
North Dakota Quarterly Fall 2009 



NBEJ, 
North Dakota Quarterly 

Robert W. Lewis, Editor 
Elizabeth Harris, Fiction Editor 
Donald Junkins, Poetry Editor 

Brian Paulsen, Art Editor 
Kate Sweney, Managing Editor 

Brian Maxwell, Assistant Fiction Editor 
Nathan Geffre, Production Assistant 
Tanja Vadlid, Undergraduate Intern 

Advisory Editors 

Michael Beard 
Sharon Carson 

Birgit Hans 
Susan Koprince 

David 0. Lambeth 
James Mochoruk 
Sheryl O'Donnell 

Dexter Perkins 
Kimberly C . Porter 

Contributing Editors 

Linda Patterson Miller, Pennsylvania State University 
Peter Nabokov, UCLA 

Thomas Van Nortwick, Oberlin College 
Fred Whitehead, University of Kansas 



MEMBER 

Council of Editors 
of Learned Journals 

Copyright 2011 by the University of North Dakota 

ISSN 0029-277X 

North Dakota Quarterly is published four times a year by the College of Arts and Sciences of the 
University of North Dakota. Subscription rates are $25.00 per year for individuals, $30 for insti
tutions; foreign rates are $50 for individuals and $55 for institutions; $10.00 per single copy ($15 
foreign), $15 for special issues ($19 foreign). All correspondence concerning editorial, business , 
change of address, subscription, and Form 3579 matters should be directed to the Editor, North 
Dakota Quarterly, Merrifield Hall Room 110, 276 Centennial Drive, Stop 7209 , Grand Forks , 
North Dakota 58202-7209. (Our e-mail address is <und.ndq@email.und.edu>. Our website 
address is <http://www.und .nodak .edu/org/ndq>.) North Dakota Quarterly strives for clarity 
and accuracy but assumes no responsibility for statements of fact or opinion by its contribu
tors. Manuscripts (with SASE) should follow the MLA Handbook style. 

North Dakota Quarterly is indexed in Humanities International Complete , the annual MLA 
Bibliography I , and the Annual Index to American History and Life , which may be found in 
many libraries throughout North America. 

ON THE COVER 
Brad Bachmeier's "Modern Philanthropy" is 21" tall of porcelain and 
mixed media (2008) . Bachmeier is professor of art education at the 
University of Minnesota Moorhead. In 2010 , the National Governor's 
Association selected and commissioned Bachmeier to create a piece of 
work to be given as a gift to First Lady Michelle Obama at a White House 
event. The work now resides in her office . 



NBQ, 
North Dakota Quarterly 

Volume 76, Number 4 Fall 2009 

Contents 

Dan Shanahan 7 Rethinking the Third Reich 

Okla Elliott 21 Child Running in Fields of Mustard 

Andy Gaus 27 Stefan Georg: Come to the Park 
They Left for Dead; Rainer Maria 
Rilke: The Roman Fountain at 
Borghese; and Paul Verlaine : 
Claire de Lune (poems) 

Liselotte Erdrich 30 Window 

Becca Gercken 37 The Business of Crazy Horse : Indian 
Honor and Masculinity in Sherman 
Alexie's Fancydancing 

Toni Thomas 49 My Mother Is a Soft Egg; The Man 
on the Bus; Scalloped Edge of 
Nothing; I Want to Knit You Socks ; 
and Parasites Keep Coming In 
(poems) 

David McDannald 56 Living without Birds 

Robert Parham 58 In a Name; How the Holly Hides the 
Sparrow; and Less than Obvious 
(poems) 

Russ J. Van Paepeghem 62 The Ecology of Levels 

3 



Lynne Knight 69 The Myth of Renewal ; Invitation, 
with Slight Variations on the Code; 
Rope; and The Royal Family (poems) 

Jim Krosschell 74 Crabs 

Sarajane Woolf 77 A White That Leans to Gray 

Robert Wood 82 The Logic of Noir; Tirez sur le 
pianiste; and Cold War (poems) 

Jacob Appel 85 Opting Out 

Jenny Dunning 97 Ohio Spring 

Sheryl Nelms 104 Gutting a Diamondback Rattlesnake 
(poem) 

Dan Shanahan 106 The Broken Man (story) 

Robert Long Foreman 126 Guns and Those Who Brandish Them 
in Cleveland 

Megan Grumbling 132 Between Seasons; Likening; and 
Time , by Peppers (poems) 

Sarah Seybold 135 Macaroni Jesus 

Brandon Krieg 138 Speck and Domus Aurea (poems) 

Lisa Gill 141 House #36 

Lisa Knopp 157 Restorations 

Jenny Hanning 167 Dogs; The Sound of Trees; Memory; 
and Make (poems) 

James McKean 174 Clearing 

Amber Jensen 178 Breathing through the Night 

4 



Reviews 

Jim Ballowe 184 Curt Meine, Aldo Leopold: His Life 
and Work 

Donald Junkins 187 Don Johnson, Here and Gone: New 
and Selected Poems; Robert Bagg, 
The Tandem Ride and Other 
Excursions: Selected Poems 1955-
2010; and Maxine Kumin, Still to Mow 

Anis Shivani 196 Chloe Aridjis, Book of Clouds 

Brian Maxwell 201 David Philip Mullins, Greetings 
from Below 

Editor's Notes 203 

Contributors 205 

5 



NORTH DAKOTA MUSEUM OF ART 

CONCERT SERIES 

Hidden Histories, Borrowec/ 

Ying Quartet 

October 23, 2011 

Gao Hong and Butterfly 

December 4, 2011 

HAHN-BIN 

January 21, 2012 

Kinan Azmeh and Dinuk Wijeratne 

February 19, 2012 

Dawn Avery and Steven Alvarez 

March 25, 2012 

Sunday afternoons at 2 pm in the Museum galleries 
For tickets call (701) 777-4195 • www.ndmoa.com 



DAN SHANAHAN 

Rethinking the Third Reich 

Three stops from my apartment in Prague, the tram I take to work passes 
St. Karel Boromejsky church, the site of the 1942 suicide of seven of the 
Czech commandos who had assassinated Reinhard Heydrich two weeks 
before, but who then became surrounded by German Gestapo and SS 
units in their church hiding place . Heydrich had played a central role in 
many of the Third Reich's most infamous activities, from the establish 
ment of a ruthless police state to the development of the Final Solution 
itself. For many, the brutality of his personality was equaled only by a few 
members of the Reich ' s highest coterie- Heinrich Himmler, Martin 
Bormann, and Adolf Hitler himself-and his death at the hands of the 
Czech commandos represents the only successful attempt on the life of 
one of the Third Reich's upper echelon. 

Today tour buses-some of them German - arrive outside the 
Boromejsky church and unload passengers who venture into the vault 
where the commandos met their end and pay silent homage to their brav 
ery. But for anyone who appreciates the feelings that history confers on a 
place-the awed hush that can descend at the Lion's Gate in Mycenae, at 
Teotihuacan in Mexico, or in Dealy Plaza in Dallas - a visit to the 
Boromejsky church ends with a bit of cognitive dissonance. As one 
leaves, one notices the large, modem office and shopping complex almost 
opposite the church, with its Ernst & Young, Philip Morris, and Berlitz 
offices. Take the tram in any direction, and one will arrive at a 
McDonald's within three stops. Further along the path I take to work I 
pass a Kentucky Fried Chicken and an Apple Store. 

Freud said that the mind was like a Rome with all the "previous" 
Romes still standing where the contemporary one does: the Rome of the 
Republic, the Caesars, Michelangelo, and Garibaldi (not to mention 
Mussolini and Berlusconi) all existing in the same place at the same time. 
And as a product of the mind, periods of history can also exist for us at 
one time in the same place. Stand behind the apartment blocks which have 
been built where the New and Old Reich Chancellery buildings in Berlin 
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stood, imagine that someone's middle -class apartment occupies the same 
space Hitler did when he worked in his study - or that some meters 
beneath the parking lot, filled with Audis and Toyotas, Hitler and Eva 
Braun took their lives - and one may get the idea. 

And though Freud didn't allow for the fact that our view of the mind's 
layers may change, depending on how we position ourselves in relation to 
them, this mutability is certainly true of history. The Colosseum has 
always been the Colosseum; but it becomes a different version depending 
on whether we see it through the eyes of a Christian about to be martyred, 
of Henry James' Daisy Miller, or a contemporary undergraduate on a year 
abroad. And even our view of the meaning of various strata may change 
over time, revealing as much about us as history. For, though Eric 
Hobsbawm was absolutely right when he said, "Either Elvis Presley is 
dead, or he isn't," the meaning attached to either the affirmative or the 
negative of that statement may differ wildly, depending on whom you talk to. 

So too with our view of the Third Reich. 
In the first three decades after the end of World War II, three books 

were probably responsible for shaping the common reader's understand 
ing of what the Third Reich "meant" for the rest of the world. William 
Shirer's The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, Alan Bullock's Hitler: A 
Study in Tyranny, and Hannah Arendt's Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Study 
in the Banality of Evil. Bullock and Shirer gave us the Third Reich as we 
needed to see it in those years: a darkness that crept across Europe just as 
it had across the map that opens the movie Casablanca. Bullock wrote in 
the slightly more restrained fashion of a professional historian, Shirer in 
the slightly more sensational fashion of a journalist, but each of them con
curred on both the mind-boggling pathology of the Nazi phenomenon and 
on the necessity of learning from it to insure that history not repeat itself. 
Only fanatics would have disagreed with their estimation, and few could 
expect to be heard in a Cold War climate that based much of its rhetoric 
on the parallels it drew, both implicitly and explicitly, between the Third 
Reich and Soviet communism. "Murderous" and "monstrous" were words 
that - often rightly - came to mind when one thought of the policies that 
emanated from the Reich Chancellery and the Kremlin. And the image of 
the diabolical brutes to whom those words applied was fixed in the mind 
of anyone who paid any attention to contemporary history. 

The capture of Adolf Eichmann in 1961- the "middleman" who put 
into operation the plan set out by Heydrich for the extermination of the 
Jews - and Eichmann's trial and the account written by Hannah Arendt 
marked a change in the conventional wisdom about the murderous, mon
strous brutes who committed arguably the most heinous crimes in modem 
history . For Eichmann was no diabolical monster . On the contrary, he was 
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mild-mannered, unremarkable , as "vanilla" a character as one could imag
ine-with two important qualifications: he oversaw the "project " which 
put an end to the lives of six million humans, and he felt utterly free of 
guilt for having followed orders to do so . 

This new "spin" on the Nazi phenomenon stood in stark contrast to 
the images of a rage-filled Hitler chewing on carpets and the brutal Josef 
Mengele conduct ing his murderous experiments on inmates at Auschwitz, 
and it is probably not too much of an exaggeration to say that a kind of 
gridlock set in among those who had given serious thought to what the 
Third Reich "meant ." Was it brutal? Was it banal? Could it have managed 
to be both? These were questions not for historians but for psychologists 
and philosophers-and even they had no convincing answers to offer. 

The task had become no easier over a decade later when Albert Speer , 
Hitler's architect and the Third Reich ' s Minister of Armament Production 
from 1942, having served his twenty -year sentence in Spandau prison, 
published his first book of memoirs , Inside the Third Reich . Alongside the 
banality of evil, one now had "intelligent decline" : the story of one man's 
monumentally blinkered vision as the world around him slid deeper into 
its self-made morass of barbarity. Though he was widely attacked for self
justification , Speer ' s account , like his testimony at Ntimberg, painted a 
persuasive self -portrait of his own negligence and blindness, and only 
added to the confusion one felt in trying to reconcile the early images of 
sadistic monsters with both the image of evil's banality and its urbane 
penitence . Evil , the unfolding story of the Third Reich seemed to tell us, 
was nothing if not myriad , multifaceted , and protean . 

Speer published several books during his remaining years, but after 
his death in 1981 comment on the Third Reich seems to have passed into 
a kind of busy quiescence. While work was being done in historical jour 
nals , the public eye was more attracted to the purported sightings of miss
ing Nazis like Martin Bormann, the occasional trial , like that of the 
"butcher of Lyon ," Klaus Barbie, and the tireless work of the Simon 
Wiesenthal Center in rooting out others like Barbie. It was not until 1996 
that a publication about the Third Reich galvanized the public ' s attention 
once again and, though it had actually been preceded by other , more 
important works , represented a genuine attempt to rethink the Third Reich . 

Daniel Goldhagen ' s Hitler's Willing Executioners was nothing short 
of a bombshell, for it loudly and angrily challenged what had , at least in 
the eyes of the author , been a tacit assumption on the part of many histori 
ans: with regards to the mass murder of Jews and other "undesirables ," 
the bulk of the German public had been, if not duped by the Nazis, at least 
uninvolved-and thereby not culpable . Goldhagen ' s premise was at least 
partly accurate . From the days immediately following Germany's surren-
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der, there had been a deliberate attempt to allow the "average" Germans 
to put distance between themselves and the Nazi regime, that being seen 
as the only way in which a new, stable Germany could be built amidst the 
ruins of the old. Even the charges laid at the door of the defendants in 
Ntimberg had been drawn up with an eye for such things. A unanimous, 
shocked "We didn't know" - or "We didn't cooperate" if ignorance 
seemed an inadequate defense - was the repeated refrain among those 
who had survived the war, and historians had done little to challenge the 
integrity of those denials. 

Goldhagen focused on those - especially the Order Police, or 
Ordnungspolizei - charged with the shooting murder of hundreds of thou
sands of Jews and others before the assembly -line approach of Auschwitz 
had been put in place. The members of these groups, Goldhagen made 
clear, had acted willingly and without coercion. Moreover, they could not 
claim bureaucratic remoteness from the realities of murder, as someone 
like Eichmann might: they accompanied their victims to the murder site, 
shot them en masse, walked among the corpses to dispatch any who still 
showed signs of life, and finished their days spattered with gore from their 
"work." Though all were free to request transfers without any fear of pun
ishment or retribution, few did. 

However, there were several problems with Goldhagen's approach. 
First of all, he tried to use the willingness of the relatively small Order 
Police (about 100,000 according to his own estimate) to prove that the 
entire German population would have shared the attitudes of these men, 
and he did so without establishing, except anecdotally, that they were any
where near being a representative sample of that population. Moreover, he 
tried to argue that their willingness to continue, day in and day out, with 
their macabre mission indicated a broadly -based anti-Semitism that was, 
again, characteristic of Germans as a whole. He erects a complex and 
impressive conceptual structure, based on very sound work done in stud
ies of cultural cognitive models, to support his thesis, and he concludes 
that anti-Semitism was the sine qua non of the Nazi death camps. 

But formidable though Goldhagen's conceptual structure was, it com
mitted a fallacy that, ironically, is the target of much of the work on 
which he based his own. Speaking repeatedly of "Germans," "German 
attitudes," and especially of German "anti -Semitism," he engages in what 
amounts to cultural stereotyping more appropriate to popular guides on 
doing business in foreign cultures than to moral history. To speak of 
"German attitudes" is to talk about a cultural monolith that simply does 
not and did not exist - particularly in the Germany of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries when "Germany" had only just achieved 
unified state and nationhood. While there are obviously common tenden-
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cies among the members of any group unified by geography, language, 
and history, in 1930 the Germans of the former Duchy of Jtilich and those 
of West Pomerania could no more be lumped together than Americans of 
the Mississippi Delta and those of New England during the same period. 
To speak of "the Germans" as a monolithic group is little different, final
ly, than to speak about "the Jews." 

Goldhagen's book was criticized and praised - in each case for both 
the right and the wrong reasons . But it drew attention back to the question 
of what the Third Reich "meant," and it became a kind of temporal bench
mark for reconsideration of the regime, forcing the discussion away from 
both dry, often mechanical "what if' considerations ("What if Hindenburg 
had been more decisively opposed to Hitler in '32 - '33?" "What if Hitler 
had failed to attack the Soviet Union?" "What if the July 20 bomb plot 
against him had succeeded?") and from equally unproductive harangues 
against the barbarity of the regime. For all its shortcomings, Goldhagen's 
book helped move the discussion back towards the search for a deeper 
understanding of what had actually happened to produce the nightmare. 

Goldhagen's focus on the individuals who participated in the daily 
horror of mass murder, while flawed, represented a much needed shift 
towards the inner realities of those who experienced the Third Reich first 
hand, whether as executioners, victims, or something in the vast space in 
between. For the real "meaning" of the Nazi nightmare must be found, 
first and foremost, in the hearts and minds of those who lived through it
and especially those who initiated, supported, or passively tolerated what 
took place in those dark times. Inhumanity is perhaps best understood by 
taking the place of those who have perpetrated or abetted it and by seeing 
from the inside how sometimes "normal" people may slip into horrifically 
pathological patterns of behavior-however uncomfortable the process 
and the outcome of doing so may make us feel. 

In this respect, Gitta Sereny's work - particularly her Albert Speer: 
His Struggle with Truth, which preceded Goldhagen's book by a year 
marks a real advance for studies of the Third Reich and the people who 
lived and worked in the bowels of its infernal machinery . Into That 
Darkness is an account of Sereny's prison interviews with Franz Stangl, 
the commandant of Treblinka, who escaped imprisonment until 1967 and 
died in prison in 1971, shortly after Sereny had completed her interviews. 
Stangl appears much as the post-Eichmann attitudes towards extermina 
tion operatives might lead us to expect: unrepentant, convinced that he 
was merely following orders, and certain that history would exonerate 
him. In one sense, it is a portrait of an unremarkable man, almost (though 
not quite) autonomic in his attitude towards such concepts as "duty" and 
"obedience to authority," surprising only in the apparent absence of the 
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demonic or destructive urges one might expect from someone who over
saw the killing of just under a million people. 

But it is Sereny's second book on Albert Speer that begins to break 
new ground. For Speer was not directly involved in the darkest horrors of 
the Third Reich. Though he did sanction the use of slave labor during his 
tenure as Armaments Minister from 1942 on, he had no direct involve 
ment in the planning for or execution of the Final Solution. Indeed, he 
maintained to the end, however dubiously, that he had no actual knowl 
edge of the widespread murder of Jews, gypsies, and other "undesir 
ables" - a question around which, factually in any case, much of Sereny's 
discussion revolves. But Sereny's book is much more than a factual inves 
tigation, and that is largely because she did not flinch from treating Speer 
as he was: not an obedient automaton prepared to rationalize his alle 
giance to a barbaric regime, but a kind of German Everyman. 

Speer's role in the upper echelons of the Third Reich was, unlike that 
of most of its leaders, largely the product of circumstance. A competent 
but unremarkable graduate assistant to one of Germany's foremost archi
tects, he attended one of Hitler's speeches in 1932 as a skeptic and came 
away moved by what he had heard. But, having joined the party at that 
point, he did mostly volunteer work until, quite by accident, he was invit
ed to oversee the reconstruction of a Nazi office in Berlin shortly after 
Hitler came to power in 1933. The work came to the approving attention 
of Goebbels, then of Goering - and ultimately of Hitler himself. 

Hitler seems to have seen in Speer the young architect he might him
self have become, and he began to spend great amounts of time with the 
young man discussing the projects he had in mind for the new Germany. 
(Not least of these was the reconstruction of Berlin as "Germania" on a 
scale that later caused Speer's father, himself a respected Heidelberg 
architect, to declare "You've all gone mad" when he saw the model of the 
project that had been prepared .) But more than his inherent talent as an 
architect, which was modest at best, what impressed Hitler and others was 
the fact that Speer could organize and manage a project on a timeline 
thought impossible, accomplishing such feats as building an entirely new, 
and very grandiose, chancellery building for Hitler in twelve months. No 
doubt his organizational talents played a role in Hitler's somewhat cava
lier decision, in 1942, to replace the head of munitions production, Fritz Todt, 
who had died suddenly in an air crash, with Speer, then only 38 years old. 

Flattered and somewhat awed by having, once again, been singled out 
by Hitler, now not merely as architectural alter-ego but also, eventually, 
as the prime mover of the war economy, Speer took on his new task with 
all the energy he had given to his architectural projects. By his account he 
overhauled Nazi war production - though increasingly scholars like Adam 
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Tooze argue that much, if not all of the trebling of German war produc
tion that ensued was already in the pipeline when Speer took over. But 
clearly Speer did fight exhausting turf wars with many of the leaders of a 
regime that had already been badly undermined by their opportunism and 
self-indulgence; he recognized that production would have to be rid of the 
graft and outright banditry which those like Goering had made common 
practice. Speer was a masterful organizer and organizational maneuverer, 
and with the Leader as both his mentor and his ultimate superior, he had 
the advantage of being able to tum to Hitler for support when his efforts 
were blocked by those among the leadership who resented his intrusion 
into domains they considered their own. His somewhat patriotic, but very 
technocratic, "do the job right" attitude, however, soon led him to see the 
inevitable: the war was already lost. The materiel necessary for fighting 
on both the Eastern and Western fronts was simply not there, and Speer 
was increasingly forced to see that Hitler was in denial of that fact. Where 
sober assessment of how to deal with the inevitable decline and downfall 
that loomed was called for, Hitler preferred to make appeals to "will" and 
to lecture everyone on how badly the odds had been stacked against him 
in the early days of the party's drive for power. 

The final tum in Speer's attitude came in 1944 when Hitler ordered 
that a "scorched earth" policy be put in effect to destroy Germany's 
infrastructure before the advancing armies of the Allies on both fronts. 
When his pleas that Hitler think of preserving infrastructure to save the 
people from untold misery after the war went unheeded, Speer personally 
went around the country countermanding the scorched earth orders . He 
even flirted briefly with the idea of assassinating Hitler. Tellingly, though 
Hitler suspected Speer of countermanding the orders to destroy infrastruc
ture, he took no action against him even though, in the last days in the 
bunker, he ordered the execution of others for considerably lesser offenses. 

Despite his unique position as one of Hitler's "family circle," Speer's 
story is representative of at least two features which characterized life 
under the Third Reich for so many Germans. The first is the hypnotic 
spell which Hitler seemed to cast over almost everyone with whom he 
came in contact. In Speer's case, the "dose" of contact he received, like 
some form of radiation, was intense and played a powerful role in his 
involvement with the Nazis: he had little ideological leaning before he 
first heard Hitler speak, and he often sidestepped involvement in party 
matters while his responsibilities were purely architectural. But though 
most Germans were not so intensely exposed to Hitler, they too had found 
themselves galvanized by the man, his charisma, and his apparent embod
iment of the qualities needed to lift Germany out of the chaos into which 
it had sunk after World War I. 
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So powerful was the allegiance of the "average" German to Hitler 
under the Third Reich that it outshone loyalty to almost anything else, and 
it provided what we might today call a "Teflon coating" to the Nazi lead
er, even when the regime failed the population as a whole. "If only Adolf 
knew" was a common refrain heard when party incompetence, bureaucra 
cy, or overreaction impinged on the lives of those who had faith in their 
Leader. Were all Nazis like him, the phrase suggested, Germany might be 
a utopian dream come true. So too with Speer, at least according to his 
own account: when he saw the aftermath of the Kristallnacht attack on 
Jewish businesses in November of 1938, he claims that he thought of it as 
a resurgence of the vulgar aspects of the party program which had taken a 
back seat for much of the 30s-imagining, perhaps, that such distasteful 
behavior would be corralled "once Adolf knew." 

And therein lies a second and perhaps much more important feature of 
Speer's experience which most Germans shared and which is critical to 
understanding the Third Reich: the compartmentalization of reality . The 
millions who believed things would be better "if only Adolf knew" were 
denying Hitler's involvement in the brutal reality they increasingly saw 
around them; they were creating a protected compartment wherein his 
image existed untouched by that reality or by the deeper truth that he was 
a murderous sociopath. True, many things contributed to this tendency, 
not least the chameleonlike gifts Hitler had for tailoring his message to his 
audience-pivotal to his success with the academic audience Speer had 
been a part of that first night. But so important was this blinkering to the 
perpetuation of the Third Reich that it became institutionalized in a gov
ernment order effectively forbidding anyone to have or seek knowledge of 
matters outside their necessary sphere of influence. Hitler himself was 
known for his ability to manipulate those around him by carefully crafting 
their access to information, thus making him the center of all knowledge 
and sending out a clear message: shutting one's eyes to things one did not 
understand was appropriate, even one's duty, since only Hitler himself 
knew the whole truth. 

Thus Speer's memory of a conversation in the summer of 1944 with 
Karl Hanke, the man who had offered Speer his first Nazi redecorating 
job, seems emblematic of the way minds worked in the Third Reich, even 
if it is, as many have suggested, a purely self-serving account crafted by 
Speer to mask awareness he must have had at the time. Hanke, by then 
Regional Leader of Lower Silesia, advised Speer "never to accept an invi
tation to inspect a concentration camp in Upper Silesia," Speer writes in 
his own memoirs; "He had seen something there which he .. . could not 
describe." Later, Speer claims, he became convinced that Hanke had been 
speaking of Auschwitz. Though one wonders how the production czar of 
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a country at war could fail to notice the massive demand on the rail sys
tem the Final Solution placed, the advice Hanke gave, whether fact or the 
crafted version of a man trying to elude his own complicity, was typical 
of life in the Third Reich: restrict your knowledge, compartmentalize your 
world. If Sereny's half-sympathetic, half-skeptical portrait of Speer is 
even roughly accurate, Speer followed that advice right up until the end of 
his life, never able to fully confront the magnitude of his personal culpa
bility, despite his admission at Ntimberg of a kind of symbolic guilt and 
the lifelong struggle to come to terms with those feelings of culpability 
which he could admit. 

The powerful resonance that existed between limiting access to 
knowledge in the Third Reich and the willingness of everyday Germans to 
blinker their vision would seem a compelling thing to investigate, particu
larly with respect to Hitler himself. But to fathom Hitler's part in the sym
biosis of German self-deception would require a major shift in our atti
tudes towards the Leader. Rather than treating Hitler as a monster or 
sociopath, it would be necessary to treat him as a "mere" person, much as 
Sereny does in her study of Speer. In fact, much of what Hitler the mon
ster accomplished in his brutal twelve years at the head of the Third Reich 
seems to have been a function, not of the magnitude of his own personali
ty, but of the giant stage upon which he was able to operate. His habitual 
patterns of behavior-from childish dreams about rebuilding Germany to 
fits of pique over minutiae-were hardly distinguishable from habits one 
can see among the more narcissistic and opportunistic members of any 
"normal" society. 

But to see Hitler as he was, one would need to be brought closer to 
Hitler the person, and this is the great disappointment of Ian Kershaw's 
recent, much heralded two-volume biography, Hitler, 1889-1936: Hubris 
and Hitler, 1936-1945: Nemesis. While Kershaw's biography is compen
dious, and he has clearly immersed himself in both the primary sources 
related to the Third Reich and the volumes of material that have been 
written on Hitler since 1945, the end result is a lifeless portrait. Where 
those like Goldhagen and Sereny give us close-up and personal views of 
individuals that cast much needed light on how life really was under the 
Third Reich, Kershaw gives us a readable, but mostly technical recitation 
of the facts of Hitler's life and the backdrop of events in Germany during 
the Third Reich which both framed and were framed by that life. Except 
for a few revealing passages about Hitler's relationship with a boyhood 
friend, August Kubizek, with whom Hitler shared his passion for opera 
and his conviction that he would achieve great things, the biography 
mostly avoids any excursions into the personal side-failing, for example, 
to even mention Kubizek's Czech extraction, a fact that seems remark-
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able, given Hitler's subsequent insistence that the Slavs were an inferior 
race. We get no deeper insight into Hitler's personality or psychology 
than the fact that he had moments of rage, moments of control, treated 
Eva Braun unfairly, bored his entourage endlessly with talk of past glo
ries, and took refuge in alternating resentment and delusion in his final 
days . We learn little about Hitler the person that readers of Bullock's or 
John Toland 's biographies didn't already know . 

One instance of Kershaw's preoccupation with compendious facts is 
the way he treats Hitler's speeches. In a biography about someone whose 
ideas actually formed a coherent whole and, perhaps, evolved over time, 
close study of his speeches might be a valuable - even an important - bio
graphical technique . But while Hitler was a brilliant crowd -pleaser, he 
was a fourth -rate thinker and his "ideas" hardly form a coherent whole . 
One need not encounter more than a half dozen of Hitler ' s speeches to 
know the basic contours of their contents - and perhaps to understand 
why, robbed of his platform and his hysterical audiences , he so bored his 
inner circle late into the evenings at his Berchtesgaden retreat. But 
Kershaw repeatedly offers his readers two - and three -page long para 
phrases of speeches which inevitably harp on the same themes-blood 
and soil, the evils of communism and Jews, the need for will and determi 
nation , etc. - as though their contents somehow throw light on the events 
surrounding them . 

A far more effective use of Hitler 's speeches can be found in the first 
two volumes of Richard Evans ' projected three -volume history, The 
Coming of the Third Reich and The Third Reich in Power , and Evans ' 
skillful use of the speeches is only one small feature of what is perhaps 
the most admirable and gratifying work on the Third Reich yet published. 
Like Kershaw, Evans has immersed himself in the material that has pre
ceded him, but he has presented it in a fashion that moves comfortably 
and impressively from the macro view to the micro in a way one can only 
admire and enjoy. In many respects, Evans' work is a kind of culmination 
of the move from the demonizing to the personalizing of Third Reich his
tory that seems to have been taking place over the last fifteen years . 

