's car insurance went up $12.43 per month. 

It had been suggested that I rub my leg with ice, to bring up the scars, before I hiked 
my skirt three years later for the court. But there was no ice in the judge’s chambers, so I did 
not get a chance to pass or fail that moral test. 

The man of a week, whose motorcycle it was, was not a married man. But when you 
thought he had a wife, wasn't I liable to do anything? And didn't I have it coming? 

After the accident, the man got married. The girl he married was a fashion model. 
("Do you think looks are important? I asked the man before he left. "Not at first," he said.) 
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In addition to being a beauty, the girl was worth millions of dollars. Would you have 
accepted this in "The Harvest" — that the model was also an heiress? 

It is true we were headed for dinner when it happened. But the place where you can 
see everything without having to listen to any of it was not a beach on a bay; it was the top 
of Mount Tamalpais. We had the dinner with us as we headed up the twisting mountain 
road. This is the version that has room for perfect irony, so you won't mind when I say that 
for the next several months, from my hospital bed, I had a dead-on spectacular view of that 
very mountain. 

I would have written this next part into the story if anybody would have believed it. 
But who would have? I was there and I didn't believe it. 

On the day of my third operation, there was an attempted breakout at the Maximum 
Security Adjustment Center, adjacent to Death Row, at San Quentin prison. "Soledad 
Brother" George Jackson, a twenty-nine-year-old black man, pulled out a smuggled-in .38-
caliber pistol, yelled, "This is it!" and opened fire. Jackson was killed; so were three guards 
and two "tiertenders," inmates who bring other prisoners their meals. 

Three other guards were stabbed in the neck. The prison is a five-minute drive from 
Marin General, so that is where the injured guards were taken. The people who brought 
them were three kinds of police, including California Highway Patrol and Marin County 
sheriff's deputies, heavily armed. 

Police were stationed on the roof of the hospital with rifles; they were posted in the 
hallways, waving patients and visitors back into their rooms. 

When I was wheeled out of Recovery later that day, bandaged waist to ankle, three 
officers and an armed sheriff frisked me. 

On the news that night, there was footage of the riot. They showed my surgeon 
talking to reporters, indicating, with a finger to his throat, how he had saved one of the 
guards by sewing up a slice from ear to ear. 

I watched this on television, and because it was my doctor, and because hospital 
patients are self-absorbed, and because I was drugged, I thought the surgeon was talking 
about me. I thought that he was saying, "Well, she's dead. I'm announcing it to her in bed." 

The psychiatrist I saw at the surgeon's referral said that the feeling was a common 
one. She said that victims of trauma who have not yet assimilated the trauma often believe 
they are dead and do not know it 

The great white sharks in the waters near my home attack one to seven people a year. 
Their primary victim is the abalone diver. With abalone stakes at thirty-five dollars a pound 
and going up, the Department of Fish and Game expects the shark attacks to show no 
slackening. 

 
Originally published in The Quarterly, and then in Amy Hempel's short story collection, At the Gates of the Animal 

Kingdom. 
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Weekend 
Amy Hempel 

 

  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The game was called on account of dogs - Hunter in the 
infield, Tucker in the infield, Bosco and Boone at first base. 
First-grader Donald sat down on second base, and Kirsten 
grabbed her brother's arm and wouldn't let him leave third to 
make his first run.  

"Unfair" her brother screamed, and the dogs, roving  
umpires, ran to third.  

"Good power" their uncle yelled, when Joy, in a leg  
cast, swung the bat and missed. "Now put some wood to it."  

And when she did, joy's designated runner, Cousin  
Zeke, ran to first, the ice cubes in his gin and tonic clacking like 

dog tags in the glass.  

And when Kelly broke free from Kirsten and this time came in to make the run, members of 
the Kelly team made Tucker in the infield dance on his hind legs.  

"It's not who wins-" their coach began, and was shouted down by one of the boys, 
"There's first and there's forget it."  

Then Hunter retrieved a foul ball and carried it off in the direction of the river.  
The other dogs followed - barking, mutinous.  

 
 
Dinner was a simple picnic on the porch, paper plates in laps, the only conversation a 

debate as to which was the better grip for throwing shoes.  
After dinner, the horseshoes were handed out, the post pounded in, the rules reviewed 

with a new rule added due to falling-down shorts. The new rule: Have attire.  
The women smoked on the porch, the smoke repelling mosquitoes, and the men and 

children played on even after dusk when it got so dark that a candle was rigged to balance on 
top of the post, and was knocked off and blown out by every single almost-ringer.  

Then the children went to bed, or at least went upstairs, and the men joined the women 
for a cigarette on the porch, absently picking ticks engorged like grapes off the sleeping dogs. 
And when the men kissed the women good night, and their weekend whiskers scratched the 
women's cheeks, the women did not think shave, they thought: stay.  


