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Praise for Joy Williams

“The Visiting Privilege cements Williams’ position not merely as one of 
the great writers of her generation, but as our pre-eminent bard of 
humanity’s insignificance” New York Times Magazine

“One of the most fearless, abyss-embracing literary projects our 
literature has seen … ruthless, hilarious work that holds our human 
folly to the fire … you can’t much pin Joy Williams down with 
any obvious dark masters. She is American and contemporary and 
strange, comfortable in the skin of domestic realism, even if that mode 
is a kind of misleading costume for a far more sinister project not 
often seen in American, or any, short fiction” Ben Marcus, New York 
Times Book Review

“Our first real opportunity to stand back from Williams’ particular 
accomplishments and to see her genius whole … Her extravagantly 
original artistic gifts aside, Williams has never seemed more in accord 
with the needs of her time” Jonathan Dee, Harper’s

“Williams is a flawless writer, and The Visiting Privilege is a perfect 
book … the rare collection that doesn’t have a single story, even a 
single paragraph, that’s less than brilliant” NPR

“Powerful, important, compassionate, and full of dark humor. This is 
a book that will be reread with admiration and love many times over” 
Vanity Fair
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“This volume traces Joy Williams’ journey to sui generis master. Her 
nearest cousin among American writers is Don DeLillo, but only 
because, as with him, nobody writes sentences like she does … 
Though she treats common states – parenthood, pet ownership, 
alcoholism – Williams eschews the realist story writer’s bromide that 
in the ordinary we find the extraordinary, because there’s nothing 
ordinary about her work” New York

“This career-spanning collection solidifies Ms Williams’ position as a 
thorny American writer of this first rank. Dire circumstances blend 
with offbeat wit … plump with soul and real feeling” The Top Books 
of 2015, New York Times

“Joy Williams has long been one of America’s greatest living writers, 
and The Visiting Privilege might have been the best book of the year. 
Her sentences are as sharp and precise as scalpel incisions, and her 
ability to turn the real beautifully surreal is second to none … If 
you have yet to read Williams’ work, there is no better place to start 
than this book, which collects stories from across her decades of 
groundbreaking work alongside several new stories” Electric Literature

“Her books have been finalists for major prizes, including the 
National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize, because she is a fiery 
writer with a sharp humor and a dark energy and her sentences 
are weird, funny, and full of emotion … Williams writes about 
the enormous, inconvenient human capacity for love, the weighty 
responsibility of it, the loneliness of it” Bookforum

“She has often been anointed as the literary heir to Anton Chekhov 
and Flannery O’Connor, but Williams’ voice is most emphatically 
her own. Her stories begin realistically enough, then permute into 
hallucinatory fairy tales, as grim as anything in Grimm, but also 
grimly funny. Some adjective, as proprietary as ‘Kafkaesque,’ is needed 
for stories in which murder, addiction and madness are discussed so 
dispassionately. The pieces are chilling, but never smug about their 
own seriousness. There is a deep pleasure to be had, and a kind of 
explosive surprise, in Williams’ unflinching alchemy” Washington Post

“Jolting, tonic, and valiant in their embrace of the ludicrous and the 
tragic, Williams’ masterful stories belong in every fiction collection” 
Booklist
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“To read Joy Williams is to be arrested in a state of relentless awe 
and wonderment … [Her] preternatural intelligence, coupled with 
a scorching wit and an inability to bore or commit an unoriginal 
thought to the page, has made her a cult hero … Why we aren’t 
worshipping Joy Williams in public squares is beyond me” Vanity Fair

“Influential and long-revered … a wizard of elegant economy, fearless 
wit, and sly surprise. Edgy, seductive concision is one key to her 
stories’ appeal; another is her uncanny ability to illuminate hidden 
pockets of the human heart … Williams’ radiant, gimlet vision reaches 
back to masters like Flannery O’Connor and Raymond Carver, shares 
a literary sisterhood with Lydia Davis and Deborah Eisenberg and 
stretches ahead to newer members of the storytelling pack, such as 
George Saunders and Mary-Beth Hughes” Elle

“Joy Williams’ stories are uncanny, unsettling and completely original. 
It’s hard to catch her in the act of doing what she does so well, or 
even to describe it: in my view, she disorients us in order to renew our 
sense of how genuinely strange the world is. She is one of the great 
American short story writers” Jay McInerney