Take Evans' long discussion of religion and the Third Reich, which 
covers both the early attempts by the Nazis to co -opt German 
Protestantism, the conflicts with the Catholic Church (limited largely to 
persecution of Catholics, not Jews), and the notion that Nazism might 
become a substitute for religion offered to the population as a substitute 
for Christianity. In regard to the last of these , a proposal favored by some 
in the upper echelon of the party , Evans drops in a long citation from a 
speech in which Hitler remarks that 
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National Socialism is a cool , reality -based doctrine .. . not a cult 
movement ... we do not have halls for cults , but exclusively halls 
for the people . Nor do we have places for worship, but places for 
assembly and squares for marches. 

Here is Hitler at his rhetorical best , using a flourish to demonstrate the 
superiority of the Nazi movement. We hear his voice , which could be 
alternately mocking and affirmative, but always full of impassioned con
viction. And we sense even the Nazi compartmentalization in the implica 
tion that the party, which had been locked in a battle with Catholics for 
years, existed outside - and, no doubt , above-the realm of "mystic cults ." 

In the two volumes published thus far , Evans has treated the broader 
sweep of 20th-century German history, including such things as the emer
gence of the Nazis in the midst of the chaos of the 1920s and the early 
1930s, the political and the economic confusion which plagued the 
Weimar Republic, the galvanizing of certain segments of society behind a 
strong leader, the "Nazification" of German life and the maneuvers into 
which the Nazis were forced to satisfy world opinion sufficiently to allow 
them to rearm Germany . But the account shows an eye for detail that 
allows us to see inside the personal lives of Germans who lived through 
the period . Frequent references to diaries, letters , and even Gestapo 
reports are sprinkled liberally and effectively throughout what is neither 
narrative nor expository analysis , but both. 

Perhaps most impressive, and at the same time subtle, about Evans ' 
work is the relative absence of any need to remind the reader of the mon
strousness of the regime he is describing. His tone is measured, thought 
ful , and judicious , and it lacks any of the harangue scattered , sometimes 
far too liberally , about so much work , from Shirer's to Goldhagen ' s. 
Evans' voice and approach establish the inescapable from the outset: the 
Third Reich was a monstrous cancer that grew with alarming speed on the 
face of history in the first half of the twentieth century . But Evans' aim is 
to take us inside that cancer in order to better understand it . 

Sometimes the small things make the difference. Almost without 
explanation, Evans drops the use of the German word Fuhrer when refer 
ring to Hitler . Why the German form was adopted by historians writing in 
English is something of a mystery : the English "Leader " - particularly in 
forms of address such as , "Yes , my Leader"-communicates far more 
powerfully the Orwellian quality of the Third Reich ; all the more so with 
"Hail" instead of "Heil." Whether the German was used to distance the 
English-speaking reader from the phenomenon - a kind of hopeful "it 
can't -happen -here" phrasing - or whether it was more a suggestion that 
Nazism was a German phenomenon is unclear. But Evans ' adoption of 
the English phrases is refreshingly transparent. 
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Equally impressive is the way in which Evans manages his material. 
Writing the history, not only of a political regime, but also of an entire 
way of life, is no easy task . The danger is that one will fall back on conve 
nient historical and sociological conceptualizations which, while allowing 
a certain systematic thoroughness, deaden the material rather than bring
ing it to life. Evans masterfully eludes this trap, bringing the voluminous 
material under control while allowing it to speak directly to the reader at 
the same time. This allows him, for example, to give the reader a taste of 
how the existential reality of Nazi rule evolved for the average German 
over the course of the years leading up to the war. In education, for exam
ple, the initial enthusiasm about Nazi emphasis on "building character" 
gave way to a realization that basic intellectual competence had been sac
rificed; parents saw their children transformed from brave defenders of 
the Fatherland into ideological puppets, and the more prescient of them 
realized the transformation would make them into cannon fodder in a 
coming stage. The initial enthusiasm for the Nazi regime paled - not, 
sadly, because of the more grotesque excesses, but because the initial 
promise of the Third Reich which many Germans embraced turned out to 
be a hollow one. As time wore on, the belief in the renewal of Germany , 
which had given the Third Reich coherence, dissipated . In the wake of 
that loss of belief, coherence was provided by the SS and the Gestapo. 

In neither of his two volumes does Evans deal with the "meaning" of 
the Third Reich. He says explicitly that he wants to avoid the judgmental 
ism that so many historians embrace in order I to present a more transpar 
ent view of a monumental pathology . But the real value of Evans' work is 
not in its contribution to some grand explanation of why the Third Reich 
existed. In a different way, Evans has done for our understanding of the 
Third Reich what Sereny did for our understanding of Speer and the many 
Germans like him . Evans has brought us beneath the surface of terror and 
regimentation, ideology and ceremony, and shown us what real life for 
real people was like under the Nazi regime. This is an invaluable contri 
bution, and one awaits his last volume with anticipation.I 

For, to return to Freud's image of the mind as a series of Romes, all 
present at the same time, and to the notion that we only fully understand 
the mind when we understand all the Romes and how they interconnect, 
so too with our understanding of the Third Reich. The early edifices of 
understanding, like Shirer's Rise and Fall, were built of shock and out
rage; later ones, like Arendt's , went beneath the outrage to a level of 
quiet, almost uncomprehending awe . With Sereny, some of Goldhagen, 
and Evans, we have penetrated to still another layer, to the level where we 
can see not only the aberrance represented by the Nazi experience, but 
also the comprehensibility it represents. In fact, in many ways, the Germans 
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were not so different from us. Faced with the same fatal conjunction of 
circumstances that befell Germany in the first third of the twentieth centu 
ry, other societies in other times might not have acted very differently. 

Resentment in the face of decline, the promise of simple, triumphalist 
solutions, blinkering, rationalization, and conformity out of fear are feel 
ings familiar to all of us. This is not to offer absolution to those who con 
tributed to the nightmare we call the Third Reich and least of all to those 
true monsters who manipulated all these feelings to ghoulish ends. It is 
only to offer a calm and sober object lesson that emerges from these clos 
er, more measured studies: these were people more like ourselves than we 
may have previously wanted to admit. 

Perhaps one of the most telling - and relatively unremarked upon
statements to appear in the first -person recollections of those who were at 
the center of life in the Third Reich appears in Speer's Spandau: The 
Secret Diaries, his secretly recorded thoughts written down and smuggled 
out during his twenty -year imprisonment. In a conversation with Baldur 
von Schirach, head of the Hitler Youth and imprisoned, like Speer, for 
twenty years for the treatment Jews received when he was Gauleiter of 
Vienna, Speer and Schirach discuss the extent to which Hitler, the con 
summate master of maintaining power by limiting the information to 
which anyone else had access, was vulnerable to being manipulated him 
self by the lies and half -truths of the lackeys who surrounded him. Speer 
asks whether Schirach thought it was Hitler's vanity and conceit which 
made him "not want to see how he was being deceived." Schirach answers no, 
that Hitler's was a "romantic" credulity: "We believed in loyalty and sincerity, 
and Hitler believed most of all. He was really inclined to poeticize reality." 

In fact, few characterizations strike more at the heart of the darkness 
that is the Third Reich than the notion that it was a na'ive, credulous, and 
ultimately macabre idealism, the kind of idealism Marx and Nietzsche 
each speak of with scorn as a German trait: the tendency to live in the 
clouds while the world is crumbling around you. It is quite likely that 
those who allowed themselves to be sucked into the dark whirlpool of the 
Third Reich are best characterized neither as willing executioners nor as 
lemmings blindly following the Leader to their own destruction, but as 
fatally drawn into the practice of "poeticizing reality ." After his conversa 
tion with Schirach, Speer begins to ask himself how much of his own 
behavior was motivated, in however veiled a fashion, by that kind of 
romantic poeticizing: on his last, highly risky visit to Hitler's bunker, he 
dutifully "confessed" that he had been countermanding Hitler's orders for 
the destruction of Germany's infrastructure, perhaps even insisting, in the 
face of opposition from almost all his fellow defendants at Niimberg, on 
accepting personal responsibility for the horrors of the regime. 
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At bottom the "meaning" of the Third Reich may lie in the sad but not 
uncommon-and not exclusively German - tendency to allow lofty senti
ments to blind us to more basic, even profoundly disturbing , realities that 
they produce . This tendency was not buried in the rubb le of the Reich 
Chancellery and the bunker : it lives on in the misguided idealism that, for 
instance, lay behind initial popular support of such mindless ventures as 
the Vietnam and, more recently, the Iraq wars; and perhaps only coincidences 
of history have kept such idealism from spawning even darker consequences. 

In short, the real meaning of the Third Reich may be that it forces us , 
like Joseph Conrad's Marlow in The Heart of Darkness , to see our own 
complicity in the failures of others because such people are , at bottom, so 
like us. The true monsters of the Third Reich lived their lives through the 
looking glass, and a grotesquely warped one at that . But those who toler
ated the world the monsters created share some things with us, from love 
of their children to hope for a better future . And no doubt many of them 
have gone to their graves , like Speer , never able to fully comprehend the 
extent of their culpabi lity or their innocence. But thanks to Evans , Sereny, 
and others like them , their stories have begun to be woven into a caution 
ary tale, one with a moral which should be stated in the same sober and 
understanding voice that inhabits these works : it can happen here . 

Note 
1Since this writing, that volume-The Third Reich at War-has appeared. It 

does not disappoint. 
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OKLA ELLIOTT 

Child Running in Fields of Mustard 
"It is impossible to write about Auschwitz impersonally." 

- Tadeusz Borowski 

As the Polish train rattled along the tracks, the yellow fields swayed as 
though unseen children ran playing just beneath the flowery surface. The 
fields stretched in every direction as far as I could see, the train carving a 
thin, grey path through the ocean of yellow. "Przepraszam, co to jest?" I 
asked a thickly clothed woman in the train car with me and pointed out 
the window . "Gorczyca," she said, twisting up her face-either at the 
oddity of my question or my accent , I wasn ' t sure. My Polish was still 
rickety-at the time I'd only spent two months at the University of 
Wroclaw-and I thought I had misunderstood her. The word "mustard" 
brought forth the image of a small plastic container sitting on a diner 
tabletop or in the door of a refrigerator, not this idyllically flowered field. 

I had just been in Dresden, visiting my friend Matthias . We 'd lived in 
the same apartment building in Mannheim, Germany, where I'd studied 
the previous year, and now he was working in Dresden at a second-hand 
clothing store. (That period of my life is chiefly characterized by an 
eagerness to throw away everything and move to some farther country 
with a more difficult language to learn , all in search of experience, or-as 
I'm sure I'd have had it then-Experience : capitalized and holy .) We 
wasted away our time eating Turkish doner kabobs and drinking until 
dawn , and I thought how Dresden is a beautiful city and new. Most of its 
structures were leveled in the firebombing that made it famous, though 
they were rebuilt, often with pathological accuracy; perfect replicas of 
medieval lions, formed from 20th-century concrete, guarded the entrances 
to buildings, and the beautifully elaborate Saxon State Opera house, now 
in its third iteration (the original having been erected in 1841), looked 
only somewhat less stately for being a mere fourteen years old. My head 
was still heavy from the good times we'd had as I sat looking out over the 
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fields of mustard. I glanced to the comer of the train car and absently read 
the sign explaining emergency exit procedures in Polish, then Russian, 
then German, and I remembered why I was traveling to the Polish village 
of Oswiecim. 

The train pulled into Krakow where I had a four-hour wait before the 
next train to Oswiecim. This was spring of 1999, and General Wesley 
Clark was leading NATO forces in the Kosovo Conflict. German tanks 
crossed Poland for the first time in over half a century, on their way to aid 
NATO forces, on the side of the Good Guys this time. Refugees had been 
spread out across Eastern Europe, a fact much lamented by the Poles. 
Outside of the Krakow train station, a Polish woman was scolding an 
Albanian mother for leaving her child to beg for money . The dark-haired 
little girl clutched her mother's skirts. The Albanian mother couldn't 
understand Polish - that much was clear - but the Polish woman contin 
ued screaming at her. 

I had brought with me both a Polish and an English edition of Tadeusz 
Borowski's This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen. I read the sto
ries first in English , then in Polish. The method allowed me to know the 
context of the Polish phrases before I tried to understand them. I found a 
cafe and sat down to read. I had assumed the habit of smoking, in emula
tion of some image I'd concocted of Europeans and writers, probably dat
ing back to a photo of Albert Camus smoking on a Parisian balcony I'd 
seen when I was seventeen . I came to Europe seeking my heritage and, by 
reconnecting with all that history and culture and tragedy, to somehow 
find my beginnings as a writer. That was why, consciously, I had come to 
Europe, but who can know how much the subtler magnetism of aged cas
tles, trolleys, dusty catacombs, and cemeteries pulled me? I smoked and 
read Tadeusz Borowski in a Krakow cafe, feeling lofty about where I was 
and where I was going. 

Perhaps the Germans found it difficult to pronounce Oswiecimand so 
dubbed it Auschwitz. Then Auschwitz II was built about two miles from 
Oswiecim, in the village of Brzezinka (renamed Birkenau) and served as 
an extermination center. Over 145,000 Poles died in the combined facili 
ties of Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II, and nearly nine times that many 
Jews died , though numbers are vague and baffle the imagination after a 
certain point. Auschwitz III was a labor camp for IG Farbenfabriken, the 
corporate conglomerate formed in 1925 that served as an economic main 
stay for Nazi Germany. When these Farbenfabriken ( color factories) were 
formed in 1925, they largely produced clothing dyes, but as time passed 
they began the production of more sophisticated chemicals such as 
Zyklon -B. 

22 



I decided to walk the potholed and gravelly road from Oswiecim's 
town center to the camps. It was a lengthy walk and solemn. After about 
half an hour, I crossed the famous threshold to Auschwitz featured in so 
many dreary, mist -laden film shots lingering on the wrought -iron words 
that, through the lens of history, add a dark dramatic irony to the scene of 
our characters entering the concentration camp for the first time. We in 
the audience all know that no amount of work will make these people free. 

It is an uncomfortable recognition that there are sunny days at Auschwitz. 
It was late April, and though I tried, in my limitless pretension, to console 
myself with the appropriate T. S. Eliot verse, I could not help being disap
pointed. This was no way to see Auschwitz-dappled in sunlight, bathed 
in spring's flowery perfume. Some sort of school trip was underway as 
well. Dozens of Polish pre-teens ran and played on the grounds. They 
were rude and pushy, they threw food wrappers along the pathways 
between barracks, they were generally loud and disruptive. They were 
ruining my visit to Auschwitz. 

I had eaten nothing all day and planned to begin a three-day fast in 
honor of what I was seeing. My plans were unformed and I probably 
knew I'd break my fast before the end of three days, but I was going to 
last at least until past midnight-that way, I would have technically fasted 
for one full day; never mind the obvious dishonesty and self-deception I 
was engaged in. I wanted to show respect and to understand, through what 
I can now recognize as a pastiche of cliches and cheap Romanticism, what 
it must have been like to watch your wife dragged off in one direction, 
your son in another, you in a third, and to not see them again (though 
maybe you once heard word that your wife had garnered extra rations by 
paying favors to the Nazi guards) before you died of starvation and frost
bite. In all my emotional immaturity and imaginative inadequacy, I want
ed nothing more than to empathize with the sufferers who had been here 
before me. But these cocky and (relatively) privileged children stomped 
all over the historical grounds as though it were a vulgar gymnasium. 

The movie theatre at Auschwitz could pass for any art house theatre in 
Central Europe. There is nothing spectacular about it except that it plays 
only one film, several times a day - a documentary replete with original 
photos and jerky black-and-white footage from the liberation of the camps 
by the Red Army . Russian officers smile and congratulate themselves as 
white spots of celluloid imperfection pop and skip across the scene. The 
famous images of skeletal inmates being carefully led into trucks for 
evacuation, or - in the most extreme cases-into field medical tents for 
immediate attention, are more than the mind can hold. How in hell did 
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these people survive that? And the lack of joy on the liberated faces must 
be attributed to the lost ability to feel much of anything by that point. 
There are, as you might imagine, shots of a few inmates hugging their 
saviors, or weeping in fathomless gratitude . But then, we must remind 
ourselves that this was the last time Poles would welcome the presence of 
Soviet tanks in their homeland. 

The movie is offered in Polish, for the locals, and in the important 
languages - English, German, Russian . If you're an older Hungarian, for 
example, you probably choose to see it in German or Russian; if younger, 
German or English. I'd wanted to see it in German, but there wasn't 
another showing for an hour, so I bought a ticket for the English version . 
A few rows in front of me, a British couple waited loudly for the film to 
begin. The woman dug into her handbag, looking for the brochure she'd 
picked up at the information desk, and wondered out loud if the food in 
the cafeteria was any good here. She was especially concerned, consider 
ing how substandard the restaurant they'd eaten at in Oswiecim's town 
center was. The man joked that maybe they sold popcorn. The British 
accent, which normally would not have bothered me, grated on my American 
ears. As the lights went dim and the first flicker began on the screen, I 
stared at the back of the British man's head and regretted not having wait
ed for the later showing. At least the rowdy children were absent. 

Tadeusz Borowski' s stories about his time in Auschwitz are brutal in the 
ways you'd expect but also brutal in ways you might not. Prisoners who 
tortured other prisoners are shown in unaffected documentary style. He 
describes how healthy prisoners shoved "Moslems" (broken prisoners 
without the will to continue living) into the gas chambers, how prisoners 
vied for easier posts at the expense of weaker or ethnically less privileged 
groups. This is just how it was, his prose style seems to suggest, just sim
ply what one did to get an extra piece of bread. 

Borowski was prisoner number 119198, and he did what he had to do 
to survive his stint at Auschwitz. He was 22 years old when he was liber
ated. At age 28, after having survived the gruesome conditions at 
Auschwitz , and now having become the rising star of Polish literature, he 
committed suicide by breathing gas from a stove. When I was younger I 
wondered how someone could have such a will to live that he would sur
vive Auschwitz only to kill himself afterwards. Now I understand that he 
didn't survive Auschwitz; Auschwitz just took a longer, crueler time in 
killing him. 

My eyes adjusted to the outdoor light as I tried to replay the most 
startling scenes from the film. I was determined to remember every bit of 
data, to review it over and over, to somehow glean a modicum of meaning 
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from so much baffling cruelty. In the cafeteria I ordered a bland coffee. 
My stomach was beginning to gurgle and ache. It 'd been less than ten 
hours since I'd eaten , and already I was looking at the menu , translating 
into dollars the cost in zlotys for an order of fries - just an order of fries , I 
rationalized. But I steeled myself and insisted I would at least make it off 
the grounds of Auschwitz before giving in. I sat down to read through the 
brochures I'd picked up. I'd chosen the ones in German intended for 
Austrian , Swiss, and German tourists - of whom there were many, all of 
whom were sufficiently solemn to meet my expectations - because my 
German was much better than my Polish. Reading the brochures in 
German I felt worldly. But it was more than that, more than mere postur 
ing. The same inform ation would have elicited different emotions in 
English , would have had a different meaning altogether. The sheer for
eignness of the experience required a foreign filter to comprehend it. 

I wandered out of the cafeteria and back into the spring sunshine. I 
walked the thin alleys between barracks and smoked a cigarette , thinking 
how much prisoners everywhere love cigarettes. Intermittently I would 
stop to read a sign explaining what certain barracks or other structures 
were for. Beside a thin, concrete passageway leading into what looked 
like a cellar was a sign labeling this as the way to the ovens . I thought of a 
passage from Borowski I' d read earlier that morning: "The sick, the weak
lings , the emaciated , have no right to an extra bowl of water with nettles. 
Food must not be wasted on people who are about to go to the gas cham
ber." And after the gas chamber their bodies were brought here for disposal. 

I walked down the slanted passageway slowly, running my hand along 
the wall . Inside there was an earthen floor with crude, half-buried cement 
forming a trough of sorts in front of the metal ovens . There wasn ' t a sign 
to explain what the trough was for, though it seemed suited to hold 
corpses (and their leaking fluids) waiting to be heaved into the oven . The 
black metal was cold. I looked inside, but it seemed unlikely a human 
would fit through the entrance. My fingers rested on the lip of the door , 
and I stood in the trough, unable to imagine that this oven in front of 
me - which I was presently touching , which I was presently taking in with 
my own eyes - was in fact one of the ovens I'd read about so often in 
classes. It was menacing how unmenacing the oven was . 

I left the underground structure and walked back out onto the grounds 
where the children were still playing. One child-a towheaded boy of ten 
maybe eleven - irked me the most . He was the ringleader , the one inspir 
ing the others to their antics of coolness and irreverence . He was taller 
than the others , athletic , possessed of a charm that would surely make him 
the object of much female attention in the coming years . The kids had 
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wadded up a fast-food wrapper and were playing a makeshift soccer 
match . One of the girls, giggling, kicked the wrapper high into the air 
where the wind caught it and carried it out of play, around the comer of 
the cafeteria, nearly hitting me. I kept walking, trying to ignore it all . The 
towheaded boy brushed past screaming something I didn't understand to 
his playmates. 

He had the wadded-up food wrapper and was now running to rejoin 
the others . I didn ' t decide to do what I did. I was only half-present as I 
stretched out my leg and tripped the boy. He fell to the gravel pathway 
and went into a painfu l skid . He rolled over, looked at his scuffed palms, 
then to me. The anger in his expression was pure, but I was an adult and 
he a child with no authority, so he snatched up the wrapper and ran on to 
the other screeching children, acting as though it hadn't happened. I stood 
there for a moment, dumbfounded by what I'd done. Nothing had gone as 
I'd hoped. I needed to leave this sunny place of violence. 

At a kiosk near the window where I was buying my return ticket to 
Wroclaw and the simpler pleasures of academic studies, I saw a newspa 
per proclaiming that Russia had aimed nuclear missiles at Poland, the 
newest member of NATO, in a final attempt to assert itself in its old 
sphere of influence. If the fact was registered at all in U.S. media outlets, 
it was only as a curious side note. Most didn't take the threat seriously, 
though given the collapsing Russian economy at the time and the atten
dant desperation of the former superpower, several Polish politicians were 
quoted as being in negotiations with Russia to ease the tensions. I bought 
the paper and wondered if I shouldn't be more bothered by the notion of 
being obliterated by nuclear bombs. I rejected the urge to think of myself 
as insignificant in the face of such world events as rigorously as the 
counter-urge to consider myself fortunate to be in such an interesting 
place at such an interesting time. I bought my ticket and walked toward 
the platform where I would board the train that would take me back to the 
pleasant city of Wroclaw, back to my apartment and studies. 

On the train, two attractive Swiss students spoke happily in their lilt
ing dialect of German. I closed my eyes and put my face in my hands. 
Maybe those kids had it right. Even though there was another war, anoth
er attempt at ethnic cleansing, going on just a few hundred miles from 
where I was , maybe the human capacity for joy is greater than the one for 
cruelty. An afternoon of soccer might go further to healing the wounds of 
Auschwitz than all my self -important posturing and solemnity. Then I 
remembered the fields of mustard, and all I wanted was to stare at them 
and lose myself in the ocean of yellow . Sunlight was stabbing in at 
ungodly angles through the train windows, so I had to squint to see the 
children I' d earlier imagined roiling just beneath the flowery surface. 

26 



ANDY GAUS 

Stefan Georg: 
Come to the Park They Left for Dead 

Come to the park they left for dead, and look: 
The shimmer of the distant smiling beaches, 
Bright clouds, and the unhoped -for blue that reaches 
Above the flowered pathways and the brooks. 

Come take the tender silver and deep gold 
From birch tree and from beech . It is not cold . 
A few late roses have not withered yet. 
Take them, and as you wind the coronet, 

Take too these asters, blooming at year's bottom, 
The purple round the tendrils of wild vine . 
And what remained of living green, entwine 
Delicately around the face of autumn . 
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Rainer Maria Rilke: 
The Roman Fountain at Borghese 

Two basins, one the other half concealing, 
Rising from old and rounded marble bands, 
And from the topmost water gently kneeling 
To meet the lower water where it stands, 

Hearing its soft words dumbly, and revealing, 
In secrecy, as if from hollow hands, 
Behind the green and darkness, heaven's ceiling, 
Like some as yet unnoticed circumstance; 

Itself at peace, and in the lovely basin 
Spreading without nostalgia, loops from loops, 
Where now and then, and dreamingly, the drops 

Lower themselves along the mossy trimmings 
To the last looking glass, whose basin sleeps 
And smiles from underneath with overbrimmings. 



Paul Verlaine: Claire de Lune 
Your soul is an elaborate estate 
Peopled with strolling harlequins and jesters 
Plucking the lute and capering and yet 
Somber somehow beneath their motley vestures . 

For even as they chant in minor keys 
Of love triumphant and life opportune , 
Their own good fortune leaves them ill at ease, 
Until their song is mingled with the moon, 

Is mingled with the moonlight white and solemn 
That brings a dream to birds on shady limbs 
And puts a tremble in the water columns , 
The slender columns high above marble rims . 
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LISELOTTE ERDRICH 

Window 

Tuesday, January 9th 2007 : I was at work sorting papers, Student Medical 
Admission History sheets to be ready for any new semester emergen 
cies - sometimes an accident or illness , but more often a child who just 
did not want to live . My job was at the Indian boarding school which had 
been a misunderstood fixture in the almost-all -white town of Wahpeton 
for a hundred years, established by the government as an institution of 
"agricultural training" and cultural assimilation. The epidemiological sig
nificance of that particular cohort (Native American adolescent highest 
U.S. suicide rate) often made for uneasy nights and weekends, but staff 
vigilance and pure luck saw that none had ever made a successful suicide 
attempt in the whole history thus far. As usual I wondered what sort of 
career it was to route children to a psychiatric hospital , though someone 
had to do it. Meanwhile any missing information such as a Medical 
Assistance or Social Security number could be hunted to fill in the blanks . 
I was standing at the west end of a long table with papers spread out in 
alphabetical order counterclockwise (Afterbuffalo, Brave Heart, Comes 
Last .. . Plentychief, Skunk Cap, Speakthunder ... Windy Boy, 
Wolfchild, Yellow Hammer) and I was standing up since I had to photo 
copy as I went along, but I glanced up at the window to the white north 
and in that instant saw my eighty -two-year-old father fly by on his bicycle 
in the ice and snow, a bright red jacket and blue snowflake stocking cap 
and long white hair and whiskers , and then there was just a blank winter 
scene with the great old Indian School tree that somehow survived the 
Dutch elm disease which has felled the noble official state trees of North 
Dakota, the trees that made a shady tunnel of the streets of the town of my 
childhood, the American elms that are gone . 

When I saw the tree I thought of a dark late-October night when Believes 
Eagle and I were standing on a bench under the tree handing out some 
sort of glow sticks to the crowd of boys and girls at the officially pre
scribed Red Ribbon Week "candlelight vigil" where we wished them not 
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to die of drugs and alcohol and violence, though some of them did just 
that as soon as they left school. As for Believes Eagle , he hanged himself 
in a motel room one night. He was an ex-cop so the first thing I thought 
was "He judged himself guilty" because cops are supposed to use a gun, 
and in fact he did once tell me , "I am going to hell, it's a done deal" 
because of those he killed in the line of duty . But from other hints and 
occasional somewhat dissociated narratives I humorously began to sus
pect he was in reality the unknown serial killer who had caused the vari
ous deaths and disappearances over many years down on the remote and 
spooky "Big Sioux River" reservation . He described the corpses and 
remains as they were found and photographed. He indicated that they all 
needed killing, they had escaped justice too long for their crimes, and he 
mentioned specifically child sexual abuse and rape . He described several 
instances where an accident could have been staged and how, the dead 
man found floating in the river and a detailed description of the wound on 
his head, he stated with grim irony and satisfaction , "There may be the 
victims' relatives or somebody who would see to that ." 

"It sounds just like you were there," I insinuated as the narratives con
tinued on to Salt Lake City where we had been sent to the national Safe
&-Drug -Free School meeting. We then joked about why a cop might 
make a good serial killer. To ease the boredom I enjoyed teasing him with 
cryptic handwritten notes from the Angel Moroni, as Believes Eagle was 
sometimes almost comically paranoid. We were in the kingdom of the 
Mormons, who loved to abscond with Native American children in a 
belief that they are the Lamanites or the lost tribe of Israel, and "You are 
one of the Other Sheep," I informed him via the angel whose golden like
ness was atop the temple just across the street. I slid the notes where he 
would find them in his books and papers, and at dinner, he started visibly 
at the last note. He had been completely phobic boarding the plane to 
Utah, had a "fear of flying" but gung-ho to do a police U-tum anywhere 
in traffic which was all a mess with the Olympics underway . Believes 
Eagle drove me out to the Great Salt Lake in its isolated landscape so that 
I could pretend to look for the lost Spiral Jetty and buy a souvenir pack 
age of Genuine Sea Monkeys ("Just add water and your pets come to 
life!") which in actuality are inland brine shrimp . Meanwhile he recalled 
his epic journey and warrior quest through the Intermountain Indian 
School and police academy at Brigham City back in the previous decades . 
The unbending sense of justice and retribution again figured in his 
improbable success. In this lonely barren scape I did think of the dead 
man who "apparently struck his head and fell into the river." Believes 
Eagle was a very tall, powerfully built specimen of the last true full 
blooded Mniconjou warrior type personified by their chief Touch the 
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Clouds, said to be a seven -footer, who accompanied his cousin Crazy 
Horse to his assassination in 1877. Believes Eagle seemed to enjoy him
self in Salt Lake City. He went to an athletic event, and "There was even 
models there," he reported. He hinted early on in our acquaintance that 
some people might come looking for him bent on vengeance . Our young 
paleface redhead co-worker, a Criminal Justice major in college, was 
understandably nervous about this prospect; finally the day came when 
she answered the door, and "Three of the biggest scariest Indians I ever 
saw in my life were standing there" inquiring as to his whereabouts. She 
diverted them somehow and radioed a warning to Believes Eagle who 
laughed and said, "Those are my brothers." 

