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PAUL MARIANI 

Eurydice 

A winter's tale. I was teaching up at Hunter, 
a night class, nineteen sixty-six or seven. 
Mostly stenographers and clerks, with nine
to-five jobs somewhere in Manhattan 
or the boroughs. Introduction to Poetry & Prose, 
the one oh one variety. That evening it was 
Thomas Hardy. Hap, The Darkling Thrush, 
The Convergence of the Twain, the appointed 
iceberg peeling the skin off the Titanic 
like some sardine can. Bleak and heady stuff 
for a bleak and heady time. Nam, napalm, 
race riots, Agent Orange, the whole shebang. 

And I was on that night, my best imitation 
orphic voice, rhapsodizing on Blind Necessity 
and Fate, the marriage of a massive ship-state 
of the art-with some far more massive iceberg. 
Hardy's Hope seemed a hollow thing in the face 
of so much suffering, as I suppose he wanted it 
to pale for the poem he was writing. No one to blame : 
no grand design, no God or gods, no anything 
but a rolling of blind dice. I preened myself. 
After all, I was twenty-six, and understood 
the mossy myths, dark and cold, that have told us 
since before the Greeks how the world really works . 

And then the time was up and the students 
gathered up their things and headed out. 
I was packing my books and the papers 
I would have to grade back in our small 
apartment out in Flushing, where I lived 
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with my wife and two small sons, trying 
to finish my degree against the odds. It was late, 
past ten, and the wind blowing down the cold 
corridors of New York. I meant to head straight 
for the subway round the comer to begin 
the long ride home on the IRT which, along 
with other huddled masses, would take me there. 

I looked up to see a woman standing by my desk, 
Neither young nor old, one of my students, 
as nameless as the rest. She seemed shaken 
and her face was pale. You 're a good man, 
she was saying. Tell me you don't believe 
the things you said tonight. Tell me you believe 
there is a God. Understand, this was outre and 
unprofessional on her part, almost comic, except 
she looked as ifl' d robbed her. And for what 
it matters, I did subscribe to something like a creed. 
Or thought I did. But we were talking Poetry here, 
and this was New York City, not some Podunkville . 

I assured her my own beliefs had nothing 
to do with it. These were Hardy's gifts to us, 
the poems, written out of a world he had suffered. 
True, he wasn't everyone's cup of tea-a brilliant 
use of language, I warmed myself by thinking
and the skeptic's view was something she might 
sip on, a way of adding to the available stock 
of reality we are heir to. I turned towards the elevator 
and bowed goodnight, then walked quickly down 
the long cold corridors and past the guard out 
on to Lexington, then down into the subway, 
repeating Hardy's lines about how the Immanent Will 

that stirs and urges everything I Prepared a sinister mate I 
For her. The place was almost empty at that hour, 
and I already at the turnstile when I saw her 
following at a distance, her lips moving 
with the cold. I'm hard of hearing, and the train 
was already entering the station, so I tried to read 
her lips. Please, her eyes were saying above the racket 
of the place, You 're a good man. Tell me you believe. 



Eurydice, I thought, drowning in a hell of her own 
making, pallid and accusing, and I some unwitting 
Orpheus. For Christ's sake (this to myself . .. and then 
to her)/ do believe. O.K? I do. I do, even if just then 

I felt nothing but annoyance , and to tell 
the truth, a touch of icy terror. Please, go home, 
it's late. Everything 's O.K. A gesture only, 
comforting someone who needed to be comforted . 
She smiled weakly, a nervous smile, as if she'd 
just avoided a collision with something 
looming out there, immense and cold, 
and backed upstairs to greet the vast and open 
void as the doors closed after me . What in hell 
had I just done? I thought, hanging from a strap, 
the weary, deadened faces all about me. 
What was this , something out of Gluck? 

Varcar di Stige l'onde e de l 'orrendo Tartaro? 
From these dark shores shall I set out 
on the Stygian deeps bound for dread Tartarus? 
How badly had I just compromised myself, 
I wondered. I stared out into the underwater 
unscape roaring past. In the blank window 
amber lights where a scabrous skull hung 
suspended from a strap , as the train went on 
screeching down the sullen rails , lugging 
each of us to our appointed destination . 
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Mairsy Doats 

Rewind, Recording Angel, and play again the roll 
and rise of Mairsy Doats, the lilt and lift 
of those honied voices soothing to a small boy 
in the back seat listening. The Andrews Sisters 
and doesy doats, the whole harmonium of bird notes 
floating from the radio ofmy father's all-black 
pre-War Ford those sixty years ago. They make 
no sense, the syllables that sing fiddle lambsey divey. 
And yet, Angel, how they terrify and comfort. 

Behind the wheel, my father's laughing at something 
his brother, riding shotgun, a cigarette clenched 
between his gleaming teeth, has said. They're making jokes 
of words, which I can no more understand than the song 
the trinity of sisters sing . Down the wobbling vortex 
of memory the wheels go round and round, bumping 
over New York's ancient cobbled streets. From above : 
the latticed gaps of the Third A venue El as shuddered 
sunlight flickers. Where we've gone or where we're going 
I cannot tell. Nor can I now recall a word of what 
they said then, Angel, though you know that I was there. 
Only splintered sound sloughing on the summer air 
and laughter, like a shattered symphony forming 
and reforming. Paul to the left and Louie to the right, 
those two whose names I carry with me everywhere 
I go, names by which the self is fated to be blessed 
and cursed, recalled by flickers, if at all: 
three bird notes by which the soul is summoned . 

Mares eat oats and does eat oats and little lambs 
eat ivy. The nursling music reconfigures to reveal 
at last a meaning for the boy, which tells him only 
this: that the animals were hungry and have been fed. 
Up front, there's that mix of English and Italian 
laced with French, the odd patois their parents 
brought with them when they left Compiano . 
And now, in memory's rearview mirror, after all 
this time, I catch my father 's beseeching eyes dart 
in my direction from death's shadows , while Louis 
sesanta anni fa turns towards me, as if 



to let me in on something he's just said. 
But there's too much clack and static, as now 
his head falls back on his pillow in the casket. ... 

That's it. That's all I can recover : the flecked film 
frozen in blacks and whites and sepias, like some 
Roman ruin crumbling on a darkling plain, over 
which the waves of time are lashing. Two 
shadows only, caught on this cloudy moonlit 
midnight here by the cold July Atlantic, 
like the changing light of that overarching El, 
and I alone left to tell this story in which 
their names are entered, these two who follow me 
everywhere I go, answering still, as mares and does 
and lambs answer when they're called, by force 
of awe or fear or love or hunger, hoping 
to be fed. Oh yes, Angel, hoping to be fed. 
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Annunciation 

Three birds sang from the shaded grove . 
The lilies shook and nodded, the white stones shone. 
Through every leaf of every tree blue light, 
and clouds chevying eastward out to sea. 
And now the silence pregnant with your word . 
This is the moment I have waited for all week 
as I have prayed here begging for some peace. 

Once, among the stalls at Marrakech, two men 
looped a freighted snake about my son's neck, 
as they shook a basket beneath my startled eyes. 
They were grinning as they circled us, while I 
threw whatever money I had at them, 
begging them to take the thing away. And now, 
like that, so quietly, a sudden breeze comes up 
to kiss me on my forehead , the way a mother will, 
when she sighs goodnight, goodnight , and covers you, 
her sandal firmly on the serpent's head . 



A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

FRED ARROYO 

Writing Families: 
V. S. Naipaul's Lettered Memories 

Every book has amazed me; up to the moment of 
writing I never knew it was there. But the greatest 
miracle for me was getting started. I feel-and the 
anxiety is still vivid to me-that I may have easily 
failed before I began. 

- V. S. Naipaul, Two Worlds: The 2001 Nobel Lecture 

The year before V. S. Naipaul was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature 
he published a volume entitled Between Father and Son: Family Letters. 
The letters are a beautiful testament to the relationship Naipaul had with 
his father, "Pa," Seepersad Naipaul, and they are especially attractive 
because of the encouragement Pa offered to his son as he journeyed from 
Trinidad to find "a way in the world." Pa's support and advice, I will sug
gest, was a tremendous force for Naipaul ' s writing life: writing as a life
long process , a "gift to last and grow, a dream of working at yet unknown 
books, accumulations of fruitful days, achievement," so that his writing 
could create a form of "security" and a place to stand in the world (A Way 
in the World 128). In a letter found early in the collection, dated October 
27, 1950, we get intimations of this relationship between father and son, 
as well as a record of the beginning of Naipaul's writing life. Pa writes: 

Your letters are charming in their spontaneity. If you could write me 
letters about things and people - especially people-at Oxford, I 
could compile them in a book: Letters Between A Father and Son, or 
My Oxford Letters. What think you? Just here Kamala [Naipaul's 
sister] seems useless. You can do it, I'm sure. If you can bring the 
same quality of spontaneity in whatever you write, everything you 
write will have a sparkle. I believe this free flow in one's written 
thought is due largely to absence of anxiety. It is due to one not set
ting oneself too big, sometimes impossible , ideals. I know because it 
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happens to me. Whenever I allow myself to become too anxious to 
please the person I'm writing to or the person I am writing for, I gen
erally lose balance and spoil everything. I begin concentrating not so 
much on what I want to say, but on what would most flatter the per
son I'm writing to. The result is bound to be stilted business. Don't 
care to please any person but yourself. Only see that you have suc
ceeded in saying exactly what you wanted to say-without showing 
off; with utter, brave sincerity- and you will have achieved style 
because you will have been yourself. Much as many people will 
doubt it, this attitude of mind must be brought into play even when 
writing for the popular press. You must be yourself. You must be 
sincere. You must aim to say only what you have to say and say it 
clearly. (28-29) 

Naipaul's father's words illuminate so much that is understood as the 
Naipaulian style or voice: the seemingly sincere, spontaneous and yet bal 
anced prose that strives for clarity, the discovery and invention of self, 
and thus the emphasis on the observed and invented life, the autobio
graphical and the biographical, fact and fiction , raw material and tech 
nique, and the real losses and imaginary gains of Naipaul's memory and 
emotion as he confronts the mystery that is his past and the fate his writ 
ing sets in motion. Pa goes on to write more theoretically, quoting Bacon 
and Goldsmith , referring to Boswell , Mohammed, and William James , and 
speculating on character, personality, and the "many selves" Naipaul will 
face as a writer (29). Pa then goes on to write of the importance of devel
oping a practice, of trying to write regularly. He writes: 

Suppose you had a fairly good chat with this great scholar [S. 
Radhakrishnan, Professor of Eastern Religions , Oxford, and 
President of India from 1962-67], you could have described the 
experience of the incident to me in a letter- in a long letter, if that 
was necessary. I'd have delighted in the reading of such a letter; and 
I'd have kept it with other letters of yours. Write me weekly of the 
men you meet; tell me what you talked; how they talked; and you'll 
be amazed to know what a fine array of letters you have written in 
just a year ' s time. Let's go to work like that. It's an easy way and a 
good way; because the thoughts you embody will be free and light 
and spontaneous-precious qualities that go to the marrow-bone of 
good writing. Suppose you kept my letters, and I kept yours , we 
might find two books emerging instead of one. Who knows! (31) 

And then there are these two important sentences near the end of the 
letter , "Keep your centre. All ' s well at home" (31) . Again , one can hear so 
much of what Naipaul's writing has been obsessed with : the importance 
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of "finding a center" while showing "all's well at home." Seepersad 
Naipaul's letter is filled with practical and theoretical advice , and, even 
more, his tone is wise for the ways it tries to support Naipaul's beginnings 
as a writer. Naipaul's father even sees into the future and almost names 
the very volume of letters that are published fifty years later, Between 
Father and Son: Family Letters. 

These letters are a gift and an inheritance , and in recognizing them as 
such Naipaul has to struggle with his father's words; but the greater 
recognit ion, I will suggest , is that Naipaul's father has created "linguistic 
memories" Naipaul must continually come to terms with in his writing. 
Linguistic memories are not often contemplated or written about in rela
tion to reading and writing , literature , or the writing life. Most often, lin
guists refer to linguistic memories in relation to bilingualism, psycholin
guistics, and memory in order to discuss why speakers of a language 
return to their memories for a specific word, how the memory of a word 
allows an individual to recall the "proper" pronunciation of a word, and 
thus speak that word in a situation. We have to store words in our linguistic 
memories for language to be meaningful in proper or correct terms, it seems. 

Linguistic memories are much more creative, metaphorical , sophisti 
cated, and necessary, however. Though I write in English, my writing is 
always marked or accented by my memories of Spanish language and cul
ture, and by an ancient memory of peoples , places , and practices I shall 
never fully know. I've come to imagine language is a river , and though I 
may not "step into the same river twice ," according to Herakleitos , there 
is an underlying , constant force that is the essence of that river , that makes 
river river. 1 Within the river of language there is another river. No matter 
how much I think I may be progressing individually as a writer , as ifl can 
control and own a language , the river within that language returns, it pulls 
me into its currents , its eddies, undertows , down its waterfall. This under
lying, constant, essential force accentuates the boundaries of language and 
memory , the past and the present , myself and others , and the recollect ion 
of moments when language acquisition, meaning, creativity, and freedom 
are sometimes questioned , stopped short, denied , become utterly inexpli
cable, and sometimes become a great rush of imaginative joy and possi
bility . When I look at the surface of the river I never simply see my 
reflection: I hear other shores, other voices . For writers of the twentieth 
century (and beyond), who must contend with the forces of exile, migra
tion, the loss of languages and ways of life, linguistic memories thus mark 
the place where the river within the river meet , where we begin to under-
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stand and come to terms with the power our writing has to imagine, com
pose, express, and remember. 2 

V. S. Naipaul describes linguistic memories in the following terms: 

Most of us know the parents or grandparents we come from. But we 
go back and back, forever; we go back all of us to the very begin
ning; in our blood and bone and brain we carry the memories of 
thousands of beings .... We cannot understand all the traits we have 
inherited. Sometimes we can be strangers to ourselves. (A Way in the 
World 11) 

Naipaul also describes the importance of linguistic memories in his 
"Prologue: Reading and Writing, a Personal Account," when he writes of 
the lasting power of Ramlila, a public pageant -play based on the epic 
Ramayana, which he witnessed as a child. Naipaul suggests that the 
Ramayana was brought over-"transported"-to Trinidad in the "memo
ries of [the] people," and it spoke to him in compelling terms (7). What is 
most telling is Naipaul's description of the Ramayana as a linguistic 
memory he "didn't have to be taught," for "the story of Rama's unjust 
banishment to the dangerous forest was like something I had always 
known" (8). The Ramayana became, in fact, a living memory within 
everything Naipaul subsequently read: "It lay below the writing I was to 
get to know later in the city, the Anderson and Aesop I was to read on my 
own, and the things my father was to read to me" (8). 

Linguistic memories, given Naipaul's examples, are a rich part of a 
writer's memory, imagination, and the raw experiences they tum into art. 
Linguistic memories are essential for understanding why and how we 
write; they are the underlying, necessary essence and force that make lan
guage language, writing writing. The effectiveness of Naipaul's writing 
would lose all its power if he did not contend with his linguistic memo
ries. Why? Because even though we "cannot understand all the traits we 
have inherited," we don't want to become "strangers to ourselves." To do 
so is to have no way to begin. We cannot deny our linguistic memories, 
for to deny them is to cut off the energy or blood that gives life to our 
writing. And for some of us, there is no other way to see our writing: our 
writing is always between a father and a son, a mother and a daughter . 3 

Naipaul's father's letter, with which I began this essay, is a linguistic 
memory that creates a beginning for Naipaul; it allows him to reflect on 
why and how he writes. The letter documents intentions and methods 
Naipaul can return to over time in order to locate his writing practices . I 
am arguing, therefore, that V. S. Naipaul's linguistic memories are essen
tial for his writing life, and through his example other writers can begin to 
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remember, recognize, and honor their linguistic memories so they can 
make the most of their writing and lives. My argument might be easily 
challenged, however, since linguistic memories suggest some essence of 
self, some stable, essential self. In the 20th century faith in this self has 
often been abandoned; we know not what this self entails because it has 
ostensibly been written by powerful languages or discourses, whether the 
self is aware of these discourses or not; and thus many scholars of lan
guage are persuaded to focus on the "exteriority" of discourse rather than 
the "interiority" of the self.4 We are, it seems, selves socially made not 
privately composed. Linguistic memories would be considered a form of 
interiority, and, conversely, as identifying some essentialist notion of self 
and writing that is suspect given the overwhelming focus on language and 
self being constituted in social situations. Linguistic memories, from my 
perspective, however, don't simply valorize an autonomous self; for as 
the above passage from A Way in the World illumes, there is something 
essential about memory, an ancient past, and those past generations that 
help Naipaul authorize his language as he writes alongside the borders of 
memory, history, exile, and writing-and as he does so to discover a way 
into the world. Naipaul is not valorizing individuality but emphasizing the 
forces that burden, shape, and push the self toward greater knowledge and 
being. In the words of Italo Calvino, Naipaul's linguistic memories high
light the relations of "perception," "reality," and "vision," and thus the 
"link between the levitation desired and the privation actually suffered" 
(Six Memos for the Next Millennium 27). Or to put this a little differently, 
Naipaul's linguistic memories underscore "that mystery of rooted motion 
without which there is no public sense or private weight to our lives" 
(Steiner 185). 

There is something else important to consider in the letter of October 
27, 1950, written by Naipaul's father, Seepersad, which helps to further 
investigate the relations of interiority and exteriority, and the essential, 
forceful nature of linguistic memories. Naipaul's father was a journalist 
and short story writer, and he had desires to achieve much more with his 
writing; throughout this book of letters, in fact, we hear his dream of an 
uninterrupted writing life. As we read the October 27 letter we need to 
recognize how Naipaul's father identifies the possibility of his desire and, 
of course, how writing-its power-helps him to identify this possibility. 
Consequently, we can begin to consider how the letter's power is generat
ed by a kind of language or discourse that emerges from a larger, complex 
pattern of beliefs, values, and desires. Part of that pattern is English let
ters; part is Naipaul's father's experience as a writer; part is colonialism; 
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part is their relationship and life as father and son. Thus the letter is com
posed of various discourses, and what is most important to me is the 
recognition and acceptance of these discourses, how Seepersad Naipaul 
accepts these particulars of language as essential for writing, and how he 
tries to pass them down to his son as positive forces. And it ' s just as 
important that V. S. Naipaul takes these particulars into the center of his 
poetics, into his lifelong journey as a writer. 

Most often, however, we think of discourse or discursivity in negative 
or limiting terms. Briefly, we should consider that in turning to the works 
of Freud and Marx, Michael Foucault explored the concept of the 
"author" and the "author function," and how Foucault wrote specifically 
of Freud and Marx as "'initiators of discursive practices"' (Language, 
Counter-Memory, Practice 131). "The distinctive contribution of these 
authors [Freud and Marx]," Foucault writes, "is that they produced not 
only their own work, but the possibility and the rules of formation of 
other texts" (131). Freud and Marx , according to Foucault, were the "first 
and the most important" initiators of discursive practices (132). Foucault 
tells us further that they 

not only made possible a certain number of analogies that could be 
adopted by future texts, but, as importantly, they also made possible 
a certain number of differences. They cleared the space for the intro
duction of elements other than their own, which, nevertheless remain 
within the field of discourse they initiated. (132) 

Discourse, in its most general terms, is a powerful form of language that 
has already written the possibilities one imagines. Discourse has already 
written one's "creativity," for example, since one's creativity emerges 
within an already existing field; and it is dependent , moreover, on a larger 
system of discourse-"creativity"-even if one is not consciously aware 
of that system. For in matters of poetics, writing, and aesthetic creativity 
difficult questions accordingly arise. What does it mean to be original? 
What is-or what is the importance of-an origin? When one begins to 
write should one ask, with care, contemplation, memory, and imagination, 
if a discourse has already written the possibilities of his writing? 

Discourse, it seems to me, is thought of in negative terms because it 
has become a kind of straw man that's conflated with statements about the 
"death of the subject" or the "death of the author," which can easily be 
heard in Foucault: "suspicion arises concerning the absolute nature and 
creative role of the subject"; "the subject (and its substitutes) must be 
stripped of its creative role and analyzed as a complex and variable func
tion of discourse"; and "We can easily imagine a culture where discourse 
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would circulate without any need for an author" (137, 138). Foucaultian 
discourse questions the value of searching for "origins, " the "timeless," 
the "essential secrets" or mysteries that are often attributed to creativity 
and genius (138). Foucaultian discourse thus questions the very positive 
language of Seepersad Naipaul's letter, those powerful elements of writ
ing and practice Naipaul's father writes with vivid, truthful force. Is there 
a discourse at work in this letter that has already written what V. S. 
Naipaul will write? Or are Naipaul's father's words a beginning, a gift, 
and an inheritance that guides everything Naipaul will ever write? If this 
letter from 1950 includes so much of what we can identify as Naipaul's 
poetics or style, might we then ask this fundamental question: At the age 
of seventeen, when Naipaul receives this letter, does he need to theoreti 
cally reflect on why and how he will write? Or has he already received all 
he needs from his father to begin? 

The late eminent scholar Edward W. Said (an early reader of Foucault 
in French) isolated the importance of beginnings as a powerful form of 
discourse in his majestic Beginnings: Intention and Method. As textuality 
or discourse ascended as the intellectual mentality of the human sciences, 
Said composed a creative, intellectual response that forced literary schol
ars to face the material, historical , social, and, in that very Saidian term, 
worldly circumstances of a text or discourse . Specifically , Said explored 
and analyzed - in exhaustive, almost encyclopedic detail-why we can 
never deny, no matter how sophisticated our sense of discourse or textual 
ity, the struggle a writer engages in beginning-beginning the writing of a 
short story, poem, drama, novel, essay, or scholarly work. No matter how 
much the death of the author is heralded , no matter how much one works 
to demystify origins, originality, or creativity, Said was able to identify 
why and how writers struggle with their beginnings, beginnings that 
emerged from cultural, historical, material, social forces. A writer's 
beginnings, to put this a little differently, are imbedded within a world, 
within worldly circumstances. Furthermore, these circumstances suggest 
that a writer's beginnings are a struggle with intentions and methods .5 

Why do I want or need to write? And why do I need to write this novel at 
this time in history? How will I begin to write? And how will I begin to 
write the particular world of this novel?6 

In returning to Seepersad Naipaul's letter, I do not intend to reify or 
mythologize the belief that writing emerges from sincerity, from knowing 
one's self, or from an autonomous , original genius who writes without the 
support and precedent of others. I return to this letter because it is a lin
guistic memory that emphasizes why and how V. S. Naipaul's beginnings 
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are supported by the precedent of his father-even if, at times, this prece
dent made Naipaul feel a stranger to himself , even if it made him struggle 
to earn the centering of his letters. A letter like this, moreover, can help us 
to create and center our beginnings, while affirming those linguistic mem
ories that honor the relations we have in our writing, that we need in order 
to begin within the worldly circumstances of our memory and writing.7 

All writers need to begin with the facts of reality : the immense pile of 
raw experiences that can overwhelm the very beginnings of their writing . 
A fiction writer composes language out of the possibility that nothing is 
lost. To begin to write is to make deliberate decisions, and through these 
decisions the writer acknowledges real losses for imaginary gains . 
Perhaps when a writer struggles with reality , be it the pressures of making 
a living, or through a sense of duty to a family, a culture , or memory, the 
writer must confront their intentions and methods in order to locate a way 
to begin, to fill the emptiness of the page with words, to fill silence with 
music, and to hear what underlies the words and the music are those lin
guistic memories that illume the power of their writing. I often, for 
instance , return to those writers who nurtured my beginnings, my sense of 
memory, my real losses and imaginary gains-Yeats, Beckett, Hemingway , 
Rhys, Naipau l, Ondaatje, Vargas Llosa, Borges , Fisher, Canetti, Berger , 
Morris. (And, of course, I can ' t overlook writers like Foucault and Said.) 
Sometimes all it takes is the reading of a passage out loud, or the copying 
out of a description of landscape, and then suddenly I'm ready to begin . 

When I further contemplate the importance of beginnings and linguis
tic memories , I return to a late afternoon in Asheville , North Carolina , 
standing on a hill on the edge of a lush green, temperate rain forest in the 
Sewanee Valley . The writer and teacher Andrea Barrett was my advisor 
for a critical thesis I would write on Jean Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea, a 
semester -long project that would help to fulfill the requirements for my 
MF A. On that overcast afternoon she asked me if I had ever read Michael 
Ondaatje's In the Skin of a Lion . I replied , No, that Ondaatje , like Rhys, 
was someone I was afraid to read because he sounded- within the river of 
language I felt flowing through me-so much like myself , what I aspired 
to sound like more clearly in my writing. Like my coming to terms with 
Rhys, I was afraid to read Ondaatje , given the little bit I had read, for fear 
of influence and comparison. She empathized with my concerns , but then 
she suggested that as a writer who seemed obsessed with exile, home, 
family, and memory , reading Rhys and Ondaatje is an act ofreading fami
ly members I did not yet recognize . My reading and writing, to put this a 
little differently , could create a family, or to listen intimately to the title of 
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Ondaatje ' s memoir, through my reading and writing I could discover 
what's running in thefamily. 8 

In an odd yet necessary way, I will suggest that on that day I began to 
understand something much more important about creativity and theoreti 
cal reflection. I was confronting the very issue of beginnings, and in so 
doing I was also beginning to come to terms with linguistic memories, 
those moments and experiences of language and memory that shape writ
ing, that connect us to families, generations, and those larger memories 
that create relations by crossing the boundaries of language, space, time, 
and nationality. In looking back, I now see that moment in North Carolina 
as marking the beginning of a series of events that helped me to under
stand why I'm no longer that interested in being remembered as a unique, 
original writer with a distinct voice. More important to my writing life, 
and my sense of fiction, is to be remembered as a writer and teacher who 
is part of an extended family: I hope to write alongside a family found 
throughout the world. 

A writer I've been turning to more and more as of late, and recogniz 
ing as a part of my family and life, is the late Wright Morris; his Writing 
My Life: An Autobiography , has become a new linguistic memory of 
dream and achievement: Morris has set in motion possibilities I want to 
tum into the truth or center of my writing. Throughout Writing My Life, 
Morris suggests that his development as a writer was a wondrous romance 
filled with accident, chance, love, and those imaginary gains that substan
tiated his belief as a writer , and the acceptance of his fate to be a writer. 
And he also suggests, I believe rightly, that this romance- alongside the 
flowing currents of belief and fate- is necessary for all art. Morris's 
development can be traced as all the more enchanting because of his poet
ic reflection on the importance of emotion, images, and memory for his 
way of seeing, and how his photographic art influenced his writing life. In 
one particular instance Morris remembers his viewing of some of the 
French photographer Atget's prints, and the realization that what he 
thought was his own unique vision was not original at all. Morris writes: 

These prints were much superior to those I had previously seen, and 
appropr iated some of the ruins of time that I felt to be my peculiar 
province. Once more I had found that what I felt to be uniquely my 
own way of seeing was little more than the measure of my igno 
rance. If I could see all that existed, it would surely take the bloom 
off many of my enthusiasms. I was spared that revelation, however, 
since this humbling knowledge would usually come to me in small 
doses for the rest of my life. (315) 
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I will continue to believe that whenever I find it difficult to begin ( or 
when I find a split or distance between my creativity and theoretical 
reflection), I must remember that I can begin if the bloom of my enthusi
asms for why and how I write are never lost. I hope that like Morris I 
might reflect on my writing life with the "humbling knowledge" that 
whatever knowledge I've gained, it has arrived "in small doses" through
out "my life," and each time these small doses help me to begin once 
again . I hope that like Naipaul , too, I can look back on my life and see the 
beginning bloom of the sincerity, bravery , clarity, lightness, and centered 
spontaneity Naipaul seemed to discover in the linguistic memories his 
father offered to him. In those centered letters his father wrote with elo
quence, intelligence , and love to a son he encouraged and supported as he 
began his writing life. 

Before Between Father and Son: Family Letters was published, I 
remember that as I was composing my thesis on Jean Rhys's Wide 
Sargossa Sea, some letters between Paul Theroux and V. S. Naipaul were 
published in The New Yorker. The memory of one of those letters, which 
were not , of course, included in Between Father and Son, is unmistakable: 
Naipaul struggled with the reality of not only needing to write but of 
understand ing himself, where he had come from and where he might be 
going, and how to do so within a larger transnational view of memory and 
language, home and writing and being. He tells us : 
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It has been a year of crisis for me ... . The point of this being as fol
lows: unless you try to understand my background you will misinter 
pret what I have written . . . . My world must not be seen as a quainter 
version of the whole worlds that the person in England, France, the 
United States, Japan, takes for granted he will grow into. Unless you 
understand the destitution I have been writing about, which is total, 
you will misinterpret. Fantasy, illusion, make-believe: the critics are 
puzzled, but these have been the themes-without deliberation- of 
my work. You write the book first; then you live out the truth. Think 
of it like this: imagine the despair to which the barefoot colonial is 
reduced when , wanting to write, and reading the pattern books of 
Tolstoy, Balzac, et al., he looks at his own world and discovers that 
it almost doesn 't exist. Hemingway? The barefoot colonial in Paris? 
Where the Hemingway adventure for him? Try to understand this 
and see the effort to make art out of this destitution and alienation 
(every object the colonial uses presupposes a totally different world 
from the one the colonia l knows). The question- as tormenting to me 
this past year as the problem of where to buy a house, what physical 
area of the earth-is: Is this alienation, however honestly realised, 
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enough for art? Has art resulted? Is it too private to be of value-not 
only as literature but also (to me important) in terms of sales? (148) 
[my italics] 

Naipaul strikes a very true and resounding chord. I spent most of my 
childhood in a small Michigan town with a handful of other Puerto 
Ricans, and there are times now when I cannot fully recognize my life 
within Hemingway's-that is to say, I value his writing; I can imagine his 
world; I can envision In Our Time and The Nick Adams Stories as a part 
of my memories; yet I cannot fully inhabit that world. Presently, I write in 
Madrid, Spain, and the bullfighting of the Feria de San Isidro has begun, 
and so do my memories of Death in the Afternoon and The Sun Also 
Rises. Naipaul writes in a letter to his sister, "A beautiful city. We must 
visit Madrid when you come to England next year. I prefer Madrid to 
Paris" (Between Father and Son 167). Yes, a beautiful city. For three 
weeks there's been no rain: only clear, warm blue skies, sun sun sun and 
in the evening a cool breeze. I can sit in a terrazza all afternoon reading 
and writing, switching from cups of cafe con leche to copas of brandy. 
Madrid. This city is a long way from a small provincial town in 
Michigan, more than an ocean away from the Puerto Rico of my ances
tors, and as I begin to imagine how far I need to voyage to know where 
the past once began, I feel I'm in the middle of the long journey back to 
the largest source of linguistic memories: La Madre Patria. I see in the 
iron black balconies, the curved and tight calles, and the incandescent sil
ver of Madrid's fountains so much ofmy imagination and memory. I have 
to know and remember this city on my own terms-and though I know it 
won't ever truly be my city, I can never totally know Hemingway's ver
sion. Surely, I can try to learn from Hemingway, as well as any models of 
literature, but that doesn't necessarily mean that I can find myself inside 
that model. There's often something lost in between. 

Sometimes, walking down a typical American street, the world 
becomes ghost-like: it vibrates with a pulse of something I cannot grasp, 
some reminder of things past, the color of green glinting off a leaf, and I 
am suddenly in a world of wise old women, of trees heavy with fruits and 
birds, the fall to the soil of a plump mango from an afternoon rain, the 
birth of a clear azure sky occasionally broken by tom, puffy clouds, the 
sky sparkling against the baked red -clay -dirt road; and then coming 
towards me is a young boy, he has no shirt, his skin is a little darker than 
the dirt, his jeans streaked with dust all the way down to his bare feet, and 
as he pulls back on a hemp rope bridle he and a sorrel horse gently trot by, 
the boy's black hair slick and still, the horse's neck taut and severe, its 
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blond mane barely fluttering in the breeze stirring off the sea .... And I 
do not follow the boy on the horse but stand still listening to the horse's 
hooves echoing in my ears. I am lost. Somewhere in between I am lost. I 
cannot translate the moment into the present from the past. I want desper
ately to capture its emotion and create meaning through the words I com
pose. I can't, though, and this becomes frightening: I know the moment
that haunting memory of things still silenced-influences why and how I 
write . Sometimes, "there aren't any words for this fear. The words 
haven't been invented" (Rhys 237). 

All art, perhaps , is created out of the destitution and alienation 
Naipaul feels, the fear an artist confronts when trying to bring to light that 
which is filled with blooming enthusiasm yet not distinctly formed. I 
wonder if in the exile these feelings are doubly compounded, if creation 
and forming are not the only concern : there are people and places and 
ways of life that strive for attention, call to be remembered. Where then 
do I find the models? How to reconcile emotion and form, sensual artistry 
and learned artistry? The present and the past? Home and that journey out 
into the world? Is the calling of memory the model? Does the memory 
spill over into the language? Does it shape a way to begin? 

Where to discover language's language-river's river-as the source 
for beginning is where I must begin . 

Naipaul's life and work are a great example of this struggle because 
he left the Caribbean-left home , Trinidad, "forever" it seems-to find 
his way into the world. He has settled in England, and yet he is still a per
petual exile : he is a man without a home, even though his work always 
returns emotionally to his home, his origins. Like the river that flows out
ward or returns inward towards home, the exiled artist must travel out
wards away from home to separate himself from his memories and learn 
from the models encountered, and yet he must also return home because 
those memories are necessary to form his work. We must all-as writers 
living in times of great migrations filled with memories and languages
journey away from the things we know to extend ourselves and explore 
new territories. Yet inside us are our passions, our loves, the desires of 
our memories and languages that keep us writing, that take us back to our 
writing. We are always moving forward and looking back, looking back 
and moving forward. 9 
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Naipaul writes: 

As I grow older, I find myself doing things that remind me of Pa, 
more and more. The way I smoke; the way I sit; the way I stroke my 
unshaved chin; the way in which I sometimes sit bolt upright; the 
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way in which I spend money romantically and foolishly. I am afraid 
Pa won't like this. For he will presently have no secrets from me. 
The more I learn about myself, the more I learn about him ... . 

And now there is something you must do. I want you to expect 
nothing great from me. Never think that someday you will see my 
name in lights. I don't think you will. And I don't want you to be 
hurt or disappointed. I had a frightening dream last night. I promised 
myself, crying, to write 1,000 words a day for, "You see," I told 
myself, "you have only one more year of life . You have cancer. 
Write 1,000 words a day. For every 1,000 words you write, you will 
get £1,000 ." (Between Father and Son 126-27) 

If only we could learn more about ourselves , if only in writing we 
could discover the secret within the secret, the dream within the dream. 
Then our writing might withstand our promises , the bloom of our enthusi
asms , and the force of our linguistic memories as we begin to write families. 

Notes 
1In Guy Davenport 's Seven Greeks: Translations, we receive this fragment of 

Herakleitos: "One cannot step twice into the same river, for the water into which 
you first stepped has flowed on" ( 160). 

2Please see my exploration of these issues in "Of Palaces and Stations : 
Towards the Shelter of Innocence " and as suggested in that essay, see Azade 
Seyhan ' s Writing Outside the Nation in which she analyzes with great compassion 
and thought diasporic, transnational , often multilingual narratives that "represent a 
conscious effort to transmit a linguistic and cultural heritage that is articulated 
through acts of personal and collective memory" (12). Throughout her study she 
explores linguistic memories as central to many narratives of exile, displacement, 
migration, and memory, and how a sense of English, English literature , and the 
study of and dissemination of literature needs to be placed within a larger global 
conversation accented by different languages, cultures, histories , and memories
and precisely because the writers of these diasporic narratives are reinventing 
what language and literature can express, remember , and mean. 

3For a few stunning examples of these particulars , see John Berger ' s 
"Mother," Nahid Rachlin ' s "Without My Sister Would I Have Become a Writer? 
An Autobiographical Essay," and Amy Tan's "Mother Tongue ." Each of these 
essays has helped me to develop my current essay, and I will explore them in 
greater detail in a book-length manuscript , "Close as Pages in a Book." In this 
book I focus on the importance of a writing life emerging from "pages in a book," 
albeit pages found in libraries, in overlooked books, written by the dynamic conti
nuity and change within families and between generations, or written within the 
grain of work and landscapes. Family and memory substantiate one's writing life, 
and in that life there must be a recognition of the "inner speech" or "interior writ-
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ing" one inherits from various forms of reading, and which underwrites those lin
guistic memories that help one make the most of one ' s reading, writing, and life. 

4See for example Foucault's The Archeology of Knowledge . 
5J'm quite aware that Said was highly critical ofV. S. Naipaul (Reflections on 

Exile and Other Essays). Nevertheless, I will still remember and honor the fact 
that Naipaul's writing is connected to larger linguistic memories and that many of 
us still need recognize and come to terms with our own in order to make the most 
of our writing lives. 

6For similar, compelling yet different discussions of the dilemmas I've raised 
in these last few pages, see Clayton Eshleman's Novices: A Study of Poetic 
App renticeship, and Allen Grossman's "Orpheus/Philomela: Subjection and 
Mastery in the Founding Stories of Poetic Production." 

7George Steiner comes to mind here, especially regarding discourse, memory, 
tradition, and creativity , when he tells us "most books are about previous books . 
This is true at the level of the semantic code: writing persistently refers to previ
ous writing. Explicit or implicit citation, allusion, reference are essential means of 
designation and proposition . It is via this dynamism of reiteration that the past has 
its most palpable existence" ( On Difficulty and Other Essays 190-9 1 ). 

81 imagine as well that this is very close to Salmon Rushdie's sense of "imagi 
nary homelands." Michael Ondaatje's memoir is titled Running in the Family, of 
course. 

9Jan Carew's profound "The Caribbean Writer and Exile" has influenced my 
imagination here, and I'm remembering specifically, "The river can be the symbol 
of the exile journeying outwards or the exile coming home" (37). 
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MICHAEL POORE 

The Paint Giant 
Killing a dog with an ax isn't the kind of thing Harper does, but he 
doesn't have a choice, the way he sees it. 

His in-laws' dog bit his son, and they've done nothing about it. They 
won't even lock it up when Jacob comes over. They say they will, but 
they don't. 

"They lie," is what Harper mutters, psyching himself up for the thing 
he has to do. 

Bee ' s parents watch Jacob three days a week. Bee drops him off before 
work, and Harper picks him up on his way home. On Tuesdays and 
Thursdays, Jacob goes to daycare. 

One day, Harper got to his in-laws , and Jacob was nowhere in sight. 
"He's in the bathroom," said Barry, Bee ' s dad. Something in his voice 

bore the rhythm of bad news . 
Harper started to ask what was wrong , but Sylvia's voice rang down 

the hall. 
"Back here," she called. 
Harper pushed past Barry , jogged down the hall, banged the door open 

with a steel -toed boot, and saw blood. Blood on Kleenex , blood on 
Jacob's face, blood on the floor and smudged around the sink. 

Sylvia shot Harper a quick eye before he gathered breath to shout. 
"Hurk nipped him," she said, her voice insisting there's nothing terri

ble here, nothing that can 't be fixed with a Band-Aid, but Harper could 
tell she was scared. Jacob's face wasn ' t nipped; it was torn. 

Harper scooped up his son with one arm, grabbed a towel with his free 
hand, and pressed it to Jacob ' s face. 

"Now, Joe-" 
"Should've taken him to the emergency room," he growled. He can 

almost hear her mind turning, worried for the life of her dog if a doctor 
sees Jacob's face. Behind the cool eye and the smooth voice, she is pan
icked. For Hurk, her little Jack Russell rat-dog . 
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Harper plowed past Barry , out the front door, talking quietly to his 
son, who was Being Brave . 

Arranging the boy in the back seat, Harper muttered "Hurk" over and 
over, as if the name were a story all by itself. 

Jacob is four, but he weighs eighty pounds. 
It almost looks like there's something wrong with him, but the doctor 

says, No, some kids are just huge. 
At bedtime, Harper reads him stories about giants . The night of the 

dog, with Jacob in his red plastic racecar bed, Harper tells him the story of 
the Paint Giant. 

The story starts with this village called Farzon where everything is 
dull and gray. A long time ago, its citizens got on the bad side of a witch 
who drained the village of color. Even if you painted something bright 
red, it would fade before you could say "frog soup." 

One day, this giant came wandering out of the mountains, and when 
he saw the little gray village, he wanted to help. With one giant sweep of 
a giant paintbrush, he colored half the houses red. A second stroke , and 
the rest were green . He laughed a giant laugh and sat down to rest among 
the hills. 

When the people of the village woke up and saw what had happened, 
some of them were happy. So what if the paint turned gray before 
lunchtime? The giant could easily repaint the whole town in five seconds . 
Others, however, were frightened . What if the witch became angry and 
turned them all into ham sandwiches? Finally the mayor went out with 
fifty men, armed with rocks and sticks and slingshots and BB guns, and 
drove the Paint Giant away. 

There could probably be more to the story, but Jacob looks like he's 
asleep . Just before he closes the door, Harper hears Jacob's little voice, 
half-conscious , too small for his eighty-pound body , ask how come the 
giants always lose. 

Harper opens his mouth to say something, but the next second he can 
tell Jacob is sleeping again . 

The next day at work, Harper tells his friend Evan Gillespie about Jacob 
and the dog. 

Sometimes it's hard talking to Gillespie; they work in a repo ware 
house for furniture , and their part of the shop can be noisy . The owner 
likes to take some of the nicer furniture and give it that "distressed 
antique" look so he can jack up the price . That's Harper and Gillespie's 
job; they distress the furniture . Today , Gillespie is winging a set ofrepos-
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sessed billiard balls at an early -American four-drawer dresser, leaving 
craters and splinters to be sanded later. He wears a catcher's mask, just in case. 

CRACK! 
"I'd kill it," says Gillespie. 
WHOCK! 
Harper's method is more subtle. He distresses desks and supper tables 

by writing on them . He gets a piece of paper and wears grooves in the 
wood. Sometimes he writes lists. Sometimes he writes one word over and 
over, like "onion" or "movie" or "Mexico." 

Sometimes the owner gets mad at Harper because he takes too long. 
Sometimes he gets mad at Gillespie because his furniture is too fucked up 
to sell. 

"Onion," Harper writes, pressing hard. "Mexico, Mexico, Mexico." 
WHACK! CRUNCH! 
"Poison!" advises Gillespie. 

That night, Harper talks to Bee about the dog. 
"He can't be going over there," he says. "Not with that fucking dog 

running loose." 
"Like I'm going to tell my parents they can't see their grandbaby. Is 

that what you want me to tell them?" 
"You're yelling." 
"You're being an asshole." 
Finally, though, they get on the phone. Barry and Sylvia promise to 

keep the dog locked up when Jacob's over. 
That's fine. It makes Bee happy, it gets Harper what he wants, and it 

makes Jacob safe. 
Except Harper goes over there one afternoon and there's Hurk running 

around in the backyard being his psychotic self, with Jacob sitting in the 
grass playing with Legos . 

Harper could get mad, but instead he just smiles at Barry and kind of 
shrugs as if he means to say how the boy and the dog seem to be getting 
along fine . Meanwhile there's an explosion inside him, a flood of shadow, 
like light played backwards . 

"It's like the Fog of War," says Gillespie, assaulting bookcases with a 
hockey stick. 

"The what?" 
"The Fog of War is this confusion you get in battle, where all the 

plans fall apart and you can't see anything clearly, only what you've got 
is even worse; you've got the Fog of Ennui ." 

Harper picks up a baseball bat and smacks an entertainment center. 
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"The Fog of Ennui is where you get so bored or so wrapped up in your 
TV that you forget this is still a real world with real things that happen, 
and some of those things are dangerous . Then, when the danger's right in 
front of you, you don't do anything, like a dumbass, because this fog in 
your mind says it can't be real. It's too real to be real." 

"They're Bee's parents," argues Harper. "It's their dog." 
He hammers the entertainment center. Gillespie whacks the table. 

They pick up a slow, double rhythm, like a death march or a work song. 
"Every kind of love gets sick now and then," chants Gillespie. "Every 

kind oflove grows fangs." 

Harper thinks about how he might shoot the dog, except he doesn't have a gun. 
He thinks how he might drug it and take it downtown and toss it off 

the roof of the warehouse. He might feed it chocolate or rat poison. 
He's got to get Hurk away from Barry and Sylvia's house before he 

can do anything at all, which means drugging it somehow. So what 
Harper does is start taking hot dogs with him whenever he goes over 
there. This is for two reasons . First, he wants Hurk to get used to eating 
things Harper gives him. Second, it might be convenient, later, for every
one to remember how nice Harper was to Hurk, how he fed him hot dogs 
and told him he was a good boy. 

"Good boy," says Harper, feeding Hurk a Ball Park. 
Hurk gives a small, quiet growl. 
Psychic, Harper thinks to himself. 

When he has been working on his friendship with Hurk for three weeks, 
Harper decides the time has come. All day long, one Monday, he walks 
around work saying, "The time has come." He doesn't even know he's 
saying it. 

That night, Harper tells Jacob the story of how the Paint Giant came 
back to the village of Farzon and promised not to paint anything anymore 
if they'd just let him work in their bubble gum factory. 