“One-of-a-kind fiction, there’s nothing to compare it to. An unnerving 
vision of the world that’s genuinely shocking in its pitiless clarity and 
comic despair” Bret Easton Ellis

“One of our most remarkable storytellers” Ann Beattie

“Astonishing short stories by one of the great living masters of the 
form” Lauren Groff

“The world according to Joy Williams is a world unlike any other 
in contemporary short fiction … Joy Williams is simply a wonder” 
Raymond Carver

“Joy Williams is the best at her business. She’s an amazing writer, one 
sentence to the next and one book to the next, and a consummate 
artist, entirely unique – and she has been for the last thirty years” 
William Gass
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Behold, I tell you a mystery; We shall not all sleep,  
but we shall all be changed, 

In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye . . .

i corinthians 15:51–52
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Taking Care

Jones, the preacher, has been in love all his life. he is 
baffled by this because as far as he can see, it has never helped any-

one, even when they have acknowledged it, which is not often. Jones’s 
love is much too apparent and arouses neglect. He is like an animal 
in a traveling show who, through some aberration, wears a vital organ 
outside the skin, awkward and unfortunate, something that  shouldn’t 
be seen, certainly something that  shouldn’t be watched working. Now 
he sits on a bed beside his wife in the  self- care unit of a hospital fifteen 
miles from their home. She has been committed here for tests. She 
is so weak, so tired. There is something wrong with her blood. Her 
arms are covered with bruises where they have gone into the veins. Her 
hip, too, is blue and swollen where they have drawn out samples of 
bone marrow. All of this is frightening. The doctors are severe and wise, 
answering Jones’s questions in a way that makes him feel hopelessly 
deaf. They have told him that there  really is no such thing as a disease 
of the blood, for the blood is not a living tissue but a passive vehicle 
for the transportation of food, oxygen and waste. They have told him 
that abnormalities in the blood corpuscles, which his wife seems to 
have, must be regarded as symptoms of disease elsewhere in the body. 
They have shown him, upon request, slides and charts of normal and 
pathological blood cells that look to Jones like canapés. They speak (for 
he insists) of leukocytosis, myelocytes and megaloblasts. None of this 
takes into account the love he has for his wife! Jones sits beside her in 
this dim pleasant room, wearing a gray suit and his clerical collar, for 
when he leaves her he must visit other parishioners who are patients 
here. This part of the hospital is like a motel. Patients can wear their 
regular clothes. The rooms have desks, rugs and colorful bedspreads. 
How he wishes that they were traveling and staying overnight, this 
night, in a motel. A nurse comes in with a tiny paper cup full of pills. 
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4 the vis iting privilege

There are three pills, or rather, capsules, and they are not for his wife 
but for her blood. The cup is the smallest of its type that Jones has ever 
seen. All perspective, all sense of time and scale seem abandoned in this 
hospital. For example, when Jones turns to kiss his  wife’s hair, he nicks 
the air instead.

Jones and his wife have one child, a daughter, who, in 
turn, has a single child, a girl born six months ago. Jones’s daughter has 
fallen in with the stars and is using the heavens, as Jones would be the 
first to admit, more than he ever has. It has, however, brought her only 
grief and confusion. She has left her husband and brought the baby to 
Jones. She has also given him her dog. She is going to Mexico, where 
soon, in the mountains, she will have a nervous breakdown. Jones does 
not know this, but his daughter has seen it in the stars and is going out 
to meet it. Jones quickly agrees to care for both the baby and the dog, 
as this seems to be the only thing his daughter needs from him. The 
day of the  baby’s birth is secondary to the positions of the planets and 
the terms of houses, quadrants and gradients. Her symbol is a bareback 
rider. To Jones, this is a graceful thought. It signifies audacity. It also 
means luck. Jones slips some money in the pocket of his daughter’s 
suitcase and drives her to the airport. The plane taxis down the runway 
and Jones waves, holding all their luck in his arms.