He sometimes talked about his Indian School days from time to time 
in a self-consciously theatrical way; I discerned the sly actor in the way he 
depicted himself: "We were almost like white children; when we went 
back to the reservation nobody knew us, and we had become something 
strange; every winter after that we felt out of place remembering an 
Indian School Christmas, singing carols and looking in our stockings for 
an apple, orange, or peanuts and hard candy; and we did not know what to 
do with ourselves anymore and so we got drunk and got killed . I am the 
only male survivor of this graduating class," he recited, gesturing at the 
row of 8th grade graduating class pictures on the wall in Sequoyah Hall. 
We were in the same age cohort and indeed I had known some of the late 
Indians pictured and their unfortunate endings. At other times he recount 
ed the details of horrific crimes and highway accidents in a manner which 
met diagnostic criteria for PTSD, but he only laughed about professional 
help: "I could get all I want at the VA, might go there someday ." Once he 
described in excruciating factuality his arrival at a highway wreck with 
rookie cops and the carnage they found, the one cop in helpless shock 
holding a little girl who could not be saved, fumbling to replace her 
insides, and how Believes Eagle then roughly yanked the rookies from 
their useless slo-mo horror and directed them in triaging viable survivors 
until the job was done, and "They looked at me as if they never saw me 
before ... with respect," he concluded. The timing and delivery were 
done better than a TV cop show, reality -trash, or movie psychodrama, 
leaving various themes apparent but unspoken. 

Maybe he told me all these things because my father had been his 
teacher in the 1960s and 1970s and had recognized his rare intelligence. If 
that and superior physical strength could not save them, what could? My 
father has very blue eyes like the bluebirds he has kept on trying to rescue 
year after year; once there were bluebirds in America before the strip 
mall, urban sprawl America. My father builds houses for the bluebirds 
and puts them up on the edge of the Indian School which is not the North 
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40 cow pasture anymore, and he evicts the English sparrows and vandals 
who come instead and counts the eggs and hatches each summer, and he 
does not abandon the Bluebird of Happiness while he still draws a breath. 

Believes Eagle owned an odd sensitivity and humor which produced a 
courtly social etiquette and exemplary good manners with side trips into 
the tragicomic drama of Our Indian People. He was pained that October 
night policing the unruly younger generation with their fetal alcohol syn
drome, trauma behavior, and gang culture: "Look what has happened to 
our Indian people." He was not the first tough Indian man to say that to 
me as we all watched the generational events unfold with a feeling of 
helplessness and horror. One day at work my friend Circle Bear and I 
were listening to the news and heard that there was an eclipse, so he fell 
on the ground faking a seizure then got up and announced he was the new 
messiah and it was time to dance. (The white social worker tried to 
administer first aid, not recognizing Indian humor and the insane irony of 
the mystical seizures of Wovoka and his ghost dance applied to workplace 
stress, which had rendered us useless with laughter.) 

My father was a red, white, and blue flash past the window . My father 
on his bicycle on the ice was looking straight ahead with his blue eyes 
with the physical attitude of a crusader. Also that day I saw a Cooper's 
hawk chasing and tumbling through the sky after a little tiny bird, tangling 
in a downspin. As I stepped out of the door of the gym by the railroad 
tracks, the little bird squeaked defiantly all the way and it sounded like a 
downy woodpecker. I thought for certain the hawk had caught it since the 
next thing I saw was the hawk sitting on the dumpster at Taco John's 
which would be the place to stop and eat its prey, but when I approached 
the hawk flew off empty -handed and there were no little bird remains and 
the little bird must have escaped with its life, squeaking defiantly all the way. 

My father was ten years old when he got a letter from his mother, 
weakly scrawled on the back of her photograph and telling him goodbye, 
that she was dying, and to take care of his little brothers. I was ten years 
old when I found this artifact in a drawer of a large wooden bureau in my 
bedroom and asked my mother about it. My grandmother and I resembled 
one another with our strong bony features and crooked red hair. I was 
heartbroken for my father but never brought up the subject since we were 
German . Last Christmas, however, my father showed me an old yellow 
newspaper. His mother died alone and far from home in the clutches of a 
huckster, charlatan, sociopath who claimed to have a cure when the Mayo 
Clinic had already said, "There is no hope." My grandfather did not want 
to believe it and gambled everything he had on the rumored miracle clinic 
down in Iowa. Right up until her death, he had been getting "progress 
reports" from the "doctor " proclaiming the steps of her recovery which 
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each required further funding. In this way my grandfather was bankrupted 
by the false hope peddled by a quackster in Muscatine, Iowa. CANCER 
CAN BE CURED was lettered front and top across the imposing brick 
"hospital" pictured in the yellow newspaper. Here the infamous "Doctor 
Brinkley" was headquartered. The article mentioned that he wore laven 
der suits and drove lavend er cars and a steady stream of desperate people 
kept coming in the front door while "at night the dead were quietly 
removed" by the back door. 

This schemer had a partner whose powerful radio tower persistently 
advertised the supposed cancer cure all over the world. My father could 
hear it up in Alaska after he left his Minnesota home for WWII. As far as 
the authorities could discern the main ingredient was carbolic acid. They 
finally closed down the Iowa clinic but the schemers opened up for busi 
ness down in Mexico. Through the years I caught vague bits of the tale of 
the reticent paterfamilias. He was the second -born in the family. His older 
brother was killed during WWII when my father was on a mine sweeper 
in the Indian Ocean, and it docked in Calcutta and a sergeant walked up 
the gangplank and notified him and asked perfunctorily "Are you OK?" 
and that was that. This uncle was never referred to as a half -brother; he 
was an idolized older brother and a pilot. My grandfather had somehow 
survived four years on the ground in Germany in WWI and then went 
home and married the girlfriend of his best buddy, fulfilling a battlefield 
promise to the dying soldier, and after they sailed to America. My oldest 
son went off to war in Afghanistan, and my father gave him his WWII 
pocket -Bible-in-a -tin but neither that nor a can of sardines would deflect a 
vehicle-borne improvised explosive device. On the Internet I saw my son 
and thought what is a computer geek doing in full body armor desert garb 
with an M- 16 standing in the foolish sands of time? On the TV news he 
was spotted in a ramp ceremony for a fallen comrade. The world made no 
sense at all anymore . My father had urged him to excel on his ASFVAB 
tests so he would not get assigned to the infantry, as if it were WWII and 
the Army and the Air Force were not now separate branches. We laughed, 
but then pretty soon everything Over There got so messed up the Army 
borrowed soldiers from the Air Force and the Navy. My father was smart 
enough to pass the test for radar, a fortuitous new invention, and keep 
himself out of the infantry but not my son who quit college to enlist after 
9/11. He came home from the war in one piece, but when I expressed sur
prise and repressed glee that he was not re-enlisting, given his previously 
charged -up attitude, and then inquired who was going to save the world 
now, he stated, "The world is not worth saving." 

My father still fits into his green US Army Air Corps uniform. My 
father is a lifelong example of unselfish health, optimism, and gratitude 
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and reverence for life (excepting cats of course). I cannot say that I heed
ed his example, perhaps a rebound effect. During the Great Depression 
my father saw some newsreels in school about itinerant labor families and 
thought, "What is this about poor people picking apples? Those people 
sure are lucky to pick apples all day long!" and to this day all it takes is 
apples to make him happy. He planted a dozen trees in his yard, but I am 
somebody with only two trees who does not really wish to deal with 
apples. In his sixties my father could beat the high school tennis champion 
and run circles around the youngsters in the National Guard unit of which 
he was a master sergeant. Early in the morning he can still be seen shoot
ing baskets or riding his bicycle with the little old white Eskimo dog my 
son acquired in kindergarten in 1992. Once some of the younger students 
approached me about a "stranger" and one said, "We're scared of that old 
man who rides around here with the dog." I told them he was a hundred 
years old and he was a kindly, wise elder and the dog used to be black 
when it was a puppy and they said, "Err, that's corny." Once they had 
been startled and frightened by a group of local senior citizens who came 
into the Pemmican Hall on a diplomatic mission while we were eating 
lunch. (Reservation kids are often unfamiliar with cultural customs such 
as, for example, lawns and are astonished by the angry violence of old 
people whose green grass has been trod upon. Probably they thought the 
oldsters were coming to get them for some transgression or another.) I 
explained the purpose of the visit and that these strangers were elders to 
be treated with politeness and respect, and the children said, "They can't 
be elders, they're white!" My father was the basketball coach, 
Scoutmaster, Halloween party master of ceremonies, whatever was 
required besides his teaching duties at the Indian School. One day recent 
ly a student from the 1950s came back to town a millionaire, and my 
father met up with him in a restaurant where the successful Indian was 
entertaining a group, and the former student said, "This is the greatest 
man who ever lived!" He learned to ski from my father and said he had 
now realized his ambition to become a rich ski bum. So my father sent 
him a belated Boy Scout ski badge. When my son was deployed I fol
lowed the news anxiously, Googling "Kandahar" the City of Dread. The 
item that persisted in my thoughts was about a ninety -year-old man on a 
motorbike who was shot dead by U.S . troops while speeding toward a 
security cordon in order to see his former student, the Afghan president 
Hamid Karzai . The explanation was offered that the old man was deaf and 
did not heed the soldiers' warnings to stay back. 

During the Depression my father went to work for a bootlegger, but he 
never had enough to eat throughout his childhood as a bootlegger assistant 
and so he was skinny and 4F at the start of WWII. On advice from towns-
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people he ate a lot of bananas and got in next try and passed the test for 
radar. His older brother never had enough calcium at some critical stage 
and so his teeth were always short . The woman I had thought was my 
grandmother up until the time I found the picture was a marvelous charac 
ter, a former circus performer who stepped in and married my grandfather 
and saved the four brothers from being shipped back to Germany and cer
tain doom after their mother died. She was already married to a rich man 
in Iowa who resembled a pig and shot himself dead when she left him to 
marry my grandfather instead. She once told me that man would not have 
children with her because she was "too dark" and she was Polish. My 
father and another seventeen -year-old friend in a fit of bravado told one 
another they would meet at the train station early in the morning to join 
WWII, but the friend did not show up. My father got on a train which 
wandered through all sorts of out-of-the-way Minnesota lumber camps 
and Hoovervilles to pick up more recruits. 

"Do you think they are froooot?" a Swedish farmboy asked my father 
when two lumberjacks slept in the same bunk, and apparently they were! 
And they all went up to Alaska where a sergeant threw lit dynamite at my 
father as an attentional device and blew out his eardrum so he was pro
gressively deaf after that, but up there in Alaska he could still hear the 
radio advertisement for the Mexico cancer clinic. Shortly before Believes 
Eagle died I saw him running up and down the streets every day like an 
Olympic champion, and I thought, "Good, he's getting in fighting trim for 
another school year - we need him." What is called depression or suici
dality often amounts to nothing more than an extreme loss of perspective . 
Before I glanced out the window I wondered why one of our teachers still 
came to work every day visibly dying of cancer until the previous night 
when finally admitted to the hospital "to make her comfortable." When I 
told him this news, my father said, "She was a great athlete." I have wast 
ed much of my life, I suppose, but when I saw my father in the window I 
saw that I was lucky. 
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BECCA GERCKEN 

The Business of Crazy Horse: 
Indian Honor and Masculinity in 
Sherman Alexie's Fancydancing 

Many contemporary Indian texts reveal an anxiety over the potential loss 
of warrior cultures in contemporary Native life: novels and films repeat 
edly tell the story, in both humorous and tragic modes, of indigenous war
riors or soldiers who struggle to achieve and maintain honorable man 
hood. Suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder and prone to violence, 
these young men are unsure of how to become men in 20th century 
America. Examples include most notably N. Scott Momaday ' s House 
Made of Dawn, James Welch's Death of Jim Loney, and Leslie Marmon 
Silk.o's Ceremony . These texts, like many-indeed most - contemporary 
Indian novels and films, consistently and overtly posit a specific tribe or 
band as well as a sanctioned Native space, the reservation, as the key 
markers for "authentic" Indian identity, and service in a 20th century U.S. 
war functions as the key marker for Indian masculinity. It is this represen 
tation of male Indian identity with which scholars have most consistently 
engaged. But more recent novels , including Louis Owens' Dark River and 
Sherman Alexie' s Indian Killer, demand that we reassess these criteria for 
"authentic" honor and masculinity . Both novels compel readers to re
examine their notions of Indian-ness through characters who are detribal 
ized, displaced from their Indian identity and thus from the usual "authen 
ticators" of tribe and reservation .1 Owens' protagonist, Jacob Nashoba, is 
a Choctaw living on an Apache reservation; Alexie's John Smith has been 
adopted by a white family and raised in Seattle . Moreover, the violence 
enacted by the male characters in these texts moves away from the post
traumatic stress pattern so commonly invoked in canonical Native literature. 

Owens' and Alexie's resistance to the existing rhetorical patterns of 
male Indian identity sparked my interest in a-geographical, even a-histori 
cal interpretations of Indian identity , and while I have found this alterna 
tive indigenous subject to be much more common in contemporary 
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American Indian poetry than fiction, I have concluded that the frequency 
of this new subject in poetry is not merely generic; the "Everyindian" 
subject found in many contemporary Native poems signifies more than a 
difference in geme.2 Instead, I argue, the creation of such subjects is a 
political - not a formal-choice, one that foregrounds the hybridity of 
contemporary Indian life and privileges a pan -tribal concept of Indian 
identity that has its roots in federal and tribal policies and Indian activism 
of the last sixty years. If we dismiss this version of Indian identity as 
merely a function of the geme in which it appears, we risk overlooking 
the emerging countertradition this poetic Indian subject offers. 

This essay examines questions of "authentic" Indian honor and mas
culinity through the lens of Alexie's representation of Crazy Horse in The 
Business of F ancydancing. My reading specifically intervenes in the 
seemingly persistent Native American literary trope of the male character 
as a frustrated or damaged warrior, a trope Alexie works to disrupt if not 
displace . Texts such as The Business of Fancydancing question how war
riors and warrior communities are made in a pan-Indian, contemporary 
world and ask us to consider what it means to have Indian characters and 
personas tied to no place in particular, or to all places. Thus we must read 
Alexie's treatment of Crazy Horse in The Business of Fancydancing not 
as a generic difference, but rather as an intervention in - a poetic disrup 
tion of - literary tropes of Indian honor and masculinity. The portrayal of 
a-geographical , a-historical, pan -Indian subjects in Fancydancing sug
gests the emergence of self-consciously pan-Indian tropes that work not to 
obscure tribally specific traditions, but rather to illuminate contemporary 
Indian life .3 

Alexie's varied manifestations of Crazy Horse tell us about present 
day Indian identity both in the context of daily Indian life and in the way 
it is portrayed in contemporary American Indian literature . His rendering 
of Crazy Horse exemplifies what I have termed "warrior anxiety" in its 
portrayal of Indian men fighting - often literally - to find a place in both 
the Indian and white worlds. Certainly Alexie's main characters are - like 
himself - Spokane/Coeur d'Alene Indians , but it is Crazy Horse who 
exists as the dominant presence in this collection of poems and short sto
ries . Alexie uses Crazy Horse as an historical allusion, a metaphor, and a 
structural device to make his point about male Indian honor and masculin 
ity. My focus here is the tension the text reveals about constructing Indian 
manhood in an age in which the most common enemies are failed federal 
policies, poverty, and alcohol. 

Before beginning my examination of the text itself, I would like to 
stress that by focusing on the pan-tribal representations of Indian identity 
here, I am in no way working to undermine the frequent Spokane/Coeur 
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d'Alene cultural mapping present throughout Alexie's collection; I am not 
willing to state, as has John Newton, that "[i]n Alexie's poetics of the 
contemporary reservation, history is neither metaphysical nor even tribal, 
but always emphatically a history of contact" (415). Newton's emphasis 
on the history of contact is invaluable in understanding Alexie's effort to 
transform the American narrative, but I do not agree that it does so at the 
expense of tribal histories . My pan-Indian analysis is also not meant to 
promote what Alexie himself lampoons in "How to Write the Great 
American Indian Novel," the notion that both Indian authors and white 
readers envision Indian identity as grounded in the horse cultures of the 
Great Plains. 4 Instead, I am suggesting that the hybrid, pan-Indian render 
ing of Native subjectivity often found in Fancydancing is not an erasure 
of Spokane/Coeur d'Alene tribal identity, but rather a crucial addition to 
Indian subjectivity that not only acknowledges the shared experiences of 
contemporary American Indians, specifically young Indian men, but also 
challenges the literary stasis of male Indian identity. 

Crazy Horse is the most complex figure and idea in Fancydancing: he is 
both real and surreal, he is historical and a-temporal, he is Lakota and 
pan-tribal. The great war leader and visionary of the Oglala Sioux is best 
known for his role in the Battle of the Little Big Hom and the ignomin 
ious circumstances of his 1877 murder at Ft. Robinson, Nebraska. With 
his great martial victories, he signifies success, but with his death 
stabbed in the back amidst rumors, jealousies, and mistranslations - he 
signifies tragedy. As a structural device or idea in F ancydancing, he rep
resents the possibility of honor and community for Indian men, honor and 
community that are pan-Indian rather than tribally centered. 

Crazy Horse is most readily identified in Alexie's poems as an allu
sion to a specifically Native past. In "Powwow," the persona alludes to a 
payphone that "doesn't work, hasn't worked since 1876" (42). Here the 
allusion is to Crazy Horse's triumph at the Little Big Hom, one of the 
final battles for the American frontier.5 Interestingly, the poem brings this 
moment into the present, keeping it alive while simultaneously rendering 
it as useless as the telephone. The Indian victory on the eastern Montana 
plains at Greasy Grass has become a useless artifact of the present, 
thwarting communication on the reservation. This lack of technology 
functions on several levels, most notably keeping Indians in the past; they 
do not-and in fact cannot - communicate like other modem Americans, 
at least not at this spot on the reservation. And this inability is not imag
ined in the abstract: the metaphor of the phone is a concrete, tangible 
reminder of the disconnection. This reference also invokes land lost to 
technological progress, whether it be telephone lines or highways, as well 
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as a lack of connection to the dominant culture. 6 The Battle of the Little 
Big Hom was the last great warrior moment for America's Indians in the 
19th century; repercussions were swift. The Little Big Horn - and 
Alexie' s phone - thus represent both the zenith and the nadir of Indian 
(warrior) experience, signifying a profound ambivalence that character 
izes the entire collection: success in war brought the reservation system 
and dependence on the federal government. For Crazy Horse, it eventual 
ly brought death. Success means eventual failure, especially for warriors.7 

This complex if not contradictory representation of Indian masculinity 
and heroism is amplified in "War All the Time," a grim but not hopeless 
examination of contemporary Indian warrior life. In "War," Crazy Horse 
"comes back from Vietnam/ straight into the Breakaway Bar" (1-2) . The 
meaning of Crazy Horse shifts here from allusion to anachronism . Crazy 
Horse knows that "he's some color of hero" (6), but not whether it is "red 
or white" (7). His role as a soldier, the source of his masculinity, has lost 
its cultural markings and consequently has lost its meaning to him : he 
"sells his medals / ... buys a dozen beers" ( 12-13) and tells the bartender 
that "you can't stop a man" (20). If Alexie continued with his existing 
stanzaic pattern, the poem would end here. Instead, he alters the form of 
the final stanza; the poem's first three stanzas are comprised of five lines , 
but the last stanza contains six lines. With this change, Alexie conjures up 
the struggle of all Indian warriors, not simply Crazy Horse in the 
Breakaway Bar : the poem ends not with the statement that "you can't stop 
a man" (20), but with the more complete assertion that "you can't stop a 
man/ from trying to survive no matter where he is" (20-21) . This crucial 
addition invokes not only survival, but specifically a-geographical sur
vival. As a consequence, the line becomes - paradoxically - a pan-Indian 
reference through the Lakota -specific figure of Crazy Horse . 

Daniel Grassian argues that "Alexie imagines Crazy Horse reincarnat 
ed in contemporary society, but as a person who has lost his cultural and 
ethnic pride .... He does this to show how the spirit of Crazy Horse has 
vanished for most contemporary Indians " (27) . While I agree that Crazy 
Horse seems to have lost his "cultural and ethnic" moorings, at least in 
"War All the Time," to suggest that "the spirit of Crazy Horse has van
ished" works against the invocations of Crazy Horse throughout 
Fancydancing. It is precisely the omnipresent and ongoing survival of 
Crazy Horse's honor that allows Indian men to "try ... to survive," an 
interpretation supported by Stephen F. Evans' comment that Alexie's 
writing functions as "a survival document - a defiantly realistic coping 
mechanism for modern reservation 'warriors'" (48).8 And while it is a 
somber notion that the best any contemporary Indian warrior can do is try 
to survive, in "War All The Time," the honor of being a warrior remains, 
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even as that honor is displaced from its meaning. The poem thus suggests 
not the total loss - more vanishing Indians - that Grassian's analysis pro
poses, but rather one of many cultural losses that can be recuperated. 
Crazy Horse's warrior identity has brought him honor (and bought him 
beer), and he is-inexplicably - alive. 

It is useful to compare the warrior Crazy Horse, as depicted in "War 
All the Time ," with the seemingly less-than -martial Thomas Builds the 
Fire in the story "Special Delivery" found in Section II of Fancydancing . 
Thomas is treated as a violent threat by both the local tribal police and the 
dominant culture reporting on his "takeover" of the reservation post 
office . When a tribal cop tells Thomas "We know you ain't got a gun, 
come on out" (45), Thomas replies that "Maybe I got the idea of a gun" 
(45). Consider what the warrior is left with here - the "idea" of violence 
rather than the fight itself, just as the war veteran Crazy Horse in "War 
All the Time" is left with only the "idea" of heroism.9 And Thomas, who 
prefaces his retort with "maybe," is not even sure he has the idea right. 
This pseudo -violence is made more complex by the misreading of events 
by Coeur D'Alene and white witnesses. Chief David WalksAlong tells a 
reporter, "Well, we're worried about what Thomas might think of next. 
He's always had a very good imagination" (46) . The white reporter he 
makes these comments to is named Andy Jackson, who uses technology 
to transmit the story about Thomas (rather than one of Thomas' s stories
a crucial distinction).10 

Jackson's technology reminds readers of the failed technology of the 
payphone in "Powwow" as well as the ways in which technology disrupts 
the oral tradition in its separation of storyteller and listener. Moreover, the 
willful misreading and displacement of history (Thomas is about to be 
"removed" from the post office with the help of Andrew Jackson) simul
taneously reminds us of the twinned yet competing producers, conveyers, 
and reifiers of Indian masculinity and Alexie' s alternative masculinity, the 
rhetorical masculinity of Thomas' storytelling. And although Thomas 
appears to extricate himself from the post office standoff, in part due to 
the success of his rhetorical violence (which, we must note, begins with 
his anxiety that his stories are being disrupted), readers are left with little 
if any resolution to the problem of what will happen to Thomas' stories .11 

Alexie's repeated linking of heroism - martial or rhetorical - and failure 
in "War All the Time" and "Special Delivery," as with the ambivalence in 
his allusions to the Little Big Hom in "Powwow," suggest that meaning 
ful heroic masculinity is not possible for Indian men in a contemporary 
world shaped around "Crazy Horse dreams." 

Buffalo Bill provides the counterpoint to Crazy Horse in the poem 
"Evolution" which immediately follows "Special Delivery." The anachro-
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nistic showman continues to make spectacle of Indian identity: he "opens 
a pawn shop on the reservation / right across the border from the liquor 
store I and he stays open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week" (1-3). Buffalo 
Bill renames his pawn shop "THE MUSEUM OF NATIVE AMERICAN 
CULTURES " (14 capitals in original) and charges the Indians to see their 
own history after the "last Indian has pawned everything / but his heart" 
(11-12). These images are continued in "Pawn Shop," the final poem of 
Fancydancing, in which Alexie's persona "find[s] a single heart beating 
under glass" (7) . While a cursory reading may lead one to conclude that 
Buffalo Bill - signifying the dominant culture - now owns all Indians, it 
is the Indian persona who controls the meaning of the heart. Unlike Crazy 
Horse in the Breakaway bar, the persona here "know[s] who [the heart] 
used to belong/ to" (8-9) and in fact knows "all of them" (9). The persona 
does not know when the heart was pawned or what tribe the owner 
belonged to; his understanding of the heart's meaning, his recognition of 
it, is devoid of historical , geographical, or tribal context. He recognizes 
the heart pan-tribally, a recognition that suggests that the possibility of 
Indian community remains , a recognition explicitly linked to Crazy 
Horse - and thus masculinity and honor - through "War All the Time" in 
which Crazy Horse pawns his medals . 

Crazy Horse functions throughout Fancydancing less often as an allusion 
and more commonly as a metaphor for historical and contemporary Indian 
heroism and suffering. It is in the poem "Love Hard" that Alexie first refers 
to a "Crazy Horse dream" (26), which he later defines in "Ceremonies" as 
"the kind that don't come true" (29). In both poems Crazy Horse represents 
the shared experience of assaults on and voluntary transformations of 
Indian cultures , Indian land, Indian history - in short, revisions of Native 
identity . "No Drugs or Alcohol Allowed" offers a modem Battle of the 
Little Big Hom, but this time the cavalry wins: 
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Seymour decides to fight every white man 
at the powwow 
and there are dozens with cameras and a film crew from a local 

city 
covering the events 
for the local news so Seymour attacks them with a broken bottle 

breaking it 
again over the head of a prominent concerned reporter who files a 

live report 
highlighting the renewed rivalry 
between whites and reds although 
it's still the same because Seymour 
alias Crazy Horse 



gets the shit kicked out of him by a softball team from Spokane 
all of them white . (27-40) 

If this story were the same, if it were the story of Crazy Horse, Seymour 
"alias Crazy Horse" should win, but victory is too far gone for these 
Indian men; there is no honor in the violence they enact-12 Here again 
Alexie invokes Crazy Horse in moments of violent failure. It is not sur
prising to readers, then, in "Giving Blood," when the white nurse says 
"I'm I sorry Mr. Crazy Horse/ but we've already taken too much of your 
blood and you won't be eligible / to donate for another generation or two" 
(35-38). This passage is easily read as a tragic-comic elegy to the losses 
of America's indigenous peoples, invoking not only the Black Hills, but 
the entire lost continent. Moreover, it reveals anxiety over "authentic" 
Indian identity in its veiled allusions to blood quantum. Jennifer Gillan 
writes that "Alexie's poems indicate the difficulty of negotiating the vari
ous systems of categorization that attempt to fix and determine American 
Indian identity" (103). She continues with the observation that " [t]hrough 
his ability to unsettle media versions of both Americans and Indians, 
Alexie intervenes in these debates about authenticity and identity" 
(104)-13 And yet even with this "intervention," we are left wondering: 
does Crazy Horse's story still have meaning in contemporary Indian life 
because of, or in spite of, his tragic fate? I think the answer can be found 
in Alexie's use of Crazy Horse as a structural device, most notably in 
Section III of Fancydancing, which is titled "Crazy Horse Dreams." 

Alexie's persona reminds us early in Section III in "No Drugs or Alcohol 
Allowed" that "there is no law against Crazy Horse anymore" (44) 
because "white people don ' t realize that he came/ back to life / ... and 
began the reeducation/ of all of us" (46-48). Our reeducation as readers is 
finalized here as we watch Alexie exploit the tension of Crazy Horse as a 
tragic and heroic figure who is somehow both dead and alive - at least in 
Indian Country . Crazy Horse is the framing device that Alexie uses to 
shape the reader's view of Indians - past, present, and future; he is what 
makes it possible to, as Newton argues, "change ... the story-a repeated 
refrain and strategic ideal in Alexie's work" (420, italics in original)_14 In 
"Powwow," the persona asks "did you ever get the feeling/ when speak
ing to a white American / that you needed closed captions?" (34-36). 
Fancydancing suggests that the figure of Crazy Horse subverts the need 
for closed captioning. Alexie relies on an American Anglo understanding 
of the meaning of Crazy Horse-horse cultures, the Great Plains, the 
Battle of the Little Big Hom; Crazy Horse is shorthand in Fancydancing 
for the American Western experience. But Alexie also relies on an 
American Indian understanding of the meaning of Crazy Horse, a specifi -
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cally masculine interpretation of Indian identity that, though it risks being 
futile and defeated, offers the possibility of being productive and triumphant.15 

In his critique of Alexie's early fiction, Louis Owens observes that 
"there is no family or community center towards which his characters ... 
might tum for coherence" (79). This comment is part of a larger critique 
in which Owens suggests that Alexie's work "reinforces all of the stereo
types [about Indians] desired by white readers" (79).16 Owens limits his 
analysis to Alexie's fiction, but if we extend his comments to include 
F ancydancing, we find a text that resists this reading. I would further sug
gest that because of the continuity of images of Crazy Horse throughout 
Alexie's early writing, and the connection Crazy Horse provides Alexie's 
Indian characters both to their warrior history and to each other in a con
temporary world, we must reconsider the notion of Indian community and 
Indian identity across Alexie's body of work. Crazy Horse allows 
Alexie's characters (and his text) to resist what he calls "nostalgia as a 
disease" (13 quoted in Ase Nygren). Moreover, Crazy Horse brings 
coherence to Fancydancing, offering through his martial presence a cul
tural family and community where both were feared lost. Indians, specifi
cally Indian men, are paradoxically gaining community beyond, if not 
outside of, their tribal identity; Crazy Horse here belongs to every Indian 
and represents survival and continued resistance to the appropriation and 
erasure of Indian identity enacted by the dominant culture. David Moore 
reminds us that "[a]n America that would erase its first nations would be 
revolutionized by Indians who assert themselves against vanishing" (298), 
and it is the idea of Crazy Horse that enables Alexie's fancydancing 
young men to "assert" themselves into an American narrative transformed 
by their presence. 