The people of Farzon wished the giant would just go away, but they 
were afraid of him, too. So they gave him the job he'd asked for. Harper 
explains to Jacob how that's the best way to get rid of a giant: you give 
him something small to do, and in no time he shrinks down to normal. 

The mayor of Farzon waited until the giant had shrunk. Then he went 
to the bubble gum factory, kicked him in the seat of the pants, and said, 
"Now go away for good." 

The giant walked out the door only to find that everyone in the village 
had made a gauntlet all the way out of town. He ran between them with 
his hands over his head while they beat him with sticks, and when he 
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escaped he ran into the forest. There he finally took his head out of his 
hands, and there was this light in his eyes that hadn't been there before. 

Jacob's breath deepens, grows even. 
A minute later, Bee steps into the bathroom just in time to hear Harper 

say, "The time has come," to the toilet bowl. 

The next day, when Barry and Sylvia are running errands, Harper laces a 
hot dog with Sominex. Within the hour, he's sitting in his garage with an 
unconscious Hurk at his feet. 

Oddly, Harper doesn't feel much closer to getting the job done. It 
doesn't seem like something that's really happening. 

He stares at the dog for twenty minutes, unable to bring himself to 
fetch the ax from the pegboard above the wall. 

Second thoughts sneak up on him. 
He changes his mind. 
Harper is about to bend down and lift Hurk off the floor when the 

phone rings . It's Sylvia. 
"Hurk's missing," she says. "Did he wander over there?" 
She knows! thinks Harper, sweating. But she can't. Can she? 
"I'll keep an eye out," he promises, hanging up. 
Shit. 
He can't take the dog back now, that's for sure . Before he can change 

his mind again, the ax is off the wall . 
Cold sweat. His bowels chum. 
The dog's eyes have slipped half-open. Harper gets a bandana and ties 

it around Hurk's head, understanding for the first time that when a firing 
squad offers a condemned man a blindfold, it's not for his benefit. It's to 
break him down and make him a thing, not a man, and so easier to shoot. 

Because it's not easy, Harper learns, pacing around the blindfolded 
dog, feeling the Fog of War in his brain like a veil between him and the 
thing he has to do-this strange, crazy thing, this comer he's been backed 
into. His house and his body seem foreign to him, suddenly. Seem wild. 
His garage has become the garage at the end of the world. Time shrinks to 
a bright, naked Now, and at the same time Harper feels himself spill out 
into everywhere. He feels the onrush of night and the turning of the earth, 
the long, midnight sigh which is the bottom of the ocean, the caves and 
rivers in dark places beneath his feet. Before he knows he's going to do it 
the ax comes down, not blade -first, but flat. Hurk's skull flattens, but 
doesn't shatter. Harper straightens, and stands over this curiosity with a 
strange and unexpected blank inside him, not breathing. 

When he does breathe, at last, his chest seems to creak against itself, 
as if rusting, or scraping rust away . 
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"When the giant leaves the forest," Harper tells Jacob that night, "he's not 
the Paint Giant anymore . He's a giant of wood and stone and the things a 
giant is supposed to be-" 

"A good giant and a bad giant at the same time," says Jacob . 
"He's the giant of what-a-giant-has-to-do," he continues, "and what he 

has to do is walk down to the village and paint it in its own blood, and by 
God it stays that color until the years go by and the earth reaches up and 
swallows it again, the houses and the curse and the bones of the bubble 
gum factory." 

"The giant wins," breathes Jacob. 
"He goes across the sea." 
"He goes where there are other giants." 
It's not a bedtime story, tonight. It doesn't do what a lullaby does, 

although Jacob closes his eyes and pretends, after a while, to sleep . 
Harper stands there, looking down at his son in the glow of the Donald 
Duck nightlight. The minutes rain down until false sleep becomes real 
sleep, protected sleep, and still Harper remains. He stands over his son 
like a mountain. 
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ANNIE BOUTELLE 

Fado 
translate it 
however you 
choose, there's no 
note that's not about 
desire-how not to long, 
long?-hair tucked 
into its bun, oiled, 
while everything else 
is thirsty, beyond shy, 
past reason , looking 
down on scared, 
and reserve is 
flung into air, 
ground under her 
sole, trashed , so 
nothing ' s left, 
but 
this line of notes 
that has to be held 
onto, that can't be 
tied, that slips, 
and leads, swallows 
and reaches, and 
loses once more 
as throat 
opens to let it 
out, let it climb 
into a space filled 
with wisps of smoke 
and waverings, all 
that insists on being 



not, glassene 
envelope , film 
on eye, egg-white 
light, sharkskin , 
tenderness, all 
that knows deep 
in its marrow , no 
matter how long, 
how long, 
it won ' t ever 
touch this 
side of 
never 
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Quick 

How tender the ankles of girls, 
like herons whose probing steps 

map out the salt-washed shore. 
How easy to break-one snap 

and it's done-the metatarsal 
shivers and unleashes its cry 

of agony (woe, woe, woe), 
and the ankles of girls swell 

ravenously into those of old 
women who putter around 

kitchens, consume the priest's 
time, dismiss the salt-washed 

shore where everything is 
quick, vulnerable, slippery, 

and just about to begin. 



The Hook 

It was never so easy, 
so strange and full: bird 
song on each bough , moon 
above at the appointed hour 

so strange and full, bird 
baptized in light, children 
above at the appointed hour, 
neat lawn, scrubbed kitchen 

baptized in light, children, 
marbles, rabbits, Frisbee , 
neat lawn, scrubbed kitchen , 
the blue apron on its hook, 

marbles , rabbits, Frisbee, 
did we ever own them? 
the blue apron on its hook, 
where did it go, and when? 

did we ever own them? 
high-pitched voices, smoke, 
where did it go, and when? 
each branch stripped bare-

it was never so easy. 
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Torturer 

His Maytag is thorough and he has 
always slept well. It's the tiny items 
that reach him when he's heading out 
in the twilight, or coming back, a sky 
rinsed with light, a rabbit's soft ears. 
Or when he trims his toenails too 
close, or his razor skitters slightly 
and gouges skin. He stops watching 
the tube, the close-ups in the ads choke 
him, his mom asks when he's going 
to get a full-time job, his bank account 
swells with cash he can't unload. He 
tries yoga , but the instructor mentions 
bones too often-clavicle, sternum, 
femur, rib-even the quiet knife and 
fork are problematic , and he's taken 
to eating mostly scrambled eggs, with 
a spoon, without ketchup, and before 
he can think about- swallowing quick. 



Teresa of Avila 

First, she prays, hauls a bucket 
from the well on a rope. Then she 
enters prayer, turns the water-wheel 
lightly and the bucket rises . Then 
she unties mind , body , soul, tosses 
them into the well, and water flows 
into her, the brook gives itself and 
water is everywhere , sap, dew, 
rain-it bathes her, fills each vein, 
she is stem through which it runs. 

But also fire. To her left, the angel 
approaches , tiny, his sweet face 
spilling light, and in his hand 
a gold spear, at its tip the flame 
darts and whirls , and he thrusts 
the spear into her heart , its heat 
swarms into her entrails , leaves 
nothing but fierce consuming 
pain and a love of God so huge 
there is no way or wish to lose it. 

Air at the last. When she soars 
above them in the nave, her earth
bound nuns seize her skirts and pray , 
pale upturned faces, open mouths. 
Franco owns one of her fingers. 
In Salamanca, physicians once 
again examine her heart , dead 
close to three hundred years-
a hole runs through its center. 
Each crevice breathes perfume . 

37 



38 

Other 

A swallow dips to sip, and 
the pond fills with wings. As 

a lover hungers for the other's 
tongue, the other's taste , mingling 

of skin. As the breast stings, sings, 
and lets down its milk. How to 

live to become other, a mouth, 
an O that receives and gives? 

Passing, oars splashing, slant 
grasses, and water teaches by 

taking the shape of each cup 
that we are shadows to the fox 

in the bracken , only the frond's 
shiver announcing the nothing 

that has slipped through , and joy, 
reluctant bride , can whiz down 

in a quick blast from the north 
that whips poplars into a fury 

of limbs, and the geese cry out 
as their caravan rushes above 

us, seeking another country , 
intact sheen, strange reflection. 



DANIEL JOHN 

Sheep Shit and Shish Kebabs: 
A Tourist in Afghanistan 

Three men wrestled a sheep to the ground on the side of the road . One 
was holding it down, one was sawing off the head , and the third was 
hacking off a leg. That sheep must have really done something wrong, I 
thought, to make the men so angry. Then the Flying Coach hit a pothole , 
my head hit the roof, and when I landed back on the seat, I found myself 
looking at a landslide of mud and rock that filled up the left half of the 
road. A creek seeping out from under the landslide had washed out part of 
the other side of the road, leaving hardly any space between the landslide 
and a 100-foot drop down to a muddy , churning river. The driver stomped 
on the gas pedal , and with a great grinding roar, the car leaped like a beast 
into danger ... and out like a miracle. There was an inch of clearance on 
each side . He slowed down for the foot-deep potholes and to avoid the 
pumpkin-sized boulders, but otherwise went as fast as the car would go. 
He even drove at full speed when the road meandered up over a solid rock 
outcropping and through a small river boiling over the top. 

Flying Coaches are four-wheel drive vans called HiAce from Toyota 
and are narrow like a VW van, only longer. There ' s a board fixed between 
the two front seats to make a third seat, so each van can hold twelve peo
ple . The three passengers in back have to enter by climbing in over the 
back bumper. I'd made a huge fuss about getting the front window seat 
for the ten-hour drive, making puking motions to show why I needed it. 

It was May 3, 2005, and I was on the way from Kabul to Bamiyan in 
the central highlands where the Taliban blew up the 2000-year-old 
Buddha statues . 

I live in Brooklin e, Massachusetts , an upper -middle-class town of 
60,000 surrounded on three sides by Boston . It ' s thick with therapists and 
professors , and the public elementary schools close on Jewish holidays 
since so many of the children are absent. I design , install , and maintain 
flower gardens for residential clients , and in the winter I write stories and 
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poetry. The need to go to Afghanistan came over me like a slow tide, 
starting in the spring of 2004, swamping one good reason after another 
not to go. I read everything about the country I could get my hands on, but 
that just made me more convinced that I had to go. By February 2005, the 
only remaining obstacle to the trip was putting down the money and buy
ing the ticket. I couldn't even apply for a visa until I had a ticket. That day 
I took a nap, and dreamed ... 

. . . I hear a knock-knock-knock! I open the front door. The Archangel 
Raphael is standing there. He asks me, "How do I buy a ticket to 
Afghanistan?" 

"You turn left onto the sidewalk on Washington Street, go to Beacon 
Street, turn left, for a few doors down to Cleveland Circle Travel, and ask 
for Laura. She will take care of you. " In case he missed any of that, I 
repeat it. He listens carefully. I am about to repeat the instructions for a 
third time-

I woke up, leaped into my shoes, walked out the front door, turned left 
onto the sidewalk, went to the travel agency, and bought the ticket on a 
credit card that might take me a year to pay off. 

After that when people asked me why I was going to Afghanistan, I 
said, "I don't know. I just have to go ." People who didn't know me 
thought I was lying. People who did just rolled their eyes. One said, "Oh, 
you're a poet. That explains it." 

"Tourist?" Afghans asked me, puzzled, after I got there. Even the peo
ple who worked for aid agencies were surprised. I wasn't the first, though . 
A man from Moncton, New Brunswick, had walked in from Pakistan the 
week before I got there. The advisories of land mines and kidnappers 
were far more dire for that area than for any other part of the country. I 
asked him if it was dangerous. "I hurt my knee," he replied. Personally, I 
never felt endangered-except in a vehicle driven by an Afghan. 

The Flying Coach left me off in Bamiyan, a small town on the high, 
cold plateau of central Afghanistan. There was little green to relieve the 
barren gray-brown hills that surrounded the town, circled in the distance 
by snow-capped mountains. Little shops the size of one-car garages lined 
both sides of the main street made of mud and deeper mud. Goats, don
keys pulling carts, sheep, lambs, and sometimes a horse argued with the 
four-wheel -drive vehicles that slowly negotiated the deep, wet ruts. It felt 
like the Wild West , only in the Middle East. The roads made me feel right 
at home, because they reminded me of what they used to say in 
Saskatchewan, Canada, where I was raised: "Pick your rut; you'll be in it 
until the next town." I walked up one side of the road and down another, 
saying "Salaam!" to everyone I met. They always said "Salaam!" back to 
me, sometimes while touching their heart with their right hand and inclin-
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ing the head in a little bow, an extra touch of politeness that warmed a 
Canadian' s heart. 

I told everybody I was from Canada-which is true, even though I've 
also been an American for twenty years. I made that decision after listen
ing to an Afghan airport officer go on and on about how much he hated 
"Arnreekans." I was glad to be able to tell him Canadians hated America 
too, and for the same reason: Nobody likes a bully . Besides, a surprising 
number of people I met, even in the hinterlands of Bamiyan, had an uncle 
or a cousin who lived in Canada. I felt I had uncovered a secret Canada
Afghanistan connection, a conspiracy of politeness. 

From my hotel room, I could see where the two giant Buddhas had 
stood, 175 and 120 feet high. The empty niches in the cliff were shaped 
like colossal vaginas cut so deeply , into the rock they were filled with 
shadow no matter what time of the day I looked at them, The piles of rub
ble at the bottom felt appropriate to Buddhism. If wisdom is emptiness, 
then the Taliban had erased ignorance with their dynamite . I was upset to 
find out Italy had promised to spend tens of millions of dollars to recon
struct the statues: Buddha would not approve. 

The first foreigners I saw in Bamiyan were two New Zealand soldiers 
in tan camouflage clothing with nasty looking guns and stout body armor. 
One of them was Maori, They stood side by side outside a small shop on 
the main street, fingers on triggers. Their presence seemed provocative, 
like the first move in a game of chicken played with guns, I asked them 
what they were doing there. 

"Oh, we're with the ISAF," the New Zealand soldier said. "We have 
to follow the commander around. Right now he's buying some jewelry," 
He rolled his eyes. 

ISAF is the International Security Assistance Force, a multinational 
police force with soldiers from Croatia, Nepal, Denmark, Turkey, Canada, 
and others. It helps out the Afghanistan army and the Kabul police with 
joint patrols and also works with CIMIC and UNAMA and other 
acronyms. 

I saw the four-wheel -drive SUVs of NGOs now and then, but they 
were usually driven by Afghans. The foreigners kept out of sight, I imag
ine from fear of antagonizing the locals. That didn't make all that much 
sense to me, since from the physiognomies of the locals it looked like 
every Afghan was a foreigner. 

"Isn't it amazing the faces you see in this country?" I asked the sol
diers. "I just saw a redhead with blue eyes. He looked like the boy next 
door to where I grew up in Canada ," 

"Yeah, it's full of European faces," the white soldier said. "Makes you 
wonder!" 
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The Maori soldier politely looked away. I saw no African faces, 
though there was everything else. There are seven major ethnic groups 
and many more minor ones. The Hazaras in the heart of Afghanistan look 
Mongol or even Chinese, and claim to be the remnants of Genghis Khan's 
Golden Horde . The Pashtuns, mostly in the east and south, have Arab 
noses that a falcon could roost on, and every day I walked past men who 
could have stepped out of a Roman fresco. I gawked at a boy with black 
curly hair in ringlets and facial features so classic he looked like a Greek 
statue come to life. There's even a tribe of light -skinned people with 
blonde children who claim to be the descendants of Alexander the Great. 

On my last night in Bamiyan I heard the exotic sound of a female 
voice coming from outside my hotel room. Entranced , I put down my 
greasy shish kebab and walked outside. She was standing on the porch 
talking with a few men, obviously her hired Afghan protectors. The allur
ing sound of her voice compelled me to walk up and say hello, but I stut
tered like a teenager on a first date. Her face was tightly wrapped in a cir
cle of cloth, showing no ears or hair- but other than that, it was naked! 
The harder I tried not to stare at a bare female face, the more I stuttered. 
Public space in Afghanistan is male space, even a few years after the 
Taliban. Most people I saw outdoors were men or boys, and the few 
women I'd seen were wearing turquoise burqas, polyester tents that make 
the inhabitant invisible. There ' s a square of mesh in front of the eyes so 
she can see out, but no one can see in. The woman was a Pakistani aid 
worker with an organization that trained midwives. She told me that 
Afghanista n had one of the highest childbirth mortality rates-for both 
babies and mothers-in the world. Later on, she mentioned that all the 
people who work for NGOs live in the same area outside of town. 

"Do you all get together for supper?" I asked. 
"Sometimes ," she said, and laughed . 
I nearly swooned to hear her laughter. How could anyone not fall in 

love with the creature that made a sound like angel of joy? Then I realized 
that when I said "anyone"-even in the privacy of my own mind-I 
meant "any man ." I had only been in the country a week and already 
"people" meant "men." I had been colonized. 

Nonetheless, the "people" were sincere, honorable , and kind . One day, 
a shish kebab seller , with a Taliban-length beard about a foot long 
pumped my hand up and down while speaking Deri loudly and slowly so 
that I would understand . (Luckily there was someone nearby who could 
translate .) "Welcome to my country . Please , have shish kebab and tea! 
Never mind about paying . It is my honor ." He stirred the charcoal on his 
long, narrow grill until a small flame spurted into life. Wood is so pre
cious they sell it by the kilo in the markets, even digging up the roots and 
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sawing them into convenient chunks. He sent me upstairs to a small room 
with Turkish carpets , where a few other men were already eating. A 
teenage boy brought me the shish kebab with one shaker of salt and one 
of a spice mix, green tea with lots of sugar, and the nan they serve with 
everything. Then he turned on the TV and we watched women in short 
skirts and scanty tops flaunt their tits and asses to pounding loud rock and 
roll while they lewdly wrapped themselves around a male singer. 

It had been a long time since I had seen more of a woman than that 
which shows from underneath a floor-length tent. I tried to act like the 
other customers and eat greasy lamb while watching rock videos of half
naked women , but I started to get aroused. This made me want to shoot 
the TV. Which is one of the things the Taliban had done when they took 
over. Then I wanted to stand in front of the TV and preach against 
hypocrisy. That made me feel like a member of the New England branch 
of the Taliban. In an attempt to distract myself, I went upstairs to use the 
toilet. But I nearly gagged at the odor, so I couldn't linger there . In the 
end I compromised like a Canadian-where every choice is equally mis
erable-and ate the rest of my kebabs facing away from the TV . The 
other people seemed to have no trouble: a few young men, a much older 
man who must have lived through the decades of war that had cursed this 
country, and one fussy man who started shaving with a disposable razor 
as soon as he finished eating his shish kebab. 

Women in Afghanistan continually perplexed me. One day, I was try
ing to figure out the price of pistachios from a street merchant without 
knowing the name for the units of weight or the denominations of money. 
His friend joined in to help , but since he didn't know any more English 
than the seller his participation only made the discussion more torturous . 
This was the kind of event I enjoyed, since it demanded maximum 
involvement from all concerned. While the three of us were talking , a 
blue burqa appeared in our midst and a tiny hand came out with a few 
Afghanis in it (an Afghani is worth two cents) . We continued with our 
business . Half an hour later, long after I'd purchased the pistachios , I real
ized I hadn't noticed when she 'd left. I remembered a quiet , plaintive 
voice , but that was all. Because she was a woman, she was beneath the 
notice of men. 

Another time, I stared at a woman who had only a handheld scarf for a 
veil. Even though her ears and every single hair were tightly hidden , her 
face was bare naked. She caught my eye and stared back at me while she 
slowly covered her lips with her scarf, then uncovered her lips, then ... 
slowly . . . concealed her lips again . I looked away , blushing with shame . 
Was she angry at me for staring? Had I made a pass at her? . .. Or was 
she a prostitute? 
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I caught the last seat on the 5:00 a.m. Flying Coach back to Kabul. As 
we rattled and bounced over the potholes the sun rose hot and dry over 
dun-colored hills bare of vegetation . In every tiny valley where there was 
a trickle of water, there was a village, with fragile mud-brick houses 
hanging onto the sides of the round, ancient hills. The ruined hulk of a 
Soviet tank, stripped of its treads, turret and gun, frequently ruled over the 
center of town. 

The Flying Coach stopped for tea after five hours of relentless bounc
ing up, down, and sideways . The toilet consisted of an open field behind 
some buildings in the tiny village that had the teahouse. I walked a long 
way from the buildings, thinking I was being hyper-discreet. To my sur
prise, one Afghan after another detoured a good distance around me, then 
went much farther, way out into the field, and squatted down in the wheat 
until they were nearly invisible . I felt like an exhibitionist because I was 
standing up. Most of the men in Afghanistan wear an outfit called a shal 
war kameez that looks like pajamas. The top is loose and flowing, has a 
little collar, and comes down to the knees. It's normally worn with a vest 
or even a vest and suit coat and looks quite elegant. When a man is squat
ting, it covers everything. 

Except the smell. For the first week I thought that sweetish stink was 
sheep shit. I had little problem with that, since I like barnyards and don't 
mind the way they smell. I didn't even mind eating in one, when the smell 
blew through a restaurant. After the first week, it dawned on me that I 
wasn't in a barnyard, I was in an outhouse . Maybe the reason the stink 
was sweetish was because the entire population had diarrhea. My culture 
clicked in and disgust replaced nostalgia. There were some nights I 
couldn't sleep in my hotel room until I put Tiger Balm in my nostrils. 

In the teahouse we took off our shoes, washed our hands without soap, 
and sat down on the floor of a large room covered in Turkish carpets. The 
young boys brought everyone chai sabz (green tea), with a heaping table
spoon of sugar already in the cup, and lots of nan on the side. The man I 
sat next to on the Flying Coach paid for my tea. It was only twenty cents, 
but I could tell this was a significant amount of money. I would have dis
honored him to refuse it. It was a small gesture, but it made us comrades . 

A few minutes after we got in the car, the back wheel blew off with a 
bang. The vehicle lurched as it came to a wild stop. The errant wheel 
rolled on ahead of us, across the road, and into a ditch. The passengers 
spread out behind the car and combed the mud for the errant bolts. I tried 
to count up how many wheel nuts (pich) we still needed to find, starting 
with "yak"-the word for "one." But I kept forgetting the word "yak ." 
Every time I did, they would tell me, "yak!" and then I would slap myself 
repeatedly on the head and yell, "Yak! Yak! Yak!" 
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Eleven men nearly wept with laughter. Whenever we found a wheel 
nut, I cheered, grabbed the hand of the man who bought me tea, and 
taught him to do a high five. Every time I did this, he looked at me in 
astonishment then doubled over, choking with laughter, as did everyone 
else. I couldn't figure it out. Either I'm a hell of a lot funnier than I think 
or else physical comedy until recently carried the death penalty. 

I had a halting talk with a man who looked to be in his late 70s, with 
bowed back, stiff gait, a deeply tired, wrinkled face, and few teeth. He 
had two wives, and was deeply impressed that I had three. (I didn't 
attempt the concept of ex-wives, since we only had one verb tense to 
work with.) I asked him how old he was. "Fifty -six," he said proudly. 

"Me, too," I said, "Fifty-six!" I quickly shook his hand and said, "We 
are both old men," but it didn't help . The translator looked back and forth 
from the old man to me, first in amazement and then in sadness. If I'd 
lived in Afghanistan for the last 56 years I might have looked 78, too . 
Eventually we found five out of six pich, which was close enough. Then 
we roared on bouncing away again. 

I flew from Kabul to Herat, a city near Iran. On the plane I sat next to 
a well -dressed man and his wife and said "Salaam" to both of them. They 
had a two-year -old boy and a baby and looked like any young, attractive 
family. His English was rudimentary and all I had for Deri was a little 
tourist phrasebook, so we had a lot to talk about. His wife murmured to 
him now and then but never spoke to me. It took half an hour to get across 
the definition of poetry , since that word wasn't in my little book . I didn't 
know if he understood or if he just gave up trying. Then I gave the little 
boy my pad and pen to draw with. His parents were visibly impressed 
with my generosity. 

When the plane landed the husband said, "Come with me," in such an 
imperious manner I felt I had to obey. The wife put on a burqa as she 
exited the plane. But it wasn't the full burqa. The center front panel from 
the waist down had been tom off, leaving her hands free. While wearing 
the full burqa over her clothing, a woman has to bend down to the 
ground, pick up the front edge of the tent off the floor, then peek her 
hands out from under the fabric to grasp things. This is such a severe 
inconvenience women were trying ingenious ways of altering the burqa
now that the Taliban were gone- without getting rid of it entirely. I'd 
even seen one burqa where the front panel had been removed from floor 
to chin, leaving the startling sight of a woman ' s breasts leading the way as 
she walked but with no face to follow them . 

"Wait here," the man said, after leading us to the parking lot. He went 
back to the plane to get luggage, leaving me alone with his wife next to 
the chain-link fence. Normally I would have spoken to her, but the burqa 
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confused me . I remembered the Muslim prohibition on another man see
ing or hearing the wife, so I stood with my back to her. That way the hus
band would see that I was not only not talking to her, I was being so 
respectful I was not even facing her . The sun was hot and glaring. I began 
to sweat. I could only imagine how hot she was getting under polyester. 
When he finally got back, we all piled into a car driven by his brother or 
cousin and drove right to my hotel. When I reached for my wallet, he 
waved his hand dismissively in that deeply generous manner of Afghans , 
and said, "No money, no money." I thanked him profusely and got out. 
His wife in the seat behind me quickly hid her chest with a scarf and I just 
as quickly looked away but it was too late. She'd been nursing the baby. 
She ripped into her husband in the unmistakable tone of the pissed-off 
wife. I was so confused I nearly had a headache. After I'd gone to so 
much trouble to avoid looking at a woman's face, I had seen something 
even American women are shy about. And after specifically not talking to 
her so I wouldn't hear her voice, I had to listen to her rich female tones as 
she lambasted her husband. 

But the next day I said "Salaam" to a woman on the street with a 
naked face . She grinned hugely but didn't look at me or say anything . 
Success, I thought, and smiled back at her. I said it again to two school
girls, of which there seemed to be hordes in Herat, all in the same uniform 
but with faces. One said it back to me, then they both burst into giggles. I 
felt I was on the right track until the next day at the market when I said 
"Salaam" to two women dressed like nuns but with faces showing. They 
ignored me, but the man walking behind them did not. Even with a baby 
in his arms, he glared at me with a burning rage made only stronger by 
helplessness: he could not prevent my infidel eyes from stealing the sight 
of his women's faces. They were probably his wife and a sister, and being 
the male relative he would be responsible for their safety when they were 
outdoors . I tried earnestly to avoid the group but ran into them twice more 
by accident. Each time I got the same response from the man even though 
I avoided looking at his women. I'm sure he thought I was an American 
trying to dirty his women's faces with my eyes . . . thereby wounding his 
fragile, vulnerable honor. 

Since I had to bribe a man to get a plane ticket to Herat, I didn't have 
a return , so after I arrived I went to the Ariana Airlines office to buy a 
ticket back to Kabul. Two barefoot young men sat on a dirty blanket on a 
cot, watching a small TV hooked up to a DVD player. They looked at me 
blankly when I spoke English. I already knew how silly it was to hurry in 
this country, so I just waited and smiled a lot. An hour later, a third young 
man came who spoke some English. He seemed to understand everything 
I said except "I need to buy a ticket to Kabul." He invited me in for tea, 
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then poured fresh water into a banged-up old kettle, put it on a tiny 
propane burner, then sat on the floor on an old blanket and patted the 
space next to him. Two other men wandered in and the five of us all sat 
around. 

"We are soldiers," he said after a while , showing me his dogtags. 
"For Ariana Airlines?" I was mystified. The national airline was a 

Kafkaesque nightmare. The airports suffered long periods of lethal sloth 
alternating with a panic that sent men scurrying in every direction like 
cartoon mice. I'd seen seated passengers hauled off planes right before 
they took off , I suspect because someone with more money had come 
along just in time and bribed somebody . Ariana Airlines needed a lot of 
things, particularly secretaries, schedules , and airplanes. I hoped not 
mechanics, but I was sure not soldiers . 

He shrugged and turned on the TV. We watched a Turkish rock music 
video, then one in Hindi. I took one more step into being colonized, and 
suddenly it was easy to watch half-naked women dancing to rock music. 
Foreign women on TV were in their own category ; the same standards 
didn't apply, so there was no hypocrisy. None of us understood the lan
guages, but girls plus rock and roll is a language all by itself. It ' s not true, 
that contemporary bugaboo of American culture taking over the world . I 
was watching world culture racing around the globe and delighted to meet 
itself. 

My friend put in a third DVD, obviously homemade. Arabic script 
came on the screen. "That means ' In the Name of Allah, "' he said. Then 
heavy rap music came on, with deep, male American voices, chanting 
over and over again, "Blow my whistle, bitch, open up and put it in, blow 
my whistle , bitch ... " 

"What does that mean?" he asked me. 
"I don't think I can translate," I said, wide-eyed with shock. 
He switched to a DVD from Iran, followed by a pirated MTV video, 

and then more Turks. I got up to go. 
"Do you like to dance?" one of the men asked. 
"Yes," I said, and since there was a rock song on I did a little break 

dance, a little hip-hop , and a little Marx brothers . The five young soldiers 
laughed like to die, pounding the floor and nearly weeping for joy. If I 
was that funny, then the Taliban must have killed all the clowns . 

Before I left Herat I went to see the minarets, which were all that 
remained of a vast temple and university complex from 1417. Huge round 
towers made of mud brick stacked several stories high had stood for cen
turies. There were only five left out of the original 20 or 30. Four were in 
a square and one was off by itself, with a hole in its side and tilting dan
gerously . It was wrapped in four great steel cables that were anchored to a 
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huge cement block buried in the ground . A nearby sign announced, "5th 
Minaret Stabilization Project Care of Italy ." When they were new the 
minarets had been completely covered with 1/4-inch -square tiles arranged 
in ornate patterns, but now only a few sprinkles of color on dun mud 
remained. I avoided the little piles of poop here and there and sat in the 
shade under one of the minarets and began to meditate. A hard rain began 
to fall, hitting me on the head and tinkling on the stony ground . . . tin
kling? I opened my eyes. Tiny, fingernail-sized tiles were falling off the 
minaret, little bits of deep purple lapis lazuli and brilliant turquoise. 

I didn't know where the bus was going or how to ask for help, so of 
course I got on. I brought out my little map of the city and soon there 
were seven or eight polite, friendly men trying to find a way to explain 
things to me in a language that shared hardly any cognates with English. 
The little blue tents in the back tittered quietly to themselves, looking and 
sounding like another species . Women used the back door of the bus and 
only sat in the back . I wondered if a Rosa Parks would get anywhere in 
this country by demanding a place in the front of the bus .. . and thereby 
acting like a whore . Why else would a woman want to sit with strange men? 

A man gestured to me to get off with him, then pointed the way to my 
hotel. I hopped on a bicycle cab the rest of the way. The mobile phone 
number, email address, and web page of the pedicab company were paint 
ed in large letters on the side of the little wagon with a roof in which four 
men, a boy, and I all sat hunched behind an old man pedaling furiously 
down the street. 

BBC-TV that evening reported three confirmed dead from a grenade 
thrown into an Internet cafe that was known as a gathering place for for
eigners. Several days later, I met some German men who had been in that 
cafe an hour before it was bombed . One of them said, "It could have hap
pened in Berlin, in London, in Manhattan. There's no way to know, so 
why worry?" 

On my last day I wandered through the Kabul bazaar. A little boy ran 
past me with a goat's head in his hands, dripping blood . He took it to a 
man on an old bicycle and wedged it on top of the rack which was already 
draped with long ropes of some greasy yellow internal organ that hung 
down around the back wheel. The air was filled with thick, choking dust 
and that sweet stink. I almost walked right into a man pulling a large 
wooden cart that ran on car wheels. It was filled to the brim with soft, 
bloody lambskins . Lamb carcasses hung nearby, minus heads and feet. 
Stalls were crammed into every conceivable cranny. One man sat next to 
a pile of onions , another behind a pile of cucumbers. Sellers tended to 
arrange themselves by category, so anyone wanting potatoes, for example, 
had ten sellers to choose from, all sitting next to each other. The Kabul 
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market was so huge there were many potato sections. The moneylender 
district was jammed tight with men sitting behind great piles of bills 
stacked on scarves on the ground. Some men walked around like mobile 
A TMs, with inches-thick wads of money in rubber bands stacked wrist to 
shoulder on one arm and another row of wads of bills balanced on top of 
the first. Each man had thousands of dollars worth of currency, but there 
were no policemen or soldiers around. Afghanistan was dangerous in 
ways America wasn't, but it was also safe in ways America wasn't. 

The tens of thousands of men milling around me in the cacophony of 
the bazaar looked like they had just walked out of the Bible. They all 
wore various combinations of scarves, shawls, and shalwar kameez . I 
stuck out like a suckling pig at a Muslim banquet in a brand-new journal 
ist's pocket -vest, jeans, and sneakers. The sneakers in particular got a lot 
of attention. Everybody else was in sandals. After a few hours among the 
crowd I suddenly had the sense the market was a vast stomach, and I 
thrilled with the feeling of belonging: I was the same as each person 
around me and with every human being in the world. I was just one cell in 
the great pulsing belly of humanity. 

The hotel found me a taxi driver to give me a short tour of Kabul in 
the few hours I had left. He was about 18, diffident and polite . He drove 
me first to the famous Yell ow Mosque, but it was locked, so he led me to 
a building across the street. I took off my shoes and stepped inside a room 
that opened onto a small yard filled with stone coffins. They were draped 
in green polyester and rested on biers waist high above the ground. A man 
was quietly weeping as he leaned on one. There was a deep, tragic sense 
of wrongful death. I could almost hear the trumpet call for righteous 
revenge. We walked into a tiny room filled with a huge glass box three
quarters full of flags and scarves and banknotes. There was just enough 
room for one person to squeeze between the glass box and the walls. The 
upper edge was as high as my head and decorated with gold filigree. My 
driver gestured to me to make a donation, so I pushed a 100 Afghani note 
over the gold filigree and let it fall into the box. Then he kissed the green
fabric covered book lying on a shelf in front. I followed suit. As my infi
del lips touched Muslim silk, a beam of white light with a greenish tinge 
shot down from heaven, enveloped the building, and sank deep into the 
earth. It felt like the light of Islamic forgiveness blasting away the dark
ness of the desert nomad's greed for revenge. 

We put our shoes back on, got into the little cab, then inched our way 
through the honking, dusty rush of Kabul traffic to the great, wide boule
vard of the palace of Dar-ul Aman or City of Peace. At one time, there 
must have been grand houses along both sides of the street. It had been a 
battleground between Hekmattyar and Massoud, the leaders of two of the 
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militias in the civil war that followed the Russian defeat and preceded the 
Taliban invasion. The most intact houses had only a few walls left stand
ing. We drove slowly through the devastation to the city-block -sized royal 
palace that King Amanullah built in the 1920s. Most of the roof was gone, 
and the walls and upper floors were tom apart by huge holes where rock 
ets had scored direct hits. The building had a shattered, tragic dignity . It 
was wrapped in a tall chain-link fence festooned with razor wire and post 
ed with large signs saying, "KEEP OUT ISAF CANADA NO PIC
TURES." It looked like the place where a conspiracy would meet at night 
to plan the next predictable, vicious outburst according to the code of 
vengeance that rules the Middle East: Kill my brother, and I will kill two 
of yours. 

As we left I asked the driver to stop at the soda stand near the gates. I 
could hardly swallow, my throat was so dry from the Kabul dust. Either 
that or I had taken too deep a breath of the suffering in this country. I 
rolled down the window and paid for two cans of Sprite without getting 
out of the car. I opened a can of soda, took a long thirsty swig, and 
glanced up at the palace. For a split second I saw a blast of pure cleansing 
white light rising from the earth and engulfing the ruined building, then 
shining up into the sky like a searchlight. I didn't understand. In most tra
ditions divine light descends from on high . But it was clear from the sight 
of the upwelling light that what needed to happen was for the building to 
be tom down and a brand new one erected in its place. I wanted to tell the 
Italians to get their priorities straight. This country didn't need a ten-story 
Buddha or its minarets straightened. It needed a concrete symbol of cen
tral government. 

The driver spoke to me in Deri and motioned to his watch. He meant 
we still had time on the tour. He repeated what he'd said, and I recognized 
the word for zoo that he had used when we'd passed it on the way here. 

"Yes, yes!" I said, immensely relieved, and roared like a lion. 
"Yes, yes!" he said, and roared back at me, then told me the word for 

lion and had me repeat it back to him. Next I did a monkey sound; he imi
tated me, then taught me the word for monkey. By the time we got to the 
zoo we'd been through dozens of sounds, I could say the names in Deri of 
all of those animals, and I felt a lot better. He stuck so close to me our 
arms were touching the whole time he led me around the small, desultory 
zoo. I felt like an old, infirm, slightly dotty uncle-that he loved deeply 
all the same. 

When he said goodbye to me at the airport he hugged me the way 
Afghan men do when they feel affectionate, with a gentle embrace and a 
light kiss on each cheek. I felt blessed by the entire country. 
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There was a bleak seven -hour wait at the Kabul airport. One of the 
airport soldiers told me that when the Taliban came they lined up all the 
computers on the runway and machine -gunned them. I flew to Dubai, then 
watched movies all the way from Dubai to London and London to 
Boston. Many hours later I collapsed in my bed in Brookline , exhausted 
from petty irritations. I didn't have jet lag going to Afghanistan, but I had 
a severe temporal misalignment every evening for a week after I got 
home. My body couldn't understand which when it was in. 

This didn't end until a week later when I took the dog for a long after 
noon walk through the woods near the Chestnut Hill mall. Suddenly the 
memories of Afghanistan bloomed all around me, one after the other. The 
experience was so intense I stopped in my tracks. I was there again , in the 
Flying Coach bouncing over potholes and honking its way through herds 
of goats; in the market seeing the wagon full of bloody lambskins and 
walking among thousands of men dressed according to the Bible; feeling 
the awkwardness with the women covered in blue polyester, and my fear 
of causing offense; then sitting under the minaret in Herat when the tiny 
tiles of lapis lazuli came unstuck and fell onto my head, tinkling on the 
dry, stony ground like hard rain . 

"Tash -eh-koor (thank you)," I said to Afghanistan, touching my heart 
with my right hand and inclining my head in the manner of respect. 
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ERICA OLSEN 

Buffalo Attitudes: 
George Catlin's Portraits of Bison bison 

When George Catlin went west in 1832, he encountered Indian tribes that 
no other artist had painted. He also ended up face to face with another 
alien being: Bison bison, the American buffalo. 

Catlin was painting portraits of Indians , and buffalo, of the Missouri 
River country at the same time artists such as John James Audubon were 
pursuing their mission to paint all the bird and animal species of the New 
World . Like Audubon, Catlin , at least at first, was not above shooting an 
animal to get it into an aesthetically satisfying pose. In an incident he 
described in Letters and Notes on the Manners, Customs, and Condition 
of the North American Indians , his account of his Western travels, Catlin 
wounded a buffalo in a hunt , then sketched the animal's death agonies. 
Catlin wrote: 

He stood stiffened up, and swelling with awful vengeance , which 
was sublime for a picture , but which he could not vent upon me. I 
rode around him and sketched him in numerous attitudes [my ital
ics], sometimes he would lie down, and I would then sketch him; 
then throw my cap at him, and rousing him on his legs, rally a new 
expression , and sketch him again. In this way I added to my sketch
book some invaluable sketches of this grim-visaged monster , who 
knew not that he was standing for his likeness. (53) 

As a young art student ten years earlier , Catlin had filled his note
books with sketches of human emotions : a face twisted in anger , a mouth 
smiling or open in wonder . These were "attitudes, " expressions of emo
tion that suggested classical sculpture. In Catlin's day, and earlier , such 
attitudes formed an important part of amateur tableaux and theatricals . In 
Naples in the 1790s, Emma Hamilton had captured Lord Nelson's heart 
with her classical poses, which were depicted in a 1794 set of engravings 
by Thomas Piroli (after Frederick Rehberg) titled Lady Hamilton's Attitudes. 
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Bison bison, the shaggy creature of the American plains , could hardly 
seem further removed from Emma Hamilton's drawing-room perfor
mances or the "fair attitudes" of the figures that dance on John Keats's 
Grecian um . Catlin was using a highly aesthetic term to characterize the 
actions of a wild beast. (In his long career, he also treated other animals in 
a similar way. His studies of grizzly bear expressions , completed in 1846-
48, mirrored his student sketches of expressive human heads.) The hunt 
he described took place early in his travels . His written description, and 
his subsequent paintings of buffalo-particularly Buffalo Bull, Grazing on 
the Prairie; Dying Buffalo, Shot with an Arrow; and Wounded Buffalo, 
Strewing His Blood over the Prairies, all 1832-33- represent a significant 
change in American attitudes toward wild animals . 

Buffalo Bull, Grazing on the Prairie, 1832-33 
Smithsonian American Art Museum , gift of Mrs . Joseph Harrison, Jr. 

The first impulse had been to document them scientifically , catalog 
them, name them. Animals appeared in natural history illustrations with 
their names as captions under the pictures , classifying them in a scientific 
system. Audubon's or Mark Catesby's creatures were often isolated in an 
imaginary or idealized , disembodied landscape: a branch, a patch of 
ground. As the scholar Ann Shelby Blum has written , "In conventional 
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ornithological illustration, the bird in profile gazed away from the viewer 
into an unspecific distance, creating and maintaining an emotional and 
conceptual separation between bird and viewer" (106). 

Wounded Buffalo, Strewing His Blood over the Prairies, 1832-33 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, gift of Mrs. Joseph Harrison, Jr. 

In Catlin's buffalo paintings, perhaps for the first time in American 
art, wild animals returned the gaze of the viewer, unconfined by the 
restrictive frames of natural history illustration. Consider Buffalo Bull, 
Grazing on the Prairie. The huge bull dominates the landscape as well as 
the space of the painting. Its eyes meet ours. Is it our equal? There is no 
safe distance here. And what are we to make of such an animal depicted 

standing still in the moment of its gaze? Despite the title, the animal is not 
grazing , nor is it running or enjoying a wallow ; it is not doing anything 
but looking. This stillness suggests a different kind of being than is usual
ly attributed to animals. It suggests an existence through consciousness : "I 
think, therefore I am .. . a buffalo ." 

It is possible to make a narrative of these three paintings, a story that 
begins with a portrait of a buffalo as a conscious being, and continues by 
depicting its individual experience . In Dying Buffalo, Shot with an Arrow, 
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the wounded animal sinks to its knees in the foreground . The buffalo's 
story is the important one in this landscape ; its hump mirrors the shape of 
the hill behind it, while the human narrative , the hunt , is pushed into the 
background. How different from the tradition of natural history illustra
tion in which animals are shown in stasis, as if stuffed and mounted , or in 
"typical " rather than individually significant action . 

Dying Buffalo, Shot with an Arrow, 1832-33 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, gift of Mrs. Joseph Harrison , Jr. 

After seeing Buffalo Bull, Grazing on the Prairie , it is hard to look at 
Dying Buffalo and not recognize it as the same animal- a conscious crea
ture whose life is being taken violently away . Catlin's placement of the 
wounded animal in the foreground , with many other buffalo in the dis
tance , suggests that the animals in the distance are equally capable of such 
individual , dramatic experience. 

Wounded Buffalo, Strewing His Blood over the Prairi es seems to be a 
companion piece to Buffalo Bull, Grazing, a close-up of an animal alone. 
Plucked from the context of the hunt , it is an image of pure suffering , a 
prairie crucifixion . 

In the late 19th century , the humanitarian movement welcomed ani
mals into the world of moral feeling. This step- which remains radical 
today, as evidenced by current controversies over animal-rights issues
was motivated by the rights -expanding precedents of the abolition of slav-
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ery and the movement for women's rights. Humanitarians also felt the 
pressure of Darwin's theory of evolution, which meant that humans now 
had to be considered on a biological continuum with the world's other 
beings. Humanitarians responded to the threat of lowered status for 
humans by raising the status of animals. As one later writer put it in the 
Atlantic Monthly (1902), "If we are only a little higher than the dog, we 
may as well make the dog out to be as fine a fellow as possible" (Mighetto 9). 

As Lisa Mighetto recounts in Wild Animals and American Environmental 
Ethics, the humanitarian attitude toward animals turned on three basic 
points: Animals were capable of suffering; they were intelligent creatures 
who based their actions on reason as well as instinct; and they enjoyed 
existence as individuals, not just as representatives of species (15, 41, 43). 

Catlin's depictions of buffalo, in his paintings and in his writings, fit 
all three criteria of the humanitarian movement. His paintings clearly 
show the wounded buffalo's rage, pain, and suffering, in contrast to the 
bloodless, analytical gaze of scientific illustration. (Mighetto points out 
that animal protection was not generally a part of the Enlightenment inter
est in studying nature [2]. Thousands of birds died so that Audubon could 
paint his pictures . In reading the Book of Nature, most illustrators of the 
time didn't hesitate to tear the pages out.) 