One afternoon, jones had come home and found his wife 
sitting in the garden, weeping. She had been transplanting flowers, put-
ting them in pots before the first frost came. There was dirt on her 
forehead and around her mouth. Her light clothes felt so heavy. Their 
weight made her body ache. Each breath was a stone she had to swal-
low. She cried and cried in the weak autumn sunshine. Jones could see 
the veins throbbing in her neck. “I’m dying,” she said. “It’s going to take 
me months to die.” But after he had brought her inside, she insisted 
that she felt better and made them both a cup of tea while Jones potted 
the rest of the plants and carried them down cellar. She lay on the sofa 
and Jones sat beside her. They talked quietly with each other. Indeed, 
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 Tak ing  C are  5

they were almost whispering, as though they were in a public place sur-
rounded by strangers instead of in their own house with no one present 
but themselves. “Let’s go for a ride,” Jones said. His wife agreed.

Together they ride, through the towns, for miles and miles, even 
into the next state. She does not want to stop  driv ing. They buy sand-
wiches and milk shakes and eat in the car. Jones drives. They have 
to buy more gasoline. His wife sits close to him, her eyes closed, her 
head tipped back against the seat. He can see the veins beating on in 
her neck. Somewhere there is a dreadful sound, almost audible. Jones 
presses her cold hand to his lips. He thinks of some madness, running 
out of control, deeply in the darkness of his wife. “Just don’t make me 
go to the hospital,” she pleads. Of course she will go there. The moment 
had already occurred.

Jones is writing to his daughter. he received a brief let-
ter from her this morning, telling him where she could be reached. The 
foreign postmark was so large that it almost obliterated Jones’s address. 
She did not mention either her mother or the baby, which makes Jones 
feel peculiar. His life seems as increate as his God’s life, perhaps even 
imaginary. His daughter told him about the town in which she lives. 
She does not plan to stay there long. She wants to travel. She will find 
out exactly what she wants to do and then she will come home again. 
The town is poor but interesting and there are many Americans there 
her own age. There is a zoo right on the beach. Almost all the towns, 
no matter how small, have little zoos. There are primarily eagles and 
hawks in the cages. And what can Jones reply to that? He writes, Every-
thing is fine here. We are burning wood from the old apple tree in the fireplace 
and it smells wonderful. Is the baby up to date on her polio shots? Take care. 
Jones uses this expression constantly, usually in totally unwarranted 
situations, as when he purchases pipe cleaners or drives through toll-
booths. Distracted, Jones writes off the edge of the paper and onto the 
blotter. He must begin again. He will mail this on the way to the hos-
pital. They have been taking X-rays for three days now but the pictures 
are cloudy. They cannot read them. His wife is now in a real sickbed 
with high metal sides. He sits with her while she eats her dinner. She 
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6 the vis iting privilege

asks him to take her good nightgown home and wash it with a bar of 
Ivory. They won’t let her do anything now, not even wash out a few 
things. You must take care.

Jones is  driv ing down a country road. it is the first snow-
fall of the season and he wants to show it to the baby, who rides beside 
him in a small cushioned car seat all her own. Her head is almost on 
a level with his and she looks earnestly at the landscape, sometimes 
smiling. They follow the road that winds tightly between fields and 
deep pinewoods. Everything is white and clean. It has been snowing 
all afternoon and is doing so still, but very very lightly. Fat snowflakes 
fall solitary against the windshield. Sometimes the baby reaches out 
for them. Sometimes she gives a brief kick and cry of joy. They have 
done their errands. Jones has bought milk and groceries and two yel-
low roses that are wrapped in tissue and newspaper in the trunk, in the 
cold. He must buy two on Saturday as the florist is closed on Sunday. 
He does not like to do this but there is no alternative. The roses do 
not keep well. Tonight he will give one to his wife. The other he will 
pack in sugar water and store in the refrigerator. He can only hope 
that the bud will remain tight until Sunday, when he brings it into the 
terrible heat of the hospital. The baby rocks against the straps of her 
small carrier. Her lips are pursed as she intently watches the fields, the 
trees. She is warmly dressed and wearing a knitted orange cap that is 
 twenty- three years old, the age of her mother. Jones found it just the 
other day. It has faded almost to pink on one side. At one time, it must 
have been stored in the sun. Jones,  driv ing, feels almost gay. The snow 
is so beautiful. Everything is white. Jones is an educated man. He has 
read Melville, who says that white is the colorless  all- color of atheism 
from which we shrink. Jones does not believe this. He sees a holiness 
in snow, a promise. He hopes that his wife will know it is snowing 
even though she is separated from the window by a curtain. Jones sees 
something moving across the snow, a part of the snow itself, running. 
Although he is going slowly, he takes his foot completely off the accel-
erator. “Look, darling, a snowshoe rabbit.” At the sound of his voice, the 
baby stretches open her mouth and narrows her eyes in soundless glee. 
The hare is splendid. So fast! It flows around invisible obstructions, 
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 Tak ing  C are  7