With ironic detachment, The Business of Fancydancing portrays a con
temporary Indian warrior culture that identifies with the heroism of Crazy 
Horse, but that can repeat only the tragedy of Crazy Horse's fate. Alexie's 
"warriors," at their best, invoke the traditions of Crazy Horse as an asser
tion of their own survival and Indian-ness. At their worst, the men invoke 
Crazy Horse to justify violence against themselves or others. Alexie him
self invokes Crazy Horse as an architectural element, shaping his poetry 
and prose around specifically Indian notions of this legendary figure of 
the American West. 

In "Special Delivery," Thomas - while "holding up" the post office 
tells a tribal police officer that he has "the idea of a gun" and "that's just 
as good" as having a real gun (45). Alexie, I propose, is "holding up" 
readers with the idea of Crazy Horse, an idea which may be even better 
than the real Crazy Horse. While the historical figure of Crazy Horse can-
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not be recuperated, as a rhetorical element, he can be made heroic. As 
Crazy Horse moves beyond historical allusion and into the realm of 
metaphor and narrative structure , he moves into the present. He becomes 
alive through shifting meanings that-against the odds of contemporary 
male Indian life-work to transform the mundane to the heroic . Crazy 
Horse here is a rhetorical ceremony, bringing young men to manhood and 
reminding grown men that they can be warriors. 

Notes 
1Anthropologists employ the term "detribalized" to convey displacement that 

is not only physical, but also cultural (displacement from language , spirituality , 
values , mores, etc.) , a term that is useful in the context of the new literary Indian 
subject examined here. 

21 reali ze that some may take issue with my use of this term due to its 
Eurocentric origins, but I believe that "reinventing " the term as "Everylndian" 
rather than "Everyman " resists reifying Western culture and, in fact , draws atten
tion to the fact that American Indian peoples have their own tropes or patterns of 
representation. I have borrowed the term "reinventing " from Joy Harjo and Gloria 
Bird who, in their book Reinventing the Enemy's Language, remind us that '"rein
venting ' in the colonizer's tongue and turning those images around to mirror an 
image of the colonized to the colonizers as a process of recolonization indicates 
that something is happening, something is emerging and coming into focus that 
will politicize as well as transform literary expression" (22) . 

3Alexie ' s film The Business of Fancydancing, with the consistent narrative 
voice of Seymour Polatkin, a homosexual Spokane/ Coeur d'Alene poet , offers a 
different set of concerns regarding Indian subjectivity that go beyond the scope of 
my argument here . 

4Alexie writes , "The hero must be a half-breed , half white and half Indian , 
preferably/ from a horse culture" (3-4). 

soavid Anthony Tyeeme Clark and Joane Nagel argue in "White Men , Red 
Masks: Appropriations of Indian 'Manhood ' in Imagined Wests " that "The battle 
of the Little Bighorn was emblematic of a simultaneous larger struggle underway 
in America , a conflict among men over the meaning of manhood . . . . It was not 
only a battle over the control of land and resources, but a struggle that determined 
in many ways the definition of white manhood and the shape and content of 
American national and, thus , masculine identity" (111). I contend that through his 
rhetorical manipulations of Crazy Horse, Alexie works to displace the American 
masculinity born of the Little Big Horn described by Clark and Nagel and put in 
its place Indian masculinity . 

6AJexie continues to comment on the connection between Indian land and 
technology in later texts. In "A Drug Called Tradition " from The Lone Ranger and 
Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, Thomas Builds -the-Fire hosts "the second -largest party 
in reservation history" (12) because "he just got a ton of money from Washington 
Water Power because they had to pay for the lease to have ten power poles run
ning across some land that Thomas had inherited" (13). The narrator goes on to 
tell us that "When Indians make lots of money from corporations that way, we can 
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all hear our ancestors laughing in the trees. But we never can tell whether they're 
laughing at the Indians or the whites. I think they're laughing at pretty much 
everybody" (13). The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven. New York: 
HarperPerennial, 1994. 

?Within American Indian cultures, a warrior's death is honorable; it is the 
kind of death that matters. However, the well -documented events of Crazy 
Horse's death make clear that he was not allowed to die in a way that represented 
his strength and honor as a warrior, a point that seems central to the loss Crazy 
Horse signifies to Alexie' s characters. 

SEvans' analysis is linked directly to his interpretation of Old Shirts and New 
Skins and The Toughest Indian in the World, but he is inclusive in his statement, 
arguing that "Alexie's literary endeavors collectively form his artistic vision of a 
survival document" (48). 

91n "Sonnet: Tattoo Tears" from The Summer of Black Widows, Alexie writes 
that "Imagination is the only weapon on the reservation" (58). 

IOJames H . Cox observes a similar pattern in "Rediscovering America" from 
First Indian on the Moon: "Alexie demonstrates the power that technology has to 
silence stories that do not affirm European American superiority over Native 
Americans" (148). 

!!The resolution does appear in "The Trial of Thomas Builds -the-Fire" in The 
Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven. We learn that Thomas has "not spo
ken in nearly twenty years .... But recently Thomas had begun to make small 
noises" (94). The perceived threat of these "small noises" leads to his arrest for "a 
storytelling fetish accompanied by an extreme need to tell the truth. Dangerous" 
(93). James Cox observes that "Thomas's imagination produces truths when his 
ideas manifest as powerful images to other characters" (Muting White Noise 159). 
As "The Trial" makes clear, Thomas is not being punished for what occurred in 
the reservation post office twenty years (and a text) ago, but rather for inspiring 
the tribal chief's wife to leave him: "A noise that sounded something like rain had 
given Esther courage enough to leave her husband, David WalksAlong , who had 
been tribal police chief at the time of Thomas Builds -the-Fire's original crime" 
(LR&T 94 italics in original). It is interesting to note that the rhetorical power rests 
not with the storyteller, Thomas, but rather with the listener. 

12References here to the media reporting on Indian violence not only link this 
poem and "Special Delivery," they also suggest that the dominant culture's 
authoritative, sanctioned, technology -based storytelling is culpable in the downfall 
of Indian honor and masculinity. 

13While Gillan's comments are made specifically in reference to First Indian 
on the Moon, they are useful in understanding Alexie's depictions oflndian iden 
tity throughout his early writing. Similarly constructive is Ase Nygren's observa 
tion that "While in Alexie's early fiction, the reservation is a geographical space 
of borders and confinement, in his more recent fiction , The Toughest Indian in the 
World (2000) and Ten Little Indians (2003), the reservation changes its ontology 
and becomes a mental and emotional territory" (150-51). I argue here that this 
ontology appears earlier in Alexie's work, specifically in Fancydancing through 
the presence of Crazy Horse. The notion of this type of ontological shift is perhaps 
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best represented in Adrian Louis's line "the reservation of my mind," a phrase 
repeatedly referenced by Alexie. 

14Newton concludes quite differently from my analysis that in spite of 
Alexie's efforts to transform American history, his work is "not preemptive; he 
cannot set the terms of this narrative exchange. Nor, in any positivist sense, is it 
recuperative: he has no older story with which to supplant it. Instead, the image is 
reclaimed by Alexie as image" ("Sherman Alexie' s Autoethnography" 427, italics 
in original). More useful for my reading is Stephen F. Evans' argument that 
Alexie's texts are "constructing a realistic literary document for contemporary 
Indian survival" ( 48). 

15Clark and Nagel write that "By invoking and revoking the white man's 
Indian, indigenous people have carved out a space from which to challenge and 
complicate normative ideas about a racialized America in which hegemonic man
hood is white" (125-26). Alexie's rendering of Crazy Horse overtly "challenges" 
and "complicates" America's understanding of both Indian and white masculinity. 

16Owens is entering a conversation started by Gloria Bird and Elizabeth Cook
Lynn, both of whom take issue with Alexie's characterization of contemporary 
Indian life . See Gloria Bird's "The Exaggeration of Despair in Sherman Alexie's 
Reservation Blues" and Elizabeth Cook-Lynn's "American Indian Intellectualism 
and the New Indian Story." My reading of Fancydancing offers an alternative 
interpretation not only in its focus on the potential for Indian men to regain their 
status as warriors, but also in its address of Alexie's critique of American Indian 
literary tropes. 

Works Cited 
Alexie , Sherman. The Business of Fancydancing. New York : Hanging Loose 

Press, 1992. 
_. First Indian on the Moon. New York: Hanging Loose Press, 1993. 
_. The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven. New York: HarperPerennial, 1994. 
_. The Summer of Black Widows. New York: Hanging Loose Press, 1996. 
Basso, Matthew, Laura McCall, and Dee Garceau, eds. Across the Great Divide: 

Cultures of Manhood in the American West. New York: Routledge, 2001. 
109-30. 

Bird, Gloria. "The Exaggeration of Despair in Sherman Alexie's Reservation 
Blues," Wicazo Sa Review (1995): 47-52 . 

Clark, David Anthony Tyeeme, and Joane Nagel. "White Men , Red Masks: 
Appropriations of 'Indian' Manhood in Imagined Wests." Across the Great 
Divide: Cultures of Manhood in the American West. Eds . Matthew Basso, 
Laura McCall, and Dee Garceau. New York: Routledge, 2001 . 109-30. 

Cook -Lynn, Elizabeth . "American Indian Intellectualism and the New Indian 
Story," Natives and Academics: Researching and Writing about American 
Indians. Ed. Devon A. Mihesuah. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P , 1998. 111-38. 

Cox, James H. Muting White Noise: Native American and European American 
Novel Traditions. Norman: U of Oklahoma P, 2006. 

Evans, Stephen F . '"Open Containers': Sherman Alexie's Drunken Indians." 
American Indian Quarterly 25.1 (2001): 46-72. 

47 



Gillan , Jennifer. "Reservation Home Movies: Sherman Alexie's Poetry." 
American Literature 68.1 (1996): 91-110. 

Grassian , Daniel. Understanding Sherman Alexie. Columbia: U of South Carolina 
P, 2005. 

Harjo, Joy, and Gloria Bird , Eds. Reinventing the Enemy's Language. New York: 
Norton, 1997. 

Momaday , N. Scott . House Made of Dawn . New York: HarperCollins , 1999 . 
Moore, David L . "Sherman Alexie : Irony, Intimacy, and Agency. " The 

Cambridge Companion to Native American Literature . Ed. Joy Porter and 
Kenneth M. Roemer. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005 . 297-310 . 

Newton , John. "Sherman Alexie ' s Autoethnography. " Contemporary Literature 
42 .2 (2001): 413-28 . 

Nygren, Ase . "A World of Story-Smoke: A Conversation with Sherman Alexie ." 
MELUS 30.4 (2005): 149-69 . 

Owens , Louis. Mixed Blood Messages: Literature, Film, Family, Place. Norman: 
U of Oklahoma P , 1998. 

Silko , Leslie Marmon. Ceremony. New York: Viking Penguin , 1977. 
Welch , James. The Death of Jim Loney . New York: Harper and Row , 1979. 

48 



TONI THOMAS 

My Mother Is a Soft Egg 

with a dark yolk . 
She fields my life 
in spring clover 
black gum boots 
manages to tum the other cheek 
not be openly formidable 
back talking the rain. 

My mother warns me 
not to crowd fate 
stab the peonies in my backyard 
set up an unwieldy garden 
that will grow disfigured here. 

Maybe I am the wish fulfillment 
that lives in her side pocket 
the aberrant child 
the one who decides to have her cake 

the lemon icing of it 
the way it curses a small plate 
reinvents kittens 
mines the yard for its lost marbles 
spent paw prints 
those pregnant wishes 
that can go hackneyed 
in the rain . 
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The Man on the Bus 
sinks into the tabloids, 
is trolling for love 
keeps one hand pressed over 
the side of his face. 
A scattering of purple kisses 
sweep up around his right eye 
and behind his ear 
where God's lips pressed too long and hard 
on the birth table 
but he has forgotten this 
knows only the way life reigns in 
what it cannot bathe . 

The hemlocks in our backyard could hide the rnan 
a toy water pistol, our child's frisbee 
and not let thern go. 
Sorne things vanish before we realize 
they have been waiting for us. 

Can the world erase God ' s high -strung kisses? 
Will the rnan on the bus wake up 
unpeta led one day? 

I dig out old spoons, rusted canaries, 
blue marbles 
things the world has forgotten 
to which the hemlocks cling. 



Scalloped Edge of Nothing 

that's what your father sometimes called you 
because of your size 
because of the way you shrank from things 
set up your sentinel of armies 
hid from the wind. 

It was the summer of too much rain . 
The garden swamped with it. 
The peonies buckling 
the nasturtiums barely able to open 
their orange eyelids to the day. 

I was going crazy in that house. 
You remember it. 
I walked the floorboards into the rut 
of train tracks 
sucked on ice 
baked upside -down cakes til the refrigerator 
was loaded with them. 

Grandpa died that summer. 
Overweight and in his 40s . His heart gave out 
along with his temper 
and grandma had to sell the big house 
on Cherry Street because he'd never believed 
in insurance , took to cleaning doctors' offices 
moved into the cramped apartment 
never bought a bed 
still shopped at Butners and designed 
her own clothes . 

I smoked so many cigarettes that summer 
I thought the color of the walls 
would tum brown on me . 
Your father aired out 
the rooms every night. 
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I wanted a blue wade pool 
a patio with a decent hibachi grill 
a man who knew how to use it 
wondered how many things get scorched 
before they rise. 

It's the summer you put your pointer finger 
in the blades of the parlor fan 
almost ended up with a stub to write by 
the summer I kept burning toast 
your brother sped down the dump hill 
on his two-wheeler and busted his left arm 
the summer it rained a lot 
your dad working two jobs, attending night college 
the high humidity of it 
my rayon dresses that had begun to 
cling to me 
tight around the hipline 
the nylon stockings of it 
the rub and chaff 
me dreaming of paisley swimsuits 
families with cars 
iced tea glasses so tall you can stall 
your lips on them 
never get thirsty 
the sun faithful in the morning sky, 
the day offering up advertisements of 
sexy women in red convertibles 
pistachio ice cream 
lovemaking on the rooftop of tenements 
children who float with me 
instead of lugging behind 
create their own fantasies 
plant pigeons in the middle of rainstorms 
yank the metal legs of the pink flamingos 
out of the lawn 
ride them til we are a thousand miles away. 

It was the summer of swamp rain. 
What could I do but trellis my days 
looking for heaven? 



I Want to Knit You Socks 

soft mohair 
blue as jays against a fleet of trees. 
Let you be the squire 
of the squared off carpet threads . 

It is October. 
My fingers lament summer's 
easy shoes. 
The way want never carved a hole in midnight. 
My dead forsythia, paled begonias trailing . 

You need candlelight and warm feet. 
I know you need more than that 
but we are not saying . 

We plastic wrap the parlor windows 
seal them airtight 
sit without drafts stirring. 

I am a fish in a small bowl 
examine the thickness of it 
my webbed tail 
the way hairline cracks keep seeping 
into the walls 

the exquisite anguish 
of feeling so secure 
in such a tempered glass world. 
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Parasites Keep Coming In 
I've told the nurse about it. 
They never seem to get enough of my skin. 
They are drunk on nectar in this room. 

I need to move I tell her. 
She says they only infest what is willing here. 
I must be stalwart, 
stopgap the rain. 
Send them packing 
with just the crumbs from my tray . 

I grow steely as a metal thimble 
resist their assault. 
Stockpile bread crumbs into bug hills, 
let them wander the miracle of them. 
Send them off with a stout talking to, 
a rubber band parade, 
an incontestable sermon 
iced in ceremonial wedding cake. 

Over time they become willing congregationalists 
take their pews diligently by the lip of the door 
never enter 
fuss or foam over the altar 
decline to spread disease over my small 
room's sinfulness . 

The nurses are smugly satisfied 
at my ability to take initiative 
discover the Houdini in me. 
It is not long before I master hat tricks , 
produce red carnations 
vanish rabbits 
can always pinpoint the card they 
earmark 
in the center of the deck . 



With my slight of hand and new vocation 
I'll soon be able to disappear through walls 
gather better food from the kitchen 
ride on the back of camels 
shatter glass with the weight of my words 
realign my past 
see it come tumbling back to me 
painterly 
hot tempered 
multi-coated 
a season of grass skirts 
my calculated schoolroom lust 
burning. 
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DAVID McDANNALD 

Living without Birds 

I moved to West Texas. Age and illness had erased two generations and 
left me trustee of the ranch for young cousins living elsewhere. The pick
ups, tractors, and barns were still rusting, rotting in the sacaton, but all 
those who'd worked the land were gone. 

A barn swallow swirled as I opened and aired out the ranch house. 
Chip, I called him, acrobat of joy . He brought his woman by and shrieked 
sideways from the gable that he'd found the place for their nest-those 
days before I knew to put out mud. One evening when I left the door ajar, 
Chip and his girl moved into the glass fixture over my bed. I crept under 
the sheets and we slept together, swallows and I, until dawn when I sent 
them crashing into windowpanes . 

In May, the rains came early and hard. Chip's girl shuddered on the 
phone line in a squall, feathers mussed, and stared downwind as if her 
man had been blown there. Then she too was gone. Hearing no songs 
from the porch the next morning, I checked the high grass for swallows. 

Summer brought cactus wrens to the roof to peck at gnats hatched 
from loose shingles. Quail congregated in August to chat and chuckle. 
Vultures glided south before a horseback day-worker shot a cow who 
snapped her leg in a badger hole. And the great homed owl sang each 
night from the cottonwoods. 

The owl would flee with my footsteps, low to the ground under cover 
of barn or building, as though from fear of guns, then perch on a distant 
fence post and watch as I climbed the ladder and walked the rim of the 
stock tank - the great circular rock tank filled by an electric pump that 
drew water from deep in the ground. For months I approached the tank by 
swinging wide and slow around the cottonwoods, until one night in the 
trees the owl held his post. He glanced down, then swiveled his head and 
stared into the distance, as though he'd accepted me as his subject. 
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With winter came a phone call from an oilman who wanted to buy the 
ranch . He would pay enough that my cousins - too young to know much 
of the past or to be fond of birds - would never want. 

After a month of grappling, I gave the go-ahead. 
It was January, cold, the sun so low it seemed to be slipping south . I 

walked through the cottonwoods, climbed the ladder and stood on the rim 
of the stock tank. Below me, facedown in the water, floated the great 
homed owl. I hooked a wire under his wing bone and fished him out , this 
giant winged cat with bluing eyes. The king of headquarters died of old 
age, plunged mid-flight. Anything but death in water pulled from an 
underground river. 

Chip returned, but just for an afternoon, as though even he knew the 
story of the place was at its end . 
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ROBERT PARHAM 

In a Name 

How is it to be loved by the ear 
but not the eye? 

To be adored by the scent, 
but better the blind eye? 

The lilac, though, loved by both, 
most of the time, 

but to the third the lilac says 
nothing , nor can 

its tongue given to the chickadee 
and the jay, 

one that hides inside its cluster, 
just a peep, 

the other always at the top, a shriek, 
presumed potentate. 

When lilac fades to flower, 
to lose its special color, 

still it may bloom, if less 
specifically. 

Worse, when on the list, 
it now is flour, 



things go pale, or brown, 
until it is a part 

of something else, raised as though 
from dead to living, 

attractive loaf, and kindly scent, 
but most of all that brings 

along another sense of being : 
taste . .. enough 

to tear the eye, to bring on 
pleasing silence . 

More than names, always, more 
than words, 

these things that fade or rise, 
horizons all, 

some taken in ... others, pleasing, 
take us with them. 
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How the Holly Hides the Sparrow 
And what, despite the exquisite memory of dream, 
is it, through sleep, that I have forgot? 

Can it be the tanager, the gold and black, 
the sky and field and tree it painted? 

Can it be the maple or the oriental plum 
that fills the yard with startled leaves? 

The people, mixed and smiling, move along 
the broken bridges that end in mid-ocean; 

The promises of wisdom in clear-headed 
tales, that too belongs to dream 

Before it returns, as if to nonsense 
or through waking. 

The drugged dazzlement of dreaming matters, 
yes, but let me watch the doves rise grey 

Above the field, and I'll give up the mist 
that drapes the dawn, if just 

For its moment, true and real, the holly greens 
to hide the sparrow. 



Less than Obvious 
Driving off, he neither waved nor smiled. 
I knew he didn't see me, for his eyes 

stared beyond even the road, the way 
they can when instead of pavement 

or people they are seeing, it is the track 
of time instead, whether past or future. 

The battle between wistful and hopeful 
is the real battle between God and Devil. 

I knew that. It was even my tum of phrase , 
as I'd written it inside the cover of my own 

New Testament each of us received 
after being saved on some Sunday morning 

at the Simple Faith Baptist Church , 
its own form of family reunion. 

Which is God? I wondered . Which Satan? 
But like ballplayers you've never seen 

play, I instead thought of Mickey Mantle, 
The Mick smashing the ball from both sides, 

The Mick drag bunting down the first base line , 
the big Okie faster than light as he beat it out . 

Time is that way, you see, handing you something 
as though, right out of the oven of perfection , 

it can last. The Mick won't step in that hole in center , 
won't vomit his drunken guts out night after night 

with Billy Martin. And neither , of course, would die . 
Or the thousand flies I shagged in the back field 

behind the barn until dusk when the swallows and bats 
came out, chasing the last pop-up almost to the ground, 

proving to me I could catch them all behind my back, 
but, in that obvious moment, not even I would fly . 
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RUSS J. VAN PAEPEGHEM 

The Ecology of Levels 

I once worked on a home in Oregon that was designed without the notion 
of square in mind. Instead, this home had many layers and stories, the 
center of which was a circular room where a eucalyptus tree grew big and 
bold and green, looming fifteen feet into the trapped air of the building. 
The tree, in fact, seemed to be the house. Windows framed a semicircle 
around half of the tree, whereas the other side of the circle was open to 
the rest of the building , a handmade wooden spiral staircase screwing its 
way up to another floor. The kitchen also adjoined this center room , 
where the homeowner stood as a partner and I worked on his furnace. 

We were installing a large return -air vent through which the furnace 
would breathe. Returns are the most crucial component to any ventilat ion 
system, but they are also the least likely to be installed with this impor 
tance in mind. Why? They don't do any delivering , just taking, and so, as 
if on the dole, their significance diminishes. This home was suffering 
from such a lack of insight at install , and we were there to remedy it , with 
squareness and efficiency and with the future of the system in mind. 

While we worked, the homeowner stood at the kitchen counter - a 
slab of butcher block the size of a car's hood - and chopped up leeks and 
kale and other greens and threw them into a pot on the stove. First we 
sawzalled a chunk of wall out to access the return plenum , and then, with 
a screwdriver and snips we hacked into the sheet metal behind . The man 
talked to us about the soup he was making , added salt and pepper as the 
sweet aromas wafted toward us, though the unit was still and not drawing 
air . We listened as we cut that square hole in his round home. We grew 
hungry . We installed pieces of sheet metal flashing to cover the ratted cut 
that the saw ' s blade made through the paneling . Installed a white louvered 
grille that you see in the ceilings of shops . When the soup was at a sim
mer , he said , "Let me show you the upstairs." We put our tools down and 
followed him. 

He led us up the stairway, my partner first . We awed at the carpentry 
in this, the bedroom. The different woods and colors: russet walnuts and 
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crimson oaks. We turned to the railing and looked down . I would later 
remember this vantage when standing in St. Peter's basilica in Rome, hav
ing come down from the uppermost dome, peering down atop Bernini's 
Baldacchio, under which the relics of St. Peter rest . That tree to me, with 
all its branches and variety and wizened ways seemed to command so 
much gravity and force as to be all that the house was: not obstinately per
fect and square and level, but durably natural. It was something I couldn't 
measure. Couldn't get hold of. Couldn't check . 

There's something imperative about squareness in the building of build 
ings that makes both the builder and the architect pucker. It's necessary to 
them, just as studs are to the carpenter; brick to the mason; paper to the 
writer. By and large, squareness, levelness, straightness are all to a home 
the way wonder, awe, and delight are to the aesthetic of the outside . 
Squareness, a quality in most people's eyes, is for the utilitarian the sub
stance from which new and better lines are built. I for one like to look at 
things that are designed and built with care in mind . Straight lines indicate 
this care to me, since they're not so easy to achieve . In that great function 
of gravity that coerces our every move, getting it square isn't easy . 
What's more, square is an odd shape. And, like the wandering bank of 
any river, it does not last. 

Last winter in Fairbanks I remodeled a bathroom for some friends. It was 
an extensive and time-consuming project. I learned that we do these pro
jects of remodeling because we feel compelled to do them, not because 
we need to do them or because these projects need us to do it for them. 
We revamp, retool, rekindle, not because we need to for some utilitarian 
purpose - the world goes on without us (we can always shit in the 
woods) - but because we feel we need them for a reason that we rational 
ize and call aesthetics . It seems to me that these efforts, then, become 
reflections of ourselves. Looking at them we are looking at our own bright 
faces, the patterns of our own minds. 

One day, in the middle of the project, I held a long silver level against 
a white wall. I was checking the vertical of that wall for plumb so that 
later I could apply a pattern of beige and tan tile to its blankness. With a 
level wall and set tiles, I could confidently grout the gridwork of cracks 
with a paste the consistency of dough, let the filling dry, and then smooth 
the surface with a hydrophilic sponge to remove the beaded grout. After 
this work, with a clean sponge I could wipe off the haze left by the grout, 
dry and polish the surface with a terry cloth, and then seal the walls with 
several spray cans of waterproofing . To be finished from that moment in 
time, I had another forty hours of labor ahead. 
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Looking at it from the doorway, the room itself was small, if com
pared to the average bathroom - only four feet wide by ten feet long - and 
so was more like a half-bath. The original design (what the hell happened 
in the seventies, anyway?) pinched a steel tub between the two walls at 
the opposite end from the door; the basin of the tub spanned the full 
width . Regular tubs are sixty inches long, a full five feet, and so that 
smushed tub looked as though it had been left unattended, with too much 
hot water in it, and shrunk to four feet. 

In front of the tub, a toilet with its tank pressed to the right -hand wall, 
and then, between the stool and the doorway, a cabinet and sink, not much 
wider than the span of two folded towels laid side -by-side. The door 
swung in, to the left. This is where I stood after every day of work, assess
ing what I'd done just before I'd switch off the light. That was the old design. 

The new bathroom now has a fully tiled shower from floor to ceiling 
in the place of the tub, a new toilet in front of the shower in place of the 
old, and a larger and more elaborate cabinet with a solid-surface top run
ning to the small space that the doorway allowed. It has recessed lights, an 
exhaust fan to expel the moisture that plagued and eventually wrecked 
part of the original space, a fresh tile pattern inside and outside the shower 
enclosure four feet up from the floor, and new tile to replace the old 
linoleum. New clear glass shower doors. New colors . Unlike the older 
version, this room was designed with form and function in mind. 

At the point in the construction that I held the level, I checked for 
plumb on that wall just as I did the one opposite it. I did this to know if 
the two vertical walls weren't perfectly parallel to each other, if they V'd 
one way or another, rather, from a fixed width. Why? Depending on the 
walls and their squareness were the two thresholds of shower door that 
spanned between them, in place of the old tub . If the walls were crooked, 
the pattern of tile on the two thresholds, top and bottom, would be mis
matched and so have to be redesigned to accommodate their difference . If 
not, the glass doors would be wedged into a V and would not likely slide . 
Simple thing, but a big one if you cared to look. 

Knowing the level of the walls was a way of telling the future; it was a 
way of seeing what was to come. And it was important knowledge, since 
the costs of work were high, the time applied to the job scarce, and the 
efficiency of the work ahead a quality the homeowners would appreciate. 
As a person who values those qualities of work, I would appreciate know 
ing that those walls were level, just as I'd intended them to be . 

It doesn't feel like all that great a mental leap to suggest that the actions 
done to this small environ of the bathroom are smaller versions of the 
things we do regularly to the larger one in which we live . Don't we 
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change and mold, challenge the limits of the place we call home? Just 
because we can , does that mean that we should? And, as the qualities of 
good work reflect, isn't there a responsibility to do that changing as cor
rectly and ethically just as possible, pushing toward understanding the 
variables at hand to achieve the simplest method we can find? 

Since I was employed elsewhere during the weekdays, the soon to be tiled 
bathroom, only forty square feet, slowly transformed under the consisten 
cy of my weekend conversations with it. I'd begun demolition at Easter, 
and then at Advent seven months later , I was unimpressed with my speed 
through the job, though time -wise, I'd only approached about ninety 
hours of work. Ten of which was spent trying to make something work 
without knowing previously that it didn ' t work . 

"When's the last time you used the drain?" I asked the homeowner , 
Jack , on the first day of demolition. 

He figured in his head as he drew imaginary numbers in the air. "Let's 
see, Robin was in high school , that was . .. " he carried the imaginary two 
with his finger , "probably fifteen years ago ." 

We spent the next two days with steel snakes and long chisels and gal
lons of Drano. I could not get through the existing trap, and so with a 
jackhammer, I chipped enough concrete to get to the nest of gravel 
beneath the original cast iron. I cut the trap off from the drainpipe with a 
reciprocating saw, knowing that we'd have better luck with a new trap 
from that point, taking care to ensure a square cut so that the fitt ing 
adapter-a rubber coupling with two steel bands-would join the pipe 
snugly . Then, together, we fished five feet of steel snake into the pipe and 
tried to open its sloughed walls. We did this for hours trying to make new 
something that needed to be replaced. We pulled out bits of rusted iron, 
hair , and ancient sludge that I pictured as primordial soup. From there , I 
plumbed in the new piping , and we tested . 