Catlin also noted the buffalo's intelligence. In his written description 
of the dying animal, he depicted a creature capable of understanding: the 
buffalo "seemed to know perfectly well that he could not escape from me, 
and resolved to meet his enemy and death as bravely as possible" (53). 
Catlin's respect and sympathy for the animal prefigure the famous 
20th-century moment in Aldo Leopold's "Thinking Like a Mountain," 
when Leopold shoots and kills a wolf: 

In those days we had never heard of passing up a chance to kill a 
wolf. ... We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire 
dying in her eyes. I realized then, and have known ever since, that 
there was something new to me in those eyes-something known 
only to her and the mountain. (130) 

While Catlin's buffalo portraits may not depict an actual individual 
animal~that is, the one Catlin himself wounded and watched die~they 
may be fictional composites, akin to those created by the writer Ernest 
Thompson Seton at the tum of the 20th century. In Wild Animal Ways, 
Seton wrote that "some of these [animals] I personally knew ... some are 
composites, and are merely natural history in story form" (v). Seton and 
other writers of animal stories could veer into anthropomorphic portray
als; Seton, who invented interior lives for wolves and grizzlies, was criti
cized as a "nature faker," his most famous book, Wild Animals I Have 
Known, referred to as "Wild Animals Only Ernest Thompson Seton Has 
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Known" (Mighetto 19). But Catlin's visual arts medium remains more 
reserved , suggestive of animal consciousness without putting it into over
ly human terms. 

It is up to us to meet his buffalo ' s gaze. Larry Barsness, author of The 
Bison in Art , describes it this way : 

His buffalo seems a strange, comic, bewildered persona lity caught in 
a giant's frame, with strength that he uses only in moments of frus
tration or retaliation . "Leave me alone" his baffled anger seems to 
say, as he stares at us . . .. Catlin focused on the animal's nature , its 
viewpoint rather than man's . (20) 

The humanitarian movement arose long after Catlin's paintings of 
1832-33, as an outgrowth of liberal thinking after the abolition of slavery 
and the push for women's rights. As for the pressure of the theory of evo
lution , Darwin's Origin of Species would not be published until 1859. 
What moved Catlin, in the 1830s, toward a position more characteristic of 
liberal thinkers of the 1890s? 

A key factor was his sympathetic attitude toward Indians . His grand
daughter, Marjorie Catlin Roehm, observed that "Catlin ' s portraits 
showed intelligent-looking Indians - not what the audience expected" 
(122). Part of the unexpected, to a civilized East Coast audience , was that 
Catlin showed individuals. His Indian Gallery consisted of portraits of 
people with their own names , possessions , expressions , histories, moods. 
This was, in part, a calculated effort to dispel the myth that all Indians 
looked alike (Truettner 87). Forced to work quickly because of his travel 
schedule, Catlin might have merely sketched the bodies of his sitters, but 
he took the time to record facial features and individual dress (Goetzmann 19). 

From one point of view, Catlin might seem to be just one more pur
veyor of the image of the noble savage- a painterly counterpart of James 
Fenimore Cooper. However , it is important to remember that a key part of 
the U.S. campaign to "remove" the Indians militarily and culturally was to 
deny them cultural status. In his "noble savage" portrayals , Catlin laid 
claim to this status in terms that an educated, Eastern audience could 
understand - even if that audience didn't want to. As art historians 
Patricia Trenton and Patrick T. Houlihan point out, "Catlin ' s full-length 
ceremonial portrait of Mato Tope shows a striking resemblance to heroic 
Roman images such as the Augustus of Prima Porta in the Vatican 
Museum , in Rome, primarily because of the profile stance and the arm 
extended with a ceremonial spear" (100). In looking to classical models, 
Catlin shared the Romantic belief that, as he wrote in Letters and Notes , 
Indians as subjects for art were "equal to those from which the Grecian 
sculptors transferred to the marble such inimitable grace and beauty" (35). 
For Catlin, Indians enacted classical attitudes naturally . 
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In Letters and Notes, Catlin wrote eloquently about the suffering of 
the Indians. He was blunt about the effects of genocide on the people, 
"three -fourths of whose country had fallen into the possession of civilized 
man within the short space of two hundred and fifty years-twelve 
millions of whose bodies have fattened the soil in the mean time; who 
have fallen victims to whisky, the small-pox, and the bayonet" (22). He 
defended Indians as "human beings, with features, thoughts, reason, and 
sympathies like our own" (24) . And he rebutted those who described 
Indians as having "scarce a quality to stamp their existence of a higher 
order than that of the brutes" (27). 

Catlin went on to discuss the meaning of the word "savage," often 
used as a synonym for Indians, but also applied to animals. He wrote, 
"The word, in its true definition, means no more than wild, or wild man, 
and a wild man may have been endowed by his Maker with all the 
humane and noble traits that inhabit the heart of a tame man" (29). Next, 
he compared Indians to grizzly bears or tigers, "savage" animals whom he 
defended as merely misunderstood or abused and capable of responding 
to "friendship" (29-30). Catlin's sympathy for both kinds of "savage" 
creatures is obvious. His regard for Indian intelligence and culture seems 
a major factor influencing his attitude toward buffalo. 

Thus, Catlin's images of wounded, dying buffalo may have been sym
bolic expressions of sympathy for the Indians, who were also being hunt
ed down on the prairies. In Letters and Notes, the artist vividly compared 
Indians to "a basket of dead game,-harassed, chased, bleeding and dead" 
(31 ). Later, when he toured with his Indian Gallery, he spoke out publicly 
in favor of Indian rights and advocated setting aside W estem lands as a 
preserve where Indians and buffalo could both live free (Goetzmann 25-
26; Truettner 31, 36; Roehm 123). 

As Catlin discovered and depicted in his paintings, the Indian way of 
life could challenge "civilized" assumptions about the distinction between 
being animal and being human. Catlin and his contemporary Karl 
Bodmer, a Swiss artist who also painted Indian portraits in the 1830s, 
both portrayed Indians in ceremonial dress that included animal skins and 
masks. Before Darwin's theory suggested that humans and animals were 
more closely related than most people liked to believe, these Indian por
traits showed humans who put on animal characteristics, animal "atti 
tudes." Curious visitors to Catlin's Indian Gallery saw Mandan dancers in 
buffalo -head masks and medicine men transformed by skins into foxes. 
To a white audience in the 1830s, the Indians' blurring of the boundaries 
between animal and human must have challenged the audience's own 
confidence in that hitherto clear dividing line. 

58 



Among the Indians, Catlin himself was respected as a medicine man 
because of his seemingly magical ability to bring images to life on canvas . 
Repeatedly, in Letters and Notes, he alluded to their regard for his 
"medicine." He told them his ability to paint was not magic but a skill 
he'd learned, but the Indians still insisted that, as he wrote, 

I had made living beings ,- they said they could see their chiefs 
alive, in two places -t hose that I had made were a little alive-they 
could see their eyes move-cou ld see them smile and laugh, and that 
if they could laugh they could certainly speak , if they should try, and 
they must therefore have some life in them. (178) 

This Indian way of viewing images as quasi totems was very different 
from the white point of view on representational art. Catlin was exposed 
directly to the Indian concept of totem animals, and he even depicted 
some of them in his work. His portrait of La-Doo-Ke-A, the Buffalo Bull, 
Grand Pawnee Warrior, shows a buffalo painted on the warrior's chest, 
and Medicine Buffalo of the Sioux records a ritual image carved into the 
ground. Perhaps Indian beliefs about animal power also influenced 
Catlin's portraits of individual bison - in particular, that sense of pure 
being, independent of the human world, that comes through in Buffalo 
Bull, Grazing on the Prairie. 
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JOSEPH BATHANTI 

The Spirit Homeless 
In a field fallow since Stoneman ' s raid , 
a place itself killed and gone to the Master, 

if such can be said of land, 
they quarter in abandoned automobiles 

that seem plunked from spacecraft: 
snapped axles, wheels slewed 

like clubfeet, roofs caved, 
windshields busted out with pheasant shot, 

sprung doors spilling weedy bedclothes , 
crank-case syrup gunked into the quartzy grit. 

Freak flowers sprout two-headed, dolt-faced. 
Purple-bark elms thrust into the cumulonimbus. 

Someone's dump even in the afterlife . 
Antique farmcraft froze in rust. 

Leaky black barrels of nitrate. 
Grain funnels hove beast-like in extremis. 

Possums die in their sleep, 
turn cipher-black , 

whiptailed to thorny locust beams. 
A deer stand hulks like a time machine. 
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These folks are forgot, nothing but lot 
numbers in a grown-over churchyard. 

Still they transmigrate back 
to make the better of travail. 

In spirit coitus they renew the shadow world. 
Babies in dirt cratches teeth on bone and cordite. 

So same-feeling this wandering 
hand-to -mouth grubbing, 

they reckon it's flesh and blood all over again, 
a new batch of dog-tired. Not deceasement, 

that one last give-out 
where you swap dungarees and feedcloth 

for a second-hand glory robe scrubbed to shimmering 
threadbare and a serviceable crown. 

Habit is a cross . 
Be anxious for nothing. 

All a body need do is cry out for forgiveness. 
They muddle about their business, 

slopping supper pans in Scotts Creek, 
gnawing on dried hackberries, 

mucking through honey boxes 
ringwormed with petrified combs, 

tending fire, crafting whiskey of compost. 
They have mislaid the particulars of their exile: 

this ever coming back, this ever remaining 
cumbered in the wilderness to make amends, 

scratching naked through the woods 
for that one pigtrot into the kingdom . 



How to Bury a Dog 
Put to bed the children early. 
The moon refuses such toil. 

Arcturus will stand you the proper light. 
Fall to your knees. 

Let your wife's hair grieve 
your mouth as you hold her. 

She'll swear she hates everything. 
Don't say a word. 

Choose a place among the loblollies 
where the first sun bums 

the cornflowers blue . 
Take the long-handled shovel 

and the garden spade, 
the mattock and the maul. 

A shotgun will do- 12 gauge Federal
for what you'll be digging in: 

millstone grit studded with milk crystal quartz. 
It will suffer your hands . 

At grave-time, dirt is coy, 
not a fit place to leave what you love. 

You won't cuss through three feet 
until you spark off a shelf 

of sediment rock that's been making 
since the Yadkin lived here . 

Resist the temptation 
to wrap him in cerements. 

Face him east. 
Let the earth do its work. 
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Pumpkins 

Ninety days ago 
in summer's forge, 
the pumpkin farmer fingered 
into each little mound 
four face-shaped seeds that vaunted 
into cropness after three days under. 
There is not much for it, 
but to pray for rain and kindness 
against parasites. Each day 
the vines, like umbilici, threaten 
not to live, to draw back into 
the omphalos, refusing to yield 
the yellow vulviform blossoms 
that pine against the wet black loam. 
Best before the first fruit 
to pluck and eat the flowers. 
Once they blush, there is only 
salt and cedar ash to dose them 
and drive back the swarm of purple glories. 
But in the end 
squash bugs like sin gnawing 
from within out corrupt them. 
They sore, then suppurate. 
No one will look at them 
nor carve into their flesh at harvest 
faces of fire. 



A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

ROBERT LACY 

Ulysses? We Don't Got to 
Read No Stinkin' Ulysses 

In the spring of 1964 I received word by mail that I'd been admitted to the 
Iowa Writers' Workshop and could expect to begin classes there come 
fall. I was working for a medium-sized newspaper down on the Texas 
Gulf Coast at the time and was living in the little inland cowtown of 
Kingsville, not exactly a hotbed of literary activity. My first thoughts on 
learning I'd been accepted at Iowa centered on what I would need to do to 
prepare myself for such a heady change of circumstances. Everybody else 
up at Iowa was bound to be more sophisticated than I, better educated, 
better read, smarter, taller, neater, cleaner, sounder of tooth and eye. As a 
poor benighted south Texas primitive, what could I- indeed what must 
I-do to catch up? 

Well, the answer was obvious, wasn't it? I would just have to read 
Ulysses. There was no getting around it. I knew about James Joyce's great 
novel, knew of its reputation, but until that moment in the spring of 1964 I 
had never gone anywhere near it. Fear and laziness, in roughly equal pro
portions, had always kept me away . Now, though, with fall classes loom
ing among what was sure to be the most Ulysses-conversant crowd in 
North America, I was going to have to bite that particular seven-hundred 
page bullet. 

So that's what I did. I spent the entire summer reading Ulysses. I got 
myself a "pony," as we used to call them then: a reader's guide . Fabulous 
Voyager was its title, by one Richard M. Kain . And with Kain as my 
faithful sherpa I began making my way up the slopes of Mount Ulysses. It 
was not easy going at first, but I persevered-because I felt I had to-and 
before too long I had caught the rhythm of Joyce's big book and actually 
began to enjoy it. It was funny! The scene with the Hely's Department 
Store sandwich -board men chasing the vice -regal parade through the 
streets of downtown Dublin was a real knee-slapper, as was the chapter in 
the newspaper office, with its mock headlines ("In the Heart of the 
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Hibernian Metropolis" and "Erin, Green Gem of the Silver Sea") and its 
snappy newsroom patter. I took special , quasi-familial note of the barfly 
Mick Lacy in Davy Byrne's Saloon, wandered with Stephen Dedalus 
through Night-town, suffered with the constipated Leopold Bloom as he 
pondered bile beans in the loo, reveled in the lush femaleness of Molly 
Bloom as she rose toward her famous affirmation at the end. And by late 
August I felt I had pretty much nailed Ulysses. Bring on those smart-asses 
up at Iowa . I was ready for them. 

Picture my surprise, then, when on finally getting up there I found that 
nobody was talking about Ulysses and hardly anybody had read it . 
Ulysses? Nah . That was old chapeau, dear fellow. The book that was on 
everyone's lips that year instead was one called Under the Volcano by a 
man named Malcolm Lowry . And of course I had never heard of it, or of 
Lowry either . 

Drinking was still in fashion in those days and Under the Volcano was 
known by one and all at Iowa (except me) as "the world's greatest drunk 
book" - which gave it tremendous cachet. Supposedly, you could get 
tipsy just reading it. The novel had first been published back in 194 7, 
going on two decades earlier , and why it should have been so popular at 
the Iowa Workshop in 1964 I really have no idea. But it was. So off I hus
tled, eager young grind that I was, to find and read Under the Volcano, 
which turned out to be not as difficult as Ulysses, but almost. And fairly 
quickly I found myself enjoying it too. 

In its way, Under the Volcano does for Mexico what Ulysses did for 
Dublin . It opens it up to an outsider, giving you a very interior, often 
nightmare, vision of another world: Dublin at the beginning of the last 
century, Mexico between the two world wars . You come away feeling as 
if you'd been there . Lowry ' s drunken consul, Geoffrey Firmin , provides 
the bleary eyes through which we view an exotic, menacing, and, for cer
tain romantic types like me, oddly enticing landscape. The Day of the 
Dead, the ominous El Farolito cantina, the movie billboards advertising 
Peter Lorre in "Las Manos de Orloc," the fascist Sinarquistas who prowl 
the dark alleyways, the barranca yawning just outside the backdoor, the 
beautiful Yvonne and her fatal rendezvous with the runaway horse, tequi
la, pulque, cerveza , mescal, and on and on and on. This is not the stuff of 
Henry James or Edith Wharton . You won't find this in Sinclair Lewis or 
John P. Marquand. 

I grew up in primly Protestant East Texas . To us, Mexico represented the 
Other , the Land of Anything Goes . Our curiosity about the place was 
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mixed with feelings of Old Testament dread . It was said you could get 
sick and die, possibly even turn into a pillar of salt, merely from breathing 
the air down there , or drinking the water. My first exposure to pornogra
phy came in the form of the so-called "Tijuana bibles, " crude little hard
core comic books featuring Popeye and Olive Oyl , Blondie and Dagwood, 
Daddy W arbucks and Little Orphan Annie , that used to circulate in the 
back row of classrooms when I was in junior high school. 

I first went to Mexico in 1948, a year after Lowry's book came out. I 
was twelve at the time and traveled down by car with members of my 
family. There were six ofus: my mother, my grandmother, my uncle Rex , 
my aunt Bee, my cousin Anne , and I. We went in Rex's car, a four-door 
Ford purchased new on time with his earnings as a Southwestern Bell 
telephone lineman. My grandmother , whom we called Big Mama, had a 
brother in Cotulla, down below San Antonio, and that gave us the excuse 
to head south. But Mexico was really our destination . We ended up in 
Monterrey after about four days . I remember that we stayed at a place 
called The California Courts, a sort of early motel , and that there was no 
swimming pool. Leery of the Mexican cuisine, we had brought along our 
own foodstuffs, mostly peanut butter and Wonder bread, and we spent our 
meal-times dining al fresco on peanut butter-and-banana sandwiches. 
Before we left we visited Horsetail Falls , a rather trickly waterfall up in 
the mountains outside of town that was said to be the main tourist attraction. 

That was my first taste of Mexico. I came home with a pair of cowboy 
boots purchased in Nuevo Laredo, a nifty little silver, saddle-shaped ring 
purchased in Saltillo, and a roaring case of amoebic dysentery picked up 
somewhere along the way from drinking from a motel tap. (They'd been 
right about the water.) And it wasn't until after reading Under the 
Volcano, some two decades later, that I allowed myself to consider suc
cumbing again to the allure of Mexico. Since then, though, I've traveled 
there many times . 

My second wife and I were married in San Miguel de Allende . That 
was an interesting experience. The wedding took place in the courtyard of 
the Casa Shanazzara , a pension run by a somewhat eccentric woman from 
New York City who went in for heavy eye shadow even at midday and 
whose possibly fictitious husband , supposedly a Mexican national , was 
always away somewhere - Acapulco, Guadalajara - playing in a salsa 
band. We were married by the local registro civil, a dapper little man who 
wandered up forty -five minutes late with a big smile on his face , per
formed his rather elaborate office in rapid-fire Spanish , and adroitly 
palmed the one hundred pesos I slipped him, as per the custom, at cere-

67 



A SEA CHANGE : BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

mony's end. Our witnesses were a couple of gringo painters we'd met in a 
local pub called La Fraqua (The Forge). Also in attendance were various 
waiters, bartenders, and resident freeloaders. To celebrate we all traipsed 
off to the bullfights at the little arena tucked into a residential neighbor
hood near downtown, hard by the elementary school. The fights were 
being staged at night, the first, and only, such nocturnal corrida I have 
ever attended . There was thunder and lightning in the air, harbingers of a 
coming storm, but this only added, El Greco-like, to the atmosphere . One 
of the bull-fighters that evening was the worst it has ever been my misfor
tune to watch. He had the last bull, and before it was over the crowd was 
shouting for him to get an axe. 

Throughout Ulysses Joyce has young Dedalus, that "fearful Jesuit," preoc
cupied with the philosophical notion of "the ineluctable modality of the 
visible." He can't seem to get it out of his head. What is reality? How to 
get past the surface of the thing to arrive at the thing itself? My wife and I 
returned to San Miguel ten years after our wedding to find the Casa 
Shanazzara no longer there. Gone. Vanished . This came as a great shock 
to us. We felt robbed of something rightfully ours. In its place stood a pri
vate residence, already beginning to look run down. "Ineluctable modality 
of the visible" indeed. 

On that same trip we detoured down to Cuemavaca (the "Quauhnahuac " 
of Lowry's novel) for a few days. I had booked our hotel there-"La 
Golondrina" (the swallow)- off the internet partly because of the pretty 
name, but the reality of the place didn't match the pictures on its website, 
so we went looking for other lodgings. And what we found was a pleasant 
place on the Calle Humboldt, just behind Cortez's fifteenth century 
palace , called Hotel Bajo el Volcan (Hotel Under the Volcano). How cute, 
I thought. Someone with a literary sense is seeking to capitalize on the 
semi-famous novel. The hotel had a swimming pool for my wife to use 
and our well-furnished rooms overlooked a dramatically deep and precipi 
tous ravine-a barranca, that is-less than fifty yards outside our door. 
There was also a tower room up front, overlooking Calle Humboldt. As 
we were leaving, my wife mentioned to me that someone in the lobby had 
told her that Lowry had actually written much of his book up in that self
same tower room. I pooh-poohed this, of course, as a typical tourist come
on. Don't be so gullible, dear. And it wasn't until we got back home to 
Minnesota and I happened to be leafing through Douglas Day's excellent 
biography of Lowry that I came across the picture of that tower, at "19 
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Calle Humboldt," with Day's notation that this was in fact where Lowry had 
written much of Under the Volcano. I didn't tell my wife. Why bother her? 

Lowry managed to get deported from Mexico, which, I would imagine, 
given the looseness of the governmental reins down there, is a pretty diffi
cult thing to do. He was kicked out because of his drunken behavior dur
ing various of the binges that had become his trademark and because he 
refused to pay "mordita" (the little bite)-recall our registro civil-to the 
police and immigration officials he kept tangling with: in Acapulco, 
Mexico City, Oaxaca, Nuevo Laredo, Juarez, and elsewhere . Oaxaca, in 
the southern part of the country, had been the scene of one of his more 
notorious escapades. After days of mescal-fueled self-destructiveness he 
was jailed there as a "wanted communist" because he kept boasting in 
bars about his wholly fictitious exploits on the Republican side in the 
Spanish Civil War. He shared a cell, according to another of his biogra 
phers, Gordon Bowker, with "a murderer and an alcoholic child of six or 
seven." (Don't you just love details like that?) Lowry claimed his jailers 
tried to castrate him at one point. "I have a pathological sympathy for 
those who do wrong ... and get into the shit," he later admitted in a letter 
to a Mexican friend. 

My wife had her purse snatched one sunny afternoon in Oaxaca while 
talking to a stranger on a park bench. Mindful ofLowry's difficulties with 
the local authorities on that much earlier occasion , I found myself reluc
tant to report the theft-which included, in addition to all her traveler's 
checks, my wife's passport, credit cards, and driver's license-to the 
police. I guess I feared, if not castration, at least getting caught up in the 
coils of a corrupt , mordita-demanding constabulary that did not have my, 
ineluctably gringo, best interests at heart. But the Oaxaca police, bless 
them, couldn't have been nicer. Or more earnest in their helpfulness . 
Although they never did recover that purse. 

For all his problems with the Mexican authorities, Lowry seems to have 
had a genuine, if slightly twisted, fondness for Mexico. He kept going 
back there, after all. And Mexico provided him with the material for by 
far his best book. On the other hand, however, his fellow British country
men D. H. Lawrence, Graham Greene, and Evelyn Waugh, each of whom 
visited Mexico during roughly the same period Lowry did, couldn't find it 
in themselves to utter a favorable word about the place. Mostly , they 
appear to have been appalled by what they saw. It's as if something in the 
New World rawness of Mexico offended their Old World sensibilities . 
Lawrence , whose worst novel , The Plumed Serpent, is set in Mexico, saw 
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it as a nation of resentful "dumb-bells." His word. He was particularly 
hard on the indigenous people, the Indians. "The Spanish-Mexican pop
ulation," he said, "just rots atop a black savage mass." Greene, never one 
to be outdone when it came to strong opinions, speaks in The Lawless 
Roads, his 1930s travel book, of "the almost pathological hatred I began 
to feel for Mexico." Then, pulling out absolutely all the stops, he adds: "It 
is not inconceivable that the worst evil possible to natural man may be 
found years hence in Mexico." 

Come on, Graham. Tell us what you really think. 
American writers have been kinder, of course. Katherine Anne Porter, 

who spent a lot more time there than Lawrence, Greene, and Waugh com
bined, often spoke of Mexico as "my other country." Some of her best 
writing-the short stories "Hacienda" and "Flowering Judas," for 
instance-is set there, and although she could be caustic at times about 
the political situation and about certain Mexicans she had met, her criti
cism was usually no harsher than that she reserved for mankind generally. 

Cormac McCarthy, in novels like All the Pretty Horses and Cities of 
the Plain-books one and three of his so-called "border trilogy"-paints 
an at times Edenic picture of Mexico, a land where even the whores are 
wholesome and all the horses are, as stated, pretty . Some of the hombres 
can be fairly nasty at times, however, he allows, especially if you mess 
with their womenfolk-or their horses . 

And Ambrose Bierce, you may remember, went off to Mexico with 
the announced intention of dying there. He could think of no higher pur
pose, he said, than to be stood against a wall and "shot to rags" in service 
of the revolution then raging. Maybe he got his wish . We'll never know. 
At any rate, an odd sort of tribute to our southern neighbor. 

In seeking to explain his country to outsiders, the Mexican poet and Nobel 
laureate Octavio Paz wrote some years back what has become the classic 
exigesis of the Mexican soul. The Labyrinth of Solitude he called it, and 
in the book he offers up for us what he says the Mexicans themselves 
sometimes shout in moments of high excitement or drama. "Viva 
Mexico," they shout according to Paz, "hijos de la chingada!"-the last 
part translating roughly as "sons of the great screwing." The great screw
ing being, of course, the Spanish Conquest. Cortez with his little teenage 
Aztec mistress Malinche is the symbol of and metaphor for that screwing . 
"The Sons of La Malinche" is the title of one of Paz's chapters. This is 
what accounts for the resentment Lawrence and Greene encountered in 
their travels in Mexico . And it is undeniably there, even today. You can 
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see it in the obsidian stare of certain waiters at certain outdoor cafes in 
Oaxaca and Cuemavaca on otherwise sunny and cloudless days. Comically, 
it can be encapsulated in actor Alfonso Bedoyo's menacing pre-Columbian 
sneer as he delivers his famous lines from the film Treasure of the Sierra 
Madre: "Badges? We don't got to show you badges! We don't need no 
stinkin' badges!" 

For "badges" read European notions oflaw and order, read gringo punctilio. 

When Under the Volcano first came out it was often compared, usually 
invidiously, to Ulysses. "Mr. Malcolm Lowry's Under the Volcano strikes 
me as fulsome and fictitious," wrote reviewer Jacques Barzun in Harper's 
magazine, " ... a long regurgitation of the materials found in Ulysses and 
The Sun Also Rises." Other reviews struck a similar note. But it's unclear 
whether Lowry ever even read Ulysses, at least all the way through. 
Bowker tells us that he took a copy of the novel with him on a trip to 
Gilbralter with Conrad Aiken in 1933, but that he carelessly left it in 
Granada when they took a train for Algeciras . Twenty years later he was 
given another copy of the book-a Modem Library edition-by editor 
Albert Erskine of Random House, and, according to Bowker, sat down to 
read it right through "for the first time." But Bowker never tells us if he 
actually did so, and given Lowry's history of false starts and failed efforts 
it is likelier that he did not than that he did. Day, in his biography of 
Lowry, never once mentions Ulysses. And Lowry, in his collected letters, 
only rarely mentions it, and never in any way that would indicate that 
he'd read it. 

Over the years I have become a fan of Under the Volcano. I have read 
it more than once, taught it in college courses, discussed it on the radio, 
defended it against its occasional detractors. It's not the language 
changing, world -enlarging book that Ulysses is, but you could say that 
about just about everything else in the Western canon too. I even enjoyed 
John Huston's film version of the book, although it only scratches the sur
face of Lowry's accomplishment and actor Alfred Finney, in my view, 
makes of Geoffrey Firmin more a buffoon than Lowry intended. 

Like Ulysses, Under the Volcano is a dense book. Like Ulysses, it's 
very written . Lowry revised his manuscript many times over a period of 
more than a decade, layering in new meanings, new symbols and refer 
ences each time he went back through it. This sometimes makes it, also 
like Ulysses, a bit difficult to track. When I was a boy professor out on the 
West Coast in the late 60s I had a colleague who had taught the book for 
years and didn't know the horse killed Yvonne. At least the movie cleared 
that up. 
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CHRISTINE HALE 

Heavy Sex 
The great renewal of the world will perhaps consist in one phenomenon: that man 

and woman, freed from all mistaken feelings and aversions, will seek each other 
not as opposites but as brother and sister, as neighbors, and will unite as human 
beings, in order to bear in common, simply, earnestly, and patiently, the heavy sex 

[ das schwere Geschlecht} that has been laid upon them. 

I. 

-Rai ner Maria Rilke 
Letters to a Young Poet 

I have a snapshot of my parents in their eighties, seated side by side in 
front of a dark stand of hemlock in the yard of the house they built and 
lived in all their married life. My mother is looking at my father. Her 
expression seems to say, "Who the hell are you?" She sat beside him, in 
one way or another, for 67 wedlocked years; given what I now know of 
her-and him-it's a question she might well ask. 

Through much of their marriage he bullied and beat her and-a fact I 
did not possess until many years after I snapped the picture-he routinely 
raped her. In her latter years as she grew brittle, he sometimes broke her 
bones when he cuffed her; in the photo her walker is in view just behind 
her. His face, peering out of the picture, at me, harbors a subtle smile, as 
if he's aware of something she and I are not. I am almost sure that smile is 
an illusion, nothing more than a slight compression of the lips produced 
by the absence of his teeth, left behind in the house in ajar. 

Now both my parents are dead, she at 89 and he four years later at 96. 
That photograph and many others, along with seven letters from their 
courtship, belong to me now. For two weeks in May 2001, I had their 
house as well, living inside that relic of their lives while I and my two sis
ters emptied it, because it was sold. For that interval in my mid-life-I 
was 46-1 had their land with its hemlocks and maples and elms and 
oaks, and its acre of derelict flower gardens . I had the romantic gazebo 
she designed and he built, the swings and the sandbox and the two wood-
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en playhouses I and my siblings gloried in, the clogged fountains and 
crumbling bird feeders overgrown with morning glory and poke weed. I 
lived those weeks amid their wreckage, the remains of the domain they 
built over and around themselves to cushion and harbor themselves from 
themselves. 

When I locked their door behind me for the last time and drove eight 
hundred miles back to my regular life, I carried the photographs and the 
letters as the tangible essence of my parents. Embedded in my cells and in 
my soul I bore-and bear-that other, vaporous essence, the one that is 
them living on in me, denied and denigrated but pushing insistently to the 
surface now that I'm pushing fifty, and my children-my cushion, my 
safe harbor, the way I know I am not my parents-are leaving me. 

When I was a little girl, living mostly alone with my mother-my father 
out of the house as often as possible, working or driving around, avoiding 
her, and my two much -older sisters, one brilliant and the other mentally 
retarded, gone by the time I was six to their respective levels of higher 
education-my mother told me over and over, in anger and in tenderness, 
a story about my gestation and birth. She told me how she prayed 
throughout her pregnancy and my delivery that both of us would die. 

The balance of the story concerned what her doctor told her about me. 
A family doctor of the sort people had in the forties and fifties, he'd treat
ed all her adult ills and delivered both my siblings and must have had 
some sense of what her marriage was like, and in the face of all that he 
insisted that I was a gift, and would bring her joy. 

I grew up, then, negotiating narrow, uncertain territory bounded on 
one side by my mother's double -barreled death wish and on the other by 
her doctor's prophecy. Having failed to grant the wish, I felt a tremendous 
responsibility to fulfill the prophecy. For a long time I was very earnest in 
my efforts, but well before I could articulate my objection, the bind I was 
stuck in felt suffocatingly unfair. If my very existence represented to my 
mother a disappointment of her most fervent plea to her Maker, had I not 
begun my life too deep in the hole to ever earn my way out? And how 
were we to love one another, each ofus begrudging the other her life? 

My mother was a teacher. Before she had her first child at 36, she taught 
fourth grade at a public school in the small mountain city where she (and 
I) grew up . "Bristol, Va./Tenn." was "A Good Place To Live," according 
to its motto, spelled out in hundreds of incandescent bulbs-a dozen or 
more burned out at any given time- arching over the state line that bisect
ed the main street. But Bristol was equally a railroad and trucking hub, 
built to ship to much better places the timber and the coal peeled painfully 

73 



from the stony flanks of Appalachia. My mother's people had farmed the 
steep foothills, at Arcadia and Orebank, for generations, sending soldiers 
to both Union and Confederate ranks, but her father left the land and 
made a career in sales, in Bristol, eventually becoming a national officer 
of the United Commercial Travelers. 

She came to her profession unwillingly, graduating from college in 
1931 directly into the pall of the Depression, where her extraordinary 
ambition (for a female of that time and place)-a graduate degree in 
chemistry-became not just unlikely but ludicrous. Her father's income 
had vanished; her mother was already bedridden with the other kind of 
depression (discreetly termed, in those days, a nervous breakdown), and 
her two younger siblings were still in school. My mother took the job that 
was available. She understood necessity. 

When she came to understand-well into her mind's old-age confu
sion-that the roundabout and apparently ambitionless course of my adult 
life had left me, too, an unintentioned, somewhat unwilling teacher (a 
temporary appointment teaching writing to college freshmen rescued me 
from penury when my alimony ran out), she rallied into articulate and 
enthusiastic clarity. I ought to be able to do it, she opined; she and so 
many women among my forebears had ended up at the head of a classroom. 

How I resented her easy conclusion I'd been bred for what we both 
thought of as a woman's job. Such genes might just as well have been for 
survival, for the necessity of accepting straits that couldn't be changed. 

When I undertook the clearing out of that house where I grew up, I found 
drawers and closets full of my old self awaiting me. My childhood name 
(not the one I use now) inscribed on report cards and ancient vinyl rain
coats and scrapbooks and jars of pennies and sagging cardboard boxes of 
school work, in my mother's distinctive handwriting and in mine at sever
al stages: first grader's awkward block printing, round and loopy second
grade cursive, the precipitous backward slant I affected as part of my 
junior high individuation. Driven outdoors by dust and deja vu, I sat down 
beside the shaggy hemlocks to regroup, and ended up excavating a nest 
I'd once made inside their denseness, still intact beneath a four-decades' 
thatch of dropped needles- green and aromatic on top, russet and desic
cated beneath, rotting and then rotten and finally black and indistinguish
able from the rest of the loamy soil-and unearthed some plastic jungle 
animals I'd once cherished, minus the limbs and tails I'd bitten off in anx
iety or outrage. 

Until I lived my two-week reprise in that house of my youth, I had 
willfully forgotten how I used to have to hide in order to survive there . I 
hid from my parents' apocalyptic rages at each other and from the even 
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more awful force of their sub-zero silence. I hid from the waves of their 
despair that washed through them and broke over me. I hid inside myself, 
always , but anytime I could, I escaped outdoors-run to ground like a 
small frightened animal, but grounded, too. Thirty-five or forty years 
later, back home to shut the place down, I sank my hands in the black dirt 
beneath the hemlocks, sucked in mountain air so literally sweet compared 
to the Florida damp I usually breathed, and recalled in every cell how the 
earth and wind and leaves of the oppressive place I grew up in constitut 
ed-and constitute still-a blessing. 

I felt in that moment like a blank screen on which various sounds and 
shapes from my past slowly registered : the darting flights of the song 
birds, the harsh comments of the crows, the drone of a small plane invisi
ble in a ceilingless sky, the ratcheting of a freight train from behind an 
intervening band of hills. And into that emptiness charged with memory 
there dropped a phantom figure of my mother. I saw her plainly: a thick 
figure stoop-shouldered and wearing the familiar , ridiculous conical straw 
hat she favored for gardening-a coolie in a flower-print duster wading 
into an unmown field in Appalachia. 

Her back was to me. The long grass around her knees bore a heavy 
load of dew, bending it. She walked away, carrying a metal bucket in one 
hand, her other arm extended for balance . She had nothing to say to me; 
she was working and that's all there was to it. That is how I remember 
her, the way I am best able to understand her. The ability to live inside 
work without noticing within it the presence, or absence, of human com
panionship: this is something she bequeathed me . 

For her , the choices of human company would have been her 
children- responsibilities , especially my mentally retarded sister, subject 
to perplexing fits and illnesses and requiring my mother's constant tutor
ing, every afternoon and every evening in those days before special edu
cation existed- or my father, an irritant and a tyrant by turns , a mistake 
that got bigger all the time, that cost her more in every encounter. One 
cost of one encounter - a rape , I suspect, given that story about my 
birth-was me. Another baby, a third one when clearly the second would 
never mature and leave her. A fresh, mewling responsibility arriving 
when she was already 45, an age when she was tired, so very tired-as I 
was that day-stuck-like I was, that day: 46 and lonely, financially 
stressed, the single parent of two contentious adolescents. 

But my mother's and my situations were, of course, nowhere near the 
same . That day, very temporarily, my responsibility was her past. Her 
mess . The sorting and sifting and tossing out of the detritus of her life. 
When I finished, I would walk away. She could never walk away . That 
place, those responsibilities , her enduring , recombinant mistakes-her 
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nature and her times would not allow her to escape. So she burrowed into 
her misery . As she did with my father, she submitted. In my vision she 
makes her way deeper into the field, through tangled grass, lugging her bucket. 

One morning during those two slow weeks of housecleaning, I woke up 
cold. The season was mid-May, but spring-late and slow that year as it 
often is in the mountains-had receded overnight. Rising in half-light to 
pull the window sash down, I thought of my father. 

He was a cold man. I don't know if he knew that. I don't know if he 
knew there were alternate ways to be. He was what he was. I know that in 
his old age-when he was hospitalized with colon cancer at age 86, when 
he realized death might really be upon him and wept at that fact, wringing 
my hand-his situation mystified him. The sum of his life mystified him. 
Yet he did not feel himself to be responsible for the shape and the tenor of 
the mystery . Life had happened to him, and he felt helpless about it. He 
felt tricked and cheated. 

In his very last years, at the age of 92, in the assisted-living facility 
where he ended up, he made friends with, or was befriended by, a woman. 
She took him on. Nearly ninety herself, she had life left in her-sass in 
her tongue and spark in her eyes-and she was determined to expend it on 
him. On a man. Her energy, her spark, had to be expended on a man 
because that is the only thing a woman of her generation and her back
ground could conceive of as a proper object of her drive. And he was will
ing, oh, he was ready to be driven . My mother had been dead three 
months and he'd lost his center. He had no one, no object, off which to 
define and drive himself. 

The center, as the mystics tell us- and as we sense all our lives in 
either frustration or spiritual acceptance-is suggested, not seen. My 
father did not understand, I feel sure, that my mother was his center. I am 
sure because I did not understand that either-about her place in my life. 
She seemed to be not there: unavailable, closed up in herself. Yet she was 
there. We both formed ourselves off her. See how I have returned to Her 
when I set out to speak of my father? See how my approach to him had to 
detour through another woman back to Her? 

Thinking of her as closed, emotionally absent, maddeningly elusive, 
suggests to me a possible rationale for his raping her. There was, as he 
experienced it, no other way in than by blunt force. Pin her down and put 
it in. How did he feel about it when he was finished? Was there some kind 
ofrelief? Did he feel sick or washed out or sad? I know he did not feel sorry. 

And how can I say that? Do I think I could really know such a thing? 
In his letters to my mother, from the days just before their marriage in 

1936, he described plans to butcher a hog on the family farm. "I guess I'll 

76 



have to shoot the pig," he says. "It was always my job to shoot the pig." 
He shot my dog after I outgrew her and she hung around her pen getting 
fat. He shot a pet rabbit when I complained about cleaning its cage. He 
shot the crows and pigeons that raided the com and pooped all over the 
yard. He once suggested that shooting my mentally retarded sister should 
have been an option. When some living thing seemed useless or trouble
some or better off dead, to shoot it seemed to him a responsible response. 
As purposeful and straightforward as cleaning up a mess. 

My father kept several firearms, all long guns-rifles, shotguns, and a 
pump-action pellet gun-around the house, in different places at different 
times in his life. When I came back to empty the house, I found the guns: 
one here, one there, under the beds, in the closets, on shelves. I can recol
lect another homecoming, some reluctant brief return in my young adult
hood, when one of his favorite guns, a .22 with a scope, leaned up in a 
comer in the den, like a broom or a useful and portable piece of furniture. 
He'd been shooting out the window at jays; they were stealing the feed 
he'd put out for the cardinals and the sparrows. 

Once in her old age my mother told me-see? she's back; the center 
holds-he threatened more than once to shoot her. And himself. This was 
during their last years in the house, in the time of their tightest enclosure, 
when she could no longer walk and he had lost the strength he needed to 
plow and mow and plant. They had no more work with which to buffer 
themselves from each other. They had only their ailments, their black 
moods, and each other as mirror. That the two of them were useless was 
obvious to him; this meant they needed to die. And he was willing, some
times, to anoint himself the instrument of that work. 

He did not do it. Was that mercy? Did he regard it as such-and if so, 
did he grant it to himself or her? Or did he think himself a coward for 
having finally refused to shoot the pig? 

How was it my parents met? I asked her once, in her last days on earth, 
and she told me: a blind date. I remembered then I'd heard the story 
before. A blind date on a double date with Arthur Lyons and Evelyn 
Goode, in Arthur's car. The car sounded shiny and exciting; in the telling 
I remembered from girlhood, my mother sounded much more approving 
of Arthur's car than of my father. In her deathbed version, much briefer, 
her evaluation rode her lip, curling past contempt into incredulity. Utter 
astonishment. Recollected folly. She had done that thing. The outcome 
had been ... my goodness ... what the cost had been! 

From where she sat then, a few doors down from the grave, she could 
at last appreciate, without pain or outrage, the irony of her life. That sim
ple act-saying "yes" instead of "no" to a date-possibly an impulsive 
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decision, or a rebellious and daring one, had sealed her fate. Did they ride, 
that afternoon, that evening, in a rumble seat? I put them in one in my 
mind. She'd told me at some other time in my childhood about rumble 
seats, and it was clear they'd been the very edge of daring in her youth. 

So many decades later, sifting and sorting her stuff, I find a small, 
unlabeled black and white photograph of a woman I am nearly sure is my 
mother standing on an unpaved county road behind a thirties-looking car. 
There's the rumble seat, right behind her. Slender and young , she's look
ing at the ground , or maybe avoiding the sun, her eyes downcast and her 
hands clasped demurely behind her back. Her long hair, thick with corru
gated waves like mine, is parted in the middle and tied back. Most of 
what's visible is entirely modest, but the car-big, decked out with run
ning boards and that rumble seat and a convertible top-is no farm car. 
And despite the white dust of the road and the obvious country setting (a 
farmhouse up ahead in a bend; sumac straggling over a fence alongside 
her) my mother is decked out. She's wearing a white low-waisted flap
per's dress that bares her arms and nearly exposes her knees. She's got on 
white stockings and pale high-heeled shoes cut low to expose her arches 
and laced around the ankles with useless, jaunty bows. 

I like to think this photo dates from the date . I like to think this is how 
he saw her, what he saw, when he decided he had to have her. 

For he did decide. His letters from the weeks before their Thanksgiving 
wedding make that clear. Sometimes he's cocky, flaunting bad-boy 
grammar and dismissing punctuation : "Do you still believe we will not be 
married you always said we never would be and now we practically are. 
How do you like them apples?" But just as often he's pleading and hold
ing the line: "I didn't do a thing Sunday but wish for you .. . hoping and 
praying that things would be alright with us . . . I hope you will be marry
ing someone worthy of you." 

Two months into the marriage, in January and separated from her by 
fifty unpaved miles for a job he'd been damn lucky to find in rural 
Tennessee in 1937, he writes: "Remember I love you. and I am trying 
hard." His underscore is thick. It's decisive. No more pleading; she 
belongs to him now and she'd best listen. 

He shoots the pig twice in these seven letters I have . The first one, in 
October, is the one I've reported. There he's matter-of-fact; it's his job 
and it's always been his job, and it's the pig's job, too, to be food. But in 
November, "full of tenderloin," he gloats about his ability to kill. "I shot 
the critter right smack between the eyes, and down he flopped." 

My father, a man who in old age told me his boyhood crush on a 
grade-school teacher made him "go all juicy inside," had two sides . Inside 
and outside . Open sometimes, but more often shut tight. Men are like that. 
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People are like that, I guess. With men, closed and hard is what I under
stand; it's what I'm used to. But when a man is soft I want to fall into 
him. It happened with the Exit Man, the man who was the door through 
which I left my marriage. No matter that he was often hard, relentless , 
smack between the eyes about what he couldn't do for me. When he was 
uncertain and let it show, when he pleaded and when he cried, when he 
praised me and needed me, I fell open. I let go my own closedness and 
fell in, all juicy : impulsive , daring and rebellious, smack into conse
quences I'd not escape for years . 

My father writes my mother , a few days before their wedding, "Do 
you still think it wrong for us to marry?" He says he knows she cannot 
answer that, so he answers- softly, I imagine- for them both. "I guess 
we' ll just have to try." 

They did try. Lord knows they tried. Like I tried with my husband for 
sixteen years. But where did they meet , my parents? Where did they 
meet? Where in heaven or on earth was the juncture of spirit or sensibility 
or body heat that made it possible for them to open and fall in together, 
and believe , for some little while, for some critical, impulsive , rebellious 
or desperately daring moment that they belonged together? That in wed
lock they would be completed instead of interred? 

I assumed while she was alive that my mother's mistake had revealed 
itself to her gradually . Only in these letters do I see that she seems to have 
known from the beginning, since he is at such pains in his letters to coax 
her, to keep her herded, to bully her to his will. She was trying to get 
away and he wouldn't have it. 

I know that feeling. Squirming , unwelcome foreknowledge . I had it 
when I married my husband. I knew I didn't love him, not in the neces
sary, unconditional way. I knew in my marrow- way below conscious 
thought- that it wouldn't work. But I did it anyway, and not for many 
years would I begin to understand why it didn't work nor why I did it. 

But why'd she do it? Why did she marry him? 

I've no doubt that she resisted the wedding , and my father, as his letters 
suggest. I can easily imagine what she did to make him plead , implore , 
and- finally- insist with that heavy underscore . Tantrums, maledictions 
and nervous collapse , passive aggressive sulks and manipulative misinter
pretation: these were weapons she'd customize for use on each family 
member in tum- my father, then my two sisters and finally me. Yet he, or 
something , prevailed, and their wedding happened. 