something out of a kind dream. It flies across the ditch, its paws like 
paddles, faintly yellow, the color of raw wood. “Look, sweet,” cries Jones, 
“how big he is!” But suddenly the hare is curved and falling, round as 
a ball, its feet and head tucked closely against its body. It strikes the 
road and skids upside down for several yards. The car passes around 
and avoids it. Jones brakes and stops, amazed. He opens the door and 
trots back to the animal. The baby twists about in her seat as well as 
she can and peers after him. It is as though the animal had never been 
alive at all. Its head is broken in several places. Jones bends to touch its 
fur, but straightens again without doing so. A man emerges from the 
woods, swinging a shotgun. He nods at Jones and picks the hare up by 
the ears. As he walks away, the  hare’s legs rub across the ground. There 
are small crystal stains on the snow. Jones returns to the car. He wants 
to apologize but does not know for what. His life has been devoted to 
apologetics. It is his profession. He is concerned with both justification 
and remorse. He has always acted rightly, but nothing has ever come 
of it. “Oh, sweet,” he says to the baby. She smiles at him, exposing her 
tooth. At home that night, after the  baby’s supper, Jones reads a story 
to her. She is asleep, panting in her sleep, but Jones tells her the story of 
 al- Boraq, the  milk- white steed of Mohammed who could stride out of 
the sight of mankind with a single step.

Jones sorts through a collection of records, none of 
which have been opened. They are still wrapped in cellophane. The 
jacket designs are subdued, epic. Names, instruments and orchestras 
are mentioned confidently. He would like to agree with their impor-
tance, for he knows that they have worth, but he is not familiar with 
the references. His daughter brought these records with her. They had 
been given to her by an older man, a professor she had been having an 
affair with. Naturally, this pains Jones. His daughter speaks about the 
men she has been involved with but no longer cares about. Where did 
these men come from? Where were they waiting and why have they 
gone? Jones remembers his daughter when she was a little girl, helping 
him rake leaves. For years, on April  Fools’ Day she would take tobacco 
out of his humidor and fill it with cornflakes. Jones is full of remorse 
and astonishment. When he saw his daughter only a few weeks ago, 
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8 the vis iting privilege

she was thin and nervous. She had plucked out almost all her eyebrows 
with her fingers from this nervousness. And her lashes. The lids of her 
eyes were swollen and white, like the bulbs of flowers. Her fingernails 
were crudely bitten, some bleeding below the quick. She was tough and 
remote, wanting only to go on a trip for which she had a ticket. What 
can he do? He seeks her in the face of the baby but she is not there. All 
is being both continued and resumed, but the dream is different. The 
dream cannot be revived. Jones breaks into one of the albums, blows 
the dust from the needle and plays a record. Outside it is dark. The 
parsonage is remote and the only buildings nearby are barns. The river 
cannot be seen. The music is Bruckner’s Te Deum. Very nice. Dedicated 
to God. He plays the other side. A woman, Kathleen Ferrier, is sing-
ing in German. The music stuns him. Kindertotenlieder. He makes no 
attempt to seek the words’ translation. The music is enough.

In the hospital, his wife waits to be translated, no lon-
ger a woman, the woman whom he loves, but a situation. Her blood 
moves as mysteriously as the constellations. She is under scrutiny and 
attack and she has abandoned Jones. She is a swimmer waiting to get 
on with the drowning. Jones is on the shore. In Mexico, his daughter 
walks along the beach with two men. She is acting out a play that has 
become her life. Jones is on the mountaintop. The baby cries and Jones 
takes her from the crib to change her. The dog paws the door. Jones 
lets him out. He settles down with the baby and listens to the record. 
The baby wiggles restlessly on his lap. Her eyes are a  foal’s eyes, navy 
blue. She has grown in a few weeks to expect everything from Jones. 
He props her on one edge of the couch and goes to her small toy box, 
where he keeps a bear, a few rattles and balls. He opens the door again 
and the dog immediately enters. His heavy coat is cold, fragrant with 
ice. He noses the baby and she squeals.