We timed how long a gallon of water took to drain through a series of 
funnels and the new piping of trap and wye and vent. Twenty -five sec
onds to a gallon. With a shower head pumping two gallons per minute , 
this was adequate to keep up with water flow . When we covered that mess 
back up with concrete, I knew that the new plastic trap , the wye attached 
to it, and the vent working its way back through the walls to the roof , was 
all square if not pitched to/ inch per foot for drain. Before we covered it 
back up, Jack took a picture of it . At least it would be there for posterity, 
that squareness buried in the floor. 

I still have the level. I keep it outside in a shed, though to keep it safe, I'd 
prefer to rest it in a cradle of some kind . This way it won't get dropped 
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and busted. Won 't be scratched and bent from misuse or accidental folly. 
I've known carpenters who keep their levels cradled in the gun racks of 
their pickups, one hook above or below a two-piece spinning rod , as if 
both the level and the fishing rod are equal protection to that of a weapon. 
Maybe , in a peaceful way , they've taken the place of weapons . Maybe 
they are weapons , these things that tell us what's square and what's not . 

I'm holding the level now in mid-air. 
This is a carpenter's level. It looks like a hockey stick with three cats' 

eyes in the center of it. It has three yellow vials: two at opposite ends of 
the frame, one in the center, and they can all be viewed from two sides of 
the rectangular aluminum frame that makes its six flat surfaces . Its bub
bles measure the balance of the aluminum beam with respect to the curva
ture of the plastic vials they're in. The bubbles themselves are subject to 
move in the opposite direction as the fluid they're encased with since the 
bubble moves in terms of the gravity of the earth. In this way, levels 
report to something larger than themselves and are used by us. The fluid 
within the vials, actually ethanol, is called the spirit. In my Western world 
view, I know of no other weapon that has a spirit in it. But does that mean 
we rule out the level as a weapon? 

My Latin professor in college told us in medias stat virtu. In the mid
dle stands virtue. If what my professor said was true , levels help us find 
the middle, the center of things . I've come to believe this is important. 

Every time I use this level , or any of the other levels I have , I feel I'm 
checking not just my own work, but the worker in me. In a way, looking 
into that spirit and the bubble that lives within it, I'm looking at some
thing more important than just the service of a perfectly upright wall. I see 
something of the future - especially as to what's to come. I see something 
of the past in what I've done , based on the deduction that this level will 
behave as it should and tell me what 's not level. And I see something of 
the instantaneous present , if only briefly, when the potential for change is 
at its greatest , the bubble of the vial eking its way out from or staying 
within the bounds of the two black bands that quietly mark perfection. 

It seems no mistake that the inventor of the popular vial level, Henry 
Ziellllllann, named his company Empire , a loaded title that fetches nouns 
like serf and peasant and regicide. Empire is like the terms Republican 
and triple-bypass and environmentalist; they mean different things to dif
ferent people. For me, the idea of an empire conjures something more sin
ister than it does something benevolent, and my guess was that in 
Ziemann's case , most of what he saw in his levels was the future , the 
affairs and accounts that could grow and change because of these devices 
and their captured spirits . If all the peoples of the world had these new 
levels he might have thought. Since writing this, I have put my level away. 
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I have small levels for small jobs - plastic units called torpedoes for their 
shape and size, barely longer than my expanded hand; magnetic ones that 
stick nicely to surfaces when my hands are loaded with screw guns or 
blocks of wood; tiny ones called line levels that hang like monkeys by the 
tail from horizontal strings and can be slid along at any point on a fixed line. 

As with most tools, there are levels that I would like to have: an engi
neer's level, a laser level (I'll leave this one alone for now), a transit. But 
these levels are for bigger projects. To use those levels is to encourage 
work on proportions much bigger than me, an act which seems not only 
strange but also frightening and perhaps even wrong; how will I know the 
long term results of my work? And the implicit question asked before that 
one: Do I need to know what happens after I'm gone? 

In effect, the water level translates the spirit of the carpenter's level to 
a larger, more elaborate canvas, something like taking the bathroom work 
I've done and exploding it to the scale of a homesite, a commercial build 
ing, a hydroelectric dam like Hungry Horse or Hoover. The spirits of 
these large levels have extended (and have been extending since "mani
fest destiny" reared its head) across the land of the western U.S ., across 
the expanses of Alaska, even down the globe to the other continent of 
Antarctica, reaching out from the depths of our tempestuous culture like 
the tentacles of the sea monster that consumed Laocoon and his two sons. 
Laocoon was the Greek who warned the Trojans of their fate, telling them 
not to wheel that pregnant horse of wood into the city walls. 

On this bathroom project, I've only used two levels: a two-foot and a 
four-foot, though when it's finished, and I need to plumb under the sink, 
I'll use a smaller torpedo level to align the hubs of fittings to right angles 
of one another. Here, level translates to square. Squaring up the fittings of 
a job isn't necessary; it's something I like to do . When, in fifteen or twen
ty years, the P-trap under the basin is clotted with hair or someone's dia
mond ring, the offended will reach under the cupboard to feel what 
they've got, remove the stack of folded towels or paper goods, place a tub 
on the toekick to catch the water, and undo the fittings . That's my one 
opportunity to be noticed for the complete work of squareness, despite the 
fact that the work I've hidden under that counter could be exposed just as 
easily in the same environment as the room and the varied pattern of tile 
and the elegant curves of the shower's fixtures and faucets . 

The plumber in this case could take a look at the black fittings snaking 
their way into the tiled wall, note with an indiscriminate grunt that I took 
the time to square (and even tile) this area under the cabinet, and then get 
back to work. Or they won't care, and they'll fish out the ring, reinstall 
the trap with the spin of two plastic nuts, and leave the free trap for the 

67 



next malfunction or breakage or removal altogether, the purpose of which 
might be to meet the aesthetic of someone new . My work here forces me 
to question whether I need squareness and levelness at all, especially if no 
one sees it. But I do it anyway . 
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LYNNE KNIGHT 

The Myth of Renewal 

Not the barren fields but the afterwards : the woman at her desk, 
setting down her pen or turning off the screen, looking 
around her, disappointed, the room so ordinary, 
the tasks ahead so dull - oranges and good tuna from the market, 
whole wheat linguine, maybe creme fraiche and fruit 
for dessert. And the bills to be mailed , the letters answered -

You get the picture. The myth, the reality . The divide 
between. And the woman wanting the one to be part of the other. 
The way she wants the child to be part of her ; the lover. 
Is it simple greed? Fear? Why, every time she thinks of the horses 
plunging back into dark through the split field, 
does she shudder with recognition? Is it the birth -
that appalling opening - and then the death implicit? 

The dog must be walked , the laundry folded . 
And if , as sometimes happens, she has not heard 
from the daughter for weeks, for months, for years, 
she is not to assume anything . It does not mean the daughter 
has surrendered to another world . It does not mean 
the daughter has lost her mind to love . The daughter has grown. 
She knows as well as the mother what's coming, how little 
they can do to stop it , how finally it will tear them apart . 
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Invitation, with Slight 
Variations on the Code 

The coding of our genes is so complex 
it's hard to know what causes x or y . 
And then things get all muddied up by sex 

because, as anyone who has an ex 
will tell you (illustrating with a sigh), 
The coding of our genes was so ... complex. 

We're barely more advanced than old Ty rex, 
too lumbering to dodge things from the sky . 
And then, things get all muddied up by sex, 

disposing men toward everything convex 
when we flat-chested ones can't modify 
the coding of our genes . Is so complex 

a system, whose dense intricacies vex 
the subtlest minds,just made to mystify? 
And then things get all muddied up by sex ... 

What sense is there in this? Let's clear the decks 
of all but the essential. We live, we die: 
the coding of our genes is so. Complex? 
Well, when things get all muddied up, there 's sex. 



Rope 
It didn't feel like rope. I knew something 
held me, but it seemed nothing stronger 
than wind. How was I to loosen it 
if I couldn't see it? I'd been told to stop living 
for my wishes, to look at the world 
for what it was, and then the rope: 

lfyou don't break your ropes while you're alive, 
do you think your ghosts will do it after? 
Kabir. Legend says when they lifted 
the cloth from his body after 
he died, they found flowers. No need 
for ghosts and their work in the face of flowers. 

Should rope. Might have rope. Forgive me rope. 
The more I thought, the more I saw 
how bound I was, wrapped in rope 
from head to toe like a mummy. 
Such a knotted word, with its echo, 
it's almost: 

Mommy. Mommy. There. I got hold 
of the rope . One end of it, anyway, 
frayed. Now I had to work my way to the knots, 
to undo them. I begged my daughter 
to help me: but that was asking her to do the work 
of ghosts before it was time . Besides, 

she had her own rope to undo . 
Sometimes strong wind can push you back 
enough to remind you of your frailty. 
Or the light can disappear 
until you have a glimpse of what it means: 
not being. That sort of loosening. 
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The Royal Family 

COMMONALITIES 

Once upon a time, the king their father is himself a child: his stem-lipped 
mother rebuking him at every tum, he draws pictures for escape, pictures 
so convincing he steps inside them to live. By day he makes his bed and 
eats the meals his mother prepares , but in truth that boy is his servant, 
sent back to perform menial tasks while the boy-king roams the forest in 
search of the fair one to take as his liege, his all . They marry, giddy with 
ever after . 

UNDER PRIVILEGE 

Alas: after a while the forest is not enough, the fair one not ever-fair, and 
never enough . The king takes a drink . Another. They go to live where 
there are no walls, no heat or plumbing. A privilege, the king says . Who 
needs rooms when they have ideas in their heads? Besides , they can 
dream: the dream family, bunched for warmth on a worn sofa, the queen 
reading mysteries, the princesses doing homework, the whiskey king 
sketching castles on napkins: another forest where they can roam free. 

EXILE 

The princesses grow. The house is gone - never finished, but gone - and 
now the old king lives with his queen in Florida, where the heat comes 
straight from the sky, and is reliable . 

REVISIONIST OBSEQUIES 

The king dies . The queen and princesses praise him, speaking not of drink 
but of unhappiness, of hopes blunted. In other words, they drag them
selves from forest to forest, touching the trees, the castle, their hearts like 
stones in the moat. 

ABANDONED CASTLE 

By the time the queen dies, the princesses know the danger of excess : the 
heart can sustain only so much revision. 
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INTERNAL AFFAIRS 

It was bullshit, the older princess says one night. She rarely swears, so the 
younger one knows she means it. It frightens her. What will be theirs if 
they are left with neither forest nor forest undone? How will they know 
what was real? We didn't have to live that way, the older one insists . But 
what does it mean, the king and queen dead, the castle in ruins, the forest 
gone? Who are they, no longer young, sitting outside on a warm July 
night, looking up at the stars and thinking they will never learn the con
stellations and their stories, they could never see them, so many other sto
ries interfered, and the drunk king deep inside, crying out for his kingdom. 
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JIM KROSSCHELL 

Crabs 

The tidal pools are more like tidal crevices and are difficult to get at. That 
is part of the adventure. 

In the afternoon, when the girls are tired of books and videos and 
games, we set out down the shore. The sea bank in front of the house isn't 
a good way of reaching the water - the soil is eroding and full of small, 
slipping rocks - so we trespass on the path of the cottage next door. There 
are only fifteen or twenty feet to descend but wispy weeds and a couple of 
roots are the extent of the handholds . "I want to do it myself," Kate and 
Emma say in unison. I go first, moving very carefully with my precious 
train of two and making sure I'm close enough to save them. We land safely. 

The shore here at Owls Head, Maine, is all rocks. As we walk the sev
eral hundred yards to our ledge, I talk to Kate and Emma about the green 
moss on the rocks (very greasy, don't step on it), the black moss (not so 
bad but still be careful), the slimy rockweed (they're not going to step on 
it anyway, too yucky), the big tippy rocks , the stretch of small rocks that 
can roll your ankles, and of course the barnacles when we trespass near 
the low tide marks . When we walk at the high tide line, we poke at parts 
of lobster pots, bits of rope, rubber gloves, undefined pieces of plastic. 
We round the comer into a small bay and walk faster on what, in a couple 
of million years, will be a sandy beach . I look out of the comer of my 
eyes at the undercut bank where the conservation land starts and the trees 
come right down to the high-water mark, half-expecting to see a drowned 
body tangled in the roots. 

We reach our goal, the small outcropping of pink granite doing its best 
to loom . On my own walks (if it's high tide), I scramble up a small stone 
waterway wet with run-off from the land and reach the shelf by corning 
down through the forest, but now at low tide we can stand on the future 
beach and boost ourselves up with strategic toe- and finger -holds. The 
girls are extremely proud of their abilities here, bounding lithe and 
smooth like innocent fawns. They don't slip, although I'm forever poised 
to catch them. 
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We've timed the tide right - the crevices are accessible to people who 
don't want to get their sneakers wet. 

The goal for this suburban family is seeing wild life. When I walk my 
several miles alone, I'm always hopeful of big dreams: eagles and osprey, 
deer in the woods, a seal on the ledge, the family of foxes whose den is 
farther down the shore, the reputed fisher cat. Expectations are more mod
est for the children - snails, starfish, and crabs, especially starfish. And 
we almost always see them (27 one memorable day). They are the reward 
for crouching down and avoiding the barnacles and peering into the long, 
narrow pools, granite overhanging us, mosses and seaweed and sun bril
liant all around. The snails just sit there, in boring, mottled beige; the 
crabs you actually have to look for, little green things that scuttle if you 
comb the slippery rockweed or pick up rocks; but the starfish - they are 
pink and reddish and occasionally move a tentacle, very slowly, and bear 
exotic hints of tropics and the frightening leviathans of the deep. 

The girls don't want to pick them up. It's probably just squeamishness 
(like my own), or the tender wish to keep oxygen and life in a poor slow 
orange creature, but I impute to my children a wisdom beyond their years: 
that they don't want to disturb the beautiful little ecosystem tucked away 
in the granite. All of their worlds - human and animal - are becoming dis
turbed enough as it is . Just before going back home we sit on the ledge 
looking out to sea, and I hug my daughters to me, full ofunsayable dreams. 

Those afternoon meanders were eight, ten years ago. The girls are now in college 
and it's rare that all ofus are in Maine together any more. Young people want 
to be with friends, not fauna. Wild life now means something quite different. 

As they get more social, I get more analytical. Their absence at school 
has reawakened my slumbering scholarly instincts and I seem to be com
pelled to festoon these meandering memories with facts and data. And in 
these latter days it's the crabs that interest me, not the starfish. Both 
malign and comical, crabs seem better suited to a world going nuts. 

Two crab chronicles: On the comical side (although just the sight of a 
crab walking is funny enough), there's the peekytoe. Not to be left out of 
the famous crab parade of gourmet's delights - Dungeness, Snow,King, 
Stone-Maine has got into the silly game of menu one-upmanship. It used 
to be that the ordinary rock crab was tossed back in the course of lobster 
ing. Toss that crab no more. It's been renamed the peekytoe (from the 
sharp point on its leg), not by a marketing consultant but by a seafood 
dealer in the down-home Maine vernacular, which was enough to catch 
the attention of some fancy chefs and immediately appeal to those diners 
who will buy anything that says "fresh" and "Maine," even stooping so 
far as "peekytoe." 
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So for a while there, it seemed that everyone on the Maine coast was 
picking crabmeat in their back sheds (live rock crabs don't survive 
Fedex). There were that many dining -chair tourists in New York who 
wanted the stuff. But the government doesn't like cottage industries, and 
in the spirit of the times, regulations consolidated the sheds into a few 
hundred sanitized, well -lighted shops. 

On the malign side, tourists and governments aren't Maine's only 
invasive species. In July 2002 Asian shore crabs were discovered just a 
few miles from our tidal crevices. A team of earnest young investigators 
from Bowdoin College found them at Crescent Beach in Owls Head. At 
that time, it was the farthest north the invaders had been found. (They 
have now reached the Schoodic Peninsula, breaching Acadia.) Both the 
European and the Asian varieties stowed away to America in the ballast 
and bilge -water of steamers, and like so many other immigrants in the 
middle of the 19th century, found hospitality on these shores, not to men
tion the delicious seeds of crabs and clams and oysters. For 150 years our 
precious northern clams and lobsters were protected from the invaders, for 
Cape Cod formed a natural barrier, separating warm water from cold, dan
ger from purity. No longer: these small, silver -dollar -sized beasts are a 
huge hazard to our shellfish, yet another threat to an industry in Maine 
and of no use to the world except maybe as snacks for sea gulls. 

Crabs play both sides well. Use me. Beware me. That's why I like 
them. They're like memories. 

I see hints that the girls might come around again. They enjoy coming to 
Maine, sometimes even with their parents. We sit at the dinner table or on 
the deck for as much as 45 minutes straight, conversing like adults, then 
dissolving in laughter at the old, silly memories of "Daddy, where's the 
fruit bowl" ("Right next to you, dear"), or "Mama, you have beautiful 
breasts - they're like mountains" (said loudly in an open -air changing 
room at the beach). That they then want to go upstairs to watch a movie 
doesn't diminish the pleasure anymore. When we had them with us all the 
time, we worried constantly, scuttling after them like crabs. Now we 
worry only sporadically - a phone call about strep the night of finals, an 
e-mail saying "Mike doesn't call me anymore." We hope we gave them 
strong enough memories to help deal with the malign. We put down the 
phone and try to live calmly in the tidal pool. 

I might suggest one day that we go down to the ledge again. I can't 
really protect them anymore, and the dangers they now face are rather 
worse than skinned knees. Some of them a father doesn't want to talk 
about at all, some he's OK with, like global warming and terrorism, but 
the dreams, I bet we could talk about our dreams now, and discover what 
we were really thinking when we sat with our arms around each other in 
the middle of nowhere. 
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SARAJANE WOOLF 

A White That Leans to Gray 

The first morning in our remodeled home, we woke to the illusion of fog 
spiraling upwards in the stairwell from below . Neither of us, my husband 
nor I, expected this effect of the light grays - think doves and pearls, fresh 
rather than dirty snow . Still visible under new paint , the wood grain of the 
spiral stair exposes a sacrilege . Oak, but we never liked it. Dirty hands 
grabbing the rails left permanent embedded grime; twirling treads dis
turbed the air with scattered skid-mark grain; inelegant pieces lunged to 
the wall for support as if the contraption would otherwise tip . We thought 
of replacing the stairway with something welded that would not betray a 
foot by foot, tread by tread releasing of weight, a creeping up or down in 
the night by one who could not sleep. But we cringed at the thought of a 
crane over our roof, a stairway dangling to the lower door. So we painted 
three stairwell walls Powdering Snow, a white that leans to gray in light 
through a glass-block wall, and the stairs one shade darker. Each time I 
look that way, I long to descend through the flurry. 

My dad, in the sixties , would battle mosquitoes as fat as grapes with a 
device we called the jogger. From my family's lake cabin, near the North 
Dakota -Manitoba border, he'd zigzag through the shoreline yards leaving 
an enchanted pesticidal trail. My brothers and I would run in the softened 
atmosphere, bobbing and weaving, waving our arms to semaphore our 
glee. And sometimes in late summer when the water had warmed, I'd 
wake before the winds to see mist rising from the lake , defying the 
glaciers that formed that land. Perhaps our stairwell suggests northern 
plains ice and snow as much as fog, and that explains its allure . For 
though I don't want to sound spoiled or ungrateful for Santa Barbara ' s 
mild Mediterranean air, the truth is that I miss bad weather. 

My husband and I came to Santa Barbara five years ago, and though it 
is the kind of place people come to willfully - in triumph , even - when 
my husband's thirteen -year-old daughter moved here with her mom, we 
merely acquiesced, expecting to stay through high-school graduation . Our 
new home rented by phone, he commanded the helm of a twenty -foot 
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truck while I drove our car from Iowa, our first trip here . The house, the 
ocean view - both were as described , and we would soon buy the proper 
ty . But what is that noise? I thought as I ventured onto the deck. The 
ocean? I wondered, though it's a mile away. Friends, in their praise of 
Santa Barbara, omitted how freeway noise and ocean views have fused. 
What noise? my husband asked , and when I described falling asleep in 
Wyoming to a running creek, a rhythm closer to the flow of fast cars than 
the pulse of the ocean ' s surge, the longing in my voice confused him . Yet, 
if I could trick my mind into thinking the constant hum of the freeway 
were instead the rolling surf - . But only in Wyoming have I felt at home , 
I say when asked , for even the rodent-infested house and failed jobs and 
loves did not mar the sublime sleep following surrender to contrapuntal 
coyote howls against a churning creek. And at the pond near my house 
one dawn , a moose grazed . 

Amidst flippant talk about where we might move - the decision is job 
related , but we've seen how desire can take form - I flit down our bliz
zard-gray stairway to pirouette in stockinged feet on polished gray, cream, 
and purple marble tile . We once had our bed here, but we 'd jolt awake at 
the creaking bathroom floor above and the flushing by our renters in the 
converted garage apartment. The rush of water aimed for our heads as it 
whirled down the drain , careening at the last minute where the pipe turns 
from floor joists to the back wall , missing us by inches , or so it seemed. 
Nightly we shuddered as the water raced towards us, and in the morning 
we lifted our heads, soothed by a glimpse of the ocean beyond the city and 
determined to live anywhere that we didn't need tenants. 

Last summer at my family's cabin, those of us who'd lost early at a card 
game that eliminates a player each round watched from the dock the 
shimmering aurora borealis over the lake . A few hills away, an even 
brighter ground-level glow seemed to prompt my husband to say, "Maybe 
we should buy a house here." By his musing , the endless hours of water 
skiing and swimming and fighting to topple siblings from inner -tube 
perches, the penny blackjack games that were my brothers' and my 
thrilling leap from rummy with our grandmothers to games adults play 
with money, and how we merged into family in the big open room for 
cooking and eating and overflow sleeping and , well , living in a way the 
small isolated rooms of our house in town never encouraged, appeared to 
me as a framed collage of what my husband and I sought. 

Our whole adult lives , my brothers and I have spoken of how perfect 
life would be living at the lake . But we mean in summer. One can't dis
count the fifty -below -zero air or the Sunday Times not arriving until 
Tuesday, or Wednesday, even Thursday sometimes; and the snowmobile 
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buzz and exhaust could bother me more than automobile hum. Although 
the smell of boat gas along the harbor in Santa Barbara transports me in 
rapture to the lake, it is not the smell of gas that I long for, but the nimble 
ride home. 

My husband and I sometimes define Santa Barbara as not wild enough 
for me, with its freeway whir and offshore rigs, and not city enough for 
him. But the pleasure of The New York Times delivered daily to our door 
is becoming as much mine as his, and the idea of a house on a North 
Dakota lake as quintessential home delaminates under even superficial 
scrutiny. We abandon the thought, relegating home to the mid-summer 
days when my brothers and I return to the cabin with spouses and children 
and re-enact what we've done all our lives. Later in the season home 
becomes the intoxicating almond smell of mashed chokecherry pits that 
insinuates through the phone. 

Is home just a collection of memories or a longing for somewhere 
else, sign-posted by smells or sounds? Or can home be found wherever 
we are in the play of light, diffused in mist or fog or sparkling in northern 
lights and fireworks against a darkened sky? On a trip to Iceland my hus
band and I both found the unexpected comfort of home-he because 
everywhere the coffee was full-bodied and the streets lacked the stamp of 
corporate America; I because the faces were those of my paternal grand
parents, aunts, uncles, and father. 

The perpetually gray sky, brighter than that of my husband's native 
London, a gleaming gray not unlike our stairway, failed to cue our bodies 
to sleep. At eleven o'clock one evening we looked out our window to a 
grassy trail beyond the hotel and said to each other, "Let's go!" Off we 
went into a night not burdened by the absence of light. We still talk about 
that light, and at my mother's cabin where it is not dark until past ten 
o'clock, we bask in the last rays of sun visible across the lake. On a 
Christmas visit to North Dakota after my first year in California, I woke 
up late, confused by the dusky sky at almost nine in the morning - the sun 
had not yet risen - and twittery, as if this unusual light too was home. 

My husband tries to define home as the absence of interfering weather 
(London rain falls within that parameter; Iowa freezing rain does not), 
walkable neighborhoods (London, again, the neighborhood of his parents' 
flat, but not the street where we live now - steep, narrow roads lacking 
sidewalks), and theaters and cafes serving rich coffee (New York would 
do). Each time we fly to England, his first words on stepping into 
Heathrow Airport include "smashing," and soon after a "jolly good" 
works its way into his speech. Never mind that he does not use these 
words here, and never mind whether anyone in England still uses them, 
throughout our trips his talk is peppered with these signs of his delight in 
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being home. Although he has lived in the U.S. for more years now than he 
lived in London, no other place - Chicago, San Diego, Fort Collins, 
Fairfield (Iowa - especially Fairfield, Iowa), or Santa Barbara - has sup
planted London as home. When he says he doesn't feel at home any 
where, and never has, I need only remind him of London, then he remem
bers trips to visit his parents when he lived in Iowa and his wonder from 
the other side of the Atlantic how it could be that he lived in a Midwest 
town of eight thousand people. 

When I married, I told my husband I'd follow him anywhere, knowing 
that I might no longer avoid what I have thus far: life in a big city. I have 
mostly moved, by choice, among towns that warrant faint gnat specks as 
markers on regional highway maps: Banner and Beckton, Wyoming; 
towns designated by tenuous fonts, inflated to reflect their status as coun
ty seats: Williston, North Dakota, and Fairfield, Iowa; and a town desig
nated by the incongruously large marker reserved for state capitals of 
fewer than fifteen thousand people, not situated on an Interstate highway: 
Pierre, South Dakota. There may not be a place we'd both think of as 
home, so I abandon my vague vision of returning to Wyoming and follow 
his vaguer unnamed goal. 

For the Fourth of July this year, we stayed in Santa Barbara and 
walked to fireworks on the beach, two miles or so from our home to the 
pier. People joined our route, more and more the closer our destination. 
We're fast walkers, both of us, and though I do not like slow moving 
crowds, this time we slid through fissures lined with bodies moving in 
place like ball bearings. In the camaraderie of the promise of sparkling 
colored lights in the summer sky, I knew that I could live in a city and 
even like the contrast with slower moving towns - and that I'm feeling 
restless. I've never lived anywhere as long as five years. 

A woman I met when we first moved to Santa Barbara married and 
moved to her husband's house not far from ours. Up the hill with stunning 
views and the sturdy look of the local Spanish style (though much of what 
looks sturdy here is fake; the thick stucco walls are not solid adobe but 
double wood -framed, hollow inside), the house wasn't large, and she likes 
to entertain. Yet her desire for the two of them to move elsewhere had 
more, I think, to do with knowing that her husband's ex-wife had picked 
out the furniture, made that her home. I, too, live in a house haunted - by 
stepchildren who've come and gone, leaving traces of disagreements not 
fully resolved, and by my husband's ex-wife, not here but next door. She 
embraced me as the newest member of their extended family, their 
extended family - the kids, she and my husband, her new husband, and 
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then me. I derailed that train, though faint exhaust unsettles me the rare 
times we imagine not leaving . 

We prepare our house, scrubbing and painting, not knowing where we 
might go next, or, the bigger question, if we will want to return. Don't sell 
your house is the universal response from those we tell we're moving, 
even friends who , like us, are drawn to other landscapes, other ways to 
live. Maybe we've forgotten the sting of winter; my brothers in 
Minneapolis say we have. Maybe one day we'll think there's no place like 
Santa Barbara. But we like the idea of giving up what seems desirable to 
so many, a feeling of freedom that could only magnify if we truly fell in 
love with this place . And through our foggy stairway, we might, but we 
still read real estate ads and wonder how the immaculate home down the 
street compares to ours with spider webs recently ousted from all the 
recessed lights. While they appear to boast perpetual town, harbor, ocean, 
and island views, we can only offer views of the town, harbor, ocean, and 
Santa Cruz and Anacapa Islands when the fog lifts. 

The year we moved to California, I wrote Christmas cards to inland 
friends saying the ocean from our house was more a flat expanse than a 
body of water and that it could be fields of flax or wheat. These blue and 
golden breadths lay in my mind with other stored pleasures, sandwiched 
by water and sky-and sparkling dew. This morning, the way the dew 
glistened, the way the light struck the trees and shrubs, made me see a 
place where I might live with a kind of happiness. Or maybe I glimpsed 
the pentimento of past springs that followed long northern winters . I can't 
always distinguish these layers . 

When we talk of other towns where we might move, I say to my hus
band that I'll go anywhere, but that I'd like an elevated house for equal 
views of the sky and land. Then he says something about our house that 
he likes, and I say another thing. We end with an ethereal gray stairway 
smothered by a blizzard or fog, and we try to describe the light. 
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ROBERT WOOD 

The Logic of Noir 

It was supposed to be a dream. He falls asleep 
in a chair in front of Laura's portrait. 

She's there when he wakes up. The killer 
sits in his bath like Marat and tells the story 

like Roger Ackroyd's doctor. Vincent Price 
shows up with a Southern drawl and an unctuous smile. 

Miles from the sinister House of Wax 
he'll be sucker punched by the cop 

who courts a dame by taking her down
town and grilling her under the lights 

though to his credit he switches them off 
when she asks him nicely . The Laura look-alike 

who was killed with the duplicate shotgun 
hidden away in the clock was quite a distraction . 

Why else would a man forget to light a woman's cigarette? 
Why else would we fall in love with a dead brunette? 



Tirez sur le pianiste 

This is no time to be eponymous. 
He thinks that he controls the keys. 

He isn't difficult to find. 
He can't conceal a good left hand. 