On Thanksgiving day in 1936, wearing a wine-red dress (a dress the 
color of blood? Was that a statement?), she married him . She had no 
attendants , not even her sister or her best friend from that double date, 
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Evelyn Goode . No one stood up with her, except him. Evelyn played Liszt 
and Handel, Schumann and Mendelssohn on the piano and some tenor 
sang; one-third of the newspaper's wedding notice is an exacting descrip
tion of the music that began and interluded and ended this ceremony held 
at "an improvised altar before the fireplace"-did she know at some level 
how long she was going to bum?-in the home of the bride's parents. 
"Only a few close relatives and intimate friends were present," the news
paper clipping confides, as if there were need for secrecy, haste, or the 
extraordinary and protective privacy of the very rich or the thoroughly 
infamous. 

The article , brittle and sepia-toned now, is written in the breezy false 
intimacy of thirties' social-ese; everything that anyone would want to 
know is there to be inferred between the lines detailing the names of the 
flowers and the shapes of their arrangement , along with the number- and 
the number of branches - of the candelabra. The headline reads, Miss 
Edith Darter Is the Bride of Smith Douglas Hale of Rogersville. The pic
ture beneath it, a head shot of my mother- a yearbook picture, perhaps , 
but so poorly lit and unflattering as to be nearly a mug shot, unsmiling 
and squared off to the camera-is cracked across one eye and the nose 
with a diagonal white line. A second, meandering white line runs down
hill beneath the first, bisecting her cheek and her chin. The effect is of a 
framed photograph which has been flung against the wall, or perhaps into 
the fireplace, breaking but not shattering the glass. The actual flaw might 
have occurred in the printing of that copy of that day's paper, or perhaps 
the negative was scratched, but whatever the cause the result is a badly 
marred picture, the most unbride -like likeness possible. 

To me, the whole setup reeks of shame and error. The photograph 
implies, this is the best we could do, under the circumstances. The cere
mony suggests, we made the least fuss possible. We got the job done. 

Clearly my mother saw nothing to celebrate . Her discomfort about 
what she was doing seems so great she could hardly bear it to be made public. 

Why? 
I always understood she thought she'd married down, to a country boy 

barely a step or two above white trash. Still, her groom was not uneducat
ed; the newspaper article is able to cite his B.S. degree in electrical engi
neering, albeit from a college in Indiana that no one in Bristol had heard 
of, and membership in two fraternities. He did not, at the moment they 
married, have a job, and possibly that embarrassed her although it was, for 
God's sake, the Depression, and his letters indicate that within a few 
weeks of their marriage he found a job-back in his home town, 
Rogersville, which separated them for months. I know she was ashamed 
of his mother, country to her bones, a widow with bad teeth and an atti-
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tude, and of his circumstances, a family farm barely getting along on the 
rapacious need and neglect of a whole passel of grown kids, offspring of 
two wives, the second acquired to replace the first one when she gave out, 
giving birth. 

To be the dutiful daughter -in-law, the linchpin of this sprung and 
unraveling situation, was not what my mother had aspired to, growing up. 
She spent childhood summers on her grandparents' farm but lived in town 
most of the year, taking piano lessons and keeping her hands and clothes 
clean. She'd gone to college among society girls in Macon, Georgia, a dif
ferent kind of South from east Tennessee (my father's birthplace) and 
hers, in southwest Virginia. Her ambitions had come of age in the Deep 
South where hopes were not constrained by tall mountains, narrow val
leys, and the cultural ambivalence of a Union-Confederate border mental
ity. The girls she wanted to emulate were scions of a South that had stood 
right up to history-and ultimately faced down the finality of defeat with 
a fierce sense of entitlement and a bottomless depth of grudge. She'd 
inhaled from those girls, some of whom took her home with them, wishes 
and temptations that would never leave her. Her degree was in chemistry 
but she'd been educated to sing in German and lay a fine table and preside 
over it with social graces. The husband she was taking on did not know 
enough to even be contemptuous of her values and her dreams; they were 
that far beyond his ken, and she knew it. 

Did she "settle"? She was 26 when she married, an old maid in those 
days. Did she take what she could get before she got permanently relegat 
ed to the shelf? This must be partly so. 

I asked her only once, that I remember, why she married. I asked her 
near the end, in the hospital, when she was telling all kinds of truths she'd 
withheld or twisted all her life. She answered, "Daddy liked him so 
much." She meant her father approved . She meant, I assume, that he 
pushed. She said, other times, that her father always got his way. 
Overbearing was the word other relatives used. She maintained to me that 
there'd been a boy in Georgia, a nice boy-her voice lingered on and 
turned the adjective, drawing it long into impenetrable but tantalizing 
mystery. Her daddy, she said, "got rid of him." Why? I asked. How? He 
came to the door, she said. He told the Georgia boy to leave her alone. 
Her daddy ran that one off, and her daddy agreed to my daddy as her hus
band. Did he have reasons? Or were his no and his yes equally capricious, 
the result of his overbearing mood that day? 

This story, oblique and unsatisfying, was all the direct answer I ever 
got. I guess that like most of us she couldn't really say why she did what 
she did, especially 67 years after the fact. 
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In those letters, however, she's left me with knowledge of her fore
knowledge of error and her ambivalent efforts to suppress it. She knew 
better than to marry my father. I knew better than to marry my husband. I 
did not want to marry. It didn't "feel right" to me-and in fact I never 
said yes to the proposal. I was simply unable to say no. Unable to assert 
myself into what I knew would be a world-shifting confrontation with an 
overbearingly confident and decisive man. I let the courtship clock run 
out and ended up married to him for sixteen years, even though I had con
firmation within the first year-when his bullying and physical threats 
began-that I'd made a serious mistake. 

Like my mother, I failed to stand up to a man and speak aloud the no I 
felt. Like her, I paid and paid for that dodge. Like her, I was ashamed of 
my wedding, although I had attendants and many guests and a very fine 
formal photograph that won an award for the photographer. I felt, at the 
altar, like an imposter in my own life. I felt myself ripping off my self and 
my future. 

In the cracked photo atop my mother's wedding write-up, she looks at 
the camera, dead-on. Her eyes beneath prominent brows and brow bones 
are dark, bright, and steady. In another picture, taken nearly twenty years 
later, she looks at me. She is forty-five. I am a three-month -old baby-fat, 
droopy -diapered (a cloth diaper, this was June 1955) and ham -fisted, 
punching myself upright against her seated thighs and between her strain
ing hands. I am looking elsewhere, over my shoulder, anywhere but 
where I am. She gazes at me with love and a brave small smile, but every
thing else about her is ravaged. She is gaunt. There's no other word for 
her hollowed cheeks and temples and her sunken eye sockets. The shape 
of her skull is barely disguised with flesh, and excess skin, from which the 
fat and health have fled, hangs in wrinkled dewlaps from her jaw onto her 
neck. Her hair is thin and oily and caught back any-which-way with pins; 
it is receding from her already high forehead. 

My mother at mid-life looks like a concentration camp survivor. She's 
a refugee holding someone else's baby she hopes to save, but you can see 
in the strain of the tendons in her forearms that she's barely got the 
strength to try. 

Four years later, in a snapshot from April 1959, the love is burned out 
of her and survivorship has set in. This time she stands among her three 
daughters on the church steps. Perhaps it is Easter. My oldest sister, near
ly fourteen, almost the same height as my mother, appears neat, poised, 
and carefully self-possessed. My middle sister, twelve years old, her face 
expressing her condition in a characteristic squint of anxiety and impaired 
comprehension, fits under my mother's chin. Four years old, I stand to the 
side, looking elsewhere, wanting something else. My socks are slipping 
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into my shoes and my hair is crawling out of its barrettes and rubber 
bands. My mother stares straight at the camera. She is bone-thin and her 
shoulders are slumped. Her hair is neat but pulled back tight on either side 
of a razor-white center part. Her eyes are sunken so far in now that they 
are two black holes. From out of them, and from the lines cut deep on 
either side of her nose and straight-lipped mouth, she issues malevolence. 
She looks like hell. 

I know what that feels like. First, for seventeen years, I lived in it with 
her. Then I slammed out of it for one of my own making. Why is it that 
only now, when she is dead and I am unmarried in my middle age, rough
ly the age she was when I was born, that I can see at last, dead-on, the 
similarity of what she did and what I did? 

And yet, I got out. Finally, I said no to a man, my husband. And after 
him, a few more. Finally, I am standing on my own two feet, divorced and 
raising two children. Handling her ruins, I look at mine . 

For my father, my mother was also hell. She issued him daily psychologi
cal beatings. All the years I knew them, she missed no opportunity to 
remind him and anyone else who'd listen how he was a shit. A liar with 
no taste, no culture, and nothing to give her but trouble. He dodged her 
vitriol as best he could, staying on the job-he supervised the city's elec
tric and water utility-twelve and fourteen hours a day, driving around 
the countryside to hunt, fish, or visit, working endlessly in the gardens 
and the yard or, finally, in forced retirement with old age closing in, just 
sitting in the basement. He put a recliner down there and a phone exten
sion, and since she herself was so thoroughly beaten, by him and by life 
and by her own meanness, she was too unsteady by then to do the stairs so 
that he was safe down there for a while-until he got too cold in the win
ter, or too hungry, or until her screaming tirades from the top of the stairs 
burst through the bubble of deafness in which he hid. 

But, for more than fifty years, even when she was nearly ninety, 
incontinent and crippled in the old folks' home, he raped her. And as far 
as I know, she never told anyone. I did know for much of my adult life 
that he abused her physically. I knew she feared him and I knew, because 
she told me, he broke her wrist by twisting her arm. I understood she was 
in danger. For years I coached her on the law and psychology of domestic 
violence; I gave her name to the local women's shelter and had them visit 
her; I taped the hotline number to the bottom of the phone. I knew she'd 
never use it and never leave him. What I didn't know about and never 
considered-an extension, I suppose, of a child's willed blindness to par
ents' life in the bedroom-was sexual abuse. 
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The fact of the rapes became public through the intervention of the 
nursing staff at the assisted living facility where my parents ended up, 
after she broke her hip and they finally left that house where they'd been 
so long enclosed together. A social worker tutored my mother on her right 
to refuse sex, and my father was removed, very much against his will, to 
an adjoining room with a deadbolt, locked each night to enforce my moth
er's right since she-despite spewing all that vitriol for all those years
could not be relied on to speak up for herself. My oldest sister and I, reel
ing from the revelation delivered by phone , were called in by the facility's 
management-like parents summoned to the principal's office to witness 
as fair warning of possible future expulsion the dressing-down of an 
aggressively misbehaving child. Seated on a floral couch in a soullessly 
formal parlor, stewing in shame and guilt and amazement-why hadn't I 
guessed? What could I have done to stop it? How could he be capable of 
such a thing, morally or physically?-! watched my 92-year-old father be 
admonished by a policeman less than one-third his age that "no means 
no." My father's demeanor was defiant, defensive, humiliated-exactly 
like an adolescent called on the carpet-but he was also uncomprehend
ing. He'd have clocked that young pup of a cop if the man hadn't been 
wearing a badge and a gun; I know my father wanted to shout out what 
was, as he understood it, the truth: "She never says no." 

For what could he comprehend about the subtleties of human connec
tion? Had not most of the connections in his life been forced? He'd been 
required, with fists and a belt, to respect his distant, imperious father. He 
was driven, by guilt and manipulation, to attend to his mother's com
plaints . Pigs, slopped and cared for through a season, he shot when he was 
told to. The pet chicken he once mentioned to me that slept on his pillow 
and was warm against him, ended up dinner like all the rest. His older 
half-brothers, four of them, derided or ignored him and his full siblings as 
a second litter, not on their par. His mother fought for scraps for her four 
children who lived past infancy-out of the six she bore and the several 
others she conceived and miscarried . Her husband beat her, derided her, 
and ignored her except when he needed, or desired, some rough connec
tion. Was not every connection to be roughed out of the difficult circum
stances in which desire inconveniently, incongruously, presented itself? 
My mother was my father's wife; she belonged to him and when he want
ed her, he would have her. 

My mother, from her side of the locked door, told me once and tear
fully, "I can't say no. Something comes over me, like a caul." She made a 
motion with her hand, of a hood drawn over her face. "I go away," she 
explained . And for that reason, she could not say for sure whether he 
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raped her or not. "I don't know," she told me, "I don't remember. It could 
be someone else. He says it's somebody else, so maybe it is." 

But what did she feel, when my father-or that phantom they both 
claimed it could be-banged his way into her? She felt nothing . Or what 
she remembered was nothing . Or what she said she remembered was 
nothing . Those are three very different kinds of "nothing." The first one's 
insensibility. The second ' s amnesia. The third must be aphasia born of 
dire necessity, straits that cannot be changed. She had no capacity to say 
no. Thus, he could own her. And like any object, she ended up put to use. 

She was his and he would have her. He would have her, and so she 
was his. This was their bargain, the one they were stuck with , because 
neither of them could see any other kind. 

The first time I went to bed with my post -divorce lover , I told him 
while he was inside me, "I don't want anyone to own me, not ever again." 
That was what sex meant to me. That's what it meant to let love in . 
Proprietorship . A license to bang up a heart and a soul. 

My lover replied , "I don't want to own you. I want to open you." And 
he did. A man who worshipped his own sexual force, he knocked down 
my walls with his physical love. Pounded me open, repeatedly, and left 
me open- all juicy inside. After a while , all I had to do was look at him, 
or smell him on my pillow or my skin, and I would fall open. He helped 
me in that way. I wanted him that way. I allowed him to force me to let 
out my losses and my bitterness and move on with my life. And in 
exchange , he got the glory of knowing he 'd done so. Exercising his male
ness , he'd both joined with another and prevailed , and that feeling was 
most of what he wanted from his life. 

Sometimes I ask myself: Do we not all pursue our own ends through 
each other? Are any of us genuinely capable of pursuing ends not our 
own? Are we not always doing what we think we have to, to survive? 
Experiencing others only as they fall into us? Or bang into us- the differ
ence being only a matter of perceived degree? 

How wrong- how bad- was my father? Policeman or no policeman, 
permission or "no"? My mother married him but did not want him. She 
would not connect ; she thwarted his masculine force . His human need . 
He banged into her body in pursuit of . . . what? His pleasure? Her heart? 
His sense of himself as a man? If she had known who she was well 
enough to know that he was not her and not like her, a different kind of 
being than she was- a force, yes, but one she could choose to allow, 
sometimes- would that have made the same act different? Not rape but a 
deconstructing, cleansing reconnection to humanity - as it turned out to 
be for me? 
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I began to think closely about the tenor of my parents' sex because of 
what that lover showed me. For the first time, speaking with this lover, 
lying with this lover, I considered men and women in light of their earnest 
rage at the primal way they need, and thwart , each other. In awe, as Rilke 
does, I began to sense what heavy sex, indeed, has been laid upon us . 

Did my mother ever have a lover? I can't imagine she could have, in that 
time-the thirties, the forties, the fifties-in that parochial place , perpetu
ally homebound and under my father's eye. 

Did she ever want a lover? Probably, in the generic, romantic, Prince 
Charming way. I'm sure she did sometimes, for a while: some unreal, per
fect man. But daily defeat eats away the capacity to dream wistfully, and 
surely long before I was born to seal her fate (another baby, another eigh
teen indentured years) what she wanted more than anything in the world 
was anything other than what she had. 

Anything other than this. That's what marriage comes to, sometimes. 
That's the point at which , these days, somebody walks out the door, calls 
a lawyer, begins the bloodletting. The purge . Divorce is death. But what 
must it have been like for her when that death was not available? Because 
nobody who was not rich or infamous divorced in those days, and there 
was literally nowhere to go, literally no other way to live, especially not 
with three children, one of them retarded, a fact that left her relatives and 
friends particularly wary of getting involved. 

I know she wanted to die. As a little girl, I used to find her lying on 
her bed any hour of the day, facing the wall and hoping for death to over
take her. She might say to me ifl came anxiously near, "I think ifl just lie 
here, I can die." Sometimes she rallied, and told me tenderly, rapaciously, 
"You're all I've got. You're the only one who loves me." 

How it distressed me, when I was small, her despair and the threat of 
abandonment implicit in it for me. But more than her death I feared her 
huge unhappiness. I felt responsible for it; after all, I was born to be her 
joy. Transferred to my shoulders, her misery was a landslide forever on 
the verge of breaking loose. Living alone with her-my sisters gone, my 
father mostly absent from my life-I tried to make my love big enough 
and perfect enough to counterbalance an avalanche. I was four, then I was 
six, and finally I was ten, and sick to death-my entrance to the long 
siege of years in which I would long for my own death-because of her 
suffering. How could anyone as unhappy as she was-and I was-go on 
existing? 

Once I was old enough to escape her orbit sometimes, for grade 
school and friends , she defended her hold on me by attacking me with her 
misery. She abused me, verbally and psychologically. Sometimes she beat 
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me, but first she tricked me. After I'd gone to a playmate's house or 
promised someone, with her permission, that I could do or be or get some
thing, I would find that her reality had shifted, redefining mine . In a fury, 
as from divine right, she forbade- and had always forbidden-this thing I 
had already done or committed to, and- that simply, just walking into a 
room where she and her rage awaited me-I was plunged deep into a state 
of unpardonable transgression against her happiness and her being when 
I'd thought, when I'd been certain, I was doing exactly what I was permit
ted, even encouraged, to do. 

When I was small, I actually believed I had made the terrible mistake 
she implied I had. I'd somehow misunderstood her and erred ... but how 
was that possible ... such complete reversal? I was never just a little bit 
off; I was 180 degrees off. A world in which this happened, again and 
again, with my never seeming able to learn how not to do it, was a terrify
ingly complicated world. Terrifying, too, were the punishments for these 
mistakes I could not avoid: the whippings, with the switches it was my 
job to fetch from the forsythia bush in the yard, and the tirades, her verbal 
annihilation of everything I tried so hard to be. And after that, the incredi
ble penalties, the never-agains, the crumbling of cherished possibilities , 
the final dissolution of a dangled, dreamt-of reward . 

Growing older, I got angry and rebellious. I would throw off the 
weight of her life. Anything other than this, that's what I would have . At 
eleven and twelve and thirteen, I would not love her. I would not care. 
She whipped me until blood oozed out the welts on the backs of my legs, 
but I refused to cry. In that way, proforma , I did not submit. 

I was enraged . She was enraged. She had to submit, so she would 
make me submit. Did she ever see justice in it, that way? I don't know 
what she felt when she abused me, how she rationalized what she did. She 
was killing me, but she owned me. I was hers and she would have me. 

She objectified me, as my father objectified her. When did his tender 
feelings for her turn into rage? When did love become a knife between his 
legs? When did he give up "hoping and praying"-yearning as he did in 
his letter-that "everything will be alright with us"? 

When there's no trust and no openness between two people, no tender 
and tenuous flux between "I and thou," but instead, just two objects: me 
over here, and you over there, and what I will do and what you won't, 
then human connection has no chance except to bang its way through two 
walls of denial. 

And what kind of denial does it take to force connection? What did 
my father hear when my mother cried out while he raped her? People hear 
what they want to hear, so we're told. I suppose that he wanted to hear 
nothing and so he heard only himself. Only his own raging need. 
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That so intensely sexual lover of mine explained to me that a man "in 
his ego"- tightly wrapped in his own need-<:an fuck anything. Anything, 
he emphasized . Sheathed smoothly in blind and deaf ego, a man becomes 
his dick. 

When a man is just a dick, then the woman into which he sticks him
self is, to him, only a cunt. That leaves her to be a cunt while denying 
she's a cunt. Blocking out the force of him-as my mother claimed to
with the force of her denial. Or, if the woman is open and honest , and she 
accepts that to him she is only a cunt, then she is, profoundly, a cunt. A 
receptacle for what he puts there. A container for his ego, or the excre
ment of his ego. 

A container with nothing but ego inside it is hollow . Empty . To be a 
cunt is to be a hollow, empty thing. And that's a lonely, damnable place to 
be unless the man, in humility, goes there hollow and empty too. Unless 
he and she, in honest recognition of what each is-a man and a woman
meet humbly in the windswept loneliness of naked vulnerability, in mutu
al wonder at their differences and their need to connect: in submissive, 
unforced astonishment at their fucking overwhelming human need. 

That, as I understand it now, is what the poet Rilke said. 

Once I began writing this essay, a friend posed a question I hadn't yet 
thought of: what made my mother keep those letters? Those particular let
ters- and only his, none of hers-out of all the letters they might have 
exchanged in the courtship year? 

Those seven were banded together. They were not buried deep; they 
lay in the third drawer of her desk atop a stack of paid bills and her teach
er's contracts. Did she reread the letters sometimes? Did she wish to 
know, to have a record she could hold, of the fact that she had once had 
the chance to say no before it started? And did she want someone
maybe me- to find them? Did she hand them on, consciously or not, as 
the seminal clue to so much that went wrong thereafter? 

I imagine she did. I picture her as she appeared to me when I was 
small. Seated at her desk, she touches the stack of letters, the heat of her 
banked rage nearly singeing the paper, ruddying her face and hand. Her 
mouth is the lipless line that was always a warning to me, to hide from the 
storm of her, about to burst on me . 

In my early years, before I discovered for myself the power of objecti
fication and denial , I cried and cried and cried about the way she hurt me 
and the way I disappointed her . I was sorry; I was afraid; I was hurt. Tears 
were the natural child's response to those states , and I believed , very 
deeply , for a long time, that the tears would help . I did not know the word 
for it, but the concept I tried to trust was expiation. 
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The crying did not stop even when anger began to swamp my contri
tion . By adolescence I knew tears were useless but they'd become a 
reflex . She raged; I cried. I might rage back, sometimes, for a while, but 
she'd escalate her display; she was bigger and meaner. She was the adult, 
so she would win. I escalated by sobbing until I could not breathe. I 
sobbed until I was gasping for air and too dizzy to stand. I sobbed until I 
threw up. I would, in this degenerated state, usually be alone. She would have 
removed herself from the scene- having won by reducing me to no contest. 

The same scenario was repeated years later for a number of years with 
my husband. The more I cried and pleaded to be listened to, to have my 
feelings considered, the harder and colder and more removed he got. We 
would fight to a standstill, late at night with the children in bed . He would 
go to sleep, and I would cry into the wee hours by myself or even in the 
bed beside him while he slumbered, apparently peaceful. 

The day after such a seizure of tears, I would be sick. My eyes 
swollen nearly shut, my corneas behind the fat-lipped lids burned as from 
a chemical wash . My whole face swelled and days passed before the 
puffiness subsided . I felt weak and disoriented, stumbling through what
ever tasks were required, making meals, driving the children to school , 
putting myself together again slowly, behind a wall of downcast eyes and 
sullen silence. The space behind the wall was a cold place but I felt in its 
chill- the anesthetization, the denial- the strength of steel. Eventually, 
first with my mother and, in replication with my husband, the tears got 
iced. I gave up on expiation. I inhabited injustice, or non-justice: the com
plete absence of cause and effect, of check and balance, of tit for tat, in 
matters emotional. 

With my husband, I remember the exact moment I clearly understood 
this. I had told him, not for the first time but in the culmination of a series 
of increasingly direct and desperate supplications, that something had to 
change, that I could not go on with things as they were between us, that 
our marriage did not work. That we were broken. I was on the floor. I 
knelt at his knees; he sat upright in an overstuffed chair upholstered in red 
and yellow chintz . I was crying and had been for a while; I had fallen 
back briefly into believing in expiation, the possibility of catharsis and 
starting over. I raised my face. I breathed an abject "Please." He replied, 
"How much do I have to pay you, bitch, to get out?" 

After that, through the years of getting to and through the divorce, and 
getting over the divorce at the same time I got into and out of the puzzling 
and painful relationship with the Exit Man-altogether, a desperate 
decade-my gasping became asthma and the urge to puke became the 
inability to eat. Terror kept me awake at night. Fear and loneliness made 
me frighteningly unreasonable, sometimes, with my children, blowing up 
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or breaking down over nothing. More often, I was simply unable to give 
them anything beyond the most minimal animal comfort. I do not forget 
the shame of the days that the only way I could parent was to lie on the 
floor in front of the television, one child crooked in each arm, me para
lyzed with despair but hoping that holding them would at least forestall 
their feeling abandoned. 

At the age of 18, I'd scoured my mother's house for every last thing I 
ever expected to have or need from my life with her, loaded a modest pile 
of paper sacks into my powder blue VW Beetle, and drove away . When I 
left my husband at forty, I packed the SUV he'd bought me with the sec
ond best bed and pans and linens, taking the essentials but leaving most of 
our middle class acquisitions behind, and moved myself in multiple trips 
to a tiny rented house less than a mile away. I got away, in either case, but 
I could not get away from what was going on. Tears are no good as expia
tion, but leaving doesn't cancel out what's been done, either. Those letters 
lay waiting a long time to be reopened, silent but potent. 

When my mother died, I wasn't there . No one was. She died alone in the 
hospital in the middle of the night, from pneumonia . She stopped breath
ing and sometime later a nurse found her. This was not unexpected . We'd 
all-my sisters, my father, and me-been warned, in our separate geo
graphic locations, by phone earlier that day. She's not likely to make it 
through the night; that was the doctor's message to each ofus. 

My father had been sitting with her that evening. When it got late, he 
went home, at her suggestion. "I kissed her," he told me when he phoned 
at 2 A.M. to say she was gone. That was his benediction to their marriage . 
He had very seldom kissed her during my life with them. I never in my 
life saw them embrace. 

I did not kiss her like he did, the day I left her to get on with it, her 
solitary business of dying. The last day I saw her alive, New Year's Day 
2000, an odd cusp in history that I spent in three oddly separate venues
her hospital room , the dining table in the old folks' home with my father, 

and shooting fireworks into an icy midnight with a childhood friend-the 
best I could do was lay my head on her chest. 

The time was late afternoon, time to go. I had dinner plans with that 
friend who would take me to the airport at dawn the next morning. My 
mother sat up in a lounge chair beside her hospital bed. She did not, at 
that moment, have a diagnosis of pneumonia . She had a broken leg, a pin 
newly inserted into the crumbling bone just above the knee . She had con
gestive heart failure, high blood pressure, arthritis, gout, and more. She 
was very wan and vague. She'd been talking about her father and her hus
band-she used the term "Daddy" interchangeably to name them both. 
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Both of them mystified her. Both of them she 'd tried "no end" - her 
words- to please . Both of them beat her and bullied her, and she didn't 
know why. That was what it came to, in the end. Her assessment of her 
efforts and their outcome. 

My question to her had been, "What do you remember best?" I'd 
wanted her sweetest memories , and I got some. A pair of shoes, green 
suede and high-heeled with a wide strap and a large button that her moth
er had given her the money to buy, so that she would be special, stand out, 
at some event, some ordinary school or church social. "She always had a 
little bit of money," my mother said of her mother, "and she gave it to me 
so I could get some of the things I wanted." My mother had done that for 
me, all my life, even when I hated and reviled her, even after I slammed 
out of her house, and I remembered it at that moment, and felt the touch 
of her bent and broken love. 

I put my head on her chest because I could not kiss her. That would 
have been insincere because I did not feel that kind of open and affection
ate love for her, and a kiss with no affection is the worst kind of hollow 
cheat. I could not say anything to her; we did not ever talk about feelings 
in our family. "I love you," very occasionally and awkwardly uttered by 
one person to another under the greatest stress, was a compromised truth, 
the speaking of it a kind of mutual humiliation because of its inadequacy 
to encompass all that had passed through the filter of family ties. 

So I lay my head on her chest in a gesture that was partly the penitent 
child returning to the fold and partly the humblest form of respect I could 
offer her old, exhausted heart. Resting there, feeling all that, made my 
tears start. For the first time in decades , she'd made me cry. Did she see 
the tears? Did she hear them? I don't know, but she knew and she didn't 
want them . She said sharply , a flash of her old, bitter strength, "Don 't 
cry," and immediately I complied. That kind of wide-open emotionality of 
love had never been possible, so why begin now , at the end? Such a 
shift- violating her chosen terms at the very end of her days-was incon
ceivable , so I sat up and took her hands and held them, and she changed 
the subject. Later I held her hands again, cutting her nails and filing them 
smooth. She was effusively grateful. "That feels so good ," she said . 
"They'd gotten awful long, and nobody sees." 

When the hospital's automatic doors parted to let me out into the 
chilly twilight that was the dregs of that millennium New Year's Day, I 
heard my heart say, "I won't see her again, alive." That turned out to be 
true: I went back to Florida, back to my job and my children , and in less 
than ten days she was dead. On the day she died, my not being with her 
seemed okay. I'd done as much as I could- that particular trip home, that 
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particular intersection in our lives. On the surface everything felt matter
of-fact. 

But during that holiday weekend I spent with her, a deeply lonely 
place for each of us, we were also deeply together. Those two days I sat 
inside her life, waiting with her for the death she'd wanted all my life. I'd 
grown up in her shadow, believing that wanting to die was a condition of 
life, and when I threw off that condition, with effort of will and long ther
apy, I severed a connection between us because I was no longer like her in 
that way. But that weekend I was back . Yoked to her heart again. I sat and 
listened to her tell her life and watched her sink through it layer by deeper 
layer toward the one that would absorb her and wipe her away. 

When I left the hospital for a few hours, even when I left the room for 
several minutes, she would fall away from the rim of life on which she 
was barely snagged, and I'd re-enter her room and be shocked momentari 
ly by the sight of a skeleton covered with skin propped in a lounge chair 
or tucked in the bed. My mother's face, my mother's skin on my mother's 
bones, but the flesh intended to mediate between the two, gone. Before 
my eyes she was becoming a corpse, the fullness, the elasticity, of life 
melting, leaving frame and hull, no more . 

Each time I returned to the room, I saw death even while I knew she 
still breathed. Her mouth would have fallen open and she might be snor
ing-a glottal gasping for the next breath. The sound was ugly, like the 
smell of stale urine that was always faintly present beneath the powder, 
the soap scent, the sheets, the hygienic plastic wrappings . 

When I spoke to her, or touched her, she would return with a startled 
jerk from however deep it was she had sunk. Each time she was glad to 
see me but each time it was apparent she had come a long distance to do 
so. My face, my corporeality, maybe even my existence, surprised her, to 
use her words, "no end." I was a wonder. She made me feel it. 

Later, during the ten days between that visit and her death, we spoke 
once by phone . She was weak and could barely speak; I heard the pneu
monia's congestion clogging her chest and her voice. I said we'd had a 
good visit, hadn't we? She said, rallying to a fervor that surprised me, "It 

was something. It was . .. something." 
Yes, it was something. That word in her lexicon meant . . . indescrib 

able. "To die for," someone else with a different lexicon might say. I 
understood, from my long knowledge of her and her words that for her 
that quiet, inconclusive weekend was something she'd not expected nor 
known she needed. Pure gift. Pure release. A friend of mine, hearing me 
tell of the visit, its tenor and my mother's death soon thereafter, remarked 
with confident clarity, "She was waiting for you." If she was, she did not 

92 



say so, and I know she did not expect me to come. So much had seemed 
tom up between us, with such finality, for so long. 

For me that weekend was also something. Something I have difficulty 
describing. I have likened it sometimes to a window, not lit, simply there. 
I do not know if I passed through it, looked through it or just noted the 
opening. I know she went through it, toward light, for when the weekend 
was over, her darkness was gone from my life. 

She left me the window. An openness moving with me through my 
life-my crowded, disordered, mysterious progress along tracks I can 
sense, but never quite see. 

II. 
My father lit a candle for my mother when she'd been dead nine months. 
What accounted for the time lag? Gestation of grief? Maybe. But more 
likely it was love. Love in the form of his redemption at the hands-and 
in the heart-of a woman far different from my mother. 

The church he'd attended carefully, prophylactically, for years and 
years, going to Sunday school but never the service, had a memorial 
Sunday for all its members who'd died that year. My mother had been a 
member, never removed from the list for all the years in which she'd boy
cotted, religiously, that church and its ministrations. When she was dead, 
the ministrations continued: her name on the list of the deceased generat
ed an invitation to which my father responded. He took his new woman 
with him. 

She-I'll call her Bonnie-said, sensibly enough with respect to 
issues of tact and public perception, "He wanted me to go with him, so I 
did. He didn't want to go by hisself." 

It was Bonnie who told me about the event. It was she who told me 
how he'd walked right up and lit the candle, sweet as could be. He looked 
so nice, she went on. He'd put on a suit, and a white shirt, and a tie he'd 
bought himself. The purchase of the tie surprised her. Surprised me too. I 
didn't think he was capable of shopping for himself. I didn't think the 
idea could arise in him. She didn't either. She said, "I didn't think he'd do 
it, but he did. He tol' me he was going to buy hisself a tie, and he did. 
And it's the prettiest tie." 

All this was ... something. Something, that he'd care about dressing 
up his appearance, at age 92, in the old folks' home. Something, all over 
again, that the reason he realized he could care about "hisself' was her, 
the new woman, the late-life gift of love. A woman poet I admire is fond 
of explaining the timing of divorce and recoupling this way: People can
not leave a dead or deadly relationship until they can imagine a new life. 
My father's new life was a case in point. 
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Bonnie, 88 to his 92, one year younger than my mother, turned up at 
his dining table her first day in that assisted -living facility, one month 
after my mother died. She was bossy in an irrepressibly cheerful way, she 
talked all the time and she was, as my oldest sister pointed out, uneducat 
ed and utter ly without class pretensions; two times a coal miner's widow, 
she'd lived hardscrabble all her days, and she was determined, every day, 
to find her glass at least half-full, if not running over. She was way differ
ent from my mother. That's what my father saw in Bonnie, I imagine: the 
stunning revelation that a woman-and a relationship with a woman-did 
not have to be hell. He did not have to be a shit. 

Every word out of Bonnie's mouth erased the persona he and my 
mother had given him. Bonnie said over and over, always in his hearing, 
"Everybody brags on him all the time. How good he looks. How good he 
is." I think she meant it. To her, he did look good. He always had plenty 
of hair and enough money, and in those days, while Bonnie lived, he still 
had almost all his marbles, along with a driver's license and the car he 
would not give up . He was good, to her. He bought her presents. He took 
her out to dinner and such shows as were available in that little city
things he never, ever did for my mother. 

Bonnie taught him to bowl. She taught him to dance. He introduced 
her to literature, reading to her from Rudyard Kipling's collected stories. 
On Valentine's Day, their old folks peers elected them king and queen: I 
have the photo and the gold paper crowns . Bonnie was good to him and 
he was good to her. She was good to him, so he was good to her. She 
believed he was worthy of her love, and he stepped right up to that plate . 

She was never his wife, not by law nor the church. They had an 
arrangement. Single rooms adjoining a shared bath, like college suite 
mates. Separate bills, paid by their separate families. They spent all their 
waking hours together and nobody ever asked who slept where . As the 
director of the home said, about them and other happily recoupled couples 
their age: "Whatever works." 

I wanted to clap that pragmatic, clear -seeing lady on the back when I 
heard that. Yes, ma 'am, whatever works. If only something does work. If 
only some genuine connection can be found: some path, some portal, by 
which to become neighbors , lovers, earnest human friends . 

One day, when we were just beginning to catch on to my father's renais 
sance and the reason for it, my oldest sister asked him if he and Bonnie 
were "a romantic item." He responded with a sly grin. "I guess so," he 
said, laconic. But the spark was in his voice, his eye, and the curve on his lips. 

That so-forceful lover I once had, we discussed spark. What makes 
people join, and the resistance they have to rub through to do so: the fric-
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tion that makes sex hot. When two people try to join despite their differ
ences, what happens is the same thing as when steel strikes flint, or two 
wires of opposite polarity get close enough to arc. 

That lover and I also discussed rape. Forced sex versus the sparky 
dance of difference. Legalities and cultural mores and individual sensitivi 
ties aside, the two kinds of connection-forced and courted-reside on a 
continuum . The easiest, most gratifying, most intensely desired joining is 
still the consummation of a negotiation-long or short, bitter or playful, 
heated or chilling. Flint must abrade steel to make fire. Current must arc 
the gap, positive to negative, to complete a circuit. 

Ifwe could all believe this, hold this larger truth within our small per
sonal take on the worthiness and the shortcomings and the motives of the 
Other, might we not be more compassionate? More willing to join togeth
er in a spirit of mutuality - like neighbors, like siblings, like human 
beings, as Rilke emphasized? The stakes are high because yes, we know 
it, people get shattered by sex and its consequences, but who built the 
fences that raise the stakes so high? Who sets the posts in concrete, raises 
the palings, and hammers in multiple, well-set nails? 

Our fence-building is unconscious, the materials placed in our con
scious minds by unconscious lesson and memory. The same force that 
makes desire leap the gap sets into motion desire' s destruction-through 
diffusion set off by obstruction. Life wants to arc from darkness into light. 
Can we not allow it, even knowing the other half of the circle- what lives 
must die-will also describe itself on our faces and our hearts? Can we 
not unbuild the walls as consciously and assiduously as we erect them? 

Ifwe lived wide open, would we get hurt? Of course. Do tall fences
the labyrinths and towers of conscious and unconscious defenses- keep 
us unhurt and unmarked? Of course not. My mother's life is a case in 
point. My father's life is another. 

When my mother died, my father's life sentence in her hell got com
muted. Bonnie, his reprieve, lasted a scant two years. She died in her 
sleep on his 94th birthday-but not by his side, for he was in the hospital 
while she lay in her room at the old folks' home, apparently well. The 
grace granted my father was small and ended in irony. Still, while it last
ed, he knew joy. He felt content , as he explained it, that every day he 
knew which pants and which shirt to wear because he and Bonnie, togeth
er, laid out his next day's clothes at night before they went to bed . He 
knew himself blessed. He never uttered the word but the astonished ten
derness that transformed his face when he talked about her gave that 
meaning to what he did say : that with Bonnie he had "remembered so 
many things." 
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Those two years with her, my father's spirit softened. He lived a life 
no one expected he'd ever have, and healed from it. The final two years of 
his life, after Bonnie died, exacted a kind of retribution. In the intensity of 
his loneliness, he turned bitter, confused, and sometimes demented, incon
tinent and crippled, and finally helpless . He fought death to a standstill, 
thrashing and raving, more than once, and in between these bouts he was 
often angry and obsessive, deeply critical of me and my sisters. Gradually , 
however, the last of his dignity and command dissolved, and he had no 
choice but to allow me to wipe drool from his chin and vomit from his shoes. 

In our last moments together, when I'd come up from Florida on a 
weekend to move him from assisted living to a nursing home to die, when 
he was so close to the end he could no longer form words, he gave me his 
hand, already icy cold and stiffening, and I held it in my lap. I had nothing 
to say, and I felt only sadness about what I didn't feel for him. I don't 
know yet if ever I loved him, but I do know that by the end of his life I 
had found a kind of sober respect for his humanity-his isolation and his 
efforts to bridge it. In the end, neither the fences he battered down nor the 
hurts he inflicted to keep his own walls intact made much difference. He 
suffered. He strove. He had two sides, like the rest of us: soft and hard, 
open and closed, and he had done what he could, all his life, to find a 
spark to leap the gap. 

III . 
Early one morning not so long ago, I saw my mother in a dream. I saw her 
downcast progress : her lowered gaze, her stooped shoulders. She moved 
as she had in my vision-through the field with the bucket in her hand. 
This time I saw her face in profile. She was sad . She was intensely 
inward-all the space in the world between her and the world, between 
her and me-although, in a seamless dream-shift of setting, we passed 
each other in the narrow space between the sink and the tub in the green
tiled bathroom I grew up with . She was not as old as I thought she would 
be; she was much younger than when she died. She had heft to her body, 
and her face had flesh and strength even though it was still the skin of a 
mask that hid her real self. 

Her hair had not yet gone white. It was thinned out, as it had by the 
time of her death, but still dark as it was when I was smaller than she. 
When we passed in the bathroom I saw her hair combed straight behind 
her ears and a white towel draped on her shoulders. I understood she was 
about to wash her hair, a task that near the end of her days became a pre
occupation of hers because of its difficulty, because of the need for others 
to help and the likelihood she'd lose her balance when she leaned over. 
She knelt, as I watched her, in front of the toilet, which was filthy and 
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shit-stained, as it never was in my youth, as it always was in the last years 
of my parents' shaky residence in their house. I understood because of the 
towel and the submission in her knees that she was going to wash her hair 
in the toilet , and my immediate and utter revulsion was checked only by 
my comprehension that this was all she could do. Here was the only basin 
she could reach in her crippled, compromised, circumscribed condition. 

Despite the compassion that rose through me- a softness that stung 
and dissolved me-I could not stop myself from voicing the disgust that 
gagged me. "Don't do that," I ordered her sharply. In the dream I turned 
away. I knew she'd do it anyway. I knew she had no choice, and I knew I 
had no choice but to know it. 

My turning away was cowardly. I remembered while still inside this 
dream that I had dreamed already she would do exactly this in exactly this 
way. I wondered at my prescience, at what it might mean. I saw in my 
memory of that earlier dream the swipe of her dark hair against the fouled 
slope of the white bowl; I saw the black stream of her wet hair on the 
white towel when she was done . Would hair thus washed be clean or 
dirty? I wondered . Germs and the residue of excrement from the toilet 
would be transferred to her hair- but would not the effort at washing 
have removed something , some oil or loose dirt that is the reason we want 
to wash our hair? 

Clean or dirty. Which is it? 
Truth is, clean is always mixed with dirty. What's pure and godly is 

never entirely separate from what's broken, befouled , and human. All 
effort at expiation-atonement for separation through fresh connection
is tainted with self-interest. With our fucking overwhelming need. If we 
didn't feel compelled to save ourselves, if we didn't need, desperately , to 
connect again, we wouldn ' t try. Truth is, there's no distinction between 
clean and dirty except from a given- self-serving-perspective. 

In my dream I willed myself to tum around, to behold the other side of 
my guilty mother. When I envisioned her in the field I stood behind her 
and saw only that absurd hat and her beaten down shoulders, but now, 
finally, I faced her. Through these typed pages of expiation , driven by 
those letters she left me, I see her whole , at last. 

She lives in my forgiveness of her. She is love, inside me, for her and 
for others who are broken and dirty, like her and like me. With my every 
breath , she continues. The heavy sex laid upon her-her sorrow and the 
cruelty it provoked , the damage she did herself and bequeathed to me-I 
mean to leaven, with these words and my life. 
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SANDRA HUNTER 

These Little Ones 
Delhi had its own dust smell. Bushes grew wild and unchecked; there 
were tiger reserves to protect the predators; almost everyone was a beg
gar. And, in the center of Chandni Chowk, there was a refuge for small, 
wounded creatures. 

Jan stood between rows of bird cages in a wide room which felt perfo
rated by tiny lung power. He tried not to flinch while he listened to the 
director, Mallinath. 

"They are God's children, these little ones." His aunt, Tante Laine , 
might have said something like that. 

Mallinath said, "We don't pay?" The question was offered apologeti
cally to Jan, the outsider, the non -Indian, the white stranger with the 
stranger accent. 

"It's fine . I don't need the money. I don't want it." Jan wished he 
knew Hindi or Urdu, some way of showing he was sincere in any lan
guage other than his bitter English , or his own language which he'd swal
lowed back, determined not to taste its pleasure out loud again . 

Mallinath said, "You can start now. You can work Monday, Wednesday, 
Friday , and Saturday." It was Wednesday. It seemed appropriate to start a 
new job in the middle of what he once called a working week. 

Once upon a time, he had a working week and other familiar things. There 
were the things he could taste on the outside: the red dust which no one 
could sweep entirely away, the verandah where he drank his coffee and 
stared at the opening day, the wild struik, bushes in the backyard he had 
promised to dig up. Secretly, he liked them . Let things grow where they 
might; it was God's will. Besides, gardening was difficult work and he 
came home to be with his family, not to slog alone in the dirt. There was 
enough of that during the week. 

Then , the things he could taste on the inside: Mariaan, and the boy, 
Paul , and the little girl , Liesle. Paul's quietness, Liesle's hair like her 
mother's. Mariaan's arms around him . These he kept fiercely to himself. 
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There was too much out there which could hurt them. Even in these mod
em days he stepped cautiously, watching his bosses in the Durban Vehicle 
Theft Unit. When they spoke of choc-ices, what did they mean? Were 
they really talking about politicians or was there a veiled reference to his 
black wife and half-caste children? 

His black wife, Mariaan, had been studying law at the University of 
South Africa in Pretoria, or Tshwane as it was now called, where he was 
taking his Police Science degree. In a cafeteria, where the tumblings of 
IsiNdebele, IsiXhosa, Sesotho were serrated by the static of Afrikaans, he 
saw her chin, her eyes, her impossible bouncing hair. He stopped by her 
table and said, Unjani, how are you? The others laughed and invited him 
to sit. He practiced secretly and tried out, Ube nekhambo eliphephiliko, 
have a safe journey, and won his first smile from her. 

She was skeptical of his philosophy for a new, color-blind life in new 
South Africa, but she didn't mock him. She was almost angry, though, 
when he proposed. It was much harder convincing her than his parents. 
His father said he was a bladdy, blind fool, led by his dick instead of com
mon sense. Mariaan's mother came to the wedding, but her father refused 
to speak to her and wrote an angry letter to Jan. Only Tante Laine came 
from his side of the family. He didn't care. They were provincial and old
fashioned. 

He felt safe in the cocoon of their apartment near the university. The 
babies came and Mariaan's friends, these articulate women and men who 
joked about color prejudice and the arrests of their parents, became aunts 
and uncles. They didn't seem to mind that he was a police officer. It's 
Jan, they said. They could call on him when they were next harassed by 
the police. 