Oft denk’ ich, sie sind nur ausgegangen
Bald werden sie wieder nach Hause gelangen

Jones selects a bright ball and pushes it gently in her direction.
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 Tak ing  C are  9

· · ·

It is sunday morning and jones is in the pulpit. the church 
is very old, the adjacent cemetery even older. It has become a historic 
landmark and no one has been buried there since World War I. There 
is a new place, not far away, which the families now use. Plots are 
marked not with stones but with small tablets, and immediately after 
any burial, workmen roll grassed sod over the new graves so there is no 
blemish on the grounds, not even for a little while. Present for today’s 
service are  seventy- eight adults, eleven children and the junior choir. 
Jones counts them as the offertory is received. The church rolls say 
that there are 350 members but as far as Jones can see, everyone is here 
today. This is the day he baptizes the baby. He has made arrangements 
with one of the ladies to hold her and bring her up to the font at the 
end of the first hymn. The baby looks charming in a lacy white dress. 
Jones has combed her fine hair carefully, slicking it in a curl with water, 
but now it has dried and sticks up awkwardly like the crest of a king-
fisher. Jones bought the dress in Mammoth Mart, an enormous store 
that has a large metal elephant dressed in overalls dancing on the roof. 
He feels foolish at buying it there but he had gone to several stores and 
that is where he saw the prettiest dress. He blesses the baby with water 
from the silver bowl. He says, We are saved not because we are worthy. We 
are saved because we are loved. It is a brief ceremony. The baby, looking 
curiously at Jones, is taken out to the nursery. Jones begins his sermon. 
He can’t remember when he wrote it, but here it is, typed, in front of 
him. There is nothing wrong in what one does but there is something wrong in 
what one becomes. He finds this questionable but goes on speaking. He 
has been preaching for  thirty- four years. He is gaunt with belief. But 
his wife has a red cell count of only 2.3 million. It is not enough! She is 
not getting enough oxygen! Jones is giving his sermon. Somewhere he 
has lost what he was looking for. He must have known once, surely. The 
congregation sways, like the wings of a ray in water. It is Sunday and 
for patients it is a holiday. The doctors don’t visit. There are no tests 
or diagnoses. Jones would like to leave, to walk down the aisle and out 
into the winter, where he would read his words into the ground. Why 
can’t he remember his life! He finishes, sits down, stands up to present 
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10 the vis iting privilege

communion. Tiny cubes of bread rest in a slumped pyramid. They are 
offered and received. Jones takes his morsel, hacked earlier from a sliced 
enriched loaf with his own hand. It is so dry, almost wicked. The very 
thought now sickens him. He chews it over and over again, but it lies 
unconsumed like a muscle in his mouth.

Jones is waiting in the lobby for the results of his  wife’s 
operation. Has there ever been a time before dread? He would be grate-
ful even to have dread back, but it has been lost, for a long time, in rapid 
possibility, probability and fact. The baby sits on his knees and plays 
with his tie. She woke very early this morning for her orange juice and 
then gravely, immediately, spit it all up. She seems fine now, however, 
her fingers exploring Jones’s tie. Whenever he looks at her, she gives 
him a dazzling smile. He has spent most of the day fiercely cleaning 
the house, changing the bedsheets and the pages of the many calendars 
that hang in the rooms, things he should have done a week ago. He has 
dusted and vacuumed and pressed all his shirts. He has laundered all 
the  baby’s clothes, soft small sacks and gowns and sleepers that froze in 
his hands the moment he stepped outside. And now he is waiting and 
watching his wristwatch. The tumor is precisely this size, they tell him, 
the size of his watch’s face.

