



A Nativity Scene


Standing by the seashore, sending his haunting melody through the town, was the trumpet-player. He wondered about new worlds—where was the sun rising now that it was setting here? And that is what his music wondered, too.

He supposed his music could be heard throughout the town, naturally—it sounded loud enough to him. In fact the music only got as far as the outskirts before it blended with the healthy clatter of the hospital, the wheeling of wheelchairs and the nurses’ squeaky shoes, and mixed with the friendly chatter of folks out walking their dogs, and with the panting of the dogs. The music was bowled over by the slow rumbling of delivery trucks; it hummed below the undertones of people talking in their apartments, it shivered in the static of police walkie-talkies, slid through the electronic jumble of the arcade, scurried into the corners of the library. It went throughout the town, sure enough, but whether anyone could hear it was another matter. And to tell the truth, that was apparently not the trumpet-player’s concern. He seemed like the happiest man in the world.

Well, he was not, not quite; and there was one house nearby where his music could be heard clearly, and that is where the happiest man in the world just then happened to be sitting, holding his wife, who was, in turn, holding their newborn son.

The sun set and the trumpet-player announced its arrival to whomever in that land across the water could or could not hear him. The light on the water was the color of the sound of church bells and of the smell of fireplaces. The trumpet-player magnified its glory with his music, and the water itself did so for the fish and the dolphins and all the creepy-crawly things that lived in it, which could look up and see the sunset billowing red and violet; and as for the man in the cabin, no music was necessary, and no water, and no further glory.

When it got dark—and it was not long, for the days were short—the trumpet-player finally stopped playing and went to have his dinner. He pretended he could feel the echoes of his music fold around him as he walked, but whether it was the echo of the music he had played or the trembling, inside him, of music not yet made into sound, he couldn’t tell. The air was cool, the stars were shining, and he hummed from time to time as he went.

Coming towards him on the path were three people. He recognized Frank. The other two—a mousy young man wearing glasses and a monk with a ponytail—exchanged a “good evening” and went on ahead. He asked Frank what was up.

“We were watching our flocks by night,” he said, and laughed. “My Sharks, and his gruff goats, and his little kingdom. We were just minding our business: I was in the yard, he was in his lab, probably, he was probably meditating. Then we noticed the star.” Frank pointed up ahead, somewhere above the cabin, where light was spilling out from the open door as the other two were let in. Congratulations came faintly to their ears in foreign accents.

“What star?” The trumpet-player saw plenty of stars above the cabin, but he couldn’t see anything special about any of them.


“It wasn’t over here at first, of course,” Frank went on. “It was right above us. Now it’s here, it brought us here. He flew in his UFO, he spun really really fast. I just walked.”

“What star?” the trumpet-player asked again.


“Right above the house.” Shapes passed across the windows; there was a clatter of cups being rinsed out.


“There’s stars above every house.”


“Yeah, man.”


They talked a little longer, then they shook hands and went their ways, Frank towards the cabin, the trumpet-player towards his dinner. He looked over his shoulder from time to time, but the sky looked the same, the stars winking through the bare branches.

As he came into town he noticed more and more people crossing his path, heading, it seemed, to the cabin. By the time he had come to the downtown it was like an impromptu parade, with people spilling off of the sidewalks and into the streets. The trumpet-player slowed, and finally stopped, to look at them all: There were snake-charmers. There were people who looked like Mr. T. There were short people with big noses and no arms. There were people wearing bathing suits, with tans on the palms of their hands. There were mice with signs and without names. And there were many people who looked completely normal, just like anyone you might see out for a stroll or waiting for the bus.
The trumpet-player was curious, but the first person he asked, a mustachioed tax-collector-looking man, wanted a fee before he would give him a hint. The next person to approach was none other than Venus, the trumpet-player’s idol, and before he could recover from his astonishment at seeing her, she had slipped by. Next came a stocky, ripe-smelling little person in green furs, but he (or she) seemed shy and wouldn’t say what was going on.
Dazed, bewildered, full of wonder and frustration equally—and still hungry—the trumpet-player was about ready to wash his hands of the whole thing. He could read about it in the paper tomorrow, whatever it was; it was bound to be broken up soon enough anyhow, when the cops arrived on the scene with their roadblocks. He remembered a somewhat similar night, oh, several years ago now, when the police and the reporters had had a red-letter day. Come to think of it, he had also run into Frank that night, and Frank had also talked about stars—shooting stars, that time…
He had just about navigated his way through the crowd at this point. It seemed to be thinning out as he came near to his house. Then someone called to him. He looked around expectantly, but everyone was passing by as before. The voice had been so soft; he must have imagined it. When he turned back towards his house, though, he noticed someone standing right in his doorway, blocking his way.
“Can I help you, man?” The trumpet-player started to say, with uncharacteristic impatience, but the stranger cut him off:

“Got a light?”

“No, sorry…Now, hold on. I probably have some matches inside. Or I’ll tell you what, I’m about to make dinner, you can use the pilot light on the stove. Come on in.”
“Thanks.” But the stranger didn’t move. “To be honest, I was just curious.” He lit his cigarette himself, then went on:

“You have a pilot light, did you say? That’s funny, because I happen to be a pilot. Are you a pilot, too?”
“No.” The trumpet-player felt himself losing his cool again.

“No? That’s too bad. You haven’t flown? You haven’t seen the horizon fall back, back, and new country sweep in? You haven’t lived in the desert on locusts and honey and flight? That’s a shame. It’s worth it—the war, the waiting, even having your tank smashed up—it’s all worth it. Don’t you think?”
“What’s worth it?”

“Flying, man.”

A tall man who seemed to be wearing a chicken suit gave them a quizzical look as he passed.

“He knows what I’m talking about,” the pilot said warmly. “Is that what you need? Courage? Why don’t you come with us?”
“It’s not that so much as I don’t know what’s going on, and I’m hungry, so if you want to give me some food and tell me what’s up, fine; otherwise, I’m going inside.”

“Easy there. Now, I don’t have anything for you to eat, but the people we’re going to see will have anything you could want: a lot of bread, I’d imagine, some fresh-caught fish, and wine to celebrate. They’re good people; I’m not fit to tie their shoelaces. One of them doesn’t even wear shoes. What is there to understand? Let’s go see them.” 
The trumpet-player hesitated.

“But do what you want.” The airman gave him a pat on the back and then he was off, loping up the street among the stragglers.
He called over his shoulder—or was it that still, soft voice again?—“It’s all in good fun.”