Paul was seven and Liesle five when he was transferred to Durban. He 
chose a mixed neighborhood, other families like themselves. The children 
settled into school and Mariaan found a job at a legal advice center down
town. He kept his captain's position, although his supervisor did point out 
that the Car Theft division had limited advancement opportunities. 
Anyway, the 9 to 5 hours allowed him more time at home which might 
not happen with another department. 

Mariaan told him about the fight. Paul had a swollen lip, a small bud 
about to blossom. Jan held the boy close, not a little child anymore. Paul 
pushed away. "I'm all right." 

Jan said, "Who started it?" 
"Me." 
Jan felt the language of dissimulation move and waiver. "Really?" 
Paul, now ten. Bright hair and bright skin. "Yes. I hit him first. Sindane." 
"And why did you hit him?" 
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Paul directed the sword-straight stare at the wall behind Jan's right 
shoulder. "Ek weet nie." 

"You do know." Jan tipped his son's chin with one finger, a trick 
which always brought the boy back. Even now he could see the tears 
forming . 

The boy muttered, "Jou moer." 
"Something about your mother?" 
A nod. 
"Can you repeat it?" 
A head shake. 
"OK . But you can't let every little thing get to you." The boy's eyes 

flashed at him and Jan said, "All right. It's not such a little thing. But you 
walk away from ignorant people . You don't let them bring you down to 
their level." 

"He said we were kak, our kind." 
Sindane, a street boy . Not from the neighborhood. No parents to call, 

to soothe . "Sindane is angry about other things, perhaps. You mustn't let 
him make you angry, too." 

"Do something. Make him stop." Paul looked up at his father in the 
smart uniform . 

"I can't control what people say." He didn't say, My job is to keep 
people safe. 

Paul said, "Then, I will have to keep fighting him ." 
Simple logic. If no adult was going to intervene, Paul would continue 

to battle for the family honor. 
But Jan knew there was more. Mariaan told him. "Paul says Sindane 

called you Boer ." He shrugged. He had been called worse, but Mariaan 
said, "They talk Kwaito." Street lingo . "I don't understand it. I thought 
that went out years ago." 

"Better learn, then." He put his arm around her. "Should we send off 
for the tapes?" 

But she didn't smile. "I thought Durban was big enough for everyone." 
"Hey, these things take time . We have to be patient. We'll take the 

kids to Tshwane for Christmas." 
A palliative . He saw she didn't buy that, either. She pulled his head 

down. "Skat ." She kissed him and he was home again, the memory of his 
son's face almost dissolved. 

The eagle had been sitting in the road over its kill when it was hit by a 
truck. The truck driver had thrown a tarpaulin over the eagle and brought 
it in. Its other injuries had healed, but it was blind and wouldn't eat the 
fruit which was all it was offered . 
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Jan spoke to Mallinath who said, "Perhaps it is time for his jiva to 
seek another body. You mustn't become so attached . If they live , it is 
good. If they die, it is also good." 

"He's blind and starving . How can that be good?" 
The eagle no longer sat on its thick perch. Soon it would lean up 

against the cage bars and eventually lie or fall down on the cage floor. 
Mallinath was probably right; he should avoid the eagle's cage altogether. 
Now the nightly beer had a double function, even though he knew that the 
Jains didn't approve of alcohol. 

It was two months after Paul's fight with Sindane when Jan acquired a 
drinking habit. Mariaan called him at work. This was enough to make his 
heart thump between his backbone and ribs, as though playing volleyball 
with itself. Liesle is hurt. Please come. 

He had gone straight to his superior's office. No problem, Jan. Kids 
these days, always into something. Ne? His heart bounded inside him , 
making him miss the brake and stamp on the accelerator, nearly rear 
ending the car in front. 

An ambulance was in the driveway. They were lifting Liesle, face
down, onto the stretcher. Her face was turned to one side, eyes closed. 

"What happened? Where's Paul?" 
Mariaan said, "He's already in the ambulance. They gave him a shot." 

He had always been amazed at how she could weep silently. Nothing 
moved about her; no shoulders shaking, no gasping for breath ; just this 
silent cataract of grief . She said, "He carried her home." 

One of the ambulance men asked him to sit. He was furious . He 
wouldn't sit. He would be told right now. So they told him. A group of 
black kids took Liesle and Paul behind the sheds on the far side of the 
football field. They threw her face-down in the dirt and tried to push a 
bottle up her. 

"And Paul?" 
Mariaan. "They held Paul and made him watch. He carried her home. 

Across his back." 
Jan said, "But she's only eight." He turned back to the ambulance 

men, the words ripping out of him. "Who the fok did this? Who?" 
Mariaan. "Sindane' s cousins ." 
It seemed like everyone in the room was holding him down. He 

screamed , "Liesle!" 
Mariaan said, "I called the police. After I called you." 
I am the police. And I didn't protect my children . 
The familiar patrol cars pulled up. Three cars. Five officers. He didn't 

recognize any of them. Strangers talking to him about this indescribable 
duiwel thing. 
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The blonde detective, Venessa Van Rooyen, said, "Captain Baker, we 
intend to investigate thoroughly ." 

"I don't want yourfokken investigation. I want these kids found now." 
She said, "Captain, we believe it's gang-related." 
"What the fok you talking about? My kids don't belong to any vol kak 

gang." 
"But these boys are gang members." The other officers were silent. 
Jan could barely breathe. "I want them found." 
The older detective, Piet Alder, said, "Detective Van Rooyen is right, 

Captain. There 's been a lot of gang activity. We'll keep you informed of 
everything." 

Standard language which he had used himself over the thousands of 
car thefts which usually ended in nothing or a burnt-out car shell. 

A young American girl had joined the Temple . She finally cornered Jan 
while he was trying to feed the eagle some bread. "So, you're from South 
Africa." 

"Yes." He waited, hoping that his filthy clothes would make him unpalat
able enough for her to leave him alone. The eagle was now lying down, 
the dull feathers moving like aged bellows. Jan changed its water, keeping 
clear of the talons and beak. Even a weak eagle could do a lot of damage. 

"I'm from Sacramento . California . Actually, that's where I'm at col
lege. I'm from L.A . originally. I'm taking a year off. Isn't it amazing 
here? I've been here, like, a week and I can't remember what it's like at 
home. I'm Kat. What's your name?" 

Without thinking, he said, "Arend." Eagle . 
"This whole meat thing is so, like, whack." She watched the eagle 

breathing. "Let's sneak it out. We can feed it some liver or something . In 
California this would be cruelty to animals . You could get sued for this." 

He continued trying to attract the bird's attention with the bread. 
"It wants meat. It's a predator, for chrissakes. Sorry. Didn't mean to swear." 
He pushed the bread through the bars and stood up . 
She said, "Hey, Arend . Want to get something to eat? I found this fan

tastic place which serves a cooked breakfast. You'd kill for a cooked 
breakfast , right?" 

He had not eaten a cooked breakfast since he'd left home. His days 
were chapati-d from end to end: sweet withjaggery, or savory with veg
etables and curry bought from the vendor outside his apartment building. 
Sometimes he 'd forgo the sauces altogether and eat them purely for the 
routine of chewing, standing at the window of the small two-room apart
ment where he could watch the television aerials bend in the late monsoon 
rain like long, bush veldt grass . 
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Two eggs, sunny-side up, two rashers of bacon, toast, and a mug of tea. 
Mariaan stood at the counter, looking as though she were reading some
thing on the wall. He put his arms around her. 

She wiped the tears with a tea towel. "Sindane wasn't even there . The 
other boys attacked Liesle." 

He stood back from her. "He was there." 
"His cousins belong to a brasse, a posse . It's all because of this stupid 

fight with Paul." 
He slapped both hands on the counter. "Now it's Paul's fault?" 
"Paul and Sindane have been fighting since we got here. Black eyes, 

lumps on the back of the head. You knew that." 
"I never knew that." There was a pause while he sealed himself off 

from his memory. 
"You didn't notice your own son?" 
"All kids get bumped and bruised. I was always in fights growing up." 
She poured hot water into a mug and added cocoa. "Paul has been to 

see him ." 
"He saw Sindane? In jail?" 
She spoke louder. "Sindane says he didn't want it to happen . He was 

angry after Paul said Die bliksemse ding, so he told his brother." 
"Paul said 'Your mother's pussy shoots porridge'?" 
"So it seems." 
Jan slumped against the counter. "Paul said that?" 
"The brother told the cousins. Sindane is sorry." 
"Now he should walk free? You want me to get him released? Perhaps 

bring him back here for dinner? What about my daughter? She was tom open." 
"She's my daughter, too ." 
He saw her waiting for him to acknowledge what she'd said. If I can 

bear this . There had been a time . He felt the aging of the effort to remem
ber. She had only looked at him and they had spoken without words. Now 
the words they spoke had inward turning barbs; their lips were tom and 
pools of blood stood, ignored, between them. 

He said, "Sindane will get what he deserves." He felt her movement, 
the flinch which might have sprung him open . But not now. 

She said, "He's a child." Beat. "You know what they can do to kids." They. 
"We don't do that." Beat. "You've been stirring that cocoa for five 

minutes." 
She put the spoon down . "Have you seen him?" 
"It's not my department." He kept his face turned away, hiding what 

he'd seen from behind a one-way mirror: Sindane on the floor between 
two officers, bleeding from the ears, the mouth . 
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She said, "I'm going to buy milk." He looked at the cooling cocoa, the 
surface wrinkling with a dark, blotched skin. 

He had asked, "What does he say?" And the supervising officer had 
said, "They're not asking him to say anything yet." 

Even then the sick feeling had felt less than triumph . Sindane was suf
fering now, even as Liesle had suffered . His white-fisted side rose up. Not 
as much as she suffered. How much would Sindane have to suffer before 
he felt Liesle's blood debt was paid? And what of the cousins? He had 
seen them, too, their eyes swollen shut, fingers misaligned. He had exam
ined them through the one-way mirror, greedily tallying their wounds. 
Nothing was bad enough for them. 

A throat punch of realization: the pain he wanted to inflict was in 
retribution for his own pain, not Liesle's. He swept it away. No one could 
have suffered the way Liesle did. 

Even now she was silent, the inquisitive face smoothed out as if no 
questions would ever live there again. There was no response when he 
said her name; she neither flinched nor moved towards him when he 
touched her hand . He was relieved she didn't look at him, to see the 
reflection of her own horror. He hugged the undeclare_d accusation under 
his hair shirt, burying its thorns into his side. You did not come for me. 

His hands were cramped over the edge of the sink. Mariaan's eyes no 
longer met his unless it was to make some sort of accusation, like her 
comment about Sindane. Just because Sindane said he was sorry didn't 
mean he was innocent. And what about Liesle's innocence? Jan leaned 
over and retched. His legs shuddered and he slid down in an earthquake of 
shaking . 

Mariaan found him slumped up against the kitchen cabinet. She exam
ined him as if looking for injuries . The raw association with Sindane 
made him speak first. "Let's move. America." She almost looked as 
though she might laugh. Encouraged, he said, "We could live in Los 
Angeles, Boston. They all live side by side over there ." 

She said, "Eish, America? They're even worse with their politically 
correct shit out of one comer of the mouth and their hate crimes pouring 
out of the other. Side by side with guns . At least we know where we are 
here . Liesle survived. Paul survived . No one was killed." 

"And we are to celebrate that she was only raped with a bottle?" 
"Jissus. Would you look past that for one second and pull yourself out 

of the self-pity you've been wallowing in?" 
He stared at her, this woman , spitting anger at him, at him. 
"Liesle needs you to be her father, not some victim of apartheid." 
"Jou lae donner ." 
"I'd rather be a bastard than a coward." 
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He pulled himself up and leaned against the sink. "I never thought. I 
never thought that you." How could she look so invincible, this woman, 
this mother of Paul and Liesle? He said, "And did you never think to ask 
how I'm doing?" 

She shook her head . "Paul's heart is broken." 
He said, "I can talk to him if you want." 
"If /want?" 
"What can I say? My heart is broken, too." 
"I will take care of Liesle." Since you can't. "But Paul needs to know 

you don't blame him." 
How dare she order him around, as though he were no more than 

another child? "Well, maybe I do blame him. This bladdy feud. If he had 
just kept away from those kids this would never have happened ." 

"And you kept out of fights, yourself, when you were his age." 
The thin cord of restraint snapped. "Fok Jou." 
"Yes. Andjou simpel kont and kontkesig and hoerkind. Say them all. 

It doesn't change anything ." She let her arms drop. "We need you, Jan . 
We don't need to run away to America . This is our home." He wept and 
she held him. She had asked too much from him : too much broken , the 
colorblind dream kicked in forever, and nothing would dull the pain 
except increasing amounts of beer and whiskey . 

It was the best meal he 'd had since coming to India, and he had Kat to 
thank for it, except he didn't. Kat's constant thrust of conversation, her 
sea-pebble eyes relentlessly meeting his were discomfiting . She was 
unwomanly, despite her big, round ass. No tits, though. Her hair was too 
blonde . The skin he could see was a pink -tan, although he'd bet that 
underneath the No Entry T-shirt and the white, cotton pants, she was pale 
as a sea-washed corpse . 

She was staring at him. 
He said, "Sorry?" 
"Ready for dessert?" 
He smiled, thinking of her fat, white ass. He saw her thinking he was 

being friendly and it made him smile more. 
She said, "Or?" 
"I'm ready to go." He avoided let 's go . It sounded too much like an 

invitation to spend more of the evening with her. She folded the hurt 
expression into her napkin . 

He said, "I've never had breakfast at night before . It was fun." Fun. 
As though he were a high school kid. "Let me pay for this." 

But she wanted to split the bill. It took several more embarrassing 
minutes to get out of the restaurant. He agreed to a drink and, to make 
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sure she didn't linger, insisted on a bar where the locals leered at her as 
she walked in. She sat on a barstool, her large bottom exaggerated by her 
perch, oblivious to everything except her own conversation about the 
eagle. She swallowed the entire shot of whiskey, opened her bag and 
slapped a blood -stained package on the bar top. He felt the bar's collec 
tive leering change gear. 

"Liver," she said triumphantly. "I'm going to the temple ." 
"You can't." He spoke loudly, defending himself to the other drinkers. 
She tapped the bleeding paper. "I'm going to save him . Those dumb-

asses don't get it. Eagles need meat and that ' s it." 
Jan heard the murmuring behind him increase. He finished his own 

drink and threw a few rupees on the bar top . He took her elbow . "Let's 
go." She grabbed her package, which left a dark smear on the brass. Jan 
pushed the tip over the smear and left the bartender looking curiously at it. 

He wanted to shake her, like he would have shaken a child. Paul. 
"You can't do that in public. People are sensitive to meat over here. What 
if they were all Hindus back there, which they probably were?" 

"You are so naive. Not all Hindus are vegetarian. OK? And if they 
were, they wouldn't be in bars. I mean, as if Come on. Let's go feed the bird." 

He said, "I didn't come here for this." Paul. "Leave me alone . Please." 
But she had seen the tears and her voice was gentle. "It'll help to do 

somet hing . Really." She put a hand on his arm. "It's, like, so obvious 
you're grieving." 

He took a long uneven breath . She put a finger to his lips. It was so 
unexpected, he felt violated. No one but Mariaan had ever touched his 
mouth . And Liesle . And Paul. 

She stepped away and looked back. "Are you coming or what?" 

She was a stupid, college kid who thought she could change the world . 
He, who had no world to change, sudden ly found that appealing . At least 
he'd watch while she tried to force meat into the eagle, if it was still alive . 
It would probably regurgitate anything it tried to eat now. 

Jan thought it was dead . But at the smell of the liver , the eagle lifted 
its head . Kat tore off small , slimey morsels and pushed them through the 
bars. It pecked at one piece . 

She was jubilant. "See? He's eating." 
"They ' ll find out. You ' ll have to leave. And then the eagle will starve 

again. You're only postponing its death ." 
"You can keep feeding him ." 
"He's blind. He'll have to live in captivity no matter what. It ' s proba

bly better if he dies ." 

106 



She sat back on her heels. There were small cheeps and flutters from 
the cages around them , the clatter of the eagle's beak as it tried to get 
more liver. She said, "You are a shit. You're just like them." 

"They have a way oflife. They have to adhere to that." 
"Jesus. Listen to you. Like you adhered to anything. Why are you 

here, Mr. Morality? The wife left you for someone else? You're hiding 
here because you're too scared to face the real world. Oh, let me take care 
of the birds, poor little creatures." 

"You don't know anything." He stood away from her, the clacking of 
the eagle's beak rattling his nerves. 

She ripped the liver up and stuffed it through the bars. Some of it fell 
across the eagle's back and legs. "I know you're a coward." 

Less than six months after his arrest, Sindane was dead. Jan read the 
report and listened to the supervisor. Which was worse? The black-and
white story of attempted escape, an unlucky fall, or the quiet, dispassion
ate voice? There was a seething in his stomach, as though he'd swallowed 
a live eel. Throughout the day officers came by to sit in his office . They 
fumbled their fingers together as though uncertain of what to do without a 
baton, a gun to hold. An unfortunate accident. No one said, "The fucker 
deserved it." But there was a sense of furtive triumph and blame. Because 
of you, our brother. Someone had paid for something. There were already 
rumors of gang protests, retaliation. It seemed the others, the cousins, had 
confessed, claimed responsibility. Sindane hadn't even been there. Were 
they trying to create mischief? 

What did truth matter when his daughter refused to leave the house, 
refused to sleep in her own bed, refused to let him hold her? What was the 
point of justice when his solid, small world, had turned out to be a fragile 
frame of straw and pipe cleaners smashed apart by adolescent revenge? 
What justice could repair that? 

His family waited until he had finished speaking. As he expected, Paul 
blamed him. He was my friend. Mariaan said nothing, but he knew she 
also blamed him. Liesle stared at him. She had no recollection of what 
had happened. She spoke of an accident. She turned to her mother and 
asked for a cookie. The boy fetched the jar and handed cookies to his 
mother and sister. They were ginger thins, Mariaan's favorites. No one 
looked at him. 

Paul went to Sindane's funeral. After that, Mariaan, the girl, and the 
boy traveled to Tshwane to visit friends. She said she'd call in a few days. 

He wanted to say, You 're leaving me. But he knew his voice would 
give up on him before he could finish the phrase. He wanted to say, 
You 're taking my kids from me. But his kids had already gone. 
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Jan fixed the plumbing. He painted their bedroom the shade of bam
boo she'd wanted. He put up a shelf in the living room which fell down. 
He wrote a note to himself to buy something to fill the holes. He went to 
work and came home. No one called. After two months, a postcard came 
from one of Mariaan's friends in Mumbai; a lonely rectangle of 
Bollywood lights clattering into the silence of the house. 

"Yes, I'm a coward." His voice was quiet, speaking to himself, the birds. 
There were chirps and flutters in response to his voice, the empty clacking 
of the eagle's beak, like a single castanet. He kicked at the cage. 

Kat said, "What are you doing? You'll hurt him." 
As she stood up he tried to push her aside, but she hung on to him. 

The only possible solution was to kill the bird. He struggled with her, but 
she was strong. 

She said, "Back off. I'm a kick-boxing champ." He grabbed her 
around the legs and they fell, knocking several cages and arousing the 
birds to a cacophonic chorale. She scratched his face and tried to knee 
him in the groin . He pinned her and felt his erection, unwanted and 
untimely, against her. 

She said, "Come on. Fuck me. If you can." 
He shifted his weight and slipped one hand around her throat. 

Astonished out of anger by the softness of her skin, he bent to kiss her. 
She would be soft, like this, all over. He already had the taste of her in his 
mouth. He cupped his other hand around her ass. She laughed, sure of him 
and his predictable male response. The thick wad in his stomach snarled 
out angry wires and he tightened his grip around her throat. Above the 
smell of the birds and their droppings came the viscous stench of the liver. 
She pushed him off balance . They banged into the eagle's cage and she 
wrenched herself free. He realized Kat had urinated. She pushed herself 
upright, threw up over his legs, and ran out. 

He stood up slowly, his pants soaked with vomit and urine . The birds 
were still screaming. He would calm them. He opened a window and 
picked up the first cage. As if he were throwing handfuls of bird seed, he 
grabbed the birds and threw them out into the dark . Some fell like stones 
against the wall, some spread their wings and flew. He opened more 
cages, threw more birds out. He liked the idea of actively helping them on 
their way . 

He dragged the eagle's cage to the window. At least let the poor bas
tard feel the air on its wings. He reached in, not caring whether the bird 
might try to attack him . Fragments of liver still stuck to its body . He had 
expected to have to brace himself, but it was like lifting a newborn . The 
bird was warm. He held it to the open window. He thought he felt it kick. 
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He would throw it and watch the heavy wings spread before it crashed 
into a building, snared and skewered itself on television aerials, telegraph 
wires. It might crash into a driver's windshield, smashing the glass, caus
ing the driver to swerve off the road, into a ditch, another car. It would be 
a glorious ending, not like this lingering death. 

He looked down at the dark feathers. He would have to let it go or put 
it back in the cage. What if it just dropped like a boulder? He shook it a 
little, trying to make it angry, rouse it to flight, but it seemed too feeble to 
respond . He sat on a table next to the window and pulled the eagle across 
his lap. He would wait until the night air revived it, until it was strong 
enough to fly and then it could claim its freedom, no matter how brief . 

"Sir?" A voice behind him. The night watchman had finally come up 
to see what the noise was about. Jan turned and looked at the room with 
its circus wreckage of cages. The remaining birds were calling, remnant 
flutings oflsiNdebele, IsiXhosa, Sesotho, the harsh croak of Afrikaans. 

Jan looked at the dead eagle . The thing weighed less than a pillow . 
The night watchman said, "Sir, what have you done?" 
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MICHAEL FAHERTY 

Paul Blackburn and the Troubadours 
of the Lower East Side 

Poet ain't court jester, I say. He, tho, gets up on stage and howls his poems. 
-Jack Kerouac 

On the evening of the 26th of April 1960, Paul Blackbum took part in a 
rather eclectic poetry reading at Cafe Cino with George Economou, 
Robert Kelly, and Jerome Rothenberg. They read late medieval and early 
renaissance poems- some in slightly awkward , though certainly energet
ic, Middle English-to the tunes of a live jazz band . As his contribution 
to the performance, Blackbum read a number of his translations of the 
songs of the Provenc;al troubadours, including Marcabru's "A l'alena del 
vent doussa," Raimbaut de Vaqueiras' "Gaita ben gaiteta del chaste!" and 
Guillem de Poitou's "Ab la dolchor de! temps novel." The evening ended, 
appropriately enough, with Rothenberg's rendition of "Cantico del Sole" 
from the Italian of St. Francis of Assisi, who was not only a great admirer 
of the troubadours but whose mother came from Provence. 1 This was only 
one of many such readings Blackbum helped organize all over the Lower 
East Side following his return from Europe in the autumn of 1957 in such 
places as the Deux Megots Coffeehouse , Le Metro Cafe, and the Judson 
Church. While he was away, the Beat scene had emerged from the under
ground in San Francisco and New York City, with cafes, coffeehouses, 
and community churches becoming performance spaces for the writers 
and the musicians of this new counter -culture. More than one critic has 
noted that Blackburn-fresh from more than three years of intensive 
study of medieval Provenc;al culture-could not have helped but draw 
parallels between what went on at the courts that welcomed the 
troubadours in the twelfth century and what was going on at the cafes that 
opened their doors to the Beats in the mid-twentieth century. 

It was not that Blackbum saw the dandified lords and ladies of these 
medieval courts in the slightly scruffy crowds that were filling the tables 
at bohemian cafes in Manhattan, but that he began to see the troubadours, 
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who were often no better than peasants themselves, as possible prototypes 
for the Beat poets . For Blackbum , the troubadours were not the product of 
court culture but something in opposition to it, gradually embraced and 
made safe by that culture in the same way that the Beats were gradually 
embraced and made safe by mainstream American culture. It was Ezra 
Pound, of course , who first drew Blackburn's attention to the troubadours 
and , as the Scottish poet Douglas Dunn has argued, Pound himself was 
drawn to the troubadours at least partly because he thought he recognised 
in them a familiar cantankerousness: 

In their imaginary presences, he found the companionship he felt he 
deserved. They were a source of stories, and a source of comfort
aggressive kinds of consolation, perhaps, not those which encourage 
restfulness, but the solaces of anger, defiance, and their release. 
Pound was intrigued by the extreme circumstances of the troubadours, 
their antagonisms, their status of being exceptional and, at certain 
points in their careers, outcasts, exiles, men perceived as unconven
tional or out of sorts with those who did not share their ideals. (81) 

Or, as James J. Wilhelm has suggested , 

To appreciate Ezra Pound both as a scholar and as a rebel, we need 
only to look at his work with the troubadours of southern France. 
From the time he was a college student at Hamilton, Pound fell 
under the spell of these strange "singers of Provence," who, in the 
eyes of T. S. Eliot , were more remote to us today than the 
Sumerians. But to Pound, who took the time and trouble to study 
them, the troubadours were anything but remote. They were persis
tent itinerant preachers of love, precisely as our modern rock singers 
are today, and they both fascinated and, to a degree, irritated the 
society about them precisely the way Madonna or Boy George does 
today. Their names , in fact- Marcabrun [sic], or Dark Spot , 
Cercamon, or Search-the-World--often conveyed the same eccentric 
natures we see in our own songsters. They were, in short, rebels with 
lyres, and their cause was the promotion of love. (113) 

Patti Smith or Bob Dylan might be a better example of a modem rebel 
with a lyre than Madonna or Boy George but , in any case, it is clear that 
Blackbum agreed with Pound that the troubadours were essentially antag
onistic to the courts that eventually became their patrons . 

At the Five Spot Cafe in January 1964, Blackbum gave another of his 
readings of his translations of the songs of the troubadours-togethe r with 
Louis Zukofsky , who read his translations of Catullus' love songs to 
Leshia - that included, once again, texts by Marcabru and Guillem de 
Poitou. 2 Before he read the first song by Guillem, Blackbum posed the 
usual problem of seeing him as the first troubadour since , as Blackbum 
and many others believe , Guillem is giving voice to a tradition that is 
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clearly "full blown." As he says in a note to his translation of "Farai un 
vers de dreyt nien," 

No commentator seems to have pointed out what seems to me quite 
explicit about this p iece: that it is a highly efficient satire on the 
commonplaces of the whole body of Occitan lyric. Guillem is the 
first troubadour of whose work we have any record, and died in 
1127. He is already bored with the poses of being fated, of being sor
cered, of being so dizzy from love that the troubadour cannot tell if 
he's coming or going or asleep or awake , of being sick and near 
death from the lady's refusals-even the theme of "the love afar" is 
there, which we do not otherwise find until Jaufre Rudel sings the 
countess of Tripoli in the middle of the 12th century . (Proensa 275) 

If the tradition had already, to some extent, developed its own cliches, 
says Blackbum, it had clearly been in the culture for some time, but prob
ably not in court culture . At the reading with Zukofsky, he argues that the 
only reason why Guillem is considered the first troubadour is simply 
because Guillem was the first noble troubadour, the first, therefore , whose 
songs were considered worthy of preservation in manuscript form: 

The reason for it being written down at that time was probably that 
Guillem was the Count of Poitou and the Duke of Aquitaine and so 
gave a certain amount of snob appeal to what might otherwise have 
been a purely popular art so that . .. in the courts more and more 
noblemen took it up, as well as the professional singers. 

In fact, Blackburn's obvious attraction to Guillem seems to rest in part on 
the troubadour's inability to take anything very seriously, including the 
occasional threats from the Church of excommunication as a result of his 
tendency to sack its monasteries and more general papal accusations of 
indecency and immorality. Guillem may have been the first to bring this 
tradition into the courts, but he was definitely not the one responsib le for 
raising its tone . As Pound said, Guillem seems the most "modem" of the 
troubadours simply because he is closest to Provern;:al folk culture , before 
the later "highbrow" troubadours began to write exclusively for the court 
and not for the people (SR 39) . 

The question is, then, to what extent did Blackbum get this idea of the 
troubadours as having originally been opponents of the court from Pound? 
Blackbum first became interested in Pound when he returned to New 
York University , following a two-year stint in the army as a lab techni 
cian, and picked up his studies with M. L. Rosenthal. His interest in 
Pound continued when he transferred to the University of Wisconsin , 
Madison , in 1949, becoming frustrated with the occasional borrowing 
from the troubadou rs that Pound had put into his Cantos : 
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What got me started on Provern,al was reading squibs of it in the 
Cantos and not being able to understand it, which annoyed me. It 
hadn't been taught at Wisconsin since the 30's, so I found Professor 
[Karl] Bottke, the medievalist out there, who offered to tutor me in 
it. I needed the course for credit, and to give credit he needed five 
students. I got ~irn eight and we had a very good course. (Sullen Art 22) 

It was also at Madison that Blackburn first wrote to Pound at St. 
Elizabeth's, sending him what he admitted were rather long and some
what demanding letters and getting back from Pound only partial and 
often cryptic replies ("An Interview" 133-34).3 When Blackbum was back 
home in New York City, he would occasionally hitchhike to Washington 
to visit Pound and, on the basis of these conversations at St. Elizabeths', 
Pound encouraged him to take his troubadour studies even more seriously. 
As Dorothy Pound wrote to Blackbum in August 1950: 

It may interest you to know that you are the only y.r. whom E. has 
not advised to go at once to greek. He thinks you have a definite 
feeling for the Proven9al and should stick to it, or, if you branch into 
other research, go to the arabic, which no one has worked on enough 
in its relation to the troubadours.4 

His tutor back at Madison did not discourage him either, with Bottke 
commenting some years later that, although his student thought he was a 
bit too strict with grammar at times, Blackburn's "melancholy" nature 
definitely helped him when it came to translating the "meaning" of the 
troubadour texts (qtd. in Sturgeon 165). When his studies at Madison 
came to an end, Blackbum moved back to New York , taking a job at a 
print shop just below Canal Street, but he continued his work on the 
troubadours. In 1953, the first edition of Proensa appeared-a rather slim, 
bilingual edition, containing only a dozen translations-published by a 
poet Pound had put him in touch with, Robert Creeley, from his press in 
Mallorca. Blackbum said he thought it was on the strength of that publica
tion, as well as other troubadour translations that began to appear regular
ly in journals such as Hudson Review, Contact, and Origin, that he was 
awarded a Fulbright Fellowship in the spring of 1954 to study Provern;:al 
language and literature for two years at the University of Toulouse (qtd. in 
Proensa xv). 

At Toulouse , Blackbum continued his studies in Old Provern;:al with 
Jean Seguy, as well as reading social anthropology with Rene Nelli and 
taking the occasional course in Catalan literature. It is probably Nelli, 
though, who had the greatest effect on Blackburn ' s thinking about the 
troubadours while he was at Toulouse . Though Blackbum dedicated a 
poem to Seguy while on fellowship there-"Rue du Taur" (SP 32), which 
is rather curiously translated into French and retitled "Rue des Lois" in 
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The Journals (23)-her research interest was in 19th- and early 20th 
century Gascon folksong, not the troubadours. Nelli, on the other hand, is 
almost as well known for his work on the troubadours-especially L 'Ero
tique des troubadours and his two-volume Les troubadours, edited and 
translated with Rene Lavaud-as he is for his numerous volumes of 
research on the Cathars and the Albigensian Crusade. Given the date of 
publication (1963), it is possible that Nelli was already at work on L 'Ero
tique des troubadours while Blackburn was there. In this book, Nelli 
argues against all those, including Pound, who attempt to see the 
troubadours and the Cathars as a single heresy, which they manage either 
by making the troubadours more spiritual than they probably were, as 
Gabriele Rossetti, Eugene Aroux, Josephin Peladan, and Otto Rahn all 
famously did, or by making the Cathars more pagan than they probably 
were, as Pound most famously did. Although he acknowledges that a few 
troubadours did eventually become Cathars and that many of the ladies 
who were their patrons were also Cathar believers, Nelli insists that the 
troubadours and the Cathars were two very distinct heretical move 
ments-both attracting the wrath of the Church in the late 12th and early 
13th centuries-not one. This is, quite clearly, the opinion of most schol
ars these days who have studied this essentially extinct culture, pointing 
out, as they do, that Cathar documents make no mention of the 
troubadours and that the love songs of the troubadours make no mention 
of the Cathars, though there is, of course, considerable mention of some 
bothersome northern lords and a rather annoying pope in the sirventes 
written by the troubadours both during and after the Albigensian Crusade . 
Nelli does argue, however, that the troubadours and the Cathars did have 
at least one thing in common: an opposition to marriage as it was prac
ticed at court at the time. 

According to Nelli , the Cathars opposed marriage partly because it 
was a sacrament of the Church-and the Church, they thought, was doing 
the Devil's work on earth-and partly because marriage necessarily 
implied, even for the Church, procreation. The Cathars believed, of 
course, that the physical world was the creation of the Devil, not of God, 
and that procreation, therefore, meant the continued imprisonment and 
corruption of the soul in a material body. This is why Cathar perfects 
would not eat meat or anything else that was the result of reproduction
including eggs, milk, butter, or cheese-but why they would eat fish, 
since it was believed at the time that fish reproduced by spontaneous gen
eration rather than by procreation. But the Cathar faith, argues Nelli , was 
a tolerant faith and it understood that, while these restrictions on sex and 
diet must be strictly adhered to by perfects, whose souls were nearly ready 
to leave the physical world behind and return to the spiritual world from 
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which they had come, believers should simply do the best they could to 
avoid these things. Mere believers were still susceptible to the demands of 
the body and would, of course, experience multiple reincarnations before 
they, too, became Cathar perfects, so the sort of chaste adultery sung 
about by the troubadours seemed both a blow to the Church and a step, at 
least, in the right direction : 

C'est evidemment dans Jes limites dogmatiques de cette tolerance 
que Jes ministres cathares ont pu recommander !'union libre spir 
ituelle ou l'adultere "moral" comme un moindre peche. S'ils ne sont 
pas alles jusqu'a approuver le principe troubadouresque "qu'il faut 
tendre au ciel par !'amour d'une femme" , ils ont du admettre qu ' il 
n'etait pas absolument en desaccord avec leurs theories applicables 
aux croyants, et que, de toute fas;on, it valait mieux le suivre que de 
s'enliser dans la matiere sous le couvert illusoire d'un faux sacre
ment. Ils laissaient done Jes grandes dames croire qu'en acceptant Jes 
hommages des troubadours, pourvu qu 'el/es restassent vertueuses 
dans leurs rapports avec eux .. . elles se mettaient en regle, pour ce 
qui dependait d'elles , avec le point du dogme qui leur representait 
comme d'essence diabolique !'amour chamel et la procreation. (Nelli 
230) 

It is evidently within the dogmatic limits of this tolerance that Cathar 
ministers could recommend free spiritual union or "moral" adultery 
as a lesser sin. If they did not go as far as approving the troubadour 
principle that "one should try to reach heaven through the love of a 
woman," they had to admit that it was not absolutely in disagreement 
with their theories as they applied to believers and that, in any case, 
it was better to do that than become mired in the material under the 
guise of a false sacrament. They let the ladies of the court, therefore , 
believe that, in accepting the praises of the troubadours , providing 
they remained virtuous in their relationships with them . . . they were 
true,for the sake of those who depended on them, to Cathar teaching 
on the evil essence of carnal love and procreation. (My translation) 

Since Nelli repeatedly argues that the troubadours and the Cathars, with 
the single exception of this joint opposition to marriage , were essentially 
chalk and cheese , he would dismiss Pound's theory that the Cathars prac
ticed pagan rites at Montsegur before it fell in 1244, featuring sexual acts 
between a priest and a priestess, and that it is these rites that lie behind the 
worship of the lady in the lyrics of the troubadours. But Nelli does con
cede that medieval documents seem to suggest that the Cathar community 
resident at Montsegur before its fall had essentially annulled all Church 
marriages and replaced them with non-sacramental relationships based on 
love-or just the sort of thing the troubadours had been advocating in 
their songs for more than a century (231-32). While this practice was, of 
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course, only acceptable for believers, it seems that Cathar perfects did not 
disapprove of it, seeing it, in fact, as the possible foundation of a less sin
ful society outside the constraints of the Church and its satanic concept of 
marriage. 

Although the Church was never as worried about the troubadours as it 
was about the Cathars, Nelli notes that it did occasionally slap their 
wrists-such as when Pierre de Castelnau, legate for Pope Innocent III, 
ordered Gui d'Ussel to stop singing his songs in 1208 (221). And, of 
course, the Church was never thrilled with the suggestion in so many 
troubadour songs that one could achieve spiritual perfection and, thus, 
earn a place in heaven through the adoration of the lady rather than 
through the instructions and the sacraments of the priest. However, the 
Swiss philosopher Denis de Rougemont has argued that the troubadours 
always posed more of a problem for the court than they did for the 
Church. He suggests that the myth of romance that has developed in west
ern culture out of the love songs of the troubadours has become so com
mon and so seemingly harmless in our novels and films today that we for
get just how serious a crime adulterous love was back then: 

The myth itself, in the strict sense, was formed in the twelfth centu
ry, at the very time the leading caste was making a great effort to 
establish social and moral order. The intention was, indeed, "to con
tain" the surges of the destructive instinct; for religion, in attacking 
this instinct, had been exacerbating it. Contemporary chronicles, ser
mons, and satires show that in this century there occurred an early 
"breakdown of marriage," and the breakdown made a vigorous reac
tion imperative. (22) 

This breakdown of marriage was not, of course, blamed on the husbands, 
who were all but encouraged to have sexual relations with women other 
than their wives. But a sexual relationship between a married woman and 
her lover was considered as serious a crime in Provence at this time as 
were homicide, witchcraft, or the robbing of a Church: 

Legal punishments varied according to region. In some places in the 
south the local lord could confiscate the adulterer's property and 
inflict physical punishment on him. In some towns, the convicted 
pair was to run naked within the city walls, sometimes being 
whipped, or the woman pulling the man along by a cord tied to his 
genitals. (Paterson 233) 

It has often been assumed-even by courts outside Provence at the time
that court life in the south of France in the 12th century must have been 
incredibly licentious to have produced a poetry that so clearly celebrates 
forbidden love. And yet everything we know about this culture tells us 
that these songs did not describe life at court but rebelled against it. For 
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Rossetti, Aroux, Peladan, and Rahn, the troubadours were part of the 
Cathar conspiracy, encoding their texts with mystical messages that only 
the similarly enlightened could decode. For Pound, they were, likewise, 
members of a cult encoding their texts with cryptic codes, though he 
believed these codes were definitely Eleusinian not Manichaean ("Terra 
Italica" 58-59). But for Nelli, the troubadours were simply anti-social, 
thumbing their noses at the court, not at the clergy. 

Unfortunately, de Rougemont also argues that the troubadours' con
cept of love probably developed out of an early form of Manichaeism
just as Catharism did-but, by the 12th century, they had diverged enough 
to appear to be independent cultural phenomena. However, he agrees with 
Nelli that the troubadours were always more of a threat to the court than 
to the Church. By choosing to celebrate adulterous love in their songs, the 
troubadours effectively managed to set up an opposition between passion 
and marriage, establishing the belief that the one had nothing to do with 
the other. There is little doubt that very few noble marriages at this time 
generated any passion, but the troubadours made adultery a prerequisite 
for passion . And passion, according to de Rougement, means pain : 

Happy love has no history. Romance only comes into existence 
where love is fatal, frowned upon and doomed by life itself. What 
stirs lyrical poets to their finest flights is neither the delight of the 
senses nor the fruitful contentment of the settled couple; not the sat
isfaction of love, but its passion . And passion means suffering. ( 15) 

Both Blackbum and de Rougement seem to agree that this was almost 
certainly a tradition that developed outside the court and that certain noble 
lords took up the tradition, possibly beginning with Guillem de Poitou, in 
order to neutralize the threat that it posed. But this did not mean that the 
singers of these songs stopped biting their thumbs at the court or stopped 
wooing the lords' ladies. The personae that the troubadours adopted at 
court were ones that willingly chose to place themselves at odds with the 
society they found themselves in, to violate that society's most serious 
taboos, and to suffer for that. In other words, the troubadours consistently 
made outlaws and exiles of themselves, constantly setting themselves 
apart from and in opposition to the very same courts that had become their 
patrons. Out of that suffering, of course, the troubadours hoped to gain 
something, some cosmic understanding of who they were or even what 
life itself was all about. This is, perhaps, the parallel that Blackbum drew 
in the late 1950s between the courts of medieval Provence and the cafes 
of the newly emergent Beat culture, seeing this same willingness in the 
Beats to place themselves at odds with their society, to violate its taboos 
and to suffer for it. As Allen Ginsberg once said, "The point of Beat is 
that you get beat down to a certain nakedness where you actually are able 
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to see the world in a visionary way .. . which is the old classical under 
standing of what happens in the dark night of the soul" (qtd. in Watson 4). 

The Beats, of course, had to do a little more in the 1950s to upset 
American society than woo some wealthy ladies . In September 1959, Life 
magazine published a story entitled "Squaresville USA vs Beatsville" in 
which some parents in Hutchinson, Kansas, had their daughters put in 
police custody for fear that the Beats were coming to town, invited by 
those same seemingly innocent daughters . The parents said they knew that 
Beats "dressed sloppy and talked funny," but Life informed them 

that Ginsberg , Corso and [Peter] Orlovsky all sleep in the same bed; 
that Ginsberg and Orlovsky share both boyfriends and girlfriends; 
that they performed oral sex on each other in the grounds of a church 
in Assisi; that they wrote separate accounts of their "experiments" 
(Peter fellat ing Allen while Allen writes a poem); that they inject 
heroin; that Ginsberg had left the Cassady household because Mrs 
Cassady had surprised him with Mr Cassady's penis in his mouth; 
that Mr Cassady-the same Cassady who was the hero of the current 
beatnik novel [ On the Road]-was in the habit of sleeping with sev
eral women in the same day (though not now, because he was in 
prison), and much more. (Campbell 248) 

Although Blackbum himself did not indulge in this sort of anti -social 
behavior and although he did not see himself as a Beat poet any more than 
he saw himself as a Black Mountain or a San Francisco poet, the perspec
tive of society he often assumes in his poems is from the outside- even, 
occasionally, from the bottom. Sometimes he assumes the perspective of 
one of the troubadours whose work he had spent a good portion of his life 
translating. In "The Ghost of En Raimbaut Visits Les Baux," for example, 
Blackbum puts on the mask of the "mad" troubadour who was constantly 
reminded at court of the great gap between his laughably low birth and the 
eminently high birth of his beloved, na Biatrix , daughter of the marquis 
Boniface of Montferrat (SP 234-35). In "Journal : June, 1969," his visit to 
those same ruins at Les Baux brings back another troubadour , stumbling 
up its stairs one night and crashing into a wall that is no longer there: 
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Peire Vidal 
had fallen heavily against it, his way back 

from that lovely bitch in the kitchen to his honored room 
above, carrying his britches, to sleep alone in his shirt 
sodden with wine to dream of that noble bitch in Marseille, 
Barrals' wife , his own true love, the kiss he'd snatched 
that morning, her lord out riding, not giving a damn .. .. (Journals 79) 



Or summoning Vidal to take a tour of contemporary Toulouse with him in 
"Sirventes," certain that the straight-talking troubadour would object to 
"this ravel-streeted, louse -ridden, down-river - I gutter -sniping, rent-goug 
ing, hard -hearted, / complacent provincial town" as much as he does: 

That mad Vidal would spit on it, 
that I as his maddened double 
do-too 
changed, too changed, o 
deranged master of song, 
master of the viol and the lute 
master of those sounds, 
I join you in public madness, 
in the street I piss 
on French politesse 

that has wracked all passion from the sound of speech. 
A leech that sucks the blood is less a lession. Speech! 
this imposed imposing imported courtliness, that 
the more you hear it the more it's meaningless 

& without feeling. (SP 59) 

In this howl of a poem, "courtliness" itself is as much the enemy as the 
"imposed" northern French culture, with Blackbum ending his sirventes 
with a Betjemanesque request that the gods come and destroy "these bour
geois dolts" and "cleanse these abysmal farts / out from this dripping cave 
I in the name of Love" (SP 60). 