He isn't really Charlie. It doesn't matter. 
He tried obliterating yesterdays. 

Two of them are waiting in the dark. 
He will remember Lena if nothing else. 

Farce prowls like a malicious schoolboy . 
Death writes on a clean white page. 

It doesn't have to end this way. 
It has to end this way. 
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Cold War 
Berlin has everything we need . 
Night is a tentative ally . 

The fog turns streets to labyrinths, 
and there's the wall -

always the fatal promise of the spotlight . 
In the end it turns on our duplicity . 

The German of the spy is never perfect. 
His code is out of date . 

The double agent hopes to tum again . 
Love , such as it is, 

offers less shelter than a hotel shade, 
less warmth than lamplight. 

Always we listen for footsteps , 
await the other shoe. 



JACOB APPEL 

Opting Out 

I had been serving as God's assistant for three weeks when I first encoun 
tered Mrs. Y. She was an ancient Russian widow from a rural village, a 
woman who appeared as though she'd stepped off the pages of a 
Turgenev novel and into the medicine ward at the frenzied New York 
City hospital where she now lay confined to a gurney. She had likely been 
a great beauty once - you could still detect the scaffold of her delicate 
features beneath her withered skin - but her past splendor had proven no 
match for the aggressive cancer that had crept from her lungs into her 
bones. An angry bulb of tumor had already sprouted through the flesh 
behind her left shoulder. Resting atop a mound of pillows, her eyes 
closed, her face limned by carefully -braided wisps of steel-gray hair, Mrs. 
Y appeared truly angelic, and if not for the shallow ebb and flow of her 
breath, one might have thought that she'd already assumed her rightful 
place in the celestial choir. Modern medicine had nothing left to offer 
Mrs. Y: no miracle drugs , no experimental procedures, no oncologic 
Houdinis to saw her in half and reassemble the parts. The grim , 
inescapable reality was that Mrs. Y was going to die. Everybody who had 
stepped foot inside Mrs. Y's hospital room over the preceding three days 
understood this-except Mrs. Y. Or if she did suspect her fate, which was 
certainly possible , then she had tapped into that macabre sixth sense we 
human beings possess for detecting our own impending mortality. What I 
knew for certain was that nobody on the medical staff had informed the 
patient of her diagnosis . 

The reason that Mrs . Y remained unaware that she had only months 
maybe weeks - to live was that her daughter, Mrs . A , had forbidden the 
doctors from telling her. I met with Mrs. A in an over-lit corridor opposite 
a bustling nurse's station . The daughter was a highly -articulate and well
educated woman with a heavy Slavic accent, clearly frazzled by her 
repeated clashes with my white-coated brethren, many of whom were half 
her age, but one sensed that she possessed both sound judgment and an 
abundance of heartfelt affection for her dying mother. "If you tell my 
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mother she has cancer," explained Mrs. A, saying the "C"-word tentative 
ly, in a hushed voice, like my own mother's long-deceased spinster aunts, 
"You'll crush all of the hope and joy she has inside her. My mother is a 
Russian woman - she lived in Russia for seventy years - and in Russia, 
we don't tell our loved-ones that they're going to die." Mrs . A explained 
that Mrs. Y's father had died of gastric cancer, many years earlier, and 
that Mrs . Y had been among the relatives who'd kept his condition a 
secret from both him and his wife. "My mother is suffering enough 
already . She understands that she' s very sick. She wouldn't want to know 
any more than that." When I explained to Mrs . A that the senior medical 
resident had asked Mrs . Y point -blank that very morning whether she 
wanted to know the true nature of her illness, and that her mother had 
responded with an unequivocal yes, the daughter did not betray a glimmer 
of surprise. "Of course, she did," answered Mrs . A . "Because she 
assumed that it would be good news - and who wouldn't want good 
news? The idea that her own doctor might share bad news with her is 
inconceivable." I can only hope that, when my number comes due, I am 
privileged with as convincing and as passionate an advocate as Mrs . Y's 
daughter. 

The reason for Mrs. A's conflict with her mother's doctors is that 
modern American medicine subscribes to a paradigm of full disclosure . In 
the United States-unlike in Russia - we do tell our elderly relatives that 
they are going to die . Our society has come to view knowing our medical 
prognosis as a fundamental right, and we uniformly expect our physicians 
to tell us all. It is worth noting that this has not always been the case. A 
pioneering study conducted by psychiatrist Donald Oken in 1961 revealed 
that, as recently as the Kennedy years, 88% of American physicians did 
not tell their patients of a cancer diagnosis. The broad spectrum of victims 
to this conspiracy of silence have included jazz bandleader Count Basie, 
fictional tycoon "Big Daddy" in Tennessee Williams' s Cat on a Hot Tin 
Roof, and my own maternal grandmother, who succumbed to breast can
cer in 1955. Nor are Russians alone in their preference for non-disclosure . 
Physicians routinely withhold cancer diagnoses in much of East Asia, 
Africa, and the Middle East. When the Japanese Emperor, Hirohito, died 
of duodenal carcinoma in 1987, he did so as doctors continued to reassure 
him that his cancer tests were negative . But Mrs. Y had not sought medi
cal treatment in Tokyo. She'd entered a 21st-century American hospital 
and now her family was requesting what might generously be termed a 
mid-20th century approach to her care. That explained why I had been 
summoned, in my capacity as God's assistant, to offer a dose of 
Solomonic wisdom. 
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My official title, of course, was not "God's assistant." I was actually 
as far as one can possibly get from the divine and the omnipotent in this 
universe without asphyxiating on brimstone: Namely, I was a fourth -year 
medical student. But for one month that winter, I had secured a position as 
an aide to the hospital's chief clinical ethicist , Dr. P, a world-renowned 
pulmonologist in his mid-sixties who doubled as chairman of the institu
tion's ethics committee. Two decades earlier, Dr. P had inherited a 
fledgling clinical ethics service, and without any formal training in 
bioethics or philosophy, he had built it into one of the premier programs 
in the nation . His grandfatherly demeanor instilled confidence, and his 
rich baritone laugh was enough to disarm the most skeptical critic . 
Adding to Dr. P's authority were his religious convictions, as an Orthodox 
Jew, which he obviously drew upon as a source of personal mooring. 
What made Dr. P most remarkable, however, was his abiding humility. 
Although he was called upon multiple times each day to render advice on 
matters of life and death, he had not acquired the delusion of infallibility 
that all too often afflicts opinion -leaders in both medicine and ethics. So 
when I described myself as laboring as God's assistant, which is how I 
explained my work to my friends and family, I did so in a spirit of 
irony - but also as a private, internally -directed warning that I was not 
playing God, that my judgment , like Dr. P's, was merely one human 
being's highly -skewed perspective. The truth was that I couldn't claim to 
be a run-of-the-mill fourth -year medical student . In my previous incarna 
tion as an attorney, I had taught bioethics at the university level for nearly 
a decade before returning to professional school in my thirties-and I had 
published widely in the fields of healthcare law and end-of-life decision 
making . So I had all the more need to remind myself that whatever limit
ed authority I did possess as an ethics consultant did not endow me with 
any monopoly on the truth. If there is a corporate hierarchy of moral 
insight, I suppose I was interning in God's mailroom. 

So I listened to both Mrs . A and to the senior medical resident with
out taking sides, mulling over the merits of their respective arguments, 
and then I reported back to Dr. P's office. The framework for discussing 
cases on the clinical -ethics service involved gathering around the pulmo
nologist' s enormous wooden desk with several of my colleagues-anoth 
er fourth -year medical student, a third-year house officer - and hashing 
out our various perspectives on the dilemma at hand. Often these cases are 
intensely disturbing: Should the family of a carpenter whose arms and 
legs have been amputated due to a rare infection be permitted to withdraw 
further care from the patient, "believing that he wouldn ' t want to live as a 
helpless torso," without a written advance directive from the sick man? 
May a woman whose husband has suffered a burst aneurysm have the 
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comatose man's sperm harvested before his life support is withdrawn so 
that she may conceive their child? These questions do not afford easy 
answers. The most challenging conundrums are forwarded to the hospi 
tal's standing committee on ethics where specialists from various fields 
bring their professional judgment to bear on problems with no good 
answers, only necessary ones. But the case of Mrs. Y demanded rapid 
judgment. Her physicians had scheduled a family meeting for later that 
afternoon - and their intention was to inform the daughter that they had 
both a legal and a moral duty to tell Mrs . Y that she was dying. Only a 
firm directive from Dr. P and his helpers had the power to halt this pro
cess. But did the situation merit such an instruction? And how should we 
go about analyzing the dispute? That was what Dr. P wanted to know, 
leaning over his paper-shrouded desk with his gray eyebrows raised and 
his chin perched atop his thumb. 

I distilled the case, as I saw it, to my colleagues: Mrs. A was invoking 
what I like to call the Frank Sinatra rule : "I'll Do It My Way" - or, since 
she was speaking for her mother, "We'll Do It Our Way." We might 
honor their wishes in the name of cultural difference, acknowledging that 
Russian notions of autonomy are different from our own. In contrast, the 
doctors preferred to follow what I call the Frank Loesser rule, after the 
lyricist who wrote "The Company Way" for the musical How to Succeed 
in Business without Really Trying . According to Loesser, "the compa 
ny" - in this case, the medical staff - had developed its policies for sound 
reasons. In short, Doctor Knows Best. Although the details of Mrs. Y's 
case were distinctive, and memorable, the underlying conflict was one 
that arises daily while offering ethics advice to practicing physicians. 
Over and over again, we are forced to confront the same vexing ques
tion - the question upon which Mrs. Y's fate depended: How far from 
societal norms do a person's wishes have to stand before we no longer 
afford that person the opportunity to opt out? 

Jehovah's Witnesses believe that willfully accepting whole blood transfu
sions, even during a medical emergency, will prevent the recipient from 
achieving eternal life after Armageddon. They do not doubt the efficacy 
of these transfusions; the literature of their own governing body, the 
Watchtower organization, acknowledges that such interventions "may 
result in immediate ... prolongation of life." However, Jehovah's 
Witnesses interpret chapter 15, verse 29 of the Biblical book of Acts to 
mean that those sinners who accept this temporary life-saving therapy 
may expose themselves to eternal damnation. As a professional bioethi
cist, I have very little authority to speak on the subject of eternal damna
tion - a matter about which scientific inquiry has yet to generate a consen-
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sus, one way or another. However, I have spent many years teaching and 
writing about the medical values of Jehovah's Witnesses, as this religious 
minority offers a paradigmatic example of an established community that 
has chosen to opt out of mainstream medical practice . What is most strik
ing about the refusal of Jehovah's Witnesses to accept blood is not that 
they die for their beliefs-although they do. It is that we let them do so. 

One of the most precarious compromises of American medical ethics 
is that we allow competent, rational adults to refuse medical care - even 
when doing so will kill them . For example , in a highly publicized case in 
2007, humorist Art Buchwald refused life -saving dialysis treatments, 
telling talk show host Diane Rehm that " If you have to go, the way you go 
is a big deal." The prospect of forcing such treatments upon the octoge 
narian comic was never seriously discussed. At the same time, our society 
adopts an entirely different standard with regard to children belonging to 
communities that attempt to opt out of our societal norms. In such cases, 
we do not defer to the individual's or family's requests. So while physi 
cians will let a nineteen -year-old Jehovah's Witness bleed to death on the 
operating table, sooner than contravene the patient's express desires, a 
seventeen -year-old who avows similar beliefs will be forcibly transfused. 
To the Witness congregation, of course, the distinction is utterly meaning 
less. Damnation doesn't wait for the age of majority . Yet this birth date 
based distinction between the right to opt out and "the company way" is 
the mode that we have adopted to balance two fundamentally incompati
ble worldviews. We apply this same standard to Christian Scientists who 
refuse antibiotics and to Scientologists who reject psychiatry. As Supreme 
Court Justice Wiley Rutledge wrote in the seminal case of Prince vs . 
Massachusetts , "Parents may be free to become martyrs themselves . But 
it does not follow they are free, in identical circumstances, to make mar
tyrs of their children before they have reached the age . .. when they can 
make that choice for themselves." If our legal tradition has less to say 
about making martyrs of our elderly parents , like Mrs. Y, this may be 
because, until recently, few of us had the "good fortune" to survive into 
our golden years. 

Whether or not we accept Justice Rutledge's approach as the most rea
sonable one, we must recognize that these competing value systems can 
be balanced in other ways. A second school of legal thought - albeit one 
that has gained far less traction in the American bioethics community 
rejects the distinction between children and adults in favor of one that dis
tinguishes between "internal" and "external" conduct . Supreme Court 
Justice Robert Jackson , Judge Rutledge's nemesis on issues of religion, 
explained this approach as follows: "I think the limits [ on individual 
autonomy] begin to operate whenever activities begin to affect or collide 
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with liberties of others or the public . Religious activities which concern 
only members of the faith are and ought to be free - as nearly absolutely 
free as anything can be." However, according to Jackson, once a religious 
minority's behavior impacts individuals outside their own community, 
then it becomes one of "Caesar's affairs" and society has every right to 
intervene. So the Jacksonian model would permit Witness children to 
reject transfusions, even if the result was that they hemorrhaged them
selves straight into immortality. However, this same model would not let 
the offspring of Christian Scientists refuse childhood vaccinations 
because doing so creates a disease reservoir that can imperil the health of 
children not affiliated with the sect. Although Rutledge's rubric is the 
framework most frequently used in medicine today, there are areas out
side the field of healthcare where our society follows Jackson's reasoning 
and does allow insular religious and cultural communities to opt their 
children out of widely-held societal norms. For example, many states per
mit Amish teenagers to learn agriculture and woodworking at home, 
rather than the algebra and civics curricula otherwise mandated by educa
tion guidelines, because these adolescents grow up to become self-suffi
cient farmers and craftsmen whose decision to opt out has only a minimal 
impact on the general welfare . 

The problem with the approaches of both Justice Rutledge and Justice 
Jackson is that there is some consensual conduct which, even when con
fined to adults and relegated to the bounds of a self-sufficient community, 
most Americans refuse to tolerate. A physician in the United States who 
performs a "circumcision" on an eighteen -year-old Somali girl will lose 
his license to practice medicine and may be sent to prison - even if the 
patient actively sought the controversial procedure, which is widely con
doned in the Horn of Africa. Much as our society refuses to tolerate adult 
incest or polygamy, regardless of whether the participants themselves 
embrace the behavior, we often draw a line at certain medical and medi
cally-related interventions that, quite frankly, makes us queasy: self-cas
tration, trepanation, elective limb amputation. If your culture embraces 
endocannibalism-the consumption of human corpses, often as a sign of 
reverence for the departed - as do the Mayora people of Peru and the Fore 
tribe of Papua, you are not welcome to opt out of our norms . I do not 
mean either to endorse or to criticize these limits on personal and cultural 
autonomy. My only intention is to make clear that, all theoretical frame
works and bioethical paradigms aside, there do exist certain practices that 
our society will not permit simply because these practices stray too far 
from our own cultural mores. 

Decisions relating to death and dying are among those about which 
our society is least likely to allow dissident individuals and cultural 
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minorities to opt out. We may permit competent adults to tum down hero
ic, life -prolonging medical care- but that is as far as our indulgence 
extends. A particularly enlightening example of what we do not tolerate is 
revealed in the passing of Admiral Chester Nimitz Jr. , the son of the cele
brated Pacific Fleet Commander. When the 86-year-old Nimitz and his 
89-year-old wife, Joan, committed suicide together in 2002, both were ail
ing, but neither spouse was terminally ill. Yet as the Naval hero wrote in 
his final note: "Our decision was made over a considerable period of time 
and was not carried out in acute desperation. Nor is it the expression of a 
mental illness. We have consciously, rationally, deliberately and of our 
own free will taken measures to end our lives today because of the physi
cal limitations on our quality of life placed upon us by age, failing vision, 
osteoporosis, back and painful orthopedic problems." Not even the states 
of Oregon, Washington, and Montana - which allow assisted suicide for 
the dying under tightly -subscribed circumstances - would have permitted 
the Nimitzes to opt out in this extreme manner. In fact, any healthcare 
provider who assisted the couple in ending their lives would have faced 
common law prosecution in their home state of Massachusetts . 
Fortunately, I was not called upon to effectuate the end-of-life wishes of 
Admiral and Mrs . Nimitz. All I had to determine was whether Mrs. Y 
should be told that she had cancer, which seems like a much smaller pot 
of hemlock to swallow. Or is it? Because once we allow some people to 
start dying "their own way" - let's say by refusing to learn the full extent 
of their illnesses-how will we ever be able to tell others that they have to 
die "our" way? As every law student learns at the outset of training: 
"Hard cases make bad law ." 

I approach the question of "opt out" from an unusual perspective as I am 
both a member of the medical establishment and, in my personal prefer 
ences, a staunch dissenter from its norms . I have always harbored suspi
cions regarding our cultural emphasis on the prolongation of life, at nearly 
any cost , but my views ultimately crystallized over the course of my 
grandfather's final illness. A robust, hardy man into his mid-eighties, 
Grandpa Leo fell ill one night while enjoying a home-cooked dinner of 
chicken cutlets. I was seated between him and my grandmother, in the 
same linoleum -padded kitchen where I'd once scampered as a toddler, 
when his precise jeweler's hands started shaking with violence, and his 
dinner fork clanked furiously against his plate . The next few minutes, en 
route to the nearest emergency room, marked the last time that my grand
father displayed full control of his body or a meaningful grasp of his cir
cumstances. Then something went haywire . A stroke? An electrolyte 
imbalance that melted his gray matter? The cause of his sudden cognitive 
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and physical decline will remain one of science's unsolved mysteries - in 
part, because, shortly after his hospitalization, all efforts to solve it 
ceased. What mattered was that his state was irreversible. That, and only 
that, his physicians could all agree upon. And so began our family's thir
teen-month descent through the inner circles of hell. 

While money was a concern, we pretended that it wasn't. I suppose 
Grandpa Leo, who came of age impoverished in Depression -Era Belgium, 
would have been aghast to discover how much we paid the mercenary 
Haitian nurse's aide to sponge his skin and change his diapers during my 
grandfather's first days back at home. Our newfound helper was a broad 
grinned man in his twenties with a sharp, satanic beard - and if the 
Jehovah's Witnesses are correct about the Apocalypse, I am confident he 
will be boiled eternally in the same cauldron with those who take extra 
servings of blood. Never have I seen a man treat a fellow human being so 
roughly, heaving my grandfather from bed to chair like a sack of spoiled 
sugar. I believe this arrangement lasted approximately 48 hours. Then 
came the "deluxe" nursing home where a caged blue-and-gold macaw 
squawked for her freedom in the lobby. The patients kept largely to their 
own rooms, as though embarrassed to be seen in their states of cascading 
decay. Yet the flower displays changed daily, baroque fugues of dahlias 
and tiger lilies. The walnut furniture was immaculately polished - like the 
interior of a coffin. One sensed from the decor that the owners were mere
ly waiting for their residents to die off so that they could open an invest
ment bank. 

Two months later, when the insurers finally had their say, Grandpa 
Leo was demoted to a human warehouse beside a shuttered community 
hospital. Here the nurses were plump, friendly creatures, and the dement
ed and disfigured inmates gathered in the corridors to display their woes 
without shame. Visits proved quite tolerable, really, if one could endure 
the home's mild yet pervasive stench of urine. 

I will forego a detailed description of the intermittent hospital visits 
of which, as with most incapacitated senior citizens, there were many: 

mild heart attacks, aspiration pneumonias, sepsis. When my grandfather 
finally died, he had not uttered a single word in a month or opened his 
eyes in more than two weeks. He required a ventilator to conduct his 
breathing, a hole in his stomach to supply his nutrition, multiple lines to 
infuse his veins with antibiotics and fluids and morphine. I was told that 
his entire backside, from his neck to his ankles, had bruised the color of a 
ripe plum - although I did not have the courage to look. My grandfather 
had always said, "Where there is life, there is hope," which may explain 
at least, in part - our family's reluctance to withdraw care. But the unfor
tunate reality is that, where there is life, there is often false hope too. 
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Fortunately, I come from a family of physicians. My father and my 
uncle, with sixty years of doctoring between them, had the wisdom to cry 
uncle before Grandpa Leo's medical team called in the heavy artillery: 
dialysis to replace my grandfather 's failed kidneys, vaso-constrictors to 
keep his blood pressure from bottoming out, electrode pads to shock his 
heart into action every time the organ took a well -earned rest. That is 
death in the post-modern age . The noblest of professions has managed to 
create machines of torture more potent than the cruelest devices of the 
Inquisition . 

That is not how my grandfather wanted to die. And it is not how I 
want to die . 

I am fully aware of all the technological wonders that modem 
medicine has to offer. However, when I reach the point where I can no 
longer enjoy lucid, fulfilling conversations with my loved-ones, my per
sonal preference would be for the medical staff to place a plastic bag over 
my head during my sleep . I do not want to live life in a wheelchair, or 
with a missing limb, or even dependent on an aide to do my shopping . If 
the likelihood of my making a complete physical and mental recovery 
from whatever ailment or injury befalls me should ever dip below about 
80%, I would sooner perish on the spot than risk a possible future of per
manent debilitation. Needless to say, I recognize that many people live 
meaningful lives with missing limbs and cognitive impairments. Floyd 
Skloot, possibly one of the most gifted essayists of our epoch, writes 
through the fog of a brain-liquefying virus that punched holes in his gray 
matter at the age of 41. Stephen Hawking, unable to feed himself, is 
unraveling the mysteries of the universe. Jean-Dominique Bauby, the par
alyzed French journalist, blinked his memoir , The Diving Bell and the 
Butterfly, with the use of one eyelid. So I readily acknowledge that one 
can lead a meaningful life while suffering from such a disability, and I do 
not wish to diminish the contributions of those fearless souls who do so . 
However , I am determined never to be one of them. All power to them for 
savoring their pleasures, but that is not the variety of life I am willing to lead. 

Whatever else you may think of my preferences - and even Dr. P, a 
man who has witnessed the full gamut of the human condition, finds them 
utterly befuddling-rest assured that they are not the halfcocked ideas of 
the uninformed . I have spent years studying the literature of death and dis
ability, teaching students about autonomy and beneficence, advising 
patients and legal clients on the intricacies of writing living wills. Quite 
frankly, I suspect there are few individuals in the entire country who have 
devoted as many hours as I have to reflecting on how I want to die. I can 
safely say that I am the only person I know who carries my advance direc
tive around with me in my wallet, between my driver's license and my 
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credit cards: the only person - and many of my friends are professional 
bioethicists! So I know my own heart . I also recognize that, in wishing for 
the senior house officer to place a plastic bag over my head when I can no 
longer complete a New York Times crossword puzzle, my preferences 
deviate considerably further from the norm than those of Mrs . Y 's daugh
ter. I suppose that if Mrs. A ever learned my own thoughts on "opting 
out" of medical care, she might fear I was crazy. Even in Russia , the 
senior house officers won't place a plastic bag over your head. Of course, 
Mrs. A will not have an opportunity to talk me out of opting out. One of 
the strangest ironies of our fast-paced and impersonal medical world is 
that while I know all about Mrs. A's wishes, she will never know any
thing of mine . 

Mrs. Y' s doctors had scheduled their meeting with her family for three 
P .M. The digital clock behind Dr. P's desk read 2:47 . Then Dr. P's phone 
rang, and he spoke for several minutes with a man whose wife was dying 
of emphysema - a reminder of the pulmonologist's other weighty respon
sibilities . While we waited for our leader , my colleagues passed the time 
chatting about residency interviews and the prospects for a national elec
tronic medical records system . They did not mention Mrs. Y, as though 
doing so without Dr. P would violate some unspoken rule of decorum , 
much like sequestered jurors who do not continue their deliberations over 
lunch . When Dr. P did tum to me again, apologizing for the interruption 
and seeking my wisdom regarding Mrs . Y, the clock read 2:56 . 

While Dr. P had been on the phone, and my colleagues had been dis
cussing the merits and dangers of automated charts , I had been thinking 
about Mrs. A and about how painful it must be to sit beside her dying 
mother , morning and afternoon, while pretending that all would tum out 
well. I recollected the toll of my own grandmother ' s daily visits to 
Grandpa Leo . The reality was that, as the old judic ial adage tells us , 
deciding Mrs . Y's case justly was easy - but explaining that decis ion 
required the wisdom of a talented jurist . 

"We shouldn't tell her ," I announced decisively. "While full disclo
sure is an important value that cannot be dismissed lightly , this is a classic 
case of therapeutic privilege. " 

Therapeutic privilege is an obscure doctrine in bioethics that permits 
withholding a diagnosis in cases where providing certain information to 
the patient would likely reduce her chances of survival. The principle per
mits physicians to carve out an exception to our society 's strong prefer 
ence for full disclosure , so it is invoked very rarely . Academic bioethicists 
write about the concept with great gusto in theoretical treatises , but the 
truth of the matter was that, in my entire time in clinical ethics, I had 
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never before witnessed another physician or ethicist apply it in practice. 
Nor, to be completely candid, have I ever seen anybody invoke it since. 
But from 2:56 to 2:58 that afternoon, I made a compelling case that telling 
Mrs. Y of her cancer would significantly damage her health. 

My most powerful ammunition came from the tail-end of the conver
sation that I'd had with Mrs. A, once I had decided that I would do my 
utmost to assist her. I'd learned in law school, many years earlier, that 
changing the law was never as easy as shifting the facts, so I had pressed 
the daughter to tell me more about her grandfather's death. "Did your 
mother keep his cancer a secret because she feared it might make his con
dition worse? That it might take away his will to recover?" I asked . 

"Yes," answered Mrs . A . "Exactly." 
"And did your mother ever say that, if she were dying of cancer, she 

wouldn't want to know because the diagnosis would take away her own 
will to recover?" 

Mrs. A frowned doubtfully . "Why are you asking me this?" 
"I am trying to help you," I explained. "If your mother previously told 

you that if she knew she had cancer, she would give up on life , I can make 
a stronger argument to the senior doctors that we should not reveal her 
diagnosis to her." I considered patting Mrs . A's stiff shoulder to break the 
wall of suspicion between us, but thought better of it. "Now think careful
ly . Did your mother ever say that, if she were dying of cancer, knowing 
that she had cancer would break her will?" 

Mrs. A nodded vigorously . "Exactly. She said it would crush her." 
I have no way of knowing for certain whether Mrs . Y's daughter was 

telling me the truth about recalling this conversation, or even if she actual 
ly had a grandfather who had died of gastric cancer. Many of my col
leagues might have pushed Mrs. A further on the matter-asking for the 
details of these conversations or demanding the corroboration of witness 
es. I cannot imagine why. I went to medical school to help people, after 
all, not to cross-examine them . If Mrs. A was willing to tell me that these 
words had been exchanged, I'd gladly accept them as facts-even if it had 
required a dose of helpful contextualization to jog the poor woman's 
memory. So I pitched the case for non-disclosure to my fellow ethics con
sultants, emphasizing Mrs . Y's own alleged wishes . 

"I've heard enough," declared Dr. P . "You were smart to ask about 
Mrs. Y's father." 

The wall clock read exactly 3:00-just as it might in an impeccably 
plotted adventure film . Dr. P handed me his telephone and I called Mrs . 
Y' s physician. To my surprise, when I told him that we saw no need for 
full-disclosure, he responded, "I'm glad. We didn't want to tell her, you 
know, but we didn't think we had any choice in the matter." 
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I do not know when or how Mrs . Y died. I had done my part-and I 
left it to others to palliate her pain and attend to her final wants. But her 
angelic face remains printed indelibly in my memory, a reminder of how 
much , in our final days , we are all dependent upon the mercies of others . 
We live in a world where well-meaning strangers in white coats will 
determine under what circumstances , and to what extent, we can opt out 
of their standards . I only hope that, if I'm ever lying helpless on a gurney, 
no longer able to shape my own destiny, someone cares enough to nudge 
the facts in my favor. 
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JENNY DUNNING 

Ohio Spring 

For many years, I looped through hammock and scrub, doubled back 
along Florida's Gulf beaches. Here, my first Ohio spring in exactly twenty 
years, I traverse forested sandstone and limestone ridges, dip into hollows, 
twist around calved giants of slump rock, open out onto meadows suc
ceeding to forest. I am happy to tread familiar ground, to retrace my steps. 
I long for old, not new. In a letter to James Wright, Native American 
author Leslie Marmon Silko wrote that she is a settler, not a traveler. Me 
too . Yet, I have just moved a thousand miles from the Florida town where 
I've spent my adult life. 

Last week the maples spilled clumps of small red flowers, waxy, hairy 
structures that don't seem flower-like. They littered the ground, amid new 
green shoots . Cut-leaved toothwort was already blooming little bells. I 
saw one Jack-in-the -pulpit through the old leaves . Now, in the first week 
of April, the understory buckeyes' tender new leaves have unfurled; the 
leaves of the most exposed trees are darkened, limp, bruised from 
Monday night's hard frost . But today, Thursday morning, temperatures 
have risen and the toothworts and spring beauties, both small soft-pink 
flowers, are open . Against the base of a tree , I see the first Dutchman's 
breeches blossoms, the petals still tight, heart-shaped . The name takes me 
back to elementary school colonial history-New York as New 
Amsterdam. My grandfather's family line has a Dutch strand; I picture 
him, always an old man in my mind, dressed in pantaloons. 