Jones has the baby on his lap and is feeding her. the eve-
ning meal is lengthy and complex. First he must give her vitamins, then, 
because she has a cold, a dropper of liquid aspirin. This is followed by 
a bottle of milk, eight ounces, and a portion of strained vegetables. He 
gives her a rest now so the food can settle. On his hip, she rides through 
the rooms of the huge house as Jones turns lights off and on. He comes 
back to the table and gives her a little more milk, a half jar of strained 
chicken and a few spoonfuls of dessert, usually cobbler, buckle or pud-
ding. The baby enjoys all equally. She is good. She eats rapidly and 
neatly. Sometimes she grasps the spoon, turns it around and thrusts 
the wrong end into her mouth. Of course there is nothing that cannot 
be done incorrectly. Jones adores the baby. He sniffs her warm head. 
Her birth is a deep error, an abstraction. Born in wedlock but out of 
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love. He puts her in the playpen and tends to the dog. He fills one 
dish with water and another with kibbled biscuit. The dog eats with 
great civility. He eats a little kibble and then takes some water, then 
kibble, then water. When the dog has finished, the dishes are as clean 
as though they’d been washed. Jones now thinks about his own din-
ner. He opens the refrigerator. The ladies of the church have brought 
brownies, venison, cheese and applesauce. There are turkey pies, pork 
chops, steak, haddock and sausage patties. A brilliant light exposes all 
this food. There is so much of it. It must be used. A crust has formed 
around the punctures in a can of Pet. There is a clear bag of chicken 
livers stapled shut. Jones stares unhappily at the beads of moisture on 
cartons and bottles, at the pearls of fat on the cold cooked stew. He sits 
down. The room is full of lamps and cords. He thinks of his wife, her 
breathing body deranged in tubes, and begins to shake. All objects here 
are perplexed by such grief.

Now it is almost christmas and jones is walking down by 
the river, around an abandoned house. The dog wades heavily through 
the snow, biting it. There are petals of ice on the tree limbs and when 
Jones lingers under them, the baby puts out her hand and her mouth 
starts working because she would like to have it, the ice, the branch, 
everything. His wife will be coming home in a few days, in time for 
Christmas. Jones has already put up the tree and brought the orna-
ments down from the attic. He will not trim it until she comes home. 
He wants very much to make a fine occasion out of opening the boxes 
of old decorations. The two of them have always enjoyed this greatly 
in the past. Jones will doubtlessly drop and smash a bauble, for he 
does this every year. He tramps through the snow with his small voy-
ager. She dangles in a shoulder sling, her legs wedged around his hip. 
They regard the rotting house seriously. Once it was a doctor’s home 
and offices but long before Jones’s time, the doctor, who was highly 
respected, had been  driven away because a town girl accused him of 
fathering her child. The story goes that all the doctor said was, “Is that 
so?” This incensed the town and the  girl’s parents, who insisted that he 
take the child as soon as it was born. He did and he cared for the child 
very meticulously even though his practice was ruined and no one had 
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anything more to do with him. A year later the girl told the  truth— that 
the actual father was a young college boy whom she was now going to 
marry. They wanted the child back, and the doctor willingly returned 
the infant to them. Of course this is an old, important story. Jones has 
always appreciated it, but now he is annoyed at the man’s passivity. His 
 wife’s sickness has changed everything for Jones. He will continue to 
accept but he will no longer surrender. Surely things are different for 
Jones now.

For insurance purposes, jones’s wife is brought out to 
the car in a wheelchair. She is thin and beautiful. Jones is grateful and 
confused. He has a mad wish to tip the orderly. Have so many years 
 really passed? Is this not his wife, his love, fresh from giving birth? Isn’t 
everything about to begin? In Mexico, his daughter wanders disinter-
estedly through a jewelry shop where she picks up a small silver egg. It 
opens on a hinge and inside are two figures, a bride and groom. Jones 
puts the baby in his  wife’s arms. At first the baby is alarmed because she 
cannot remember this person and she reaches for Jones, whimpering. 
But soon she is soothed by his  wife’s soft voice and falls asleep in her 
arms as they drive. Jones has readied everything carefully for his  wife’s 
homecoming. The house is clean and orderly. For days he has restricted 
himself to only one part of the house to ensure that his clutter will be 
minimal. Jones helps his wife up the steps to the door. Together they 
enter the shining rooms.
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