But it is in the love poems themselves where Blackbum shows his 
greatest debt to the troubadours and perhaps his greatest contribution to 
the Beats, suggesting that, almost without exception, to love is to suffer. 
In some of his earliest love poems, like "Cantar de Noit" (SP 3) and "The 
Eye of the Storm" (SP 5-6), it is the absence of the beloved that makes the 
speaker feel so rejected and alone. Blackbum adopts the troubadour con
vention of using nature to mimic the speaker's own suffering, whether the 
bird song lamenting the loss of light in the first poem or the storm in the 
second poem suggesting the song he will sing to his beloved the next day, 
full of anger and fear. In later poems, such as "O, Do That Medieval 
Thing Again, Baby," Blackbum calls love "a weakness, a / sickness, a 
fear & a terror" (SP 173) and, as he explains in a note to his translations 
of some songs by Amaut de Mareuil, the medieval idea was to make love 
hurt as long as possible: 

The evidence in both cansos of the steps involved in the troubadour's 
courtship of the married woman is interesting. After private conver
sations between the lady and the poet were acceptable, the first sign 
of admission as an established suitor was the giving of a kiss. The 
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next step in the direction of intimacy seems to have been that the 
lover was permitted to watch his lady preparing for bed, and to see 
her very lightly clothed or naked-and to adore . The presumably 
final step was to have the privilege of spending the whole night next 
to her naked. The final carnal knowledge was supposed to have been 
avoided, for the usual religious and legal reasons, but also for aes
thetic ones. "Fine love" was where that final knowledge was not 
shared; this amor pur stopping short of the fact itself was the most 
highly prized and honored, since all other intimacies were permitted, 
kisses, caresses, and the possibility, and God knows, the temptation 
to carry matters to the next lower category, "mixed love" .... This 
slow increase in intimacy----one gets the impression that it took years 
to reach the final stages-must have produced incredible ecstasies on 
both parties to such a love, turning the joys of the flesh into some
thing as close to spiritual ecstasy as any religion could produce. That 
such a process would also push the lovers to an incredible point of 
impatience, the woman as well as the man, doubtless turned many a 
pure love into a mixed one. (Proensa 286) 

What the lovers must not do, of course, is the one thing that will take that 
pain away. As Blackbum says in "Pre-Lenten Gestures," a poem all about 
denying the flesh its joys, the object of love is, paradoxically, just what it 
must not get: 

fucking, in short, as a release, some 
times a relief from 

the pain of loving itself. 

Surcease of pain. The idea 
is medieval at least: 

"o lady, give me some relief, 
cure me of that sweet sickness 
I am subject to" 

object, of course, 
bed .... (SP 122) 

Or, as he says later in the poem, the object of love is, paradoxically once 
again, also its end: 

Love, the disease that implies 
its own cure, part and end of it. 
And that end begins again. (SP 123) 

Despite his Catholic upbringing, sex does not seem to be one of the things 
Blackbum is prepared to give up for Lent this year and, one suspects, it is 
where love turns towards spiritual ecstasy and away from physical ecstasy 
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that he becomes uncomfortable with it. As he says in this poem, when the 
troubadour tradition became less physical and more spiritual, it was all 
too easy for the Church to make the heterodox orthodox: 

"You, who alone can cure me by your touch, Lady," 
a cry they sometimes insisted was, had been 
addressed to the Virgin, implied in its end 

surcease of pain .... (SP 123) 

He goes on to quote Yeats, taking a few lines from the tenth song of his 
Words for Music Perhaps: 

All true love must die, 
Alter at the best 
Into some lesser thing. 
Prove that I lie. (YP 377) 

Although these words are not definitely those of Crazy Jane, the mad old 
Galway satirist who was constantly rebuked by the bishop for her randi
ness, they probably are. It was Crazy Jane, of course, who was once 
admonished by the bishop to "Live in a heavenly mansion, / Not in some 
foul sty" and who replied "But Love has pitched his mansion in / The 
place of excrement" (YP 374-75). This is the sort of reply that, one sus
pects, Blackbum would approve, since it turns love, once again, into a 
transgressive act, sticking a couple of fingers up at the Church and, per
haps more importantly, at polite Irish society that also frowned on Crazy 
Jane's behavior. This is also the sort of bawdiness that, one suspects, 
Guillem de Poitou himself would have enjoyed, back when wooing other 
lords' ladies was also considered a serious transgression, frowned on by 
both the Church and polite Proven9al society. 

The lords and ladies of that polite society might not have been com
fortable at the reading of troubadour songs set to jazz that Blackbum 
organized at Cafe Cino in April 1960, but Guillem almost certainly would 
have felt just fine there. So would have the orphan Marcabru, who upset 
so many lords and ladies at so many courts that some castellans eventual
ly killed him for saying nasty things about them, and the baker's son 
Bernart de Ventadorn, who was sent packing by the viscount of 
Ventadom for falling in love with his wife. Likewise, the clerk's son 
Amaut de Mareuil, who was thrown out by the jealous husband of the 
countess of Burlatz; the furrier's son Peire Vidal, who had his tongue cut 
out by one cuckolded knight and was forced into exile by the lady of 
Marseille for sneaking into her bedroom and stealing a kiss; and the poor 
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knight's son Raimbaut de Vaqueiras, who lost the love ofna Biatrix when 
the entire court turned against him because of his low birth. Not to men
tion the fabric merchant's son Aimeric de Peguilhan , who fell in love with 
his neighbor's wife, was hit on the head with a sword by her husband and 
forced to leave Toulouse forever , and, of course , the unfortunate Guilhem 
de Cabestanh, who was killed by the jealous lord of Castle Rossillon , had 
his heart cut out , roasted , and fed to an unsuspecting wife. As poets who 

had willingly placed themselves at odds with their society, rejecting it 
even more than it rejected them, the troubadours must have looked to the 
Beats like medieval versions of themselves . As Campbell has noted, it 
was not until they went to Paris in the late 1950s that the Beats discovered 
that France , unlike America , had a long tradition of the poet as bad boy, 
including such writers as Antonin Artaud , Pau l Celine, Jean Cocteau, Jean 
Genet, And re Gide , and Arthur Rimbaud (206) . But it was Blackbum who 
showed the Beats just how long that tradit ion really was . 

Notes 
1The source of all this information is Paul Blackburn , New jazz for old: 

Trobar magazine presents a reading of medieval and early renaissance poetry with 
music, rec. 26 Apr. 1960, sound tape reel, U of California , San Diego, Archive for 
New Poetry , SPL-158. The archive includes some 350 reels of recordings 
Blackburn made at poetry readings in the late 1950s and the 1960s. I am grateful 
to the late Robert Creeley for identifying the voice reading "Cantico de! Sole" on 
this recording as that of Jerome Rothenberg. 

2The source of this information is Paul Blackburn, Louis Zukofsky reads his 
translations of Catullus and Paul Blackburn reads his translations of the works of 
the troubadour poets, rec. 20 Jan. 1964, sound tape reel , U of California, San 
Diego, Archive for New Poetry , SPL-270. Unfortunately, Blackburn seems to 
have been more interested at this reading in recording Zukofsky than himself. The 
forward track of the tape runs out after Blackburn has read Guillem's "Companho, 
faray un vers ... covinen," "Compaigno , non puosc mudar qu'eo no·m effrei," 
"Farai un vers de dreyt nien" and only part of "Farai un vers pos mi sonelh." On 
the reverse track, Blackburn has recorded the second part of Zukofsky's reading 
and then a brief encore, where Blackburn says he will read "another piece" by 
Marcabru, "Contra l' ivem que s' enansa." 

3As Blackburn notes in this interview , all of the letters he wrote to Pound 
appear to have been lost but, fortunately, thirteen of the letters Pound wrote to him 
have survived and are now part of the Paul Blackburn Papers at the Archive for 
New Poetry at the University of California , San Diego . The earliest is dated 
October 1949 and the latest December 1950. 

4Dorothy Pound, letter to Paul Blackburn, 12 August 1950, Paul Blackburn 
Papers, Mandeville Special Collections Lib., U of California, San Diego. 
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STEVE YATES 

Starfall 
In 183 3, our village was ten white homesteads gripping the banks of green 
Niangua River mixed in with several huts of Delaware Indians that came 
and went depending on seasons we whites didn't bother to understand. 
For the rare traveler there existed nothing of account here save Fleat's 
meager store and the blacksmith's. But it was not long before the road 
that wound from Potosi and Iron Mountain down into the wilds of the 
Ozarks bore word of a surpassing beauty, the blacksmith O'Bannon's 
daughter, Polly. Though she was promised to the Widow Fleat's son, 
there came through Niangua aroused ramblers whose burning eyes 
combed the sap on new split logs and the gaps in puncheons that passed 
for porches. 

From cabins and the dirt lane, those lustful gazes met scowling men 
and boys who when asked never kept a chaw of tobacco save what was in 
their mouths and knew only two directions to give-forward into the 
woods or back the way you came. Unless you had a horse that needed 
shodding or a dull plow blade, Niangua would not allow the O'Bannons 
to be bothered. 

That spring a stranger came to the Fleat Store at Niangua, dripping 
wet and looking to hire a horse. Men gathered at the stove guessed him to 
be seventeen years and kept their own counsel at seeing his nose like an 
Indian's but not like any Delaware's. Dark skin and knotty veins roped 
around hard muscle on his arms . He wore nothing like Indian clothes. 
Instead he sported new denim trousers with the waist folded down to 
make a sash and a shirt that must have once belonged to a city gentleman, 
for it bore mussel-shell buttons shimmering . 

It was a prime morning to be at the store-a new stove had arrived 
from Springfield, made by real, live Germans in a foundry . The preacher 
Boom Middleton was on hand, and Nahum Hurley, Sag Coker, and the 
tanner, and other eminences, a banner day when the stranger entered . 

Greasy buckskins shifted on legs and backs. Bare feet, clay-red hands, 
and faces grayed by smoke turned to him. Old Niles, asleep in the cane-
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backed rocker with the head and hide of a catamount protecting his with
ered hand and arm, opened one eye, blue and filmy as a cave fish, and 
swam it in its socket toward the sound of the stranger's dripping. 

Behind the counter Mrs. Nimrod Fleat, widow of the store owner, 
glared at him from beneath her cedar split bonnet, so fat she was an Ozark 
mountain atop which God had planted two eyes like galena and a starving, 
little mouth. Back there dismantling the old stove, her loyal son Pilate 
paused in his mechanical theatrics. 

The newcomer's eyes held brown in their depths, but a green bespat
tered each of them. No other family in Greene County could claim such. 
A pilgrim and a stranger in a wearisome land, he had by the look of him 
traveled a long way and through water, too. 

"A draft horse ," he said. 
"What you want to haul?" asked Middleton, teeth green from chewing 

plantain. 
"Millstone off that river back there." The cuffs of his trousers were 

rolled and below them his calves were bloody with black leeches squirming. 
"Haw," laughed Middleton. "No mill round here ." 
"That's the idea," he said. 
All went quiet. Middleton spat. Many joined him. In Niangua, inter

esting company could be borne, so long as that company did not carry 
torches and rope. 

Polly O'Bannon strode to the open door, unescorted by any of 
O'Bannon's boys. She halted. Seeing her townsmen gathered and spying 
some new fellow standing there soaked, she eased into the store. Any 
other Niangua girl would have hollered out, "Excuse me," or, "My, so 
many of you." But not Polly . She stood as tall as any man in that store. 
Her gingham dress sparkled with coke dust from where she had recently 
whistled at the bellows to O'Bannon's smithy . Loosened to rest at the 
back of her head, her bonnet crumpled, and her sand-colored hair swirled 
as if she meant to come with it that way. 

The stranger didn't even glance at her, though everyone else in the 
store pulled hats off their heads. Widow Fleat beamed, then knocked 
Pilate in the back of the leg with a shoo-fly. Holding a bolt and blinking, 
Pilate asked, "Miss O'Bannon?" 

Still the new fellow did nothing but stare at Middleton, the man who 
had laughed at him. 

And Polly, for the first time in local recollection, squinted at a stranger 
before edging through the dumbfounded collection of hillbillies to the counter. 

"I need Sobriar's Liniment, a pair of wool stockings, and cheesecloth." 
Pilate nodded and leapt to the task. 
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Taking a deep breath and nearly crushing his hat in his hand, Middleton 
raised his voice . "Hell of a project, your millstone," he said. "Take a 
team, don't you bet, Hurley?" 

Nahum Hurley ran the mail service and was known to keep at least 
three horses when his cards remained royalty for long gambling stints. 
"I'm saying," Hurley confirmed . "But ain't any of mine going to be haul
ing no millstone out of the river." 

"What would you want to pay with, tad?" 
With Polly there, much attention was drifting away from Middleton 

and his challenge to the newcomer. The edge of the store counter nipped a 
sweet line in her dress across her flat, virginal abdomen. Yet her blue 
eyes, which in any transaction usually stayed front and centered on a spot 
of nowhere above Widow Fleat's grubby bonnet, cast sidelong at this new 
fellow, who was dribbling water and getting angry. 

"Roma," he said. "Roma's the name. And any man lends me horse or 
team will be my partner in the mill for life." 

"Hoo, now, there's a prospect," Middleton said, to general laughter. 
"Maybe Mr. O'Bannon's Percheron," offered one of the assembly. 
There was quiet all around. Polly began tapping a finger on the countertop. 
"Ain't you heard?" Hurley said with authority . "That horse has the 

whirling staggers. O'Bannon may as well put him down." 
In the silence, Pilate stopped short of placing Polly's merchandise on 

the counter and stared at her. 
She counted out her coins-an O'Bannon wouldn't owe even the man 

she was due to marry. "That horse is no concern of any of you all," she 
said, and turned away with her liniment and goods. 

Roma blocked her path. "May I please see that horse?" 
"Oh, he's a horse doctor and a miller, now," Middleton said. 
For a moment the young lady was bottled. Her face reddened in frus

tration. No one had ever barred her way before. Pilate gonged at the stove 
joint. Once that dusty bonging shook the store, even the Widow Fleat 
seemed to notice that in the light of this Roma's face and fine build, her 
Pilate sure seemed pale and gangly and not so great a prize for the beauty 
of Niangua . 

"You get out ofmy way," Polly said, recovering . 
Delaying her still, he asked, "Will you be taking me to the horse?" 
After no answer came, he stepped aside. She went out the door as 

carefully as she had entered. 
Behind the counter came a rumble of phlegm. "You best show us that 

millstone," said Mrs . Nimrod Fleat, as if she could be removed from 
behind that counter and brought through heat and hollows to Niangua 
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River for any reason save her own burial. "O'Bannons ain't got time for 
the likes of you." 

All turned on Roma. And he coldly looked into each set of eyes . Then 
for the first time he glanced down at his shins where leeches wagged as if 
swimming upstream in a crimson river. 

"Have you a spitoon I can buy?" 
"Many," said Widow Fleat. 
"Well water?" 
"Till you're flooded." 
Reaching in his shirt he fetched up a satchel on a thong strapped 

around his neck. He plucked from it a shining Spanish gold piece. In a 
flash of his hand Middleton pinched it from him. 

"Why, Widow Fleat, it is real!" 
"I can see that from here. Pilate, you get that boy a spittoon down." 
"And fill it with well water, please," Roma said. 
Pilate dropped the stovepipe in a cloudy gasp and chugged across the store. 
Sitting on the dirt floor, the stranger, Roma, pulled off the leeches , 

one by one, and dropped them each into the spittoon of well water. All 
gathered watched him very closely. Some of the leeches hung on tight, 
and he stretched them, pulling, before they popped loose of his leg leav
ing bulging droplets of dark blood. From the crowd came a flurry of 
advice, but soon the deftness of his long fingers, plucking and working at 
the leeches, brought silence. Some onlookers lay on the dirt floor, and the 
rest kneeled or sat. The Widow Fleat strained to see over the counter , and 
Pilate picked at his bottom lip with a sooty finger. All began to admire the 
stranger at work. His shins and feet were covered in the black creatures. 
Delicious were the minutes as they passed. 

"Have you a barber in the town? A doctor?" 
All eyes rose up to Widow Fleat and Middleton. 
"You a barber?" Middleton asked, with a different tone, as if seeing 

this operation made him recognize the civic value of a skilled practitioner. 
With the last leech squirming in his fingers Roma eyed Middleton 

until the older man glared and went sullen. "You know my name, sir," 
Roma says. "What is yours?" 

There was a long quiet. Outside the sizzling of katydids sounded like 
snakes rattling in cane. "I am Reverend Boom Middleton." 

Roma let the black leech slide down the brass lip of the spitoon and 
vanish. It made a sound in the well water like a drop falling in a deep cav
ern. "Pleasure to meet you, sir." 

Raising her puffy arm like a wing, Mrs. Nimrod Fleat motioned the 
reverend to her with several swoops of her hand, and these sent waves 
through her abundant body. The two whispered . 
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Then Reverend Middleton said, "I believe I'll go with you to see 
about this mill wheel." 

All gathered to follow Middleton, even Pilate, excused by his mother. 
From the dirt lane someone hollered: "Where you headed, Reverend?" 
"To the river." 
Such a crowd moving through Niangua did nothing but draw. In no 

time urchins with cane poles skipped alongside Roma, staring at him, and 
little girls with filthy feet dragging a shirt or smock as an excuse for 
washing arrived, and hounds spinning and dancing, a happy pig, two 
Delaware squaw with gazes lowered, the village idiot gaping and count
ing, all going down to the river, following Reverend Boom Middleton and 
the stranger, almost all of Niangua traveling, save massive Widow Fleat 
and the O'Bannons. 

So much Grace had fallen to the O 'Bannons that they knew to disdain 
from any ruckus larger than Sunday worship . To Niangua, the O'Bannons 
were cut of the finest cloth. Their two cabins were double-penned with 
dogtrot breezeways. Their yards were swept, and their pigs and foul 
stayed in them. They might ride all day to Louisburg just to visit with 
proper folk. In Niangua the O'Bannons went to the store and to church 
and that is all. No door did they darken, no favor did they ask, no roof did 
they help thatch, no cellar did they sweat to sink with any neighbor. When 
they embarked on their own tasks the old blacksmith, four boys, and the 
beauty Polly O'Bannon finished them as a unit and remained beholden to 
no one, a pinnacle Ozark family. For lucre, or meat, or sometimes veg
etable matter, the boys gladly shoed any horse, mended any wagon trace, 
straightened any plow. Old O'Bannon clanged and pounded at the anvil 
and sang his hymns at tremendous volume. And pretty Polly, her Bllichers 
smacking dung, steadied any beast being served while hillbillies drooled, agog. 

Near the river the procession met the McConnell twins. They carried a 
catfish yolked between their shoulders . To haul it-it was as fat and long 
as a woman's thigh-they had honed a cedar and speared the fish through 
its gills. It was a blue cat rarely seen in Niangua River at any size. From 
each gill and down its slimy iron side, blood streamed. 

"How in the world?" asked Hurley . 
"Yonder is a piece of the moon," said Antrim McConnell. "God flung 

it down in a circle ." 
"Has a spell on it that brings fish to gander," said Cork McConnell. 

"We found it abandoned. By river rules it is our'n." 
The parade paused and many eyes settled on Roma. 
"That's some fish you have," he said, stepping forward. 
"What of it?" asked Antrim. 
"What sort oflndin is this?" Cork inquired. 
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"Will you please call on me at the store after you gut that?" Roma 
asked, and dared to stroke the monster's white gullet with his thumb. "For 
I lost me a beautiful ring, a family heirloom, irreplaceable, near that stone. 
Where it fell, the shadow of this leviathan passed." 

Cork and Antrim's eyebrows raised and, being twins, they did not 
have to exchange a glance and assess . "We'll be sure and find you." 

After they passed us and pushed on up the hill, the McConnels broke 
into a jog. 

Through a purple stand of poke and fans of sumac still green, down a 
trail where mud became brown and stones grew slick, Roma traced the 
catfish's blood. Soon the stone glowed on the opposite bank clamped in 
the roots of a soaring beech tree. From beneath it the shattered remains of 
a dealwood raft jutted, decorated with bright green blades of water sage 
and red silt. In three bolts, thick rope twined from the hole in the stone's 
middle . The limestone of the immense circle glowed like a piece of the 
moon and below it grass pickerel , bass, bream , suckers, and catfish 
swooned, dodging and nipping, fighting amongst one another and battling 
the current to adore the glowing thing on the shoreline. 

"Haw," Middleton laughed. "What you aim to do now? The twins 
claimed your millstone." 

Without a moment's hesitation, Roma launched himself from the bank 
in a dive, then swam Niangua River in six strokes. Gripping one of the 
ropes he raised himself to stand on the millstone, which glimmered a 
deeper gray as water flowed off him. 

One of the Delaware squaws sighed deeply , unmistakably besotted 
with desire . 

"I found a millstone on Niangua River abandoned," called Roma in a 
voice as mighty as old O'Bannon's . "By your river rules, then, it is mine." 

"You aim to sleep on it? Or will you raise it by conjuring?" Hurley 
hollered out, hooking his thumbs in his threadbare vest. 

Roma swam back across scattering a feast of fish. 
At the river's edge Middleton opposed him, scraping a toe along the 

bank. "It will again be a stone without an owner, without claimant." 
Dripping , Roma said nothing to him but bypassed him and nodded to 

the squaw. In their very own language he consulted, and though the crowd 
leaned to hear them talk, they could tell nothing but that the two squaws 
were charmed. 

With no coin or token passing between them, Roma and the squaw 
settled the deal with an Indian shake , forearms touching and hands 
clasped nearly at the elbow . Then both squaws lifted their smocks and 
stepped out into Niangua River, lumbering across to rise up on the stone. 
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"Reverend, will you show me now to O'Bannon's Percheron, please?" 
"Indian claimant don't mean nothing in Niangua," Hurley said. 
Across the river, one squaw drew on her belt and delivered a gutting 

knife shining and set this plainly beside her and her sister on the mill
stone's edge. 

"No time better to swim out there and test your local custom," Roma said. 
Middleton and all were severely quieted at this revelation. The Reverend 

fixed his hat on his head then led the gaggle up from the river toward 
O'Bannon's. 

Nearing the smithy, the crowd heard Tate O'Bannon hollering and fell 
into a sprint. 

At the split -rail fence to O'Bannon's yard, there was Polly. In her 
hands was the trace. Pulling at it, O'Bannon's Percheron frothed and 
snorted and shook his gray head. That horse had dragged by sledge from 
the river huge stones to fashion O'Bannon's porch; and he had heaved 
O'Bannon's giant anvil through wood and valley, over hill, all the way 
from Iron Mountain where French Camp's forges blazed. For Niangua to 
see that animal raging mad with pain was to see a favorite hillside cloven 
by temblor, or see a beloved river run opposite for days. Tate O'Bannon 
writhed beneath the shade of the smithy's roof, hands to his face, scream
ing, and blood pouring around his fingers . In the dirt and horseshit of the 
lot lay a substantial crimson piece of gristle. It became clear even to the 
counting idiot, who gripped his own nose, that Tate O'Bannon had lost a 
mighty important hunk of his face to the horse's ferocity. Old O'Bannon, 
stout and gray as a beech tree, wept and held a flintlock, raising it omi
nously when he wiped his eyes on his sleeve. 

All that stood between that horse and a gun barrel in the ear was Polly. 
Her exasperation brought a red gloss to her white skin. Her bonnet was 
gone, and her sand-colored hair clung to the back of her long neck. She 
bared her fine teeth. When the Percheron lifted its massive head, she rose, 
and he swept her lithe body in the air to snap it back to earth on limber 
legs, dust rising. Like a gingham kite, she lofted and plunged. 

Roma vaulted the fence and approached them. The Percheron paused, 
eyes rolling. Taking a breath, Polly slid her gaze off the horse for just a 
moment. Then something Niangua had never seen from her came over her 
face. Discomposure. Surprise . 

He did not even glance at her but instead strode to the horse with two 
fingers stiff in the air. The Percheron held one eye jittering but focused on 
his fingertips . The horse snorted, grunted, winding down like the treadle 
on a spinning jenny that has slipped its band. 

For Polly, it must have been too much to go unnoticed once more by 
some new man in Niangua, tramping across her very yard this time, drip-
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ping and well-formed, hiding nothing beneath dandy clothes tightening in 
the sun on muscle and cod, for she asked, "What are you doing in my 
father's yard, you soggy, Indian bastard?" 

Not a word did he speak. Not a step did he deviate. 
Vanity aside, she was no fool, for she dropped the trace to the 

Percheron and offered the whole situation up to fate. Here her brother 
Tate had lost his nose; here her father stood with a musket, mourning and 
ready to dispatch his best animal. Let this Indian choose his own death. 

Still with the same two fingers raised, Roma eased beside the horse 
and kneaded its neck with a free hand, long delicate fingers traveling the 
black and ashen speckles of horsehair, sinew, and vein. Polly watched. 
Old O'Bannon stopped weeping. Tate somehow managed to stifle his 
wailing. And Pilate Fleat took hold ofO'Bannon's fence. 

Roma's fingers traced the ooze along the horse's neck and stopped at 
its ear. The Percheron leaned its head away from this investigation. Roma 
snapped the two fingers back up, and the horse steadied. Then, with a 
push from Roma's shoulder, the giant, gray gelding bent its legs weakly 
and lowered himself to the ground as though for the last time. Roma rest
ed a knee against its neck . 

Down in its ear he prodded with the same two fingers that had calmed 
the horse. The Percheron snorted, but lay still. A long time passed. Just 
when Polly eased close, Roma raised up and a great, big yellow jacket 
was pinched between his nails, wet with pus. The wasp was dead now. 
But all the way down to its death in that grand animal's ear it crawled, bit
ing, stinging, sending the best horse in Greene County to whirling and 
shitting and chomping off noses. 

Old O'Bannon lowered his musket. After a deep breath, the Percheron 
began to stand . 

Polly paused a long while, her posture stooped, mouth open as if some 
hunk of brimstone had smacked, stinking and hissing, into the smithy 
yard. In her blue eyes, there seemed to be considerable calculation as she 
took in the Percheron-wild a minute ago-waiting at attention, the dead 
wasp shining in the sun, and this stranger standing there with a handful of pus. 

"Mademoiselle," Roma said to her, "I want you to get me vinegar and 
water and your finest pair of stockings." 

For the first time in anyone's recollection, an O'Bannon went and 
fetched something for someone who was not an O'Bannon and was not 
planning to pay. 

When Tate began moaning again, Roma motioned for him. "Pick up 
your nose." 

Tate knelt and scrabbled in the dirt, then came to Roma holding his 
nose out. 
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Old O'Bannon gripped Tate's arm. "See here," he said to Roma. "I am 
obliged to you already if you have cured this horse. What will you ask of 
me to treat this boy?" 

All of us then waiting at the fence could not help but marvel how what 
was most often wisdom-the shunning of all obligation-seemed foolish
ness with Tate standing there, blood running down his arm and his nose in 
his hand. 

"I want the help of your horse," Roma said, "to remove a millstone 
from the river." 

"Move it how far?" 
Tate looked on his father with wide eyes. 
"Enough to where I can build a mill." 
After a moment's thought in which the old blacksmith's face wrinkled 

and bunched at mounting debts, O'Bannon released Tate's arm and 
backed away. 

When Tate removed his hand from his face it was an awful sight there 
waited. That horse had gouged out a hunk that left him no more flesh to 
shape anything but the socket that a skull will have where the nose has 
been, save that this was wet and crimson with grit clinging to it. Breathing 
and sobbing, Tate made noises like a bog sucking at bare feet. 

"Put your hand right back on your face and hold that spot as tight as 
you can stand." Roma turned to the fence. What a band of pale counte
nances he must have witnessed there! "Pilate," he called out, "please go 
get that spittoon your momma sold me. And do not spill it." 

Polly returned with a bowl and her stocking. She glared at her beau, 
who was squeezing the fence rail in fury. "Pilate Fleat," she commanded, 
"do what he said." His revery broken, Pilate turned for the store. Polly 
extended the bowl to Roma. Some among us noticed she had straightened 
her hair and twined it back away from her face with a rope of muscadine. 

"I'm likely to ruin this stocking." 
When Polly shrugged, Roma dipped the fine stocking in the bowl, 

then stood with those two fingers raised again to the Percheron. He began 
swabbing that sock in its ear, and Polly helped, pressing her face to the 
horse's neck, so the horse was distracted . It was a sight to see: two fine 
looking, young people ministering to a creature in such union. O'Bannon 
was pacing. Tate snuffled and said something that made no sense. 

There was a whisper, Roma to Polly, and her skin reddened. She nod
ded. Something more was whispered while he dipped that stocking, now 
yellow and nasty, in the bowl she held . Polly hid her face in the gray coat 
of the horse's neck. She whispered something back. 

Roma laughed. 
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One of us departed to intercept Pilate Fleat and coax him, a dull boy, 
but a good one, into this scene unfolding. 

"Young O'Bannon," Roma said, still at work, now holding the sock 
up as if it were a cheesecloth straining dregs from wine on the make. The 
horse stamped and shivered until Polly said something sweet to it. "You 
must decide if you want your nose on your face, where it won't look any
thing but terrible and black and hardly ever be any good for breathing. Or 
whether you want to let well enough alone and let me do what I can with 
what the horse has left you." 

Tate said something that signified nothing. 
Roma looked to Polly, who had fast become a helpmate we never had 

imagined her to be. 
"Believe he'd like it back on his face," she said drily. 
Roma told him to go inside the house and lay quiet with his head 

propped up. 
With some soothing from us, Pilate entered the yard and came to them 

with a stormcloud in his eyes. "Here is your leeches, Indin." 

While Tate O'Bannon lay with leeches on his face, a stranger in gentle 
men's clothes hovering over him, Polly swooned at the doorjamb, not at 
the wriggling creatures easing blood and flesh together, but at those long 
fingers, working, working. In Niangua we were set to wondering, for the 
dinner hour approached and men at table could reflect as the women served. 

Maybe he was not an Indian, for what Indian ever knew all that nose 
and ear doctoring and would offer to do it? Maybe he was Turkish, 
Spanish, or Arabian? Maybe he was of Romania, for how near was that 
land and what were its people? Maybe he ought to go to Hell, said Pilate 
Fleat, when his sister popped down bear stew with onions . Many ques
tioned what O'Bannon would do. Would he sit that stranger down to table 
alongside the O'Bannon boys and have Polly serve him a meal? Not even 
Pilate Fleat had sat for such an honor. 

After dinner, Cork and Antrim McConnell came to Niangua Store 
looking for Pilate Fleat. Word of the day's events and Polly's significance 
in them had gotten round even to those busy cleaning fish. Cork and 
Antrim wanted to know what Pilate Fleat would give for the ring they had 
found, without which he might never get his true love back. 

Bad signs came at twilight. In the sandy part of Goodnight Hollow, 
Andrew Jackson Hurley, the mail carrier Nahum's half-Delaware son, 
witnessed nine catamounts, three full grown and six big, adolescent ones, 
gamboling like barn cats in the silver evening, not a sound coming from 
them save that of sand crackling under their padded feet. Three times 
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from the lightning-hollowed buckeye over the three graves in Niangua 
cemetery, a horned owl hooted. Sometime, we knew not when, the 
Delaware cleared out of their huts, all of them, and were nowhere to be 
found . While on the riverbank the millstone glowed, and gar began to 
beach themselves striving for its moonlight. 

When the first star fell we said a great king had somewhere died of 
battle. When the second fell we reckoned a sad misconception had at last 
been put to rest between lovers. 

When the third fell, Middleton rose off the hackberry stump he used 
for a stool, exhausted though he was from seeking the Delaware to give 
his night's preaching. 

A fourth star with a long tail hissed as it skipped across the surface of 
Niangua's sky. 

Then the heavens lit up and starfall followed starfall . As if dropped 
from some fire burning far above our ken, meteors struck the cloth of 
night, embers glowing, caught for an instant. Then fires, both large and 
small, streaked and tore the sky down to earth's oblivion . Twilight came 
again, then a fractured dawn. In the light of all the stars falling, our noon 
shadows flickered and held each a wavering bit of ground . 

"What Gomorrah has brought this?" Middleton asked the heavens. 
Night was banished and starry day shuddered. Homesteads emptied 

and all of Niangua save for Tate, Roma, and Polly stood like turkeys in a 
rainstorm, gawking up above, mouths gaping. Even the widow, Mrs. Nimrod 
Fleat, lumbered out of the store and lowered herself to sit in the lane. 

"The world is at an end," Middleton hollered . "Gather round, 
brethren. Gather round." 

But none moved . Desperately the idiot counted starfall upon starfall 
until the numbers coursing down were too many joined by too many 
more agam. 

"Rapture's come and gone," said another citizen . "Get your clothes 
on, Ma. We sinners must be reckoned before the Lord." 

And we in Niangua, one by one, fell dumbstruck and sat down to 

await our destruction, mothers clutching silent babes and brothers cleav
ing to dear sisters . 

Under the burning heavens, many began to weep, while every minute 
lasted an eternity. Some began to caress one another and say such sweet 
things as "I sure did love you, Micah Turnbo." Sag Coker, who traveled 
as an auctioneer, threw everything he owned out of doors and began to 
call on it for bids- "twogivemetwogivemewho'llgivemetwosorrywhen
it'sgonewho'llgivemetwo." Ivy Redbone curled her fist and, with all the 
might she could muster, whacked her pa in the mouth. 
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It was then, with heaven alight and earth in shadow, that Roma led Polly 
out into the smithy yard. Staring up for a moment, she pulled at his sleeve. 

They climbed O'Bannon's woodpile and clambered onto the rooftop 
above the smithy. When they knelt, they were out of sight. 

"We must answer before God," shouted Middleton, standing once 
more, arms waving . "We must give an account." 

Stars responded by falling, vanishing just before they touched the ground. 
Widow Fleat called her boy Pilate to her and leaned him down for a 

talk. His eyes came wide open in the starlight. 
Like a soul taken in rapture, Polly's gingham dress floated up, and 

wind carried it away. 

Back on the river Cork and Antrim McConnell slunk through the forest 
ducking at every star bright enough to light the brush. Surely the stone 
and its spell would give them shelter, so they came to beg protection. 
Picking their way down the bank, they were blasted back by a haint-bom, 
three-headed , pounding, snorting demon of all horses flying chains and 
rope and trailing behind it Nahum Hurley screaming, being dragged to his 
death. The McConnell twins dove into the river, swimming for the stone 
but found it was no more on the opposite bank. So they bobbed in the cur
rent gaping at one another. Falling stars made the river flash like the blade 
of a sword. "We could do worse than die in water," Cork said. Antrim 
grabbed him and ducked his head under. 

Hurley's team of horses, won on the fortune of four jacks , clattered up 
Niangua's lane bouncing and bucking Nahum Hurley's carcass by its legs, 
and scattering and trampling citizens stoically at wait for a more celestial 
glorification. Now all was gone amuck in Armageddon. 

Morning and Niangua looked up at the last falling star dimming in day
break. Wonder of wonders. We all still bore hands and feet and mouths 
and bungholes. "What fools we have been," said the auctioneer, and with 
the idiot's help he began hunting down who had his truck. 

Tears in his eyes, Pilate Fleat marched up the lane toward O'Bannon's, 
the ring in his hand. We-Middleton, Coker, the idiot, much ofNiangua
followed him, as if he bore a seraph serpent on a pole. There at the gate 
old O'Bannon sat stiff as a slash pine that's the last survivor of a cyclone. 

"Soiled ," O'Bannon said. Still he took the ring. "You must put her 
away. Leave." 

With rope cast aside from Nahum Hurley's last ride through town, 
Pilate lashed himself to the gate. "Only her answer will deliver me." 

O'Bannon rose. "And how am I to use my gate with you, a fool, roped 
to it?" No answer from Pilate, whose simple face was a carving of devo-
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tion betrayed . O'Bannon raised his arms to the sky in exhortation . "Lord, 
you have spared me to live among asses and dung, and the mystery press
es sore upon me." 

There it was for us, all Niangua gathered to witness the judgment. 
From the summit of the Ozarks it was spoken . And some bright someone, 
maybe grieving Andrew Jackson Hurley, grumbled: "Bet that Indin who 
popped your daughter had rather swing at your anvil for Niangua." There 
was no mutter of dissent. 

O'Bannon took that answer along with the ring into his cabin. 
The sun went halfway through its morning sky when Polly came out 

of the cabin dressed all in black, her collar up to her chin, in the dress she 
wore to go to visit proper folks in Louisburg. Out to the post she walked 
with a gutting knife. "Pilate Fleat," she said, and cut him loose. There was 
no ring on her. "You tell me, Pilate, what will happen to us, for my father 
is beholden to this Indian stranger. His beloved son walks and speaks, a 
nose on his face, and the greatest horse in the county stands true and 
plumb . There may be no O'Bannon smithy by noon." 

As if called, the Percheron stepped into the yard. On his back, legs 
wide spraddled, sat Roma. In the center of Roma's chest, dangling from 
that same thong that held his coin satchel, sparkled the ring Pilate gave 
O'Bannon. 

"So you would defile my daughter and take my horse, disgrace my 
home, and leave me beholden yet to a Stranger?" O'Bannon bellowed, 
storming from the cabin. 

Midst of the yard, Polly stood like a streak of charcoal against the blue 
slate of the sky. 

He rode right past her and out the gate, spine weaving like he was 
never meant to ride any other horse but this monster of a Percheron. 
Niangua saw then and there he knew right where that millstone would be, 
and with the Percheron he would set that stone wherever he wished and 
mill for any people he cared to. Ring and horse and stone were his, and 
the beauty of Niangua be damned. A pilgrim and a stranger who blazed 
among us, he would move on. 

Yet he turned the horse around. He stopped one instant gathering 
breath. Then he sent his heels back into its shanks, saying, "Hyah, hoss." 
Straight he came at Polly with his arm extended to scoop her up, leaning 
far out, swift fingers ready to clutch their next prize . 

Looking back, we figure now he must not have known a thing about 
what he would really do. For when he reached Polly, that long, knotty arm 
was no more a scoop than a mallet. Wham, he took her right across the chest. 

"Pug!" she hollered, the sound of all the breath beat out of her at once. 
Down she went, felled like a tree in a flood. 
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Roma sat there on that borrowed horse for a time stunned. Then he 
climbed down and took her in his arms, where she groaned a few minutes . 
And in that time of him coming down off that horse, we remembered to 
each other, and to many sons and daughters since, how all the magic 
slipped from him. He who had spirited millstones down rivers, and healed 
horses with stockings, and countenances with leeches, and charmed 
Delaware by swimming, he was diminished . When he gathered her in his 
arms and looked foolishly in her face, he became one of us, from 
Niangua, clumsy, and a little breathless looking at love. 

"Liked to kill me," she managed, wheezing. 
"No, sugar," he said. "That wasn't my intention at all." 
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GARY RAINFORD 

Fists, Charm, Humanity 

Southwest out of Blue Hill Bay thin fog moves in, high tide across 
Atlantic Road. Spotlights of sun split trees into shadows . Mid-morning. 
The Eastern Way is a plantation of lobstermen setting gear. It's windy. 
Knee -high meadow grasses sweep my legs and hiss. A snake uncoils, 
springs away . Two wing-stretched eagles swimming dip into currents of 
salt air and squawk like terror. They see me. I am bigger, but they are 
gods. Fists, charm, and humanity are no match against claws and wild, 
stinging beaks. 
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Open Season 

A four-door , 1980s Monte Carlo sedan, battered all to hell, creeps down 
Atlantic Road, then back up again. The driver and two passengers scope 
and measure the distance, rifles pointed out half open windows wishing 
for that perfect deer, that perfect kill. It's nearly dusk. Red brake lights 
flicker in the distance, hold. I am standing in the dooryard, alone, but in 
the woods behind my house a murder of crows has been screaming and 
fighting for hunger all day, pecking what's left of the rotting deer flesh, 
the bloodied fur, the bones , the vacant eye sockets. "Three days," I whis
per and make a gun with my fingers and thumb . I check inside the cham
ber. It's loaded; I feel holy pointing the steel barrel, aiming at the man 
hunched over in the backseat. "Three more days of open season." I pull 
the cold trigger, and yesterday we were standing over a dead deer carcass 
like crime-scene examiners. "Right here," Sput said, and he shifted the 
six-point buck by his proud antlers. "Looks like a .22 caliber to me. A 
clean shot, right through the shoulder, and what a waste." Spencer agreed, 
shaking his head, troubled that poachers would forfeit so much good 
Island meat to crows, and then he asked if I had heard any gunshots after 
dark lately. "All the time ," I nodded, and like mourners at a graveside 
Mass we stood there blank as cordwood, this rural country of treetops, 
this rural country of saltwater. 
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Wintering 

It's early. A gaunt morning moon is a frozen hole in the grey, still sky. 
The Captain Henry Lee, our ferry, won 't be crossing today. The island, 
cut off, locked down, is without electricity. Or telephone. Giant and col
lapsed ice heaves like megaliths clutter Mackerel Cove. The roads are 
frozen . Snowdrifts are frozen. Deep, artesian well casings are frozen . 
Domestic hot water pipes are frozen . Septic lines, frozen. Gas lines, 
frozen solid, too, and my pickup truck wouldn't start last Friday . Buddy at 
the dump described the oil in his Cherokee as slushy. January doesn't 
thaw until the very first purple crocus bulb blooms in May . 
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A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

RICHARD C. KANE 

At the Bottom of the World 
with Bruce Chatwin 

Bruce Chatwin's early death in 1989 darkened one of contemporary liter
ature's brightest lights. Critic and novelist Andrew Harvey had written 
two years before then: 

Nearly every writer of my generation in England has wanted, at 
some point, to be Bruce Chatwin: wanted, like him, to talk of Fez 
and Firdausi, Nigeria and Nuristan with equal authority; wanted to 
be talked about, as he is, with raucous envy; wanted, above all, to 
have written his books. (1) 

Those books include three novels , two collections of essays and shorter 
pieces , and two celebrated travel narratives . On many of his journeys over 
remote, exotic areas Chatwin marveled at the vitality of primitive people 
and especially of nomadic tribes who sometimes lasted thousands of years 
while powerful empires rose and fell. He came to see that movement is a 
means of survival as in the scorched outback of Australia , where settle
ment in one place for too long means death. Chatwin's journeys also 
served as a source of revelation about the vital connections between land
scape and language. He explored the way in which various primitive peo 0 

ple who named landmarks as they moved along virtually sang the world 
into existence. In his book on Australia the aboriginal songlines which 
give the work its title prove to be a form of primitive territorial negotia
tion . But as Graham Huggan has pointed out, Chatwin also saw the song
lines as "metaphors for the nomadic instincts common to (if in many 
cases, unacknowledged by) the human species" (58). 

In Patagonia is Chatwin's award-winning account of his travels over 
the bottom portion of South America , whose legends , lore, treacherous 
coasts , and glaciers possibly provided background material and imagery 
for a number of classics of Western literature . Quoting Chatwin, Nicholas 
Murray suggests that Patagonia has served symbolically in the Western 
imagination as a "metaphor for The Ultimate, the point beyond which one 
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could not go" (42). In his carefully researched biography on Chatwin, 
Nicholas Shakespeare further explains that "Patagonia is not a precise 
region on the map. It is a vast, vague territory that encompasses 900,000 
square kilometers of Argentina and Chile." The soil is marked by basalt 
pebbles remaining from the glaciers; a low bush calledjarilla peppers the 
landscape; and from October to March strong winds sweep over the desert 
area- so strong that reportedly they made Antoine de Saint Exupery's air
plane fly backward rather than forward (Shakespeare 304). 

Chatwin informs the reader in the book's opening that the original 
impetus for his journey to Patagonia came from his grandmother's cousin , 
Charlie Milward the sailor. Milward sent back from Chile a small piece of 
leathery skin with reddish hair that Chatwin fantasized about as a young 
boy while he gazed inside his grandmother ' s dining room cabinet. The 
youngster believed the object was a piece of skin from a Patagonian bron
tosaurus that had fallen into a glacier and slid down a mountain in a cell 
of blue ice before landing in perfect condition at the bottom. Later a 
school teacher scoffed at the story, saying that the brontosaurus had no 
hair but only the scaly skin of reptiles . Further research ultimately led 
Chatwin to believe that the skin came from a Giant Sloth or mylodon pre
served by cold, dry salt in a cave on Last Hope Sound in Chilean 
Patagonia. And although the mylodon might not have been as impressive 
a beast as the brontosaurus, Chatwin was still determined to search for the 
home of this prehistoric creature. Later Chatwin liked to delineate his 
enterprise in mythic dimensions : 

'In Patagonia' is not a travel book in the usual sense, but a Quest or 
Wonder Voyage. It is about wandering and exile, and its structure is 
as old as literature itself: the narrator travels to a remote country in 
search of a strange beast and, as he goes along, describes his encoun
ters with other people whose stories delay him en route. ( quoted by 
Alistair Reed 186). 

A second reason for Chatwin's life-long yen to travel to the end of the 
world evolved during the cold war of the late 1940s when fear of the 
Cannibal of the Kremlin, as Stalin was called, and news of a cobalt bomb 
more destructive than the hydrogen bomb caused Chatwin and his school 
friends to form an Emigration Committee to find a remote area of the 
world where a handful of people might survive the devastation of the 
nuclear blasts . After eliminating Australia , New Zealand, and the Pacific 
Islands since islands are traps, they settled on Patagonia as "the safest 
place on earth" (3). Even after Stalin's death, Patagonia still lingered as a 
quest in the back ofChatwin 's mind. 
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In the actual journey he takes many years later, Chatwin rambles 
down the coast of Argentina, to the mysterious Tierra del Fuego, on to 
Ushuaia (the town at the bottom of the world), and then up the coast of 
Chile to the ancient Mylodon Cave, where he finally does find some pre
historic remains of the Giant Sloth. As he tells of his adventures, which 
are often on foot through wild territory, he mixes personal anecdotes, his
toric narratives and portraits, cultural analysis, mythology , and Chatwin
family history to create a classic of travel literature described by Paul 
Theroux as "exciting, boisterous, and bizarre" (1444) . 

The innovative form of the work has been highly praised. As Nicholas 
Murray explains, 

In Chatwin 's book there are no funny foreigners , no Englishman
abroad slapstick, no comic restaurant menu translations, no clotted 
purple passages . .. no self-admiring derring -do, no virtuoso lists. 
Instead there is a condensed and episodic structure, built around a 
series of stories of extraordinary characters. They are not mocked or 
guyed but presented as individuals. (43) 

In his description of these characters, Chatwin focused on the apparently 
casual detail that illuminated a shaft of meaning. 