I forget to look up , I am so intent on the woodland floor. But when I 
do-to check where the dog has gotten to- I see a small graceful tree, a 
white evening gown. Though individual petals lay scattered below, the 
flowers are too high to make out clearly . Later, I flip through the manual 
and recognize serviceberry-white flowers in early spring before leaves. 
There are only a few of them, three in my mile loop . Unobtrusive trees 
except now. The name, I find out, dates back to the time when the dead 
could not be buried until spring thaw, which coincided with the service 
berry's blooms; service, then, a funeral service . 
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Since graduating from college in Ohio twenty years ago, I've lived in 
the subtropics of Florida. Now I'm determined to claim this Ohio spring 
as mine. I yearn to name every new blossom, every change . What is the 
connection between naming and belonging? Can such knowledge make 
this place home? 

In some cultures, naming is akin to creating. The god of Genesis cre
ates the world by speaking it. Silko opens her novel Ceremony with a 
poem about naming. 

Ts'its'tsi'nako, Thought-Woman, 
is sitting in her room 
and whatever she thinks about 
appears. 

She thought of her sisters, 
Nau'ts'ity'i and I'tcts'ity'i, 
and together they created the Universe 
this world 
and the four worlds below. 

Thought-Woman, the spider, 
named things 
and as she named them 
they appeared. 

Whatever Thought-Woman thinks about, whatever she names, appears. 
I picture a woman busy with her hands, maybe many-handed like a spider. 
Her activity is almost manic but precise. In Silko's novel, each word is 
said to be a story, and each story leads to another as if writer and reader 
were sitting around the kitchen of Silko's childhood telling stories. The 
concentric circles overlap, intersect, and expand to encompass all life. 
Raindrops on a lake . My paths crossing, recrossing, circling; the thousand 
miles between my old home and here encompassed. The interconnected
ness of this way of seeing appeals to me. 

But I am also suspicious of my impulse to name. Taxonomy derives 
from naming. To name is to group, to identify the individual as represen
tative of a type. I recognize the trout lily I see along the stream in the but
terfly preserve as the same as those around the beaver ponds in Zaleski 
State Forest. It's easy to identify but then never see the unique plant. And 
sometimes, rushing because of other obligations, I do. I do hurry past, 
mentally cataloguing: this, not that, or in such and such family. The 
pileated woodpecker's drilling too; I only truly hear the sound from across 
the lake long enough to place it. But I have tipped the trout lily blossom 
up to look in. I can call up the mottled ovate leaves from which an elon-
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gated yellow bloom rises and nods , its extravagant stamen kept secret 
from all but those who trouble to peer inside the petal tube. And I have 
wondered why "trout" -thought perhaps because the mottled leaves 
resemble the fish's flank. 

Some claim that in naming we destroy by taking away the essence of a 
thing. Implicitly, this is an act of violence. I think of Charles Simic's 
poem "The Point," which ends : 

Inside nothing 
They found a slip 
Of the tongue. 
Inside the tongue, 
A loose hair. 
Inside the loose hair, 
They found 

Whatever 
is destroyed 
Each time 
It is named. 

But does my naming as I peruse the Ohio woods destroy? Peruse . I 
write the word as it comes to me but then wonder why a word that refers 
to reading? Am I reading the woods? Writing the woods? 

By the weekend, the rue anemones and hepatica have joined the tooth 
worts and spring beauties. I spot the first fiddleheads, curled fetuses cov
ered with down. And two bloodroot blossoms. The name of this flower 
comes to me after twenty years of disuse, though I confirm it in the guide 
book; the words seem very old and real, pushing up through the detritus 
of my brain after so long. Perhaps it is once having known this name that 
makes it real. At home, I look up the story behind the name . The root 
exudes a red juice that stains the skin, a juice that was used by Native 
Americans for war paint and medicine and is good for dyeing cloth. 
Potentially fatal, it can be used in very small doses as an anesthetic, 
cathartic, emetic . Every word, every name is a story. 

Each day is new. The maples now have miniature leaves, and beneath 
the canopy buckeyes coral -colored bracts have fallen. Squinting, I see 
dabs of green . It's wet and periodically frogs call. 

When I look across the woods, green predominates now, not brown. 
New leaves have erupted everywhere-May apples that seem to have 
arisen fully formed (magic, creation itself?) from the cool wet of our 
three -day rain, other leaves I know and don't know . The occasional May 
apple grows up through a last -year ' s leaf, the leaf making a collar that 
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prevents the new leaf umbrella from opening fully . I step carefully off the 
path to reach these and free them . But other times , my feet step inadver 
tently on wildflowers growing in the paths. Not Simic's sort of violence, 
but a violence nonetheless-the clumsiness of my human presence . So 
this silly effort of releasing the May apple leaves is at least a bit of good 
karma in my favor. Even before the blooms develop , I recognize trillium, 
the triad of leaves. The name makes me think of my mother. When did I 
first come to know trillium? I can't place the mottled , deeply lobed 
foliage that grows everywhere. Most of the understory trees are leafed out 
now, though the canopy is only nubbed with different shades of yellow
green-brown. 

I am frequently lost. In the woods, and driving on the unfamiliar roads. 
Perhaps this is why I'm so determined to make these woods familiar, to 
name all their parts, and even why I am a settler. I look up, unable to say 
if I am in a place I've been before or not. At a cross-paths, I don't know 
which way to tum . As a child , the only way I could distinguish my right 
and left was to wear a rubber band on one wrist. At a school interview 
when I was in first grade , I was unable to remember which way the circle 
went on the number "9" I'd been asked to draw; the dot of ink from the 
felt-tip pen grew bigger and bigger as I deliberated , unable to choose or 
lift the pen. I feel that same paralyzing panic when lost now. 

Once, in Florida , I walked for hours in heavy rain as dark fell , and I 
could not find my way back to the road . I must have traveled fifteen miles 
that afternoon into night . I fell face first to the sodden ground when my 
dog jerked at his leash . In the dark , every tum looked so much the same 
that I feared I would spend the night in the scrub. When I did find my 
way, it was purely by chance . I have not been lost like that in Ohio , but I 
know I could be . I seek out paths that trace circles with no turns . 

Growing up , I lived several places - Connecticut, summers in Ontario, 
some years in central Ohio, then Minnesota. Indian names , names whose 
stories I don't know . The woods I knew best surrounded my grandpar 
ents' Connecticut country house. But I didn't know them by naming then . 
I knew landmarks and stories. The rock (granite, I can say now) where I 
was sure the fawn ' s nose touched mine when I lay flat and still, camou
flaged in my grandpa's trench coat , gray in the dusk in the rain on the 
rock. The road my grandpa told me had been a main track in Colonial 
times, alongside which I pretended to be a deer , following their trails, 
jumping fallen trees, leaving body prints in tall grass . The brook I walked 
through in the summers that fed into the cow pasture stream . (My grand
mother made me strip in the yard when I'd waded its length so she could 
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hose me down.) I didn't get lost in those woods. I can't remember them 
not being thoroughly familiar. 

When did I begin to feel lost? When did my way of knowing, my 
sense of familiarity, shift from landmarks and memories to names? And 
how did these names come to lie so deep, to seem so real? The spring 
before I married and moved to Florida, I lived in Minnesota with my par
ents, a place new to me. That was when I taught myself the names of the 
wildflowers. I collected them as they came into bloom, dried them 
between leaves of a small flower press, mounted them on cardboard and 
printed below each their common and scientific names. Thinking back 
now, it occurs to me that these actions turned the woods into text. Also 
that they involved a kind of violence. 

Colors stand out against the green. The sky's blue so new, so clean after a 
week of rain-it can't ever have been this blue before . And more blues. 
Scatters of bluets along the paths, exotic-looking bluebells, wild flox . A 
single yellow violet. I had forgotten the yellow ones. Redbud blooms 
color purple the space through the trees. Mostly, I see those in newer, 
more open woods. I have been told you can eat them, and I do. 

-They taste green, my daughter says. 
-What does green taste like? 
-Green beans. 
-Oh, that green. 
Legumes both, I categorize, a facet of naming. Green beans. I swallow 

(more violence?). The first taste is sweet, but then green, like dark when 
heavy fabric covers my eyes, blocks everything else . The expectation of 
green bean cancels out any other flavors. But I'm eating color. Ohio is 
becoming me . My dinner plate, too, overflows with local produce 
spinach, white turnips, asparagus by mid-April. 

In Silko's novel Ceremony, colors - particularly yellow and blue
have religious significance . Blue is female and of the spirit-lovemaking 
against midnight blue skies , a blue dress , the blue shawls that fall from the 
shoulders of women more spirit than human. Yellow, the color of alive . 
Yellow com . Yellow pollen. Streaks of bright yellow ore in the rocks . 
How do I see color? The field guides arrange flowers by color, regardless 
of family ties. So color is part of naming. Yet I celebrate it too. I eat with 
my eyes . 

Now May, the tooth worts have yellowed. Yell ow the color of life, but 
senescence too. 

The list of colors extends - orange -yellow puccoon, deep red fire 
pinks (the pinks a family name, not color), violet larkspur. Jacob's ladder : 
I like the notion of this fragile woodland flower, dense sky blue, as the 
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ladder to heaven - all those many gates. Among familiar-looking leaves I 
can't quite place, are odd, mostly green flowers with bald centers; in a 
guidebook, I match them with the name aborted buttercup. How aborted? 
In one of my earliest memories I am sitting under a tree and my mother 
turns buttercups beneath my chin; if my skin turns yellow, I like butter. It 
does. I do. Nothing too rich for my palate (palette?). I eat Ohio with melt
ed butter, salt, pepper, garlic. 

Walking in the butterfly preserve today, I recognize through the trees the 
particular beech tree that my three children and I climbed during an early 
winter hike . Growing up against the hillside, the tree has huge walk-out 
lower limbs. The four of us scooted along those arms as far as we could 
go. Rachel reached a nexus of far-out branches and leaned back in the 
hammock they made. Less confident, Tim made his nest in the nook a 
branch formed against the hill. A landmark, a story. In interviews, Silko 
has talked about the connection of story in her culture to landscape. 
Stories both originate from particular landmarks and record them. One 
Pueblo story explains the position of a huge boulder as the place where 
the heart of the giant who threatened Yell ow Woman landed when he was 
killed. In opposite manner, a hunter on unfamiliar territory might recog 
nize a topographical feature he knew from a story he had heard. Ohio has 
begun to place in my stories, stories going both ways. Landmarks : the 
cave we came across at Burr Oak State Park, a lookout rock we rested on. 
Or conversely, my knowing that pink and white trillium cover the slope 
above the waterfall there, even when the blooms have set , the leaves 
sloughed off . 

This morning, the night's rain has collected on the maple -like leaf tips 
of the broad-leaved waterleaf - a transparent sequin for each point, every 
leaf wearing the same jewels, below clusters of just -opened lavender 
bells. By the time I return, my loop completed in the rain, sheets of wet 
have overrun the sequins . 

My stories differ from Silko's. While hers existed before her , and will 
continue to exist - though changed with each telling-mine are new, as I 
am in my new home; mine involve myself and my family. But there are 
the names. The names connect me to older stories and to my past selves. 
The names for bloodroot are multiple: Sanguinaria canadensis, tetterwort, 
red puccoon, red paint root, and pauson . 

I wonder what it would mean for me to unname? If naming is to claim as 
familiar , would unnaming be to make strange? There are flowers I come 
across now that I can't identify. Too many, too similar white flowers are 
in bloom. One has a five -petaled flower in the center of three flowered 
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arms; I can't find anything like it in any of my guidebooks. I see it several 
places, many miles apart. I think of it as three -arm star flower - so I resist 
leaving it unnamed. Even the disparate white flowers I can't sort out fall 
under the bracket May white flowers. To not know is not to unname. 
Unnaming presupposes naming. 

But I do make strange. Occasionally. Looking out across the marsh, 
for a few moments I let the individual flowers blur into blocks of color, 
deep yellow, blue, spots of pink . 

In my early morning dream, incompletely remembered, wooden 
shapes hung from strings and I stared at them, trying hard (it felt, in the 
dream, like squeezing my gaze as tightly as possible) to see them as the 
something else I had been told to look for. I couldn't. They remained 
spheres and cylinders, but in the dream I knew it was my shortcoming that 
kept them so. It stormed last night - I opened my eyes to trees bowing and 
righting and bowing - and now, in the dim, rainy -day light, my error 
seems obvious: that I tried too hard. Seeing new happens when one's 
focus lapses. 

In college in Ohio twenty years ago, a small college, small town (sev
eral hours drive north of where I live now), I made my loops by bicycle. I 
would go thirty, forty, fifty miles along back roads, past farms, through 
single -block villages. When lost (often), I would knock on someone's 
door, accept a glass of water, maybe a cookie, and advice about where to 
tum to find myself, then pedal down the hills until my eyes teared in the 
wind and the world turned blurry green . In the valleys, droplets condensed 
from the cool air onto my skin. 

Have I made this Ohio spring mine? Is the intimacy of my encounters 
enough to make this new-old place home? I doubt I will ever again feel as 
familiar with a place as I did the Connecticut hills surrounding my grand 
parents' house. Of course, my world is bigger now. Often, I prefer reread 
ing a favorite book to a first -time read - and I do look forward to reread 
ing my Ohio spring. 
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SHERYL NELMS 

Gutting a Diamondback Rattlesnake 
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at the Sweetwater 
Round-Up 

the Jaycees 
clean them 

six at 
a time 

rattles 
looped into 

nooses 

one slick 
slice 

down each 
white bdly 

as bloody fingers 
grab the 

slim 
intestines 

a quick 
jerk and heft 
into a blue barrel 



then the sleek 
peel of 
meat 

from scaled 
skin 

brings twenty -six dollars 
a pound 
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DAN SHANAHAN 

The Broken Man 

In 1988, Communism was nearing its end. The long drab night that had 
lasted forty years was about to lift. But few of us knew it. 

In Prague as a visiting Fulbright professor-and an American-I was 
persona non grata. My students could ask me out for a beer or a meal : 
time spent with their native English -speaking professor was tolerated by 
"the authorities." But anyone else who made contact with me did so at his 
or her own peril. 

At first, the municipal police would probably issue the offending party 
a quiet summons . They'd be asked what their "business" with me was, but 
the question would be rhetorical: the summons itself was a warning. If it 
went ignored, another summons would come - this time from the Statni 
Bezpecnost, the secret police. At that interview, the warning would 
become explicit : loyal citizens did not consort with foreigners. 

But the warning would come with a "hook." A "cooperative" citizen 
willing to become an informer could continue his relationship with a for
eigner. Unspecified "favors" might follow. 

But if the hook were ignored and the visits continued, the "uncoopera 
tive citizen" would begin to "have problems." 

The "problems" might emerge at work or in getting routine bureau 
cratic tasks done. Mail delivery could become erratic, strange noises 
might be heard on the telephone. Even friends could be pressured to per
suade the offender to fall back into line. And if none of that worked, loss 
of job, persecution of family members, even prison could follow . 

So my days in Prague were lonely ones . 
But as a guest of the "authorities," I could act with impunity, so long 

as I kept to myself. Sitting in a cafe, reading Western publications 
something that could easily set off a chain of visits from the police, were I 
Czech - would only draw the occasional glance or stare . Meager though it 
was, I considered leafing through The International Herald Tribune and 
The New York Review of Books a small act of subversion, and once a 
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week, after class, I went for a 'coffee at a small cafe on Mala Strana. 
Beneath the looming fac;ade of Kafka's castle, I pulled out my badges of 
resistance and read quietly . 

The cafe - Pelisky-was dingy with age. Like so much of Prague, it 
was like a time capsule, filled with old men who seemed as if they might 
have served in the Austro -Hungarian army. Cigarette smoke hung in the 
air, dimming the light and yellowing the walls, making the aged and rick
ety tables and chairs seem all that much more fragile . 

But beyond the dinginess, there was a deeper, almost ancient timeless 
ness. It lay beyond the Cold War and the old men and their personal histo
ries. The walls and ceilings were vaulted, and in places ancient brick 
showed through thinning layers of plaster like the lines of a woman's 
body beneath a thin, clinging dress. The doors were arched and the thresh 
olds were huge slabs of stone, worn and polished by the scuffing of care
less feet down through the centuries. Pelisky - "the nest" - was like an 
ancient redwood where layers of time destroyed time itself. 

One colorless November day, in mid-afternoon, when the daylight had 
begun to shift into twilight and the haze and the mist seemed to wrap the 
city in grey gauze, I took my seat in Pelisky and began to read. As always, 
I ignored the other patrons and, immersed in their own reading , they 
ignored me - "Public places are private spaces," one of my students had 
quipped. But as I reached for the coffee the waiter brought me, I noticed a 
man in his sixties at the table across from mine . He wasn't reading, he 
was just gazing absently off into space. 

My glance must have broken his concentration, for he turned his head 
slightly in my direction, and for a brief moment our eyes met. 

The look in those eyes was unlike any I had seen in Prague's cafes, or 
in any other part of the city for that matter. Their gaze was calm and 
direct. But deeper than the calm there was a glow, almost a burning quali 
ty , that set them apart. As they settled on me I felt completely sized up: 
recognized and understood. They were not friendly or sympathetic. They 
betrayed no anticipation. More than anything they seemed resigned, quiet
ly, fatally resigned . And that resignation seemed to come from some 
deeper knowledge that gave them their glow. 

For a minute I felt almost hypnotized by the man's gaze. Then I 
looked away . I drew my coffee towards me and, as I took a sip, stole 
another glance in the man's direction. He was looking off in the distance 
again, almost as though he could see something nobody else could. And 
now I noticed his clothing: he wore a suit older than most in the cafe, 
shabbier too. And I noticed that his face was noticeably lined, deep sym
metrical lines that were like the design of an artist. They elevated the 
man's face, making it almost noble. 
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I looked back at the page again, trying to read. But I couldn't erase the 
impression of the burning eyes in that face, like glowing jewels in a sculp
tured head . I read without processing what I was reading . 

After a few minutes, I heard the man pay for his coffee and get up to 
leave. He paused at the door, pulled on a long overcoat that didn't match 
the suit he wore, and stepped out into the cold . I watched, half expecting 
him to look again in my direction. But the door swung shut and he was gone. 

Two weeks later I was sitting at my table in the cafe when the man with 
the fiery, gem-like eyes and the lined face reappeared. Our eyes met as he 
took a seat at his table, but he showed no sign of recognizing me. He sat 
quietly waiting for his coffee, and I continued my reading . 

After a few minutes, I noticed out of the comer of my eye that he was 
leaning in my direction. I looked up from my book to see his hand extend 
ed toward me. "Excuse me," I heard him say in only slightly accented 
English, "I think you may have dropped this." 

He was offering me a calling card, but it was one of my own: I used it 
as a bookmark, and it had slipped from between the pages and fallen to 
the floor. I took the card and thanked him a little awkwardly, never having 
been addressed in English by a stranger before. He nodded his head politely 
and returned to his coffee . 

I couldn 't decide whether the interaction had been just that or if it had 
been an overture of some kind. But I didn't want to let an opportunity to 
talk with someone slip by, so I said, again rather awkwardly, "You speak 
English?" 

He turned my way and raised his eyebrows slightly. "Yes ," he said quietly. 
"I don't meet many people in Prague who do," I replied . Still unsure 

of what to say, I gestured to the empty chair at my table, and asked if he 
would like to join me. 

The faintest flicker of a smile came across his face, and he shook his 
head gently. "That would be very unwise ofme," he said. Then he extend 
ed a long, slender hand toward the chair opposite his and added, "But you 
are welcome to join me." 

As I moved my coffee and my book to his table, I again noticed the 
fiery intensity in the man's eyes. But he watched me impassively. His 
eyes revealed nothing. But I felt curiously accepted and kept at a distance 
at the same time . It was as though I could offer him nothing, good or bad, 
he hadn't already seen. 

As I settled into the chair opposite him, he spoke. 
"You are reading Kafka," he said. 
"Yes." I smiled and looked down at the copy of The Castle before me. 

"Prague's patron saint, I suppose." 
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"Patron saint of us all," he said, a hint of irony in his voice. 
"But not many people here read him," I remarked. 
"No, that's not true," he replied. "You don't see him displayed in the 

bookstores - for obvious reasons. But getting hold of his work is not really 
that difficult." 

When he said "for obvious reasons," I was struck by how matter -of
fact his tone was . My students might refer to what they called "the situa
tion" from time to time, but they'd always lower their voices a bit, maybe 
glance to one side as though someone might be listening. But there was 
nothing remarkable about the way the man made his remark: he might 
have been speaking about the weather or the service at the cafe . 

We spoke noncommittally for a few minutes, about how I liked 
Prague, the newly -repainted Old Town Square, the students in my cours 
es. Finally I decided to test the waters with a slightly leading remark. 

"There don't seem to be many people in Prague willing to speak with 
foreigners," I said. 

"They have something to lose," he replied, drawing heavily on the 
cigarette he held, in slightly aristocratic fashion, close to the end of his fingers. 

I took the remark as an opening. "And don't you?" I asked. 
He brought his cigarette down to the ashtray and flicked gently at the 

end with his thumb, watching the ash intently as it fell. When he raised 
his eyes, they looked directly into mine. The glow that had dimmed a bit 
with his mild efforts at cordiality returned. 

"No," he said. "Not anymore." 
For the next three hours we spoke - or I should say he spoke and I lis

tened - to a story told almost as though the teller were an apparition in a 
seance. The man's voice was clear and deliberate. He spoke soberly, even 
gravely at times . But at other times he seemed like someone just returned 
from some exotic, far-off land. His tone carried a conviction of the futility 
of trying to communicate what he'd seen. In the face of that futility, he 
spoke simply and directly . 

"I was a chemist," he began, tilting his head back slightly as he drew 
again from his cigarette. "I began my studies just after the war. 

"My father had been a carpenter in a small village southwest of 
Prague . He'd done quite well, and before the war he'd spoken with pride 
of his plans to send his son and daughter to the university. The war didn't 
deter him: his children would eventually have the advantages he'd never 
had. 'When the time comes,' he used to say, almost like a refrain in a litany. 

"I was lucky. I was halfway through my first degree when the 'screen 
ing' began . New applicants to the university were subjected to careful 
scrutiny in '49, but those of us who were well along in our studies were 
more or less ignored. I didn't have anything to discredit me. My father's 
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bourgeois success would be considered a liability only if someone had an 
axe to grind. But all the same, I felt as though I'd slipped in just as the 
door closed. 

"I got through my studies and took a post at the research institute affil
iated with the university just as the Slansky trials began," he broke off and 
looked at me questioningly, to see if I understood the reference. I gave a slight 
nod and he continued. 

"I'd fallen in love by then: I was married the day Slansky died." He 
glanced out the window at the darkening afternoon sky. "A day like this, 
in fact. A little colder. Patches of snow on the ground here and there. 

"Of course, at the time we didn't know ." He stopped and took out 
another cigarette to replace the one he'd just stubbed out in the ashtray. 
He lit it and blew the deeply exhaled smoke away. 

"Life went on. It got colder and grayer as time passed. It was like 
night falling: you don't know exactly when the afternoon ends; you just 
notice at some point that there's more shadow than light. Eventually dark
ness falls . You adjust. 

"I carried on with my research and with my teaching. Polymers were 
my area of specialization. You couldn't have asked for something more 
neutral, and since it was one of the 'badges' of modem socialism, we got 
plenty of funding . 

"My wife was a medical technician in a lab, and between our two 
salaries we lived very comfortably. I suppose we were a little narcissistic 
at the time. We talked occasionally about having children, but it always 
seemed to get pushed to one side. Seven years passed. 

"Then my wife began to worry. It was the - how do you say it in 
English, biological watch?" The intense eyes queried me for a moment. 

I smiled. "Biological clock." 
"Yes . I just heard it mentioned on BBC. My wife was worried about 

her biological clock ticking. So within a span of three years we had two 
children-sons: Mikhail and Jan ." 

For a moment, the intensity in his eyes softened, became almost dreamy. 
"It was a good time, really," he said. "Just before we had the boys, we 

bought a small cabin on the Vltava, past Orlik. You'd step out onto the 
front porch and be looking down a hundred meters into the river gorge. 
The smell of the pines was intoxicating. We'd spend most of our summers 
there, swimming, hiking, riding bicycles with the boys as they grew older. 
Sometimes I think back on that time as some kind of idyll." 

He paused for a minute, almost as if lost in a mild trance. Then he 
came to himself, shook off the reverie with a blink or two, and signaled 
the waiter to bring us both fresh coffees . 
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"And, of course," he continued, "the times had begun to change. The 
worst seemed to have passed: the surveillance and the trials, the feeling that 
you had to look over your shoulder-all that began to seem like a bad dream. 

"Actually, it had never affected me that much. I didn't like what I saw 
and heard, but I kept my mouth shut and did my work. No one ever both
ered me. One year my wife and I even made a trip to Italy . It was spon
sored by the university . We got our visas without any problem and had an 
amazing time. Later, when people we knew got turned down for visas on 
other trips, we were surprised, but we didn't think much about it . 

"By the time the boys started school , the atmosphere had improved 
quite a bit. People had begun to speak openly: we talked politics, eco
nomics, foreign affairs . We read what we liked." He arched one eyebrow 
and nodded towards the book next to my coffee. "Kafka, for instance . 

"I remember at the time thinking about my father. He had died not long 
after I was married , and my mother used to say he'd died of a broken heart. 

"He'd spent all my childhood talking about what would happen 'when 
the time comes.' First it meant when my sister and I had grown up. Then 
it meant when the war was over and the Germans had gone. 

"But once my sister and I had gotten into the university, 'the time had 
come,' and it hadn't been at all what he expected. At first he just focused 
on my sister and me and our studies , trying to ignore what was going on 
around him. Two months after Masaryk fell from the window in the 
Castle, my sister was killed in an automobile accident. From then on, my 
father began to decline . He grew remote. The news of what was going on 
sent him deeper and deeper into depression. 

"On our first wedding anniversary, my wife and I were visiting my 
parents, and my father was in better spirits than I'd seen him in a long 
time. He talked animatedly about his first years with my mother, the diffi
culties they had faced, and the good times they'd had. Then my mother 
asked whether we were going to have children. 

"Offhandedly, my wife replied, 'Oh , when the time comes.' 
"I saw a shadow fall across my father's face when he heard those 

words, and he fell silent for the rest of the evening. Driving home, my 
wife asked me if she had said anything wrong. I pretended not to have 
noticed my father's reaction . 

"But once the darkness began to lift and we all began to breathe more 
easily, I thought often about my father. I watched the boys playing at the 
cabin , and I let myself wonder if, indeed, 'the time had come.' They 
would enjoy everything my father had hoped I would. Where once life 
had seemed simply adequate, now it began to seem good. 

"I let myself get a bit carried away by it all, I guess. 
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"When Dubcek too!<: over, I suddenly began to feel this concern about 
everything around me. I looked at the children and realized that what I did 
or didn't do about life in our country would be passed on to them . I began 
to be overwhelmed by those tender feelings that you hear about but never 
understand until you've had children yourself." 

He eyed me curiously, and I realized it was a question. I shook my 
head, and he shrugged his shoulders slightly and then went on. 

"I had always taken pleasure in buying them little presents: a ball, a 
puzzle, a toy gun . Now I realized that I wanted to give them so much 
more: I wanted to give them a world that would let them grow and flour
ish. It was my father and his dreams, reawakened in me. 

"I knew that a few of my colleagues from the university had begun to 
meet in a pub not far from our institute to discuss the work of scientists in 
our country. It was an open arrangement, mostly small -time theorizing 
that anyone could take part in. I went along one night out of curiosity and 
found it a little tedious: grand talk fueled mostly by beer. 

"But when I got home later on , Mikhail was just finishing his home
work. He'd been told to collect leaves for a small notebook, and he asked 
me if my job was like his assignment. 'Do you collect things and put 
them in books or jars?' he asked. 

"My work had a highly refined focus , and I did my best to explain it 
to him. But afterward, I realized that I really didn't know enough to tell 
him 'what I did.' I tested compounds, developed formulae, filed reports 
on my work"-here a mild look of bemusement came across his face 
"but I couldn 't tell you what my work contributed to. 

"So I began to ask questions . First at the institute - the odd inquiry here, 
a casual question there. Things were not so open that you could suddenly 
display a lot of curiosity without arousing some suspicion, so I went slowly . 

"And I began to go regularly to the pub discussions, pushing my col
leagues to move beyond their 'What is the role of the scientist in socialist 
society?' discussions to something more concrete. 

"Finally, one night I showed my cards, as you say. Someone had just 
suggested that we should ask ourselves what we'd really like to do for 
society . I shot back - a little too provocatively, I think - 'What about ask
ing what we do now?' 

"There were about eight or nine of us that night, and all the others 
stared at me as though I'd spoken in another language or something." The 
bemusement flashed across his face again. '"No, really,' I said, 'do any of 
us know what our work is about?' 

"There was silence for a moment, then a few awkward replies. But 
because I'd asked the unaskable question the others began slowly to pick 
it up . By the end of the evening, we had all admitted that we hadn't the 
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slightest idea what our work contributed to. And we'd screwed up our 
courage enough to decide we'd try to find out . 

"It was late March by then, and it was like the world was speeding up. 
That May Day the celebration was like one of your park 'be -ins': people 
singing, smiling, full of this heady enthusiasm about everything. They thought 
the country was finally on the right track, that nothing would stop them. 

"Our little group was no different. We decided to call ourselves the 
League of Responsible Scientists, and we began to make inquiries about 
our work. Our institute had links to the Czechoslovak State Chemistry 
Council where all decisions about research strategies were made, so as 
our first formal act, we wrote a letter to the council ' s director of scientific 
research asking for a detailed account of how our work was being used. 