Other English gentlemen besides Chatwin have written books about 
their journeys through South America, such as W. H. Hudson and 
Christopher Isherwood. Hudson, on a naturalist's expedition, accidentally 
shot himself in the foot and spent his Idle Days in Patagonia recuperating. 
Hudson's book differs from Chatwin's in that he wrote it almost a hun
dred years earlier, and many of the immigrants Chatwin describes had not 
yet arrived, especially not in the remote areas to which Hudson restricts 
his book. And perhaps as a result of the author's accident, Hudson's 
account moves at a much slower pace than does Chatwin's pulsating nar
rative, which covers far more territory while Hudson tends to linger about 
the Rio Negro as his wound heals. Primarily a naturalist, Hudson writes 
long, intricate passages about the plants and wildlife he observes, such as 
a special finch officially tagged Upucerthia dumetoria but better known 
as the red-breasted plant cutter (9). Or he devotes entire chapters to philo
sophical speculations on why the gray arid plains of Santa Cruz serve as a 
source of inspiration or why he finds the smell of the South American 
evening primrose so intoxicating (chapters 13 and 14). Chatwin ' s book, 
on the other hand, constantly shifts and creates an almost kaleidoscopic 
effect as it passes over a far more varied topography and introduces a far 
greater number of curious personalities. 
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Like Chatwin, Christopher Isherwood captures many of the striking 
contrasts among the diverse populations of the regions he visits, but his 
book, The Condor and the Cow, dwells more on the northern parts of the 
continent and limits itself to what the author sees at the actual time of his 
journey. Chatwin, having extensively researched the history of the area he 
visits, weaves a much richer, more densely textured cultural tapestry. As a 
narrator, Isherwood is also much more visible and sometimes becomes 
ensnared in complaints about such vicissitudes of travel as an enervating 
case of diarrhea. Both men, however , do include interesting accounts of 
being attacked by condors (Chatwin 140; Isherwood 124-25). 

Much of Chatwin's human landscape in Patagonia reflects a patch 
work of immigrants who have crossed an ocean but still cling to the rem
nants of their homelands: some Welsh sheepherders pride themselves on 
their grandfather clocks (22), a Scotsman tries to grow a ragged thistle in 
a cage on his front lawn (68), and South Germans decorate their living 
rooms with "chandeliers of antler tines and lithographs of the Rhineland" 
(63). Patagonia has also served as a last refuge for bandits and outlaws 
like Butch Cassidy, Etta Place, and the Sundance Kid, whose true identi
ties went undetected in Cholila for years until respectability bored the trio 
and they started robbing banks again. Chatwin also tells of revolutionaries 
and anarchists. 

At the vast prison house at Ushuaia, for instance, Chatwin learns of 
the town's most legendary convict, the Russian -Jewish anarchist Simon 
Radowitzky, whose tough idealism and spectacular escape attempt turned 
him into a socialist hero. Seeking revenge for the demonstrators who were 
killed in the 1909 May Day Riot in Buenos Aires, the young Radowitzky 
later dropped a bomb into the car of the Chief of Police as he returned 
from a state funeral. After witnesses reported the deed to the officials, 
Radowitzky was shot in the chest and captured. The Chief of Police died, 
but since Radowitzky was only eighteen years old, he was sentenced not 
to the firing squad but to life imprisonment. 

Every year near the date of his crime he also suffered twenty days in 
solitary confinement on a diet of bread and water while a lantern was 
swung in his face every half hour to prevent him from sleeping. The 
youth's stoic attitude helped him survive the years of degradation and 
inspire other prisoners, whom he sometimes led on hunger strikes . His 
quiet power, however, aggravated the prison guards who, along with the 
Deputy Governor, brutally beat, whipped, and sodomized Radowitzky in 
1918. News of the atrocity soon spread, and in the midst of the Russian 
Revolution the muscular young anarchist became the rebels' favorite mar-
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tyr, as graffiti reading "Freedom for Radowitzk:y" appeared all over the 
walls of Buenos Aires. 

For the difficult job of liberating the anarchist , friends on the outside 
hired Pascualino Rispoli, better known as the last pirate of Tierra del 
Fuego. Disguised as a guard, Radowitzk:y slipped through the prison gates 
and was picked up by a dinghy that carried him to Rispoli's cutter, which 
then disappeared in the labyrinthine waterways where the German cruiser 
Dresden four years earlier had escaped from the British navy. However, 
the Chilean navy and Argentine police combined forces and overtook 
Rispoli's cutter-but not before Radowitzky jumped overboard and swam 
to temporary safety on the thickly wooded shoreline. But after torturing 
some of the cutter's crew, officials learned the approximate whereabouts 
of Radowitzky, gathered a formidable band of carabineers, and finally re
captured the wily rebel. He endured twelve more years of imprisonment 
before, in 1930, President Yrigoyen released Radowitzky to appease the 
working classes. After several more conflicts with the law, incarcerations, 
and a stint in the Spanish Civil War, the hero of the common man passed 
from public view and died of a heart attack in 1956 (122-26). 

At Rio Gallegos Chatwin studied the career of another charismatic 
character, the revolutionary, Antonio Soto, who, after switching from the
ater to politics , created havoc in the early 1920s when his band of five 
hundred rebel riders sowed destruction and turmoil among the estancias 
of Santa Cruz. Soto's mentor in Rio Gallegos, lawyer Jose Maria Borrero, 
ran a left-wing newspaper which frequently attacked the British plutocra
cy, whom he once described as "twittering pachyderms with their snap
ping teeth and castrated consciences" (101). Borrero made Soto aware of 
the plight of the Chilean migrants in Santa Cruz and the "iniquity of the 
foreign latifundistas" ( 101 ). Soto soon quit his acting company and 
worked as a stevedore . Before long he was elected Secretary-General of 
the Workers' Union . As Chatwin writes , it was then that a "new life" 
opened up for Antonio Soto: 

On the Chilotes his voice had the effect of unstoppering the resent
ments of centuries. Something about his youth or messianic inno
cence impelled them to acts of self-sacrifice and then to violence . 
Perhaps they saw in him the white savior promised in their folklore . 
(101) 

Soto led a number of successful workers' strikes, boycotts, and pro
cessions in honor of Spanish culture heroes, all the time insulting the 
propertied classes and making no bargains. His support grew so 
formidable that no jail could contain him nor could the assassin's knife 
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kill him. One night a watch in his waistcoat deflected a blade and 
enhanced his almost supernatural aura. When the moderates deserted him, 
he and his radical allies formed the Red Council, whose band of five hun
dred riders "freed the Chilotes from their inhibitions" as they raided and 
looted food, horses, and weapons before disappearing again into the 
plains (102). 

In January 1921, however, the tide began to turn when President 
Yrigoyen ordered the Argentine cavalry to restore order to the belea
guered area . Also Soto was betrayed by Borrero who bought up some 
property for himself while the land prices had fallen and secretly joined 
the payroll of two of the most powerful land barons, the Brauns and the 
Menendezes. The Argentine cavalry, led by Lt-Colonel Hector Benigno 
Varela, a student of Prussian discipline, failed on its first lukewarm cam
paign to squash the rebellion. But on his second effort Varela returned 
with a stronger contingent and the President's permission to use "extreme 
measures" (103). The blood bath that followed formed one of the darkest 
chapters in the history of the socialist revolution in South America. The 
soldiers would coax the strikers and looters to surrender, with the promise 
of respecting their lives, only to line them up for the firing squads after all 
the rebels' guns were laid down. Chatwin paints a vivid picture of the 
class struggle at La Anita, the showcase estancia of the Menendez family, 
where "from the art-nouveau conservatory, you can see the Moreno 
Glacier sliding through black forests into a grey lake" (104) . Although 
Soto himself eluded Varela, the colonel's army closed in on the revolu
tionaries who were holding La Anita . At first Soto's men believed they 
would be returned to Chile, but when two of their German leaders were 
shot, they knew what would follow. That night all the rebels were herded 
into the shearing shed, where amazingly some of the men played cards 
while others slept in the sheep pens. 

In the morning work parties were handed picks and shovels as the rev
olutionaries were forced to dig their own graves. A mock trial was held 
before the shootings began . As Chatwin writes, "Justice depended on 
whether a sheep-farmer wanted a man back or not. It was just like sorting 
sheep" (105) . Over a hundred men died that morning at the Estancia La 
Anita. One of the executioners reported that the revolutionaries "went to 
their deaths with a passivity that was truly astonishing" (105). Soto 
escaped to Chile and worked as a laborer in a series of jobs. Although the 
British celebrated Varela's victory, the lower classes spread graffiti read
ing, "Shoot the Cannibal of the South." And indeed on January 2 7, 1923, 
Varela died of a bullet wound from the gun of a Tolstoyan anarchist who 
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two months later was himself murdered by a prison guard, who two years 
later was shot by a Yugoslavian midget with an anarchist's gun somehow 
smuggled into a Buenos Aires hospital for the criminally insane (106). 
Thus blood from the class struggle seeped its way down the decades of 
the 20th century. The portraits of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, 
Simon Radowitzky, Antonio Soto, and numerous other historic and leg
endary personalities that intrigued Chatwin support Hilton Kramer's com
ment that "in the beginning [Chatwin's book] seems to promise an escape 
from the modem world but in the end leaves us with an even deeper sense 
of it" (16). 

Besides making some of the legendary figures of the region come to 
life through dramatic historic narratives, Chatwin also explored Patagonia 
as a rich source of literary allusion. At the town of Puerto Deseado, for 
instance, he met an ornithologist who took him on a short rowboat trip to 
a nearby island that functioned as summer housing for a colony of 
Magellanic or jackass penguins who yearly swam down from the coast of 
Brazil. One of the islands in this area was the original Penguin Island. 
Chatwin became intrigued by the penguins' migrating patterns, fierce 
monogamy, and decorative skills illustrated by the colorful pebbles 
strewn about the thresholds of their burrows (86). 

Chatwin's further research revealed that Puerto Deseado took its name 
in 1589 from the Desire, the flagship of an Englishman named Thomas 
Cavendish. Five years later John Davis was hired as captain of the Desire 
on Cavendish's second voyage of exploration to the South Seas. The fleet 
ran into much bad weather: at one point it became so cold that a sailor's 
frost-bitten nose supposedly fell off when he blew it. After some of the 
ships went down in the cruel elements, Cavendish died, thinking the 
Desire had deserted him. But Davis's ship actually returned to Puerto 
Deseado from Cape Pilar in the Pacific in order to find Cavendish. 
However, Davis's men, suffering from scurvy and lice, had become muti
nous. Their health temporarily improved at Port Desire, where they lived 
off baby seals, gulls, and scurvy grass. The ship soon stopped at Penguin 
Island where apparently until that time the birds had known no natural 
enemies. That tranquil situation soon ended when Davis's sailors clubbed 
twenty-thousand penguins to death, salted them, and stacked fourteen
thousand of them in the hold of the ship. Further troubles, such as attacks 
by Indians and Portuguese , plagued the Desire as it sailed north . And as 
the enfeebled fleet moved up to the equator, the penguins got their 
revenge . Inside their dead bodies bred an insidious worm which gnawed 
away at the sailors ' clothing, their leather lashings, their bedding, the 
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sides of their ship, and even their flesh . As Chatwin writes, "The more 
worms the men killed, the more they multiplied" (89). 

Around the tropic of Cancer, scurvy attacked the crew again, swelling 
ankles, chests, and sexual organs and making it painful for the sailors to 
stand up, lie down, or even relieve themselves . Later reports told of the 
cursing and howling of the dying men as the ship wandered lost at sea and 
finally drifted into Bantry Bay in June of 1593, whereupon the smell of 
the rotting vessel repelled the people of the small fishing village. In 1600, 
"The Southern Voyage of John Davis" was published in a collection of 
sea narratives. Two centuries later another Devon man wrote a poem with 
many parallels to this voyage. As Chatwin says, John Davis and Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge ' s ancient mariner have the following in common: "a 
voyage to the Black South, the murder of a bird or birds, the nemesis 
which follows, the drift through the tropics, the rotting ship, the curses of 
dying men" (90). Chatwin finds lines 236-39 of Coleridge's famous poem 
especially reminiscent of the Elizabethan voyage: 

The many men, so beautiful! 
And they all dead did lie: 
And a thousand, thousand slimy things 
Lived on; and so did I. 

Referring to the American scholar John Livingston Lowes and his book 
The Road to Xanadu, Chatwin acknowledges how other voyages 
described in various collections of naval stories may have also fed 
Coleridge's imagination, but he finds the parallels to this particular expe
dition to Patagonia especially striking. 

Further down the coast of Argentina at the port of San Julian, Chatwin 
engages in more creative research and concludes that Shakespeare's 
Caliban, the half-human monster from The Tempest, was probably derived 
from Pigafetta's chronicle about Magellan's encounters at San Julian with 
the Tehuelche Indians, whose gigantic size, roaring voices , and gypsy -like 

customs inspired many legends. Seeing their enormous moccasins, 
Magellan supposedly called these Indians "Patagon, " meaning "big foot." 
As Stephano wanted to do with Caliban, Magellan kidnapped one of these 
Indians with "metal ornaments," which proved to be iron fetters around 
the giant's ankles. Chatwin believes that the kidnapping was inspired by a 
Greek romance that was found on board Magellan's ship and that featured 
a gigantic creature called the Grand Patagon. He also feels that Shakespeare 
read both Pigafetta and the Greek romance. Both Caliban and the Grand 
Patagon were half-human, both loved a white princess, and both had dog-

148 



A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

like heads . This latter feature also recalls the doglike vizards or battle
masks worn by the Tehuelche Indians when they attacked John Davis at 
Port Desire . Either way Chatwin feels that Patagonia contributed signifi
cantly to the genesis of Shakespeare's Caliban (95-97). But he also 
implies that whether it be slaughtering twenty-thousand penguins or 
deceiving and kidnapping naive "savages," the sources of even some of 
the most cherished classics of Western literature further document the 
hegemony of the white race over native territories . 

At the southern tip of Argentina lies the area known as Tierra del 
Fuego. When Magellan was maneuvering through the Straits he had dis
covered, he supposedly saw in the hills to the south a number of fires lit 
by the natives and therefore called the region Tierra del Fuego, "Land of 
Fire." Here Chatwin studied a number of other source books to conclude 
that the Indians of Tierra del Fuego along with Captain Cook's Tasmanian 
Blackfellows and the racist stereotypes from a Southern childhood, proba
bly influenced Edgar Allan Poe in his creation of the treacherous 
Tsalalian Indians who pretend to be friendly while secretly plotting to 
slaughter the crew aboard the English ship in The Narrative of Arthur 
Gordon Pym (130-31 ). In his introduction to this work Charles Beaver 
discusses Poe's interest in John Cleve Symmes' theory about a white 
man's utopia of pure and perfect reason at the South Pole-a utopia 
reserved for perfect whites. Beaver also feels that after Nat Turner's raid, 
Poe played upon Southern hysteria by suggesting the subversive nature of 
all dark races . 

But Poe was not the only white man to use dark-skinned aborigines to 
confirm his own racist stereotypes. Chatwin believes that a young English 
naturalist also drew upon his observations of the Indians of Tierra del 
Fuego to formulate part of his famous evolutionary thesis. One of the 
most celebrated Fuegians proved to be Jemmy Button, who was taken 
aboard the H.M.S. Beagle under the command of Captain Robert Fitzroy 
during his first survey of southern waters. Fitzroy hauled Button and three 
other Indians back to London to live for a year to learn some of the rudi
ments of civilization. But one of the Indians died of smallpox before he 
could be taught about a better life. 

In this section of the book Chatwin imaginatively portrays how the 
natural world of Tierra del Fuego possibly looked to young Jemmy 
Button whose childhood was filled with simple tasks of fishing, canoeing, 
picking berries, and hunting . Schooled in the myths and rituals of his 
tribe, he probably had also heard tales about a monster from the water. 
Then one day when he was out fishing with his uncle, the Apparition 
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appeared: "At first they assumed it was a kind of whale but closer 
acquaintance revealed a gigantic canoe with wings, full of pink creatures 
with hair sprouting ominously from their faces" (127) . But the Indians 
had also heard stories of successful bartering with some pink creatures, so 
the uncle paddled his canoe up to the boat with wings, which, of course, 
was the H.M.S. Beagle. Chatwin depicts what happens next as the kidnap
ping of Jemmy Button by Captain Fitzroy, who gave the uncle some shiny 
tokens as he beckoned the youngster aboard . In London Button attended 
boarding school and learned about Christian values. 

On the Beagle's second voyage to South America the three Indians 
returning to their homeland were accompanied by a young naturalist with 
allegedly "unrivalled powers of observation" (128). Although he seemed 
to like Jemmy Button, Charles Darwin was shocked at the sight of the 
"untamed" Fuegians back in Tierra de! Fuego and believed that if the 
entire world were searched, "no lower grade of man could be found" 
(Beagle Diary 125). He sneered at these "abject and miserable creatures" 
with their long entangled hair, their greasy dirty bodies, and their crude 
language, which did not "deserve to be called articulate" (Beagle Diary 
124). Chatwin feels that the Fuegian Indians sparked Darwin's idea that 
man had evolved from the apes and that some men had developed further 
than others . Many years later when Jemmy Button along with a gang of 
other Indians slaughtered eight missionaries praying in a remote church, 
he seemed to provide direct evidence for Darwin's thesis . Further 
research, however, led Chatwin to believe that the Indians were inextrica
bly bound to their homelands and that a tribe's territory was considered a 
paradise on earth while the whole outside world was thought to be hell 
and its residents no better than beasts. Chatwin rationalized that on the 
morning of the attack, Jemmy Button, having spent almost twenty years 
back in the wilderness , perhaps saw the missionaries "as envoys of the 
Power of Darkness" (138). 

Button's crime must also be considered in the light of numerous cases 
of violence and genocide on the part of white men against the Indians, 
such as the crude version of social Darwinism that took the form of hunt
ing Indians. As Chatwin writes, "A slogan: 'The Survival of the Fittest,' a 
Winchester, and a cartridge belt gave some European bodies the illusion 
of superiority over the far fitter bodies of the natives" (116). One of the 
most systematic slaughterers, Alexander MacLennan, came to be known 
as the Red Pig. On the payroll of Jose Menendez, MacLennan, unlike the 
farm managers who promised one pound sterling for every Indian ear, 
preferred to do the killing himself because he "hated to see any animal in 
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pain" (117). As for Darwin's nearsightedness concerning the whole tribe 
of Y aghan Indians, Chatwin feels that the young man of science lapsed 
into that common error of naturalists who "marvel at the intricate perfec 
tion of other creatures and recoil from the squalor of man" (128). 

At Puerto Williams, the Chilean naval base on Navarino Island, 
Chatwin interviewed a possible relative of Jemmy Button called Grandpa 
Felipe, who was also one of the last pure-blood Yaghan Indians left in the 
area. Felipe told Chatwin of earlier more vital times when he made har
poons from whale bones found on the beach. But as he grew up, he 
watched most of his people die from the epidemics. Now as his greasy 
cap rested above "black unmoving eyes that registered no emotion"(l32), 
this descendant of the ancient Y aghans earned a little extra cash as he sat 
constructing miniature canoes to sell to the tourists. 

After leaving Navarino Island, Chatwin crossed back to Ushuaia and 
then hiked 35 miles along the Beagle Channel to Harberton, where the 
English Reverend Thomas Bridges had established a mission about the 
same time that Darwin was making his expeditions and sneering at the 
barbaric Indians. Through Clarita Goodall, the missionary's granddaugh
ter, Chatwin learned about Thomas Bridges, whose understanding of the 
Yaghan Indians provided a happy contrast to Darwin's myopic view. 
Bridges apparently taught cultural sensitivity to his children, for his son 
Lucas became one of the first white men to befriend the Ona Indians 
when fanatics like the Red Pig were slaughtering them. As a boy, Chatwin 
loved to read Lucas Bridges' book The Uttermost Part of the Earth, where 
he describes the sacred Lake Kami and the trail the Indians helped his 
family chop out to connect Harberton with another farm. 

But the most important monument to the Indians of Tierra del Fuego 
resulted from Thomas Bridges' life-long task of writing the Yaghan
English dictionary. As a young man, Bridges patiently studied and inter
viewed the Indians until he began to master the language scoffed at by 
Darwin . He gradually discovered complex construction and vocabulary 
few people might imagine in a supposedly "savage" tribe. He learned how 
their language worked like a system of navigation where "named things 
are fixed points, aligned or compared, which allow the speaker to plot the 
next move" (136) . For instance, the Yaghan synonym for a tangle of trees 
that have fallen and are blocking a path ahead is called a "hiccough." 
Bridges learned how the Indians molded the raw data of their environment 
into metaphors and abstract ideas. To convey "depression," the Indians 
used a word denoting the vulnerable stage of a crab's yearly cycle after it 
has sloughed off its shell and is waiting for a new one to form. Or their 
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word for "adulterous" comes from the "hobby," a small hawk that flits 
back and forth but then hovers motionless just before attacking its next 
victim (136). 

Certain synonyms at first obscure to Chatwin became clear, such as 
"teaching" described as a "scar" or "thaw of snow." Chatwin analyzes the 
reasoning behind this term as follows: "Snow covers the ground as a scab 
covers a wound. It melts in patches and leaves a smooth, flattened surface 
(the scar). The thaw announces the arrival of spring weather. In the spring 
the people start moving and lessons begin" (137). The most important part 
of speech, verbs were created to catch every possible action. "Iya," for 
instance, means to tie your canoe to a streamer of kelp; or "okon" means 
to sleep in a floating canoe, an activity which differs considerably from 
sleeping on the shore in a tent with your wife or husband (137). 

White men named the Yaghans after a certain area where the Indians 
said "Yagha, yagha," when the approaching whites tried to talk to them, 
but rather than naming their homeland, the Indians were actually saying "I 
don't understand you. I don't understand you." Thus the term results from 
linguistic confusion. The Indians actually called themselves "Yamana," 
which as a verb means "to breathe, be happy, recover from sickness or be 
sane" (138). As a noun, "Yamana" denotes people instead of animals . It 
could also be used as a suffix so that a hand-yamana would not be an omi
nous claw or talon like that extended by the Indian hunter MacLennan and 
his bloody form of social Darwinism. Instead a hand -yamana would 
describe a human and friendly hand like that extended by Thomas 
Bridges, whose Yaghan-English dictionary of the Indians of Tierra del 
Fuego Bruce Chatwin reads as one of the brighter chapters in the history 
of cross-cultural encounters in Patagonia . 

Chatwin's research and travel revealed that the Yaghans could not be 
contained under the rigid net of classification Darwin wanted to impose 
upon them. So too as Chatwin journeyed through Patagonia, the exiles 
and eccentrics he met embodied the diversity that intrigued him for his 
lifetime. A Russian doctor treated a bad cut in Chatwin's hand while 
deflecting any attention from the "pink plastic" of the artificial limbs 
replacing both of her amputated legs (61). At Rio Gallegos Chatwin heard 
stories about a sect of male witches called the Brujeria who initiated 
novices by making them live under a waterfall for forty days and nights to 
wash away any remnants of Christian baptism (107). An old South 
German farmer extolled the virtues of the potentate whom history has 
labeled Mad King Ludwig (64). A French visionary fashioned himself as 
the King of Patagonia (20). After a lifetime of caring for her mother who 
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finally died, an aging English woman named Miss Starling packed a sin
gle suitcase and spent seven years traveling over the globe in search of the 
flowering shrubs of which she had become an authority. She paid her way 
by teaching English and occasionally gardening. When a fellow traveler's 
young Chinese servant placed a knife at her throat and demanded her 
handbag , Miss Starling refused and instead bit the boy ' s arm, later regret
ting that she had neglected to secure his knife as a souvenir (120) . Bruce 
Chatwin's journey to Patagonia lasted about six months. If he didn't 
exactly find a mythical monster at the end of his quest, he did discover 
traces of the miraculous along the way. 
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PATRICK MADDEN 

Divers Weights and Divers Measures 
Invocation 

Between our visits to Uruguay, Karina's brother sent me a birthday present: 
El libro de las abrazos by Eduardo Galeano: The Book of Embraces. 

Not long after that I was speaking on the telephone to David Lazar, a 
friend and university professor, and he, knowing my affinity for things 
Uruguayan, asked, "Have you ever read Eduardo Galeano? I used to teach 
The Book of Embraces ." 

And I laughed at the cosmic coincidence, the aliglllllent of the spheres, 
the serendipity of my fated encounter with the book that I had not yet read 
but which would soon work in me a mighty change with the author who 
was to lodge himself in my brain and never leave me alone . 

"I have the book on my lap," I said, already understanding that some
times the Spirit whispers, but also sometimes shouts. 

Not long after that the subject came up in a conversation in a bar with 
a group of others; David was telling the story and stumbled, wondering, 
"Was it me who had the book on my lap or was that you?" 

After the Panic of Responsibility for Translating 
This Country into Words on a Page 

What, then, if I simply state the singing of the frogs, some chirping, some 
crying, and the fade of the blue sky on the horizon to the purple overhead, 
and the silhouettes of palm trees above the regular, rectangular shapes of 
apartments . There is wind, which I see in the movement of trees and feel 
in the stuffing of hands into pockets, and the young men running drills at 
the soccer field in front of my house ignore me, in the Spanish sense, 
which is passive: they simply do not know I exist. 

Eyes without a Face 
I went to the Hipopotamo cafeteria restaurant because their sign near the 
door had a picture of pepperoni pizza, but they only had ham and olives 
when I asked. I got it anyway and took my tray to a far comer in an open 
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patio and tried to hold a book with one hand and eat with the other. It was 
near 6 P.M., several hours after or before eating time in Uruguay, and there 
were only a few people here and there, four women in navy-blue business 
suits talking quietly, a couple holding hands across their table, a solitary 
girl with glasses, a few others. I moved a plant whose leaves were tickling 
my neck. I tried to settle into my reading. Billy Idol had other plans . From 
the speaker near my head I heard the first ethereal notes, the understressed 
syncopation of "Eyes without a Face." And suddenly it struck me that I 
alone would be required to bear the brunt of the song's inanity, that for 
everyone else this was just background music, but for me it had meaning, 
or a challenge to meaning, and a history of my sister's friend who had 
MTV before anyone else, and the big kids building forts and bike trails in 
the woods, and hide-and-seek with the Lepore's front step as base in spite 
of their grandmother's repeated warnings about running over her plants, 
which kept on until they moved, and then we did, and then one day at the 
computer, but not at the restaurant, we understand that inanity is only the 
beginning. 

Translating Beauty 
There are boys across the street from my house kicking a soccer ball 
around and talking, shouting to one another. I only half hear them, rarely 
understanding their words, but I am comforted by the din of their voices. 
Between me and them there are flowering bushes, both white and red 
flowers, but the beauty is not necessarily in the flowers, or perhaps that 
beauty is too easy (and God was not in the whirlwind), the beauty is float
ing on the air, even as a truck passes, grumbling, and a dog barks angrily, 
and the two ditches between me and the boys flow with plastic bottles and 
wrappers. The beauty is their simple joy kicking a ball with friends on a 
lazy day, unaware ofme here writing about them, never to know even this 
ephemeral, impersonal verbal reduction poorly afforded them by an 
unknown would -be writer, faking it when he gets it right. 

They are collecting strands of leaves from a small willow tree. A boy 
grabs on to a clump with both hands and swings. 

Fleet 
Easily forgotten and meaningless unless captured, held in memory, 
released to new life in language: walking quickly along a darkened block 
under shifting shadows from streetlamps through tree branches; ahead an 
open window, light spilling to a rectangle below tracing contours on the 
sidewalk tiles, giving depth; inside the window a cluttered desk with 
stacks of papers and books, a mate gourd and some pens, an open note -
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book and writing too distant and too quickly gone to read, behind and 
beside wooden shelves filled with leather-bound books; then it's gone 
except for the extrapolations and imaginations of a person hidden from 
view in another room eating a meal or arguing with a spouse, wanting 
nothing more than to return to this haven, to soak up those words, to pon
der and to wonder, sipping mate, gazing through the window out into the 
Montevideo night. 

The Boxer 
Ever since I talked with Sandro the Peruvian bus minstrel about his job 
and favorite music and adaptations of indigenous melodies such as Paul 
Simon's "El Condor Pasa (Ifl Could)," I have had Simon and Garfunkel's 
"The Boxer" in my head, off and on. 

Then I was riding the bus through Sayago, and the radio played "The 
Boxer," a rare occurrence, and I sang it softly, feeling melancholy and lost 
in its sad tale. Then I saw a kid outside on the curb, standing on his tiptoes 
and waving into the bus, but whoever he was waving at didn't see him. I 
could tell by his face, crestfallen, lost, as the bus zoomed past, and Simon 
and Garfunkel sang, 

Then I'm laying out my winter clothes 
And wishing I was gone, 
Going home 

And this kid who I know nothing about and who I've never met and 
will never see again is suddenly the embodiment of the song. It's not the 
lyrics, exactly, because it's not winter, not New York City, and who 
knows if he's on his own. But something in the whole of the song, a 
whole bigger than its ingredients and generally available to every one of 
us, no matter our specifics, connects in this moment to this kid, a couple 
of blocks back by now, turning away dejectedly, wondering if she saw 
him and chose not to wave, wondering if he should mention it next time 
he sees her, ifhe sees her. 

Hindsight 
Revealing was my conversation with Pascuale, an old Italian who immi
grated to Uruguay when he was a young man. His son is now in Italy. We 
talked about the rumor I had always heard that if you have Italian lineage 
(my English grandfather, Edward Guiseppe Juilio Emanuele Seymour 
Stone, was, by a strange twist, born in Italy), you can apply for citizenship 
easily. He confirmed it, but said that because of the recent influx, now 
you have to be the child of an Italian citizen, not just a grandchild or 
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great-grandchild. I told him he should advertise his services to adopt 
Uruguayans who want to go to Italy. We had a good laugh. 

But most revealing was this : He said when he was a young man, 
everybody was leaving Italy, going to the United States. His sister, even, 
who married an Italian, lives in the United States (New Jersey, of course, 
which is where I grew up). When I asked him why, with everybody going 
to the United States, he came to Uruguay, he smiled and said, "Un error." 

Why I'm Still on Page 75 
of The Motorcycle Diaries 

As soon as I could, I switched from the sideways seats facing the guardia 
to the forward-facing seats immediately behind, or, as it were, to the side 
of them, because the sideways seats are reserved for the elderly, the fee
ble, and mothers with children. 

I started reading Che's diaries from his formative motorcycle trip 
around South America, but the jostling was too much, and the sun was 
low, and my eyes began to ache. 

Then a young woman sat down in front of me. She was bleached 
blonde and nose-pierced with bell-bottomed patchwork jeans and a fluffed 
button-down tie-dye shirt. She seemed aloof, surly, self-absorbed . But one 
mustn ' t judge . 

Then a mother with a baby sat next to the young woman, the baby in a 
red-checkered sun dress , with big brown eyes and Pebbles hair in one 
pony tail on top. She peeked from behind her hands, laughing , self 
absorbed. But one mustn't judge . 

One thinks of the distance, of one's own daughter, and what one can ' t 
control between here and there, an infinitude of forces molding and nudg
ing. Outside the lights shine on Super Fresco Hard Discount store. People 
enter , others leave , the bus is past , and as I turn my head to hold the 
image, the light turns and people walk briskly, purposefully. 

The Tree Flies ... 
Early Sunday morning after the storm the water glints knowingly from the 
worn patches on the soccer field in front of my house as I walk past 
briskly on my way to church. 

Leaves from our palm trees, giant fingered fronds with husky stems 
ripped from the trunks in the violent wind the night before, are strewn in 
our yard, our neighbor 's yard, the street, the ditches. Just past the soccer 
field's eastern goal line I see two giant leaves lying exhausted , beaten , but 
triumphant, having flown farther than the rest , and immediately and 
inescapably I smile; from somewhere in my mind I hear Gooooooal! 
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Past Time 
It was getting late and long past dark when I made it back to 18 de Julio, 
the street, just two days before the date which commemorates the oath on 
the newly independent Uruguay's constitution in 1830. As I turned the 
comer I saw a crowd milling in front of a window, staring intently at a 
scene inside, out of my view. There were police among them, decked out 
in reflexive yellow slickers and shower caps on their hats. I wondered why 
they were just standing there, not rushing to aid or restore order. 

I took far longer than any Uruguayan would have to realize that there 
was no disturbance in the restaurant, that the waiters were serving as they 
always did, the customers eating as they always did, the Uruguayan 
national team playing against Argentina, their arch rivals, as they almost 
always did, disappointingly, but well enough to tie, eventually, after I had 
walked past and arrived home, and the policemen had moved on to other 
vantages, had gloried and had suffered, twice each, and had ended up 
more or less where they started, somewhere under the yellow lights of 18 
de Julio or some other street, waiting for something to happen. 

Utterly Forgettable 
Waiting for the 130 at the comer of Paysandu and Florida, or the D5, or, 
in a pinch, if nothing else comes, the 147 or 148, which drops you off too 
far from home, which is far enough from the closest bus stops anyway, 
and it's cold and getting late. Across the street, orange light from an upper 
floor through open shutters and balcony slats, a view of the ceiling, and a 
hand gentle on a cello's neck, moving quickly, firmly, pausing, without 
sound. Once on the bus, lights flash by, the drone numbs, the faceless man 
next to you whistles along with "A Heart Needs a Second Chance," and 
you're almost tempted to glance at him, but he gets off at the next stop, 
and Dennis Brown sings on to nobody but you. 

Perspective 
I don't think I asked, but Roger Tijman told me anyway why he traipsed 
all over northwestern Montevideo with his bicycle seeking out stories and 
advertisers for his self-published, socialist newspaper La Bicicleta: 

"When you've got only one watch," he said, "you always know exact
ly what time it is." 

He paused . 
"But if you've got two, you're no longer so sure." 

Unhappened 
With all our preoccupation about events, happenings, things we can pho
tograph and tell stories about, sometimes there is just Karina reading 
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Confessions of an Ex-Torturer, and its backstory of a decade of military 
rule in proudly democratic Uruguay when she was growing up, unaware 
because she had nothing to contrast it with, and untouched, except for 
those times her father, a wandering salesman with a yen for subversive 
folk music, was jailed without charge then soon released, but she gets 
near the end, in the appendices, among the photos of torturers, and begins 
to cry. With prodding she finally explains, "This man's son killed my brother." 

Sorrow Comes in the Form of a Sister's 
Tears across a Cathode-ray Tube 

Because Shannon Hoon, former lead singer for Blind Melon, who video
taped his life along the way to fame, and then at its pinnacle, including his 
drug abuse and the birth of his daughter who caused him to swear he 
would quit and get clean, and we are sitting watching his mother sister 
girlfriend bandmates lamenting the loss of such a vibrant creative soul to 
his demons addictions stupidity insecurities, when something glistening in 
Karina's eyes, something whispered about should have called her family 
today, something about ten years ago today, awakens in me a memory of 
her own loss, her brother killed not by his slow steady suicide of pushing 
limits seeking escape or ecstasy but by a fellow army officer's gun, mis
fired while being cleaned, depending if you believe that or not. 

Signals 
The highways in Uruguay spread out like veins in a leaf, spokes on a half
wheel, balsa-wood supports in a Japanese fan. I cannot recall, have never 
really learned, whether a two-lane highway is two lanes total or two lanes 
going each way, so I will explain that Uruguayan highways are- for the 
most part, soon after you get out of the capital city of Montevideo, sup
posing you're traveling out of the city-one lane in each direction, thin 
and sinuous, a dotted yellow line dividing to and fro, here and there, 
toward and away. 

As I traveled the roads at night, a passenger in a friend's car, I noted 
curiously the tum signals of the trucks in front of us and that my friend 
would pass, though he could not see oncoming traffic, when a truck's 
right blinker signaled that it was safe. Left means there is someone com
ing, don't pass; right means nobody, safe. A part of me wants to know the 
origins of the system, which seems to me very sensible, rational. But I 
hold back from asking, content with the functionality, the mystery, the 
completeness, the ephemeral bonds of trust forged each night in the dark 
on the highways of Uruguay . 
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Benediction 
During one of our visits to Uruguay, I sat in Montevideo's oldest cafe, El 
Brasilero, established 1879, conversing with Eduardo Galeano about his 
life and writing, drinking a grapefruit soda that he bought me. 
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He said, 

The only definition of art that convinces me is one that says "Art is a 
lie that tells the truth." We begin with the moment an act happens in 
reality, outside an author's head, and then the author reproduces in 
himself what happened outside himself. Then this idea, this repro 
duction of the act inside the author's head, also becomes part ofreal 
ity. The original act, which comes directly or indirectly from reality, 
is transfigured in the process of creation. 



PATRICK ROSCOE 

Lucky 
You could call her Lucky or you could call her Luke, but never Lucille . 
That name belonged to a sap who cried and tattled and was frightened of 
the dark, not to someone who could spend day and night outside in winter 
without feeling cold, plus run swiftly, climb high, jump far. When I was 
ten, two years after I was taken from Honey to live with Ruth, Lucky 
appeared in the brush at the far side of the clearing behind the trailer. The 
world can be such a sudden place; a door closed for so long opens in a 
pulse. As soon as they saw her, my eyes understood they had been waiting 
without knowing it to be filled by just this figure made of sharp angles 
and brusque lines. How sometimes you realize you're hungry only after 
taking the first bite . Like that. She was building something from old 
boards-a fort, it looked like-but stopped when my shoes crunched the 
frozen grass and weeds . Through narrowed eyes grey as any November 
sky, she judged whether I was an enemy-or, as she would say, one of 
Them. At first I thought Them referred to a gang of older country kids; 
later I realized it meant almost everyone . Maybe I wasn ' t one of Them 
because like Lucky I didn't have a winter coat or mittens or such. Maybe 
because when on Saturday Ruth went into town for a minute that lasted 
until closing time, locking the door so my dirty hands wouldn't touch her 
things, Lucky knew I had to crouch against whatever side of the trailer 
was protected from the wind, shove my hands deep into the heated pits of 
my arms; or I ranged the fields and thought about warm subjects such as 
California and Honey's eyes and the way Diamond Lil would laugh like 
hot chocolate in those rooms above the bars where she and Honey danced . 
Maybe it was just because that, now camouflaging her fort with brush so 
They wouldn't detect and destroy it, Lucky asked: "Are you going to help 
or not? 

"Incidentally," she mentioned . "My name was never Lucille ." 
From the start I called her Lucky instead of Luke. She liked that best, 

how it fit. Like Billy described the boy I was. ("No," agreed Lucky. 
"You 're not a William and you're definitely not a Bill.") The way all the 
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dancers on the Jupiter Circuit had names that told what they really were; 
for instance, Ruby and Crystal and Star. 

I wondered if she could be someone I had known in another place 
before. South across the border in Washington or Oregon, any of the 
Jupiter Circuit cities over there. It was as familiar to witness her smoking 
her Marlboros or aiming a stream of spit at a difficult target as it had been 
to watch Honey paint her face before the next show. That happened some
times. A face across the schoolyard turns and in that movement is a face 
glimpsed just once through a cafe window in Tacoma or Eugene. Quick as a 
camera flash, and the photo stays, unfaded by light, in the album of your heart. 

"Over there," she answered when I asked where she lived. One long, 
thin hand waved vaguely behind her. There were no houses or even trail
ers in that direction, only partly cleared fields dotted with weeds and 
stumps and rusted machinery, more clumps of brush and a tumbledown 
barn, then the bald mountain. I puzzled why I'd never seen Lucky in 
school or, if she did live nearby, in these fields I roamed whenever Ruth 
started again about Satan who had turned her precious baby into a whore 
named Honey, given her a dirty boy like me in return, filth begets filth, 
sin always stinks, she smelled it on me, get out of here. Soon I had an idea 
that Lucky had been somewhere close by since the day I'd arrived on the 
outskirts of Brale, BC. I'd been unable to see her not only because she 
had this way of blending in with the landscape but because my eyes need
ed to learn to find her : they weren't wise enough when I was eight and 
nine, I guessed; my heart hadn't yet taught them how to read many words 
of the world. Lucky suggested it was because I was busy daydreaming. 
Herself, she'd seen me lots of times. Following the train tracks by Waneta 
Junction, climbing the creek up the mountain, hiding in tall summer grass 
while planets shimmied in the sky. It made me feel funny to think some
one had been watching me when I believed I was alone. I remembered 
how, during the first year apart from Honey, I thought her eyes could 
always see me however far away she danced. But that feeling had faded, 
taking Honey with it. 

"I have to go," Lucky announced abruptly, though the fort wasn't fin
ished and light still tried to wash the muddy sky. She didn't say goodbye, 
so long, meet you tomorrow by the bridge. That wasn't her way, I'd learn. 
Each time she left you didn't know if you'd see her again in the skirt with 
the drooping hem-part of a Girl Guide uniform, though Lucky didn't 
belong to anything-that bounced against her bony knees, flapped legs 
thin and white and constantly scratched. On her feet were gum boots with 
a hole in the left toe; now and then she would stop and take off the boot to 
empty water, later melted snow, that leaked inside. The boots were too big 
and she wore no socks. Lucky also had a sweater that didn't fit, the kind 
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someone's grandmother such as Ruth might like, brown with yellow but
tons , shiny where sharp elbows poked the wool thin. I watched Lucky 
move quickly toward a voice I couldn ' t hear, slip past the elderberries at 
the edge of the next clearing, disappear. I found out her ears were so 
much sharper than mine they could hear a snake coiling through grass, a 
deer at the far side of the field. And she could see in the dark as though 
her feet had developed eyes that allowed her to step quickly and surely 
even when there was no path to follow, only unlit stones and roots. 
Sometimes she would freeze-in one motion, without slowing-and push 
her face toward the wind. Her grey eyes closed. She was learning what the 
air carried. Proofs of unseen presences, scents from far away. Something 
in the south, sweet as apples in Oregon . 

Maybe it was already getting dark by the time the bus dropped me at the 
end of the road after school. In the trailer Ruth would be changing chan
nels and working on another bottle while waiting for Dear Jesus to save 
her from the filth and trash. It wasn't hard to pass that lone light, head 
back where Lucky might be. Like wading into black water. Even after I 
learned some of her places, I could never find Lucky . She always found 
me. Her way was so quiet, I wouldn't know anyone was near until she 
stood right there, breathing light and quick from running. Or she'd be a bit 
farther away, at the edge of what I could see in the dusk, bent near the 
ground to study tracks left by some brown bear. Without a hello , before I 
reached her, she was talking . It made me think we had never been apart 
except in my imagination. "Incidentally," she continued. 

I never did learn exactly where Lucky lived, whether she had a mother 
and a father, some brothers and sisters. There were certain subjects she 
didn't care to discuss. If I brought one up, she would say I sounded like 
one of Them. "Twelve ," she replied warily, after a minute, when I asked 
her age. Many things that mattered to Them, like school, were of so little 
importance to Lucky they didn't exist even incidentally. It could be that 
was why I wasn't able to picture her in the classroom, with rows of desks 
and everyone alphabetical, or anywhere in town. She didn't fit with Ruth 
in my mind at all. They refused to inhabit the same snapshot, shoved each 
other out of the frame . I knew never to mention Lucky in the trailer 
because of Ruth's habit of speaking about what counted most, how Honey 
became that whore. And though she knew where I lived, Lucky wouldn't 
knock on the trailer door for me. Ruth was only one of Them, not worth 
our while to talk about even when her hand lifted and made the colored 
lights dance inside my head. What mattered was smoke rising from a fire 
we guessed a hobo had left smoldering beside the tumbledown barn. 
Strange steam that one afternoon rose from the creek as if an invisible 
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housekeeper ironed the water. A raccoon hat Lucky pulled from beneath 
the broken seat of one of the cars, abandoned and rusted, that littered our 
landscape . We took turns wearing it like Davy Crockett despite the smell 
of something gone bad . Lucky had such things hidden far and wide, liked 
to spread herself around , claimed as her own this area They didn't much 
want. Suddenly she bent down, pushed some rocks aside, from a shallow 
hole lifted two wrinkled apples wrapped in dry grass . "Those damn squir
rels," she swore when nuts saved for supper were missing from another 
hiding place . Anyway, thick milk could always be coaxed from Old Man 
Johnson's bad-tempered cow if you were careful. Slowly I began to 
understand that all these fields, this entire open space, was where Lucky 
lived. Picture a big room without walls and only sky for ceiling. Stereo 
birds, light bulb stars. Lucky curled beneath the cottonwoods when it 
rained hardest. She spent the night in a boxcar or in a wrecked Ford or in 
a tumbledown barn . She slept here or there. It reminded me of following 
the Jupiter Circuit with Diamond Lil and Honey, those different towns, a 
new one every week . 

Lucky liked shiny things especially, say steelies and a tin whistle and 
brand-new coins . Whatever caught and gave back light was valuable. 
"Possession is nine-tenth ' s of the law" went one of her favorite sayings. 
So you didn't ask where she'd gotten the army knife with seven separate 
blades that could pry open the door of a boxcar forgotten on the Wan eta 
Junction siding. A blanket and a half-burned candle took up one comer of 
its splintery floor, plus three comic books starring super heroes who could 
rescue any being no matter what the danger, save any situation no matter 
how desperate. "Sort of," she replied when I asked if she'd settled here for 
the winter . Lucky would answer questions more often now, though every 
one still made her stiffen as at an alarm . 

I found out Lucky didn't go to school because, as she pointed out, the 
Fathers of Confederation wouldn't do her much good when she became a 
rodeo girl. She knew how to ride with a saddle, sure, but most often went 
bareback, the bridle fashioned from binding twine, on one of Old Man 
Johnson's mangy horses. Lucky had given them names of her own; they 
sounded like dancers . There was Jewel and Satin and , her favorite, 
Champagne . In secret they went down to the dam at midnight, galloped 
along the bank of flat, hard-packed gravel. Her specialty was racing bar
rels; yet Lucky also had a length of rope, worn as a belt around her waist 
when not in use, and she could spend hours twirling it above her head. 
Snaking shapes in the air, capturing stumps in its noose . "Watch this," she 
bragged, showing me a trick mastered while I'd been learning fractions 
and capital cities andje suis, tu es, ii est. The rope floated a circle through 
the dusk like one of Lucky's smoke rings , snared a fence post gleaming 
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white as Lucky's legs with the first snow of winter. Beneath the bridge, 
while Lucky discussed Spokane three hundred miles south where there 
were big rodeos with cash prizes every summer , I tried not to shiver like a 
sap. If air at once too sour and too sweet from bottles licked my skin 
inside the trailer, at least it was warmer there. I wondered whether it was 
getting too cold even for Lucky to live in a room without walls and 
beneath such frigid sky. I wondered why she didn't find some long pants 
and a heavy jacket to possess nine-tenths of. Then I understood . That was 
what a Lucille would have done, not a Lucky or even a Luke. 

One Sunday in December Lucky's legs were marked with more than just 
scratches. The red stripes looked like they'd been drawn evenly on her 
skin; a few days later, they might have been outlined, just as carefully, 
with a black crayon . My eyes had missed seeing the real truth before 
them. Those scratches on Lucky's legs had been something else all along. 

"That Lucille is such a sap," said Lucky when she caught me looking. 
"She doesn't know how to fight back and she doesn't know how to run 
away. Serves her right, what They do to her." 

Lucky began to speak often about Lucille , as if that girl mattered more 
than incidentally now. The subject made her fretful. She sneered about the 
sap the same way she did about any of Them; but something else was in 
her voice, sound behind sound, a river in back of a wind . I learned that 
Lucille loved sweet things, every kind of candy . If she became a rodeo 
girl, Lucille would curl her hair, put on make up , and wear fancy cos
tumes with rhinestones and fringes to barrel race. Of course Lucille was 
excited that Christmas was almost here; it was just the kind of holiday a 
sap like her enjoyed most. She adored the colored lights and the carols 
and the shiny paper that wraps the presents beneath the tree. Lucille was 
crazy about all that jazz. 

"Dance naked?" demanded Lucky in disbelief when I told her about 
the Jupiter Circuit , how it had brought us to Spokane lots of times but 
never to a rodeo . "People pay to see that?" As I described Diamond Lil ' s 
feathers and boas and fans, then Honey 's long blonde hair and high silver 
heels , Lucky's grey eyes narrowed as if refusing to allow such visions 
into their sight. 

"Well , maybe in the States," she admitted finally as the only possible 
explanation for naked dancing . In a grudging way, apparently against her 
will , she asked over and over about the music they swayed to on the stage , 
about staying upstairs from the bars, about the funny men who sometimes 
trailed Honey 's sweetness into our room late at night. How I'd have to 
sleep in a bathtub bed until they stopped creaking the big one and the door 
clicked goodbye, so long, at last he's gone . Lucky needed to ask about 
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such subjects over and over again just to express her astonishment and 
disdain; yet each time I could hear the river behind the wind, its yearning flow. 

Lucky's sharp eyes peered south toward the border, Washington that 
close beyond Waneta Junction. They could see a host of dancers spinning 
in a spotlight on the other side. A shiver passed across her face, fast as a 
minnow's dart and flash through water, the same shiver as whenever she 
noticed the smelter stacks rising above distant Brale. Maybe Lucille 
almost flickered in her features. I wasn't sure. Before I could decide, 
Lucky's face had become extra alert, more intent than ever. 

Something dropped from her skirt pocket as we skidded through snow 
to scare bats in the tumbledown barn. I picked up the rag . There was just 
enough time to unwrap an old lipstick and a little compact before Lucky 
grabbed . "See? This is exactly what I mean," she spat. "This is Lucille to 
a T." Her strong arm pitched the things across the fence, that far. They 
flew like birds then suddenly plummeted to make you think a hunter had 
taken good aim. 

"Unless you wanted them," taunted Lucky, running on toward the barn. 
I stole a package of cigarettes from Ruth and a bag of Hersheys from 

the Kresge's in town. Christmas presents for Lucille as well as for Lucky. 
I had to leave them where Lucky would just find them, could just claim 
them. She wasn't a sap who hoped for presents; she could steal whatever 
she needed, incidentally. On my way to the boxcar at Waneta Junction, I 
wished for once that Lucky wouldn't find me. I hid the cigarettes and 
candy beneath her blanket, then sat to read again about the hero who in 
the best comic book always saves the day . On the inside cover, blank last 
time I'd looked, someone had been practicing printing. It was like when 
you're six or using the wrong hand, unsteady as Ruth after a bottle . 
Lucky, it said a hundred times . 

I thought how, when we discussed the comic books, Lucky sometimes 
got the story wrong. That happens, reading just the pictures. 

"If there's anything worse than a sap, it's a sneak." 
For the first time I heard the voice Lucky used to speak to Them. But 

I'd seen those marks on her face before, dark against the white. Lucky had 
explained about learning a new rodeo trick : standing tall on Champagne's 
back while he trotted, twirling a lasso instead of holding on. It was hard, 
you fell a hundred times, it didn't hurt. 

The face was gone from the open boxcar door. I didn't see Lucky dur
ing the next days . Maybe there was the flash of a Girl Guide skirt through 
those trees. The crunch of gum boots on snow. Two alert eyes across the 
air's invisible wall. 

On Christmas morning Ruth gurgled with the empty bottle cradled 
like a precious baby in her sleeping arms. I searched the trailer in case 
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some presents were hidden anywhere , then stepped outside. Cigarettes 
and candies were sprinkled over the snow, as if they'd fallen out of the 
sky, dropped from a sleigh speeding through the air. I dumped them into 
the barrel where Ruth liked to stir the smoking contents as she muttered 
about filth and trash, trash and filth. 

Lucky still found me after that, but less often. I could wait beneath the 
bridge, by the boxcar or inside the tumbledown barn for hours without 
anyone showing up. Then one day she appeared again. But now Lucky 
spoke as if I were incidental , looked intently toward the trees like her 
words were really meant for Them. What was different besides was how 
Lucky's shiver at the sight of the distant smelter looked more like a shud
der and how Lucille never came up at all, as if she'd died before she was 
born . But without asking about the dancing there, Lucky mentioned 
Spokane more often. You could ride to the rodeos in the back of a truck, 
she mused. Anyone could cross the border beyond Wan eta Junction in the 
summer; then only college kids worked at the little building with the gate 
across the road. You just walked around when the dopes weren't looking. 
Once she showed me an American quarter she'd saved though it didn't 
shine brand new. "It ' s worth more ," Lucky said, suggesting you could 
buy anything you wanted with it, quantities of cowgirl costumes with 
rhinestones and fancy fringes everywhere. I didn't like to hear so much 
about Spokane, even about the rodeos anymore . It picked the scab on my 
heart to remember. The Paradise Hotel where we'd ended up for one week 
every second month. That desk clerk with the left eye of glass and his 
wooden leg. Lonesome miners over from Idaho for a good time on the 
weekend . How Honey appeared as through a window of thick, foggy glass 
these days. You could wave and call but she didn't see you, didn't hear. 

Lucky's blanket, candle , and comic books were gone from the boxcar. 
I couldn't find them in the tumbledown barn or in one of the wrecked 
Fords. It was hard to say where she slept while January turned colder. Her 
eyes wouldn't let me ask. "This damn smoker's cough," she complained 
as it got worse and worse . It was brown where she spit on the snow. Her 
hardest rodeo trick, standing on Champagne ' s back without holding on, 
didn't get better either. She fell more often than before, it looked like 
from her face. Now when she said she had to go and moved out of sight, I 
tried to follow her tracks in the snow . Always at a certain point they 
would suddenly trace tight circles that crossed each other in confusion 
without one clear path leading from the maze. I bent over the puzzle, 
words I should have known how to read, then lifted my head at a snort of 
laughter without a visible source. 

167 



"Hurry up," said Ruth when I came home from school one day in February. 
We were moving into town right now. It was a house. I'd heard about 

the place on Columbia A venue, how the City had stolen it from Ruth the 
way everything was stolen from her. Somehow it was hers again. She 
wore a tight, satisfied smile, like she'd pulled a good trick. 

Old Man Johnson's truck was already loaded up with Ruth's things, 
all her treasures my dirty hands were never allowed to touch. There 
wasn't time to run to Lucky's places to say goodbye if she were there. I 
couldn't even dart beneath the bridge where I'd buried three things Honey 
had made me promise never to lose, three things Ruth missed when she burned 
the contents of the cardboard suitcase that came with me from the south. 

Town was just five miles away, but everything was different beneath 
the smelter hill. Smoke from the tall stacks made my throat bum, my eyes 
itch. I couldn't see as good as before; it was harder to make out the real 
truth of things. How Honey had once been a girl in this old house with the 
slanting porch and peeling paint and the missing front step. Her room 
above the porch was locked; the door wouldn't pry open with the army 
knife I'd taken nine -tenths possession of from the Kresge's on Cedar 
Avenue. I slept on a cot in Ruth's room. She liked to keep an eye on me 
these days. That was different, too. Before, she never minded if I were out 
all hours in the fields with Lucky trying to trap rabbits with a snare of 
string. "Why'd you bother coming back?" she'd ask when I came through 
the trailer door at last. "Since you're going to leave like that slut in the 
end." Now I had ten minutes to make it home from school or else. 

For the first few weeks at Columbia Avenue Ruth didn't buy bottles. 
We cleaned the filth and trash, scoured the stink of a slut from the floors 
and walls . Then it started again. Jack Daniels always hanging around to 
make Ruth sick and sad, to lock me in the closet with the coats. Ruth 
praying to Dear Jesus on the other side of the door, the colored lights 
dancing in my head when it finally opened and her hand lifted. I tried to 
remember that all this was incidental. That the world was one big place 
without walls . Sky for ceiling, light bulb stars . 

I had to go to another school, it was closer. The rest of the kids were 
still always on the far side of the playground yelling Yank go home. One 
recess I thought I saw Lucky over there by the swings. I rubbed my itchy 
eyes, tried to see better. Same sharp face, same thin white legs, those flat 
grey eyes. Though March was still cold, she didn ' t wear a coat or mittens 
or scarf. 

"Lily ," called a boy about my age and size. As they turned to him, the 
girl's eyes saw me. They narrowed, she frowned . Then she ran away. 

Three times, after the snow began to melt , I caught the school bus out 
to Waneta Junction as if I still lived in the trailer at the end of the dirt 
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road. An old man and woman had moved into the place. I saw her wan
dering across the field with a rope tied to her wrist, the other end dragging 
on the ground . "Marie," the old man called after her , over the thistles. 
"Marie," he called again when she didn't turn toward his voice . She 
wasn't wearing any shoes, not even ones with a hole in the left toe. 

I waited for Lucky in the same places as before. A wrecked Ford, a 
boxcar, a tumbledown barn. There were no signs anyone visited them 
anymore. Lucky refused to emerge out of the air. Now she really believed 
I was one of Them, I guessed. 

"Lucky," I called loud as I could. 
It sounded like a question, something doubtful, unsure of summoning 

what was good and hoped for in the world. 
"Luke," I tried. 
"Lucille." 
She wouldn't come at a call, I knew that. "Are you insane?" she'd 

asked the only time I tried, before knowing her well. "Do you want Them 
to hear?" 

It was dark and late by the time I walked back to Brale. There was hell 
to pay. William was too weak, he couldn't fight back or run away, he 
deserved what he got. The second time was worse than the first, like 
falling from a horse in the sky. I had to stay home from school for a week 
so it wouldn't show. That was when I began to think about the sailor 
Honey had said was my father sometimes . He came to me on account of 
the tall man who lived down the street. His eyes were blue or green from 
squinting at the sea . His back was strong from pulling up the heavy 
anchor. Another man, also young and tall, lived in the same house. They 
were worse than filth and trash, said Ruth. In the closet, I pictured them 
and thought I heard my daddy's voice calling from the cities by the sea, 
waves behind a wind . 

I knew I could go out to the fields to look for Lucky just once more 
before Ruth made sure I never went there again. Before I left Brale for 
good the way Honey had, how she promised one day I would. The last 
time had to count. I had to plan carefully while Ruth's marks faded from 
my skin like memories of a mother. 

All the snow had melted. The creek was loud and fast with run-off 
from the mountain. The air felt almost warm at four o'clock. Soon it 
would be summer, time for rodeos in Spokane. I waited in Lucky's places 
just in case, though I didn't hope she would really appear. I thought 
maybe it would be Lucille or, who knows why, a girl named Lily. 

What had been buried beneath the bridge was gone . They weren't 
even shiny, they were just three things. 
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When it started to get dark, I walked to Lucky's favorite spot for prac
ticing rope tricks . A clear patch of ground behind the tumbledown barn 
where once, we guessed, a corral had contained danc ing horses . The 
world twirled around like a lasso in the air as I bent to scratch big letters 
with a stick into the ground . 

"Incidentally ," I printed as neatly as I could . ''I'll never be one of 
Them," I wrote, though I knew Lucky couldn't read my promise . 
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ANNA MILLS 

Mine 
Last summer I found crystals. They seemed bigger and more gorgeous 
than any I had come across in seventeen summers in the Sierras. After a 
few hours, I found myself carrying ten or twelve pounds of rock out of 
Inyo National Forest , one of the places in the world I would most love to 
preserve. 

When the crystals appeared , I was walking through an expanse of red 
rock above a lake while my father napped on the shore, a red bandanna 
draped over his face. The water and a few clumps of yellow monkey 
flower seemed the only anchors in a rise and fall of boulders that hid 
Mount Dana to the south and the Gaylor Lakes to the west. We couldn't 
see Highway 120 or our campground , but I felt perched on the edge of the 
mountains above the Owens Valley desert , presiding over the world. The 
air smelled cold and mineral. Across the lake , snow gleamed. The sun 
beat on my shoulders and my straw hat as I headed toward the white 
patch, carrying a scrap of rubber for a sled. 

Sometimes in the Sierras, my mind goes quiet. I picked my way 
among the boulders , rusted and swirled with gray and yellow , my body 
lulled by the afterglow of a dip in the lake . I had lingered on the bank a 
long time as I dried off, hunched over in a windbreaker to warm up. The 
water had lain below me, a thin shimmer over rocks , the bottom narrow
ing to an aquamarine point. I had reached in and fingered a scrap of some
thing that looked like a twig . It was a caddis fly larva , a creature that 
builds a shell out of sand or bark like a hermit crab. I held it under the sur
face, black against my pink palm. The feet ventured out and tickled . 

Now, the buzz of a cicada and the crunch of my boots seemed equally 
hypnotic . This was turning into one of my more lovely and tranquil days 
on earth. As I made my way across the boulder field, however , I noticed a 
glint by my left foot. I bent down . It was an inch-long gray slab with a 
ridge of quartz points- a fine specimen and better than most. Nearby, in a 
blur of red edges , I saw a host of sparkles. Sharp, long, clear crysta ls 
bloomed here and there among the fragments of metamorphic rock. There 
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were tiny shards like sharks' teeth and crystals laced with bumps of 
lichen . I found a hunk of quartz with a comer covered in gold mica. I 
picked up two opposing plates of crystals stuck together like a set of teeth. 
There were tarnished crystals too, their points dulled as if they had been 
ground into the dust. Sometimes chunks of blue rock intruded into the 
quartz. I ran my fingers over the ridges, considering them. It was restful to 
observe their curious deformities as well as their beauty. There were so 
many different shades and translucencies of white-some creamy or yel
lowed, some brightly opaque, some clear as glass, some milky. 

Over the next hour, I piled a good number of favorites onto the piece 
of foam I had brought for sledding and held the comers together to make 
a sack. Then there was the question of whether to stop or continue. Red 
boulders, daggers, and chips of rock surrounded me. The terrain stretched 
dizzy and orderless in piles and dips and crests. More patches of crystals 
could be anywhere. I told myself I would just check the low cliff a few 
yards away. In the cliffs face, I found a thick line of quartz. Crystals 
grew along the overhang, some fallen in splinters on the sand below. I 
picked up the best-long shards without a smudge of rust. I tugged at a 
knob on the overhang to test it. Would it be wrong to pull out a piece? I 
couldn't budge it anyway. 

It seemed possible that I would come across a big, clear chunk like the 
ones in Karizma, my favorite San Francisco rock shop. As I strode for
ward, I began to feel a slight queasiness. I was too jittery, too hungry. The 
afternoon hung poised between deep peace and the malaise of acquisitive 
ness. I thought of children's stories where greed spoils everything . Still, 
why exactly should I stop? I no longer noticed the haze over the desert in 
the distance or the zaps of "Screaming Demon" grasshoppers. Even the 
rock landscape had altered. I did not see it as the arm of Gaylor Peak, or 
as ground released from the weight of a snow pack, or as a gathering of 
red, orange, and gray surfaces. Instead, I had stepped into a puzzle. I 
glanced over a mound of rocks quickly, searching for translucent stone. 
When there was none, I passed on to the next mound . My movements felt 
focused and mechanical. My head ached, and I smelled sweat. 

Why were the crystals better here than in any other spot I had seen? I 
remembered the prospecting holes and the rock cabin that we had passed 
on the hike up; it must have to do with the old silver mines . Where you 
find gold or silver, you also find quartz. I knew that a tunnel reached two 
hundred feet into the mountain somewhere below us and to the east. 
Water flowed out of it, and rusted tracks ran in. Nearby lay the two-build
ing ghost town of Bennettville. A sheepherder had come across traces of 
silver in 1874, and men swarmed in from the Central Valley and the 
depleted Gold Country. Before the mining company went bust , investors 
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predicted that Bennettville would grow to fifty thousand and become the 
"centerpiece of a Great Sierra Highway." If the tunnel had struck two sil
ver lodes as charted, there might be a McDonald's and a strip mall at the 
base of the hill, not a National Park. Did hunting for quartz resemble min
ing? Clearly my actions were benign in comparison. Yet here I was, pick
ing through rubble as the miners must have done on summer days after 
they set off dynamite. 

In principle, the wild is my temple. I have believed in environmental 
protection ever since I knew that nature was in danger. When I was a shy 
second grader, I became obsessed with this idea and told my classmates to 
stop smashing the ice on the sidewalk. During recess, I used to hang 
around a tree and memorize her thin branches and fissured bark. I buried a 
basket under the snow at her feet, planning to recover it in the spring. 
What if they sent a bulldozer for her? I imagined myself weeping and 
shouting at the driver. After all, I was a child of hippies. Our family was 
the only group searched at the Canadian border on our way around Lake 
Superior, possibly because of my father's long, fluffy beard and our VW 
bug with the icebox hanging off the back. We sang "I love to go a-wan
dering" by the fire and measured the worth of a trail by its deer-to-human 
ratio. The back-to-nature movement filtered down from my parents to be 
inflated by my histrionic mind. 

As an adult, nature has become my religion to the point where I some
times think of the earth as a goddess . On my yearly pilgrimage to the 
mountains , I will undress and wash myself and sink my fingers into the 
gravel of a tiny stream in a maze of willows. Then I might hum the few 
pagan chants I learned at summer camp: 

Earth my body, water my blood, air my breath, and fire my spirit. 
Mother, carry me, your child I will always be, 
Mother, carry me down to the sea. 

Still, I've been pilfering from my Mother's pockets since I was a little 
girl. On a canoeing trip when I was five in the Boundary Waters of north
ern Minnesota, I kept a "Rock Journal." I recorded a few impressions as 
we meandered down river, past beaches and wooded islands: 

One day .. . we were heading for a place that when we came back 
we named Quartz Island. I suppose you want to know why we 
named it that. Well , when we got to the island, the first thing we saw 
was a lot of quartz crystals in some other rock. 

Like a New World explorer , I called the land after its riches. I thought to 
myself, "Where there's one, there's more ." I didn't write about trailing 
my hand in the river while my parents paddled, and I didn't mention the 
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clouds of mosquitoes, the leeches I brushed off my legs, the pale sand, or 
the tart blueberries. Instead, I classified my haul of rocks: "It wasn't hard 
to find them-it was hard to find good ones! .. . There were three groups: 
best, medium, and worst." 

I am an American; we don't inhabit land, we gobble it. According to 
my father's genealogical research , the Elder William Brewster , spiritual 
leader of the Pilgrims , was my great grandfather ten times removed. 
Brewster's contemporaries described him as "of a humble and modest 
mind, of a peaceable disposition . .. inoffensive and innocent in his life 
and conversation." Along with the other Pilgrims , he was seeking to 
establish a godly community in a new land. Yet the Pilgrims inaugurated 
the speedy destruction of the landscape that has marked the last four hun
dred years of American history . My desire to claim crystals could be a 
small act of plunder, consistent with the whole . 

"No one comes here, and there are plenty left," I thought, as I picked 
up my foam sack and felt the rocks' weight. I heard myself and flinched at 
the bad guys' line from environmentalist fables. "But I'm taking them to 
share and give away," I protested. "For the glory of Christendom!" 
echoed my ancestors. 

I headed back to the lake where my father was lacing up his boots . He 
bent over, his eyes hidden by sunglasses and a whistle around his neck. I 
knew he wouldn't approve of my haul. My father is a Quaker whose 
bumper sticker reads, "Live simply that others may simply live ." As a 
boy, he camped in the Sierras with his aunt and uncle and chopped down 
trees for firewood . He told me once that the wilderness seemed vast and 
sturdy to him then. Now it seemed delicate . 

Sure enough, my dad rolled his eyes when I spread out the crystals on 
the mat. He wasn't going to stop me, but he helped me set aside the 
biggest and plainest ones, piling them into a shrine. The late-afternoon 
light grew yellow. We added a small piece of bone to the pile, so worn 
that dust rubbed off when I ran my finger over it. I crowned the tower 
with a feather. 

The remaining ten or twelve pounds of rocks went in the plastic bag 
that had held my lunch. I stuck it in the bottom of my pack. The waist belt 
and shoulder straps held it close, so I kept my balance as we picked our 
way down a ravine along a trickle of snowmelt and patches of sedge. My 
mother was reading when we got back to camp, the dog collapsed under 
her chair. "Er ... Mom? I had a little trouble with my pack on the way 
back .. . . ," I hammed it up. "Here, feel!" She grimaced as the bag jerked 
her hand down. 

"Oh yeah? Pick up any rocks?" She knows me well . 
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At home, I arranged the crystals on my dresser and invited my friends to 
choose. The generosity did not relieve my uneasiness. I kept thinking 
about the link between my acquisitions and westward expansion . It 
seemed probable that I had an overdeveloped sense of guilt. Perhaps I had 
just seized this as a chance to wallow. How much damage could I do? I 
wasn't about to take up crystal mining . Since I'd found the crystals half a 
mile outside the Yosemite border in a National Forest, I allowed myself to 
think gathering a little quartz was legal. After all, the Forest Service made 
billions selling timber-how rigid could they be about small, worthless 
rocks? When a friend pushed me to finally look up the law, however, I 
found no ambiguity . Title 36 of the Code of Federal Regulations prohibit
ed "removing any natural feature or other property of the United States." 
Guilty . The government knew I would like to be a frontier pirate. It got 
there first. 

I couldn't say crystal-collecting was an isolated incident. A certain 
desire to consume had marked my life since I was a child . True, my par
ents raised me to look down on American mass culture. They lived a grad 
student lifestyle , never bought gizmos, and made fun of billboards. They 
didn't let us watch television except for cartoons once a week and a PBS 
series called Living on Earth. Still, I used to count the number of books I 
could read in a summer, the number of National Geographic maps on my 
wall, and the lemon drops I could earn in class. I followed my parents' 
lead after college, working for nonprofits and inner-city schools . I was 
happy to eat bag lunches and get my shoes at thrift stores. Yet my thought 
processes were remarkably similar to the Joneses scheming for their 
Lexus . I counted my friends and wondered if I came out richer than most. 
How many hip, out-of -the-way San Francisco haunts could I name? How 
many poems could I write for my lover? 

The same appetite surfaced in the mountains. Even when I wasn't col
lecting, I counted the number of twelve-thousand -foot peaks I could climb 
and the number of times I could dunk my head in a lake each day. As I 
balanced on a ridge, I couldn't wait to develop the photos. Recently, I had 
had my eye on North Peak , a mile to the northeast of the crystal bed . I 
sized up the jagged colossus and imagined myself signing my name in the 
book on top. 

I remembered learning about the malaise of acquisitiveness in a 
Buddhism textbook, The Myth of Freedom. In a section called "Styles of 
Imprisonment," Chogyam Trungpa describes the tricks of the ego that 
reinforce our sense of separateness from the world. He explains, "In the 
Preta or hungry ghost realm . . . anything that appears in your life you 
regard as something to consume. If you see a beautiful autumn leaf 
falling, you regard it as your prey." I kept imagining the peace I felt 
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before I found the crystals-the sun heating my body and the expanse of 
red boulders . It seemed like a plausible eternity. I had simply misplaced it. 

I supposed that a Buddhist priest would instruct me to pack everything 
up and carry the load back. I considered lugging the crystals back up the 
ravine that summer to return them. It seemed an excessively dramatic, 
self -righteous gesture. Still, it might bring a pleasurable relief. I had 
learned an old Shaker hymn from the Quakers: "'Tis a gift to be simple, 
'tis a gift to be free, 'tis a gift to come down where we ought to be." The 
final line reassured me : "To tum, to tum will be our delight, till by turn
ing, turning we come down right." I imagined a woman spinning on a yel
low prairie, her skirts billowing. This was how it might feel to let go. 

The trouble was, my motives were not so clearly divided between 
greed and reverence. The crystals symbolized my connection to the 
earth-I wanted to bring the fierce light of the Sierras into my room at 
home. Now, one big hunk of yellow crystals glowed in my friend's fish 
tank, and the most spectacular find, white crystals blossoming out of a 
gray rock like a sea anemone, sat at my mother ' s door. Hadn't earthy wise 
women through history collected rocks as well as herbs? A few crystals 
sat on my desk where I wrote. I spread the rest on blue velvet on my 
dresser and laid a sage smudge in the hollow of a rock. 

Yet something was missing from this holistic justification. I couldn't 
hold onto my reverence . Crystals clumped on my desk next to stray tis
sues and phone bills. I remembered some older stones stowed in a greet
ing card box in my closet and found that dust had made the colors fade. 
Another box of rocks from when I was five sat in my parents' garage
fossils, amethysts, and agates I had once known by heart . My sense of the 
sacred must be fickle, bent on new finds . The impulse to blend into the 
mountains and the impulse to violate them mingled; the sublime and the 
crass, the holy and the greedy, blurred. 

All year I planned my return . I would bring the crystals back, but I would 
allow myself three to five new finds. Thus, I thought, I might make 
amends without claiming purity. In the first week of July, I found myself 
camped a few miles away. I took the double plastic bag full of crystals out 
of the trunk and stuffed it into my enormous daypack. The weight felt 
comforting and sobering against my back; it anchored me. 

My partner Sam and I set off on the same hike as the year before, 
walking quietly because we had been quarreling for a week. The silence 
made me nervous. I took Sam cross-country up a steep hillside from the 
campground and headed for a pass below Gaylor Peak which would take 
us to the crystal lake . We passed a prospecting hole and some rusted cans 
surrounded by yellow dots of buckwheat. It was late afternoon and windy 
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when we reached the lake. I made for the bank and found the patch of 
grass smaller than I remembered . For a second, it seemed the altar of dis
carded crystals had disappeared. Then I looked up the bank a couple of 
yards. The feather was gone, but the piece of soft, brittle bone sat in the 
center of the tower. 

I stripped and dunked myself as I had planned . This time, however , 
the snowfield dipped directly into the lake, green under the surface like an 
iceberg. The water was intolerable . I strode out and hopped around on the 
grass without my usual glee. Then I brushed the grass off my feet and 
tugged on my wool socks, jeans, and thick, worn boots. The sky was not 
baking or welcoming me. The rock field looked rusty brown, not so wild
ly varied from red to white to gray as I remembered. I saw no crystals . 
Nothing winked. Sam sat by the lakeshore, hugging his knees . I circled 
the rock piles south of the lake until finally I found the spot. 

Somehow I had believed that a field of stones was like an ocean, 
changing and self-renewing. I was mistaken. These were the exact same 
crystals as the year before. I recognized one chunk with white streaks and 
yellow patches that I hadn't taken home because it was too big. I picked 
around to see if I had overlooked anything stellar. The place no longer felt 
like a frontier, a realm of endless possibility. 

Perhaps all the reflection about greed had cured me for the moment, or 
perhaps I felt penitent that day towards my boyfriend and the universe. In 
any case, I had no energy to look for a new stash. I emptied my backpack 
in the main bed of crystals, and when I stepped back, the pile looked right. 
There was little to say. The crystals belonged. My hair felt wet and cold 
under my straw hat, and I felt melancholy . My boyfriend and I hiked back 
to camp through a gorge filled with snow. We sat on our jackets and slid 
down together, careening towards boulders and turning over, stopping 
ourselves with smarting hands. 

The same year I returned the crystals, I saw a documentary on the Scottish 
artist Andy Goldsworthy and his ephemeral creations in nature . The film 
showed Goldsworthy in his village in Scotland working with bits of wool 
and bracken and limestone. Then I watched him cover a pool in red leaves 
and construct a nest of driftwood that floated out to sea. He broke off 
pieces of icicle and froze them into an antenna that caught the dawn light. 
Goldsworthy's art seemed the antithesis of my gathering because he did 
not stake claims. Instead, he pointed out the death and disintegration that 
are a part of beauty. His work hints at tenderness and fragility, not conquest. 

I have considered going back to the lake next summer and stacking 
quartz in turrets or drawing spirals of crystal on an orange-red tabletop. 
Such a gesture could signify a goodbye to adolescence, a decision to 
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admire the flowering of loss. Even if I do this , I suspect that I will also 
revert to theft. One crystal will go in my pocket, and another will return to 
its bed. As I set the gem down and run my finger along its milky edge, I 
will savor my regret. 
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What's in Our Name? 

February 9, 1949. North Dakota. From Montana to Minnesota. The mad 
bus driver almost went off the road on a sudden low snowdrift. It didn't 
faze him the least, till, a mile out of Dickinson, we came upon impassable 
drifts, and a traffic jam in the black Dakota midnight blasted by heath 
winds from the Saskatchewan Plain. There were lights, and many sheep
skinned men toiling with shovels and confusion- and bitterest cold out 
there, 25° below, I judge conservatively . Another eastbound bus was 
stuck and many cars. The cause of the congestion was a small panel truck 
carrying slot machines to Montana. Eager young men with shovels came 
from the little town of Dickinson , most of them wearing red baseball caps, 
led by the sheriff, a strong joyous boy of twenty-five or so. Some of the 
boys were fourteen , even twelve. I thought of their mothers and wives 
waiting at home with hot coffee, as though the traffic jam in the snow was 
an emergency touching Dickinson itself. Is this the "isolationist" Middle 
West? Where in the effete-thinking East would men work for others, for 
nothing , at midnight in howling , freezing gales? 

We in the bus watched. Once in a while a boy came in to warm up. 
Finally the bus driver, a maniacal and good man, decided to pile on 
through . He gunned the Diesel Motor and the big bus went sloughing 
through drifts . We swerved into a brand-new 1949 Ford. Wham! Wham! 
Finally, after an hour of travails , we were back on dry ground . In 
Dickinson , the cafe was crowded and full of Friday -night excitement 
about the snow jam. I wish that I had been born and raised in Dickinson , 
North Dakota . 

- Jack Kerouac , "On the Road Again" 
The New Yorker, June 22 & 29, 1998, pp. 52, 54 
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Review 
David Starkey, Ed., Living Blue in the Red States. Lincoln : University of 
Nebraska Press, 2007. Pp . viii+ 344 pages . $19.95 pb. 

The "blue" and "red" dichotomy originated in recent presidential elections 
to identify the parties of the winning candidates with Republicans coming 
up red and the Democrats blue . Just as these state color designations dis
guise the existence of large political minorities in states, the title of this 
collection of 21 essays is equally deceiving in that it would lead a 
prospective reader to believe that it was solely about Democrats living 
under Republican bondage. 

Surprisingly, to a political scientist at least, Living Blue in the Red 
States, while capitalizing on the partisan terminology, actually goes 
beyond Democrat-Republican partisanship to a paradigm of minorities 
living in negative climates relating to a variety of issues; e.g., Sherry 
Simpson lamented the Alaskan mindset about bears while Mona Lisa 
Saloy decried government inaction in New Orleans. 

David Romtvedt, Wyoming Poet Laureate, observed that using red 
and blue to code states was a simple-minded labeling because "it tells us 
very little about people with whom we are passing our lives." His subver
sion of the topic may have been a way of accommodating his blue status 
to a contrary red environment. But, taken as a whole, the book bears out 
his observation in that much of the content buries partisanship in a more 
panoramic context of real lives and real people. 

Editor Starkey divided the book by sections of the country-West, 
Midwest, and South-even though the contributors discussed experiences 
beyond the geographic confines of their home states. Half of the contribu
tors were attributed to the South, from which we conclude that oppression 
is more prevalent in that section of the country than any other and 
required more comprehensive exploration . 

New England was left out, suggesting that those states may be labeled 
red and blue , but the two parties exist in complete harmony, no matter 
which party wins the elections. After all, Catholic Democratic 
Massachusetts did elect a Republican Mormon governor. 

Just as a focus on red and blue was eclipsed by other issues, the geo
graphic framework of the book did even less to organize the content of the 
book than the blue-red dichotomy. Collectively, the contributors redefined 
"blue" struggles against a contrary, sometimes oppressive, majority mind
set. If the book had been organized on the basis of issues rather than 
regions, we would have such blue categories as environment , social val
ues, theology, politics, all with varying degrees of partisanship . None of 
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the contributions, except for Michael Rosen's "America, Where Is Your 
Sense of Humor?" focused primarily on political persecution of being 
blue in a red state . 

The environment seemed to be the primary focus for Sherry Simpson 
in chapter 1 on bear shooting in Alaska and for Gilbert Allen in chapter 
14 on outmaneuvering developers for a park in South Carolina . In these 
instances, blue was redefined as being environmentalist. 

Social values seemed to be the redefined blue in chapter 11 where 
David Case discussed an array of social issues in Alabama in which he 
found himself blue in a state of meanness and "bad religion" and, as a 
final volley, without natural wonders. So there! In chapter 16, Stephen 
Corey , a pacifist in South Carolina, wondered about his courage to 
express himself on a T-shirt or a vanity license plate in a hostile social 
environment. 

Californian David Starkey (chapter 21), visiting Southern relatives in 
summer, was confronted with issues that united the white conservatives 
and alienated everyone blue on race, gender , environment , and religion. 
He "found it hellish to live blue in a red state, to always feel surrounded 
and outnumbered by people whose vision of the proper order of things 
were so different from my own." 

Theology was the blue for Jim Peterson (chapter 12) who gave up 
being "born again" when his Christian values clashed with political con
servatives . He concluded that living blue in a red state was a "continuing 
process of resisting the powerful attraction of conformity and accep
tance." John Lane (chapter 13) also became alienated by the religious 
right, and, after dealing with family deaths, noted "how little the political 
and social issues really matter in the end." In the South , being blue 
involves a struggle on two fronts : politics and religion . 

Partisan politics dominated the discussion in chapter 5 by Lee Martin 
whose strong partisan attitude toward his neighbors was overcome by the 
appeal of the land and climate in Ohio . So he tolerates oppression. In 
chapter 20, Angus Woodward noted Katrina's impact on the Louisiana 
landscape when it scattered the Democratic core ofNew Orleans to the winds. 

Of all the contributors, Michael Rosen ( chapter 8) became the most 
partisan blue when he, tongue-in-cheek , proved statistically that red states 
scored worse than blue states when it came to divorce, teen pregnancy, 
traffic fatalities, violent crime, and feral hogs. Furthermore , as the unoffi
cial organizer of the National Humor Writers Union, he furnished evi
dence that the real humor states of America are blue, which should sug
gest that it takes humor to deal with the frustration of being blue in red 
states . In other words, the blues are laughing it off. 
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In his book review of Living Blue in the Red States, Andy Fogle noted 
that the book included a couple of duds. He didn't identify them, but he 
was right. Several of the articles did not engage the subject, wandering off 
into irrelevancy. Readers can decide for themselves which of the contribu
tions ought to be sent to the garbage bin. On the whole, however, the book 
added to the blue-red discussion by broadening the dialogue to other defi
nitions of blue, definitions that would include living red in a Plains state 
or living black in any Southern state. The book should help blue readers 
appreciate the struggles of minorities other than just political minorities. 

Lloyd Omdahl 
University of North Dakota 
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Editor's Notes 
The State of Higher Education 

We have assembled another special issue (for Vol. 75.2 Spring 2008) on 
higher education in North America. By all signs regarding our topic, "It 
[is] the best of times, it [is] the worst of times ... " as Charles Dickens in 
A Tale of Two Cities (1859) characterized (in the past tense) the age of the 
French Revolution. How much is higher education in North America rev
olutionary, evolutionary, or perhaps stagnant? 

Sea Changes : Books That Mattered 

Just as they provide pleasure and prompt criticism , books have a role in 
the developmental history of their readers. For the impact of a book 
depends not only on how it is read but when . Many books fortify or deep
en the beliefs of readers ; others prompt adaptive responses- that is, the 
newly read text is fitted to its reader 's fund of knowledge and experience . 
Encounters with some texts, however , amount to a sea change in the lives 
of their readers. They produce fundamental reorientations of belief , under
standing, and purpose . North Dakota Quarterly publishes occasional 
accounts of "books that mattered ," books that produced a sea change in 
their readers . These personal essays have been about well-known books 
like Jack Kerouac ' s On the Road and lesser known ones such as George 
Morgan's The Human Predicament. As one contributor has proposed, 
books that matter "liberate the reader from a parochial view of experience 
. .. and usher their readers into a fuller understanding of self, society , and 
culture ." NDQ continues to invite contributions of personal essays on a 
book or books that mattered. 

Explore .. . Endure . .. Evolve ... 
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Contributors 

Fred Arroyo's The Region of Lost Names : A Novel appeared with the 
University of Arizona Press (2008) as a part of its Camino del Sol series. 
A recipient of an Individual Artist Grant from the Indiana Arts 
Commission, this is his second "Sea Change" personal essay in NDQ, and 
he has another essay forthcoming . An Assistant Professor of English at 
Drake University , he is most often at work on a novel and a collection of 
essays , "Close as Pages in a Book." 

Joseph Bathanti is the author of four books of poetry: Communion 
Partners ; Anson County; The Feast of All Saints ; and This Metal, which 
was nominated for The Nationa l Book Award and won the 1997 Oscar 
Arnold Young Award from the North Carolina Poetry Council for best 
book of poems by a North Carolina writer. His latest novel, Coventry, 
winner of the 2006 Novello Literary Award, was published by Novello 
Festival Press in Charlotte , NC. They Changed the State , his book of non
fiction, was published in early 2007. Most recently, his collection of short 
stories , The High Heart, winner of the 2007 Spokane Prize was published 
by Eastern Washington University Press in fall 2007. He teaches creative 
writing at Appalachian State University in Boone, NC. 

Founder of the Poetry Center at Smith College , Annie Boutelle teaches in 
the English Department there. She has published poems in various jour
nals, including The Georgia Review , The Hudson Review, and Poetry . Her 
first book of poems is Becoming Bone: Poems on the Life of Celia 
Thaxter from the University of Arkansas Press. Her second book of 
poems , Nest of Thistles, won the 2005 Samuel French Morse Prize from 
Northeastern University Press . 

Michael Faherty is Principal Lecturer in English Studies at the University 
of Bedfordshire in Bedford, England . Much of his published research has 
been on the subject of modem and contemporary poetry, including the 
work of Allen Curnow , Stephen Dobyns, Seamus Heaney, John 
Montague , Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens, Matthew Sweeney, and W. B. 
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Yeats. He has led a number of study tours on the Provern;al troubadours for 
the University of Oxford, walking from castle to castle in the south of France. 

Christine Hale 's first novel, Basil's Dream , is forthcoming from 
Livingston Press in 2009. Her short fiction and creative nonfiction have 
appeared in many journals , including Arts & Letters, Apalachee Review , 
Rivendell , Natural Bridge , and The Sun. A fellow of the MacDowell, 
Deross, Hedgebrook, and Hambidge colonies and the Virginia Center for 
the Creative Arts , Ms . Hale teaches in the Murray State University Low
Residency MFA Program in Murray, Kentucky. She is writing a new 
novel and a memoir of which "Heavy Sex" is an excerpt. 

Sandra Hunter's short fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in The New 
Delta Review, ZYZZYVA, Talking River Review, Glimmer Train, South 
Dakota Review, and others . "These Little Ones" is a chapter from a novel 
in progress , Leaving to Come Back. 

Daniel John is a dancer , movement and massage therapist, poet, writer , 
actor , playwright , and father of ten children. He is a garden and landscape 
designer by trade and teaches Intuitive Gardening for Brookline Adult 
Education. His poems , stories , and essays have appeared in, among oth
ers , Apalachee Review , The Amherst Review, The Comstock Review, 
Descant, Drumvoices Revue , Epiphany! Mindprints, Ocean City , The 
Owen Wister Review, Passager , Phantasmagoria, Phi Kappa Phi Forum, 
Pig Iron Press, Rio Grande Review , Soundings East , North Dakota 
Quarterly, Thin Air , and Valdosta Voice. 

Richard C. Kane is Associate Professor of English at the Mont Alto 
Campus of Pennsylvania State University . His publications include a 
book , Iris Murdoch, Muriel Spark, and John Fowles: Didactic Demons in 
Modern Fiction , as well as scholarly articles on James Joyce, D . H . 
Lawrence , T. S. Eliot , Thomas Wolfe, Flannery O 'Connor , Christopher 
Isherwood , John Cheever , T. Coraghessan Boyle, and Tobias Wolff. 

Robert Lacy is the author of a collection of short stories, The Natural 
Father (New Rivers Press). His short fiction and essays have appeared in 
The Best American Short Stories, Ploughshares, The Sewanee Review , 
The Antioch Review, The Gettysburg Review , The Virginia Quarterly 
Review , The Oxford American, Minnesota Monthly , and North Dakota 
Quarterly. He lives with his wife Susan on Medicine Lake in the western 
suburbs of Minneapolis. 
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Patrick Madden teaches at Brigham Young University and edits the 
online anthology of classical essays at http://quotidiana.org/. His essays 
have been published in The Iowa Review, Portland Magazine, Fourth 
Genre, the winter 2002 NDQ, and other journals. Quotidiana, his first 
book, is forthcoming from the University of Nebraska Press. 

Paul Mariani's latest book of poems is Deaths and Transfigurations. His 
biography of Gerard Manley Hopkins will be out in October from Viking. 
He is University Professor of English at Boston College. 

Anna Mills' essays have appeared or are forthcoming in Salmagundi, 
Cimarron Review, The Writer's Chronicle, and Isotope: A Journal of 
Literary Nature and Science Writing. She teaches English at City College 
of San Francisco and maintains a blog of book reviews at <onnaturewrit
ing.blogspot.com> . 

Erica Olsen is a writer and an archivist. Her stories, essays, and reviews 
have appeared in ZYZZYVA, High Country News, and Fine Books and 
Collections. 

Michael Poore is a Chicagoland writer with work featured in StoryQuarterly 
and on Chicago Public Radio. His stories have appeared in Fiction, 
Hayden's Ferry Review, Southern Review, Carolina Quarterly, Northwest 
Review, and others. He is currently seeking a publisher for a story collec
tion and a novel, "Apollo's Ghost." Visit him outine at www.mikepoore.net. 

A poet, Gary Rainford lives with his wife and daughter on a small island 
six miles off the north coast of Maine where he teaches online for a col
lege in New York, owns and operates a vegi-burger business, and reno
vates his 200-year-old house one crooked board and one rusty nail at a time. 

Patrick Roscoe is the author of seven internationally acclaimed books of 
fiction, including the novels The Lost Oasis and God's Peculiar Care. His 
widely published and anthologized short fiction has received many hon
ors, including two CBC Literary Awards, The Lorian Hemingway Short 
Story Prize, and The Canadian Fiction Magazine Annual Contributors 
A ward; it has also been been acknowledged with a pair of Distinguished 
Story citations from Best American Stories, and is frequently selected for 
Best Canadian Stories. "Lucky" is from a newly completed fiction 
manuscript. For more information, visit patrickroscoe .com. 
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Recipient of two fellowships from the Mississippi Arts Commission for 
his fiction, Steve Yates has stories forthcoming in TriQuarterly, 
Harrington Gay Men's Literary Quarterly, and elsewhere. He has pub 
lished fiction in Missouri Review, Ontario Review, Southwest Review, and 
many other journals. He is assistant director and marketing director at 
University Press of Mississippi and lives in Flowood. 

The language in "Starfall" is intended to portray a historical period . 
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