"At first , our letter seemed to have caused bewilderment among the 
counci l' s managers and bureaucrats. It was shunted from office to office, 
excuses were made about having insufficient staff to deal with our 
request , and vague answers about the advancement of socialist science 
were given . But finally , in late spring, we began to get some hard data 
about where our formulae had been sent and how they had been used. 
There were whole reports on plastic dishware, rubberized parts for high
speed machinery, tubing for medical applications: at one point I had a col
lection of over five hundred pages of reports on my desk. 

"Everyone was ecstatic: we had penetrated the fog and we had found 
the truth. And we had discovered that we had been helping the country 
take great strides forward all along ." He spoke these last words dryly as 
he inhaled deeply on his cigarette. Then he paused a minute , lost in the 
memories he 'd evoked . 

"But some of us weren't so sure," he continued . "There was some
thing about these reports , something too smooth about the way they cov
ered everything from the petty to the sublime. And as a colleague and I 
looked more carefully through them, we began to realize that there was a 
whole vein of our work missing: formulae that had to do with such things 
as volatile molecular bonding and the adhesive properties of plastics
things that had been hailed when we submitted them , but which were 
completely absent from the reports . 

"So we pursued our inquiries . And we got nowhere. 
" It was late June by now. My wife and the boys were spending much 

of their time at the cabin, but I was staying in Prague at the lab , trying to 
tease out the thread that I was convinced must connect the missing work. 
Most of my colleagues were satisfied with what they had learned . They 
had moved on to other concerns. But, along with one young fellow just 
out of the university, I kept up the search. In my spare time, I wrote let-
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ters, visited offices, and tried to ply petty bureaucrats by appealing to their 
sense of social responsibility. 

"Through July I kept it up, but by the first week in August there 
weren't many people left in Prague, so I finally put everything aside and 
joined my wife and the boys. For two weeks we had a summer like other 
summers: we swam, we hiked and biked, had picnics, and the boys had 
the time of their lives." 

He stopped for a moment, twisting the butt of his nearly finished 
cigarette slowly and methodically in the ashtray before him until every 
vestige of fire was out . "Then the invasion came, " he said as he flicked 
the tattered remains off the ends of his fingers. He took a long, slow sip 
from his coffee. 

"For a week we stayed at the cabin, listening to the radio, gradually 
shifting to Voice of America as our own broadcasts became less and less 
reliable. Then, with school about to start for Mikhail and Jan, we headed 
back to Prague. 

"It was like going back into the dark ages : tanks and soldiers every
where; hulks of burned -out cars and buses . We had to drive half -way 
around the city to get to our home, and we passed through at least a dozen 
checkpoints along the way. Anyone old enough to remember talked about 
'39 and the Germans, but they did so in low tones that would shift over 
the coming weeks to whispers, then to raised eyebrows and furtive glances. 

"At the institute, work went on much as it always did, but there was a 
tension in the air so electric you could almost taste it. When I passed col
leagues from the pub group in the corridor, we exchanged meaningful 
looks, but said nothing. The young colleague who'd helped me during the 
summer hadn't returned from his vacation . Someone said he'd decided to 
stay abroad. 

"As the months passed, even the meaningful looks stopped. It was as 
though some hardened Lucite had filled the air : we could still see one 
another, but each of us was cut off from the other, unable to reach out 
even to the person sitting next to us. Gradually, we got used even to that . 
By the time Christmas arrived, we had almost forgotten what spring had 
been like. It was like some distant memory you feel you've exaggerated 
the importance of." 

He stopped speaking and lit another cigarette. "For a few months I 
continued to spend the occasional hour or two on the question of our 'lost 
work,' but even as we'd been driving back from the cabin through the 
columns of soldiers and tanks I knew that making any more inquiries 
would be useless - even dangerous. I had been walking on thin ice by 
continuing to ask questions in June and July; to go on after the invasion 
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would have been inviting trouble . And it would have been pointless : 
there'd have been no hope of finding out anything more . 

"With time, even my own curiosity began to dull . Life was turning a 
darker and darker gray. I felt as though I were sinking into a bog that 
sucked me in more deeply whether I tried to resist or not . I began to aban
don myself to it like a drowning man. 

"Then in February, a few weeks after Jan Palach " - he queried me 
with his eyes to see if I recognized the name, and I nodded slightly- "I 
had a visitor at the institute. He was an innocuous little man who spoke in 
apologies : 'I'm sorry to bother you,' 'I'm sorry to interrupt your work ,' 
'I'm sorry, but I have to ask you some questions,' came out every two or 
three minutes . But the gist of the questions he asked was quite clear: he 'd 
heard about the pub group . 

"There was nothing very threatening about the questions he asked: he said 
that he was looking into informal discussion groups that had formed in vari
ous professional circles with the hope that they could provide ideas for more 
formal professional conferences and seminars. He only wanted to know some 
of the topics discussed and perhaps the names of other participants. 

"I lied. It was a reflex, and looking back I realize that there were other 
things I could have done. But I was angry. It had been almost a year since 
we'd had our discussions . 'They' had won and we were silent again. And 
most of us knew from the way the frost had descended on the country that 
winter that we 'd be silent for a long time . 

"What did it matter what had been said or who had said it? The game 
was over. We'd lost . Why did they want to rub our noses in it? 

"A stupid question, of course," he said with a dry smile and a shake of 
his head . "They had all the time in the world, and they were going to do 
as thorough a housecleaning as had ever been done . No speck of dirt was 
too small. They would be patient. Everything would come out in the end. 

"I told him that I only remembered a few visits to the pub he'd men
tioned , and that the conversations had been nothing more than a rehash of 
the results of the day ' s work . So many different people had been to the 
pub at different times that I imagined that everyone from our section had 
been there at one time or another." 

He stopped and flashed me a sardonic smile . "I wasn 't very good at 
this kind of thing. The man saw the inconsistency immediately . 'You say 
people wandered in and out of the pub with such frequency that virtually 
everyone must have been there a time or two?' 

'"I suppose,' I answered , a little warily . 
'"But you said you only made a few visits yourself ,' he countered . 
'"Yes ... ' I said - then I saw my mistake . 
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"'But you must have been there more than a few times to have seen 
that nearly everyone from your section .. .' he stopped for a moment and 
flipped through the small notebook he'd been writing in. ' ... had been 
there at one time or another.' 

"I don't know what I said at that point. It didn't really matter. He'd 
succeeded in catching me in a half -truth - which meant he'd demonstrated 
to us both that I had something to hide. He asked me a few more inconse 
quential questions , but the veneer of apology about interrupting my work 
was gone by then . He spoke to me as if I were a subordinate-the change 
was so subtle and happened so quickly, I hardly noticed it myself. But by 
the time he left, he'd established our relative positions quite clearly: he was 
a cat, and he'd found yet one more mouse to put on his list." 

He lit up yet another cigarette, drew deeply on it, and took on a slight
ly philosophical tone . "They're really quite good, these people," he said 
almost admiringly . "For some of them , how you play with the mouse is 
almost an art form: knowing when to snarl, when to purr, when to mew 
solicitously - knowing which combination and what timing will put the 
mouse most at your mercy when you want him. 

"I heard nothing for months. I worried, first quietly, then more and 
more obviously. I said little to my wife. She'd been skeptical about our 
letter writing in the spring and had asked why I didn't 'leave such things 
to other people.' When I told her about the man's visit, her face grew 
troubled . Then she tried to cover up. As I grew more preoccupied with 
what would happen, I could feel her resentment: resentment for my moodi
ness, resentment that I hadn't listened to her in the first place. 

"But by early May, I started to relax a bit. We made a trip to the 
cabin - the first since the invasion - and as I looked around and smelled 
the pines, life seemed to take on continuity again . True, this was not the 
world we'd known a year before. But the plants we'd put in the ground 
with our own hands were still there, starting to flower, the river in the 
gorge down below was flowing full as it always did that time of year 
even the creak of the old pump where we drew our water was familiar. It 
was all part of the life we'd had before, and still had . For the first time in 
months, I relaxed. Life seemed good . 

"But when we returned home that weekend, we found a notice in the 
mailbox that a registered letter had arrived on Saturday. The letter would 
be held at the post office for three working days, the notice said, and as I 
read it a second and third time, I felt a tingle of foreboding . 

"On Monday, I stopped at the post office to get the letter, and as I 
handed the slip to the clerk, a wave of anxiety went over me: I realized 
that most registered letters were held for ten days; only registered letters 
from government offices, the courts and from the police were held for 
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three. By the time the clerk pushed the letter toward me, my face was 
flushed and my heart was pounding. But then I saw that the return address 
was some obscure office where property titles were registered . 

"I remember walking out into the spring sun, relieved and smelling 
the fresh air as I opened the letter. Three children were walking by, carry 
ing stick guns and playing at defending themselves against 'the invaders.' 
A woman was pulling a cart full of groceries in the other direction, and 
they almost bumped into her on the narrow sidewalk. She scolded them, 
saying they ought to respect their elders, and they giggled as they ran off 
down the sidewalk. 

"Then I read the letter. Buried in a mix of bureaucratese and socialist 
jargon was a simple message: we had lost the cabin. 

"The letter claimed that there had been some irregularity in the trans 
action by which the cabin ' s previous owner had obtained the property 
before selling it to us . Now it was being restored to its rightful owner. We 
had the right of appeal, but the letter said that the judgment of the court 
litigating the claim was firmly in favor of the plaintiff and any change in 
its decision was unlikely. 

"I knew immediately what was going on. I had personally looked into 
the previous owners going back to the twenties when we bought the 
cabin : everything had been in order , no outstanding claims existed. The 
man we had made the purchase from had been the owner since before the 
war: he had inherited it from his uncle. 

"But I also knew that it was pointless to fight them . 
"My wife didn't see it that way. She went to the office where the letter 

had originated one afternoon the following week. When she returned, she had 
a dark expression on her face. She slumped down into a chair in the kitchen. 

"We were silent for awhile . Then she asked, 'This is because of the 
police visit, isn't it?' 

"Standing next to her, I put my hand on her shoulder. 'Yes,' I finally 
said, 'it is.' 

"She got up from the chair as if to avoid my hand . Nothing passed 
between us for the rest of the evening . 

"We had a month to clear out our belongings. It was like taking out 
your own appendix without any anaesthesia: the garden tools, the summer 
lounge chairs- the children's toys that had been lost behind the sofa, toys 
for three - and four -year-old children who no longer existed. 

"It was hard on Mikhail and Jan . They'd never known a time without 
the cabin, and during our last two visits, in early June, they alternated 
between the exuberance they'd always shown when summer began, and a 
wistful silence, sitting on the front steps and looking down into the river 
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gorge, saying nothing. I can still see their two backs, covered with striped 
T-shirts, as I looked from the living room out the front door. 

"In early September, the innocuous little man returned . 'Enjoy your 
summer?' he said cheerily as he crept into my office . 

"I stared blankly at him, then did my best to veil my feelings. He sat 
and began once more to ask his questions . I looked at him, feeling quiet 
disbelief as he spoke . 

"It was like some bizarre charade. He knew I had the information he 
wanted. He also knew I wasn't going to betray my colleagues. It was a 
pointless dance around what we both knew . 

"Finally, he left. But when he did, I felt no relief. It was as though his 
presence remained in the room like a chill. The furniture seemed strange , 
almost surreal. The walls seemed insubstantial. I felt like I was in a 
Magritte painting. 

"Two weeks later, my wife lost her job." 
He stopped and once again drew long and hard on his cigarette. 
"They're good, these people," he said, raising one eyebrow and look -

ing directly into my eyes. "They know how to get to you ." 
He took a sip from his coffee, looked off into space for a moment, 

then continued . 
"She was stoic for the first few weeks. We both knew what had hap

pened, and we both said nothing. There was no point. Then she broke down . 
"It came one clear Saturday afternoon in late October : leaves chang 

ing their colors everywhere, a cold breeze ridding Prague of the haze that 
filled the air for the last week. It was one of those days when the beauty 
seems designed to hurt you: you want it to last, but you know the sun will 
set more quickly today than yesterday, leaving you longing for the color 
and the brilliance. 

"The sun was only half an hour from setting, when she came into my 
study. The room was full of orange light. 

'"You've got to do something,' she said firmly, but with desperation 
showing through her voice . 'They'll go on if you don't, and who knows 
where they'll stop?' 

"I stared at the sun, feeling as though the orange glow might consume 
me, dissolve me into thin air and free me from the surreal world I found 
myself in . Then I looked up at her and shook my head . 'No,' I said, 'I can't.' 

"As I looked into her eyes, I saw the firmness disappear, and the despera
tion lurking behind it begin to flood her entire face . Our marriage lasted 
another eight months . 

"When she filed for divorce, the lab reinstated her; the court gave her 
custody of Mikhail and Jan . I agreed to leave the flat and took a small stu-
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dio close to work. I saw the boys on weekends. It all happened quite quick
ly. Barely a year had passed since I'd received the letter about the cabin. 

"It was the speed as much as anything, I suppose, that undermined me. 
The sense of unreality had spread almost everywhere, like some kind of 
toxic fumes carried by the slightest movement of air. By the time the next 
summer began, even the green of the fields seemed artificial, painted on 
by some false, lying hand . 

"In July the institute let me go." 
He paused once again to crush his cigarette out in the ashtray . "Perhaps 

it was nai"ve, but I thought that would be it. I'd lost everything: what could 
they take away? 

"But as we always do, I underestimated them. 
"I'd found a job as a janitor in a hospital - the night shift, cleaning 

floors with inadequate mops and brooms, emptying garbage pails, pre
tending to dust countertops in labs where I'd visited as a colleague only 
two or three years before. We'd helped design the material for the coun
tertops," he said with a slight, wry smile. 

"Some of the people at the hospital remembered me, and each time I 
arrived at work they smiled as they passed by at the end of their day. It 
was a knowing, appreciative smile. Outside of the time spent with the 
boys on the weekend, it was one of the few moments when I didn't feel 
the unreality dripping from everything I saw or touched . But it gave me a 
hold on life, something that was real. 

"Then, one night, the innocuous little man returned. I'd been at the 
hospital almost a year-long enough, I suppose, to give me a real taste of 
what lay ahead ifl continued to refuse to cooperate. 

'"I'm so sorry to see things come to this,' said the man, sitting down 
next to me in the hospital canteen where I was having my midnight meal. 
'You know, none of us like to see a man with such talent wasted : it isn't 
natural. But we need your help - and you need ours if we are all to avoid 
further complications.' 

"He gave me a knowing look, but I didn't immediately understand 
what he was talking about. The cat and mouse game was still on, but 
why? They'd taken everything-wife, children, job. Everything. Was this 
torture for torture's sake? What could possibly be left? 

"But I'd underestimated them," he said, his eyes glowing even more 
brilliantly than before. He took a long , grim pause. "Yes," he said, "how 
I'd underestimated them. 

'" A talented man like you must have passed along his talents to his 
children,' the little man went on. 'They deserve the opportunity to devel 
op those talents in school, later on at the university as well. But you know 
how it is: there isn't always room in the good schools for the good chil-
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dren. Sometimes we have to move them to lesser schools . And when the 
time comes for them to enter the university . . . well, it will only be natu
ral for the university officials to consider certain features of their back
ground-their parents and so forth.' 

"He gave me another knowing look . I began to feel like I was seeing 
him from within a deep tunnel, and I felt myself receding more and more 
deeply into it as the seconds passed. This is it, I thought to myself, I'm 
slipping into the deepest circle of this living hell . In a moment I'll reach 
the bottom. 

"But I'd underestimated them," he said again, almost as though it 
were some sort of chant. 

"The little man gave me a reassuring look and let his shoulder graze 
mine lightly as if to express his empathy with me. 'Look,' he said, in a 
lowered voice, feigning confidentiality, 'don't think it's hopeless. They,' 
he said, tossing his head slightly back over his shoulder, 'don 't understand 
that you are a man of principle . I've tried to tell them. You have your 
pride . And there are other ways. For instance, if it were proven that the 
children were not actually yours - biologically speaking, I mean - then 
what would be the point in discriminating against them? I've spoken to 
your wife about it. She agrees it may be the best solution if you prefer to 
put your principles above all else.' 

"Suddenly, I was no longer sinking softly into the bottom of the dark
ness . I was hurtling at blinding speed into a void so dark it seemed to sear 
my eyes and my face. Everything around me spun . I rose up violently 
from my chair, and as I did, my legs hit the table. I saw it tip crazily away 
from me, the food sliding down its surface towards the chairs on the other 
side. Then I felt myself careen backward over the chair I'd been sitting in. I 
remember seeing the fluorescent lights on the ceiling as I fell-then nothing." 

"I awoke in a hospital bed . It was probably the next day, but I don't really 
remember. I felt a bandage on the back of my head, and a large spot of 
dull pain beneath it. I was the only patient in the room. After a while a 
nurse came in and asked after me with a false smile of concern . I looked 
at her blankly for a few seconds, then finally I said I felt a little groggy. 
She studied me for a minute, then went away without saying anything. 

"A few hours later, a doctor appeared. He examined my chart for a 
moment and said that I'd have to spend another night or two in the hospi 
tal, but that I appeared to be fine. 

"Two days later I was discharged and given a three-week sick leave . 
At the end of the first week, I came here, to this cafe and sat down for a 
coffee . A few minutes later, a man approached and introduced himself as 
one of the innocuous little man's colleagues . He asked ifhe could sit down. 
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"I'd had a week free of the unreality, but even while it lasted I knew it 
wouldn't last. As I looked up at the man and his institutional smile, I 
knew there was no point in resisting. I told him to take a seat. 

"He apologized for his colleague's 'bad handling of things,' saying, ' I 
know difficult matters have to be handled with sensitivity .' 

" 'Don ' t be afraid, he said . 'Help us so that we can help you. We all 
want what ' s the best , and no one has to be hurt.' 

"For the past several days, I'd tried to live in a kind of parallel world , 
reliving everything that had gone on, but almost believing that it could all 
be avoided if I simply stayed away from familiar places . I had sent the 
boys a note saying that I wouldn ' t visit them that weekend , that I had the 
flu . 'Out of sight, out of mind' is how I think you say it? 

"But now it all began to return, and I felt myself collapsing. It was an 
eerie kind of collapse, as though it were somehow anti-weight that were 
crushing me, creating a vacuum inside me the harder it pressed . I stared at 
the wall behind the man's head for something to concentrate on, some
thing to cling to that would keep me from slipping back into that dark 
world of unreality . Then I heard him say , 'Will you help us? Please ... ' 

"There were some papers lying on the valise he'd placed in front of 
him on the table . I took a pen from my pocket-I still kept the old habits: 
a pen in the pocket of a janitor ' s coat-and reached for one of the papers . 
On the back I wrote two names . 

"Both were names of colleagues who had made only brief appear
ances at our pub gatherings. Both had since done well in the 'normaliza
tion ' that had taken place at the institute in the year after the invasion , so 
everyone assumed that they had been at the pub as informers. I don't 
know if I was acting in revenge against them, in defiance against this man 
and his colleagues-they could do nothing with the two names-or just in 
desperation. Probably it was some combination of all three. I just wrote 
the names to have done with it and pushed the paper across the table at him. 

"The man looked at the names , smiled slightly, then took another 
sheet of paper from his valise . It looked like some kind of form, and he 
began filling in some of the spaces on it. When he'd finished he slid it 
towards me. Looking down , I saw a complete statement written out for 
me to sign . It was quite as innocuous as the first little man had been : I'd 
attended certain meetings, certain unspecified topics had been discussed , 
and certain colleagues had also participated. The man opposite me had 
filled in the two names I had written down . 

"I stared at the paper in a bit of a stupor, then I heard the man say 'A 
signature and you can go back to your life . You can even leave the date 
blank if you like .' 
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"I took my pen from my pocket, signed, and slid the paper back across 
to him. 

'"Thank you, comrade,' he said-the first time I'd heard that word in a 
long time. 

"He stood up and held out his hand with a smile . I looked down at the 
table . After a moment, when I raised my eyes, he was gone . 

"For a few days , I did nothing. I saw the boys the following weekend, 
and we had the same kind of visit we always had: like a moment by a 
warm stove in a vast, cold stone room. When my medical leave ended, I 
went back to my janitoring job . Nothing seemed to have changed. I began 
to wonder what I should do. 

"Finally, just before Christmas , I stopped in at the institute on my way 
to work one night. The corridors were quite empty and dark, but I could 
see light coming through under the door of the director ' s office , so I gave 
a little warning knock and opened it . 

"There, behind the director's desk, was one of the two men whose 
names I'd written down here in the cafe . 

"He looked up and, when he saw it was me, broke quickly into a 
broad smile. He stood and extended his hand in greeting . I took the hand a 
little awkwardly , but he shook mine vigorously and invited me to sit 
down . ' It ' s been so long,' he said, enthusiastically. 

"We made small talk for a few minutes . He explained that he had only 
been appointed director three weeks before and was 'still getting the hang 
of things. Lots of work coming in now , since matters with "the East" have 
been sorted out,' he said, tossing his head back over his shoulder. 

"Finally, I remarked as casually as I could that perhaps it was a good 
time for me to reapp ly for a position at the institute- 'Something at a 
junior rank, of course ,' I said. 

" If he was surprised , he hid it well. He nodded thoughtfully and said 
that good people were hard to come by , 'especially now, with all the new 
work coming in .' But he was afraid that ' it just wouldn't work out. ' 

'"You know how it is at a small place like this,' he said . 'Word gets 
around. People want to know that they can speak freely in front of one 
another. Any hint of suspicion , and it affects the quality of their work.' 
His face took on the kind of expression you use with a small child that has 
just asked for permission to do something he knows is impossible . 
'Especially in my position- "new chief' and all that - I have to be careful 
not to do anything that would upset the applecart , so to speak .' 

"I must have sat staring at him for an uncomfortab ly long time 
because there was an awkward pause , then he stood up and held out his 
hand again . He walked me slowly to the door , and as he did he let his 
shoulder brush slightly against mine. 'But let me think about it ,' he said . 
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'Who knows: circumstances may change, something might eventually be 
possible.' 

"As I walked back down the darkened corridor, I felt that I was walk
ing into an infinite darkness. And the realization crept over me of just 
how much I had underestimated them. 

"Their victory was complete. They'd taken everything. They'd left 
nothing . And, of course, I'd given them the one thing I could hold on to. I 
was a broken man. 

"Oddly, I had no regrets. I had done it for Mikhail and Jan. The 
thought of them kept me from going out and putting my neck in a noose . I 
walked on through the darkness of the corridor and into the night knowing 
that I'd done the right thing for them. 

"But a short while later, as I walked into the hospital to work my shift, 
I noticed that the smiles of people who'd remembered me from my previ 
ous life had become a bit forced . Over the following weeks the smiles 
gradually went stale. And by summer the faces no longer even acknowl 
edged me. 

"That was sixteen years ago ." 
He stopped speaking. His eyes were fixed on the wall behind me, 

blazing as they always did, but intent now on something out of sight. 
They weren't the eyes of a man lost in reverie: they were alert, alive with 
interest, study, and reliving. There, in the distance only they could see, 
was a world that they knew and understood completely but that they stud
ied even more intently for knowing it so well. Had I happened upon 
someone with those eyes without knowing what had produced them, I 
might have thought him mad. 

The eyes came back to me. The man smiled wanly . "You must excuse 
me," he said standing up to go. "There are countertops to be dusted in 
Motol." He held out his hand and as it clasped mine, his eyes softened for 
a moment. "It has been a pleasure," he said. 

Three days later, I received an early morning call from the American 
Embassy. They'd been notified that my father had been diagnosed with 
late-stage cancer and was not expected to live more than a few weeks. 
The embassy would fly me back to the US immediately if I wished . 
However, ifl decided to remain in the States more than a month, I would 
probably not be able to return: someone would most likely be found to 
replace me. 

For the rest of that day, my thoughts alternated between my father and 
the story that I'd heard in the cafe three days before . I went to The 
Pelisky, but the man didn't appear. But as I sat in the deepening darkness 
of the late afternoon, I found myself thinking of him in the hospital after 
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his fall, alone, his sons not even aware that their father had been hurt . The 
next day I told the embassy I would be ready to leave on the first avail 
able flight. 

I never returned to Prague. 
But in the fall of 1999, as the old Soviet -backed regimes came tum

bling down throughout Eastern Europe, I sat watching CNN each night 
for news of what might be going on in the streets I'd once walked. And 
early in December of that turbulent time, as students from all over 
Czechoslovakia streamed into Prague for a massive demonstration on 
Wenceslas Square in support of the appointment of Vaclav Havel as presi 
dent, I saw the face that had sat across from me at the table in The Pelisky 
on that late afternoon ten years before. 

I recognized the eyes immediately: alive like burning gems even 
across thousands of miles of microwave signals . But I noticed too that 
they were less lost in their intensity now, somehow more aware of the 
world around them . 

The man was being interviewed on the edge of the square by a reporter 
who had obviously been on the lookout for locals who spoke English . 

"Can you tell us what your work is, sir?" the interviewer asked. 
The man smiled a bit as he answered . "Well, in a few minutes I go off 

to work as a janitor. But once upon a time I was a research chemist." 
"That's quite a change in professions," the reporter responded, sensing 

a story. 
"Yes," the man smiled slightly again, looking off toward the micro 

phones that had been set up at the base of the statue of King W enceslas 
that dominates the square . 

"What sort of research were you doing?" 
"Well, yesterday some of my former colleagues showed me some 

papers that reveal our research was going into developing ingredients for 
plastic explosives - the kinds favored by terrorist organizations." 

The reporter was caught off guard by the wealth of what he 'd stum
bled onto and could only reply with a stock question . "So what do you 
think of what's going on today?" 

"Well, of course I'm pleased," the man said. "But I was diagnosed 
with lung cancer a few months ago. I doubt I'll see much of what follows 
all of this." He swept his long-fingered hand in the direction of the square . 

The reporter blinked perceptibly, obviously searching for an appropri 
ate response . But the man-whose voice I now realized was more rough 
than the one I'd heard in the cafe that day - continued . 

"I don't mind," he said . "My children will reap the benefits ." 
"Are they here?" the reporter asked. 
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The man nodded in the direction the microphones had been set up . 
"My older son is handling the sound system. He's doing his graduate 
studies in medicine." 

The reporter smiled appreciatively. "And you have other children?" 
"Yes . His brother is over at the Philosophical Faculty helping print 

leaflets for the students to take back to their villages when they go home 
for Christmas ." 

"This must be an exciting experience for them ." 
The man paused for a moment, seeming to give the question careful 

thought. "Yes," he finally said. "Their time has come." 
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ROBERT LONG FOREMAN 

Guns and Those Who 
Brandish Them in Cleveland 

I have spent a remarkable amount of time, since I was one year old or so, 
walking forward. I spent most of my adolescence doing this, for lack of 
any greater challenges, out on rarely trod sidewalks in my little home 
town. I have always felt safe enough walking because it would take the 
average pedestrian about one minute to kill me. I am moderately strong 
and athletic and would put up a fight if strangled, so I estimate my strug
gle to fend off death at the hands of everyday attackers to last about sixty 
seconds, give or take a few depending on their possession of martial arts 
training or scissors. Since I moved to Cleveland, many people have made 
me feel unsafe, but I feel better in their presence when I remember I may 
have a minute to live after they decide to take me down for good and then 
dump my remains in Lake Erie. A lot can happen in sixty seconds, such as 
acceptance of mortality, perhaps even of my own. 

I live downtown, however, and I walk to work. Twice each day - morn
ing and evening, unless I get lost - I pass the headquarters of a security 
company, and when I do I lose a significant number of those sixty seconds. 

The building's front visage consists of two big garage doors, which 
open often, and are rather loud and startling when they do. Above them 
protrudes a glass lookout station - evidence of fortification the likes of 
which is usually found on prisons, I think. When the doors yawn, and a 
truck pulls in or out, at least one guard stands watch by the door. 

I first noticed this on a Tuesday morning. A man stood before the 
building, in my path, turned facing the street as if in wait for someone, 
and a truck pulled out through the door beside him. I could not see his left 
hand. I looked at his right, though, and saw that he was holding a massive, 
unsheathed, silver revolver. In the morning light it gleamed, and it was 
presumably filled with bullets. 

My racing mind told me that if this man had the will and inclination to 
effect it I could be dead in a second. He could simply raise the gun as I 
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passed, switch off the safety-if it was on in the first place-and pull the 
trigger. Clint Eastwood can do this in a heartbeat. With hardly a thought, I 
thought, this man on the street could put a bullet through my brain and 
stop my heart from ever beating again. It does this pretty fast in the morn
ing, because I drink coffee before I leave home, and I am sensitive to caffeine. 

The guard did not see me coming. He did not shoot me. All he did was 
stand and wave his pistol at the ground, then holster it, climb into the 
car's passenger seat and shove off, all before I reached his point on the 
concrete. Whatever it was they drove off with must have felt sheltered 
like a warm babe, but I felt anything but safe. That man was ancient. He 
looked like he was about seventy years old. 

I spent a summer in Galway, Ireland, where every time the local banks 
unloaded their cash for the day some armored cars would pull up as sol
diers stood by with submachineguns. They wore camouflage and refused 
eye contact with the tourists who passed them on pedestrian -only streets. 
A local friend explained to me that the IRA used to raid such truckloads 
of money, and that the men and women with guns were taking preventa
tive measures. Because I was essentially a tourist, I looked on the soldiers 
and guns as curiosities, like the Cliffs of Moher and just as deadly, com
ponents of the crazy city I wandered on foot for two months. I watched 
them and then moved along to eat fish and chips, which made up most of 
my diet there. I did not expect to witness this very something in 
Cleveland, let alone two hundred yards from where I sleep. 

I have been watching the stronghold carefully, sweeping my attention 
over it each day in my passage. I look into the faces of the guards, who 
brandish guns with the same boredom their friends wear when they vali
date parking stubs. I slow when I pass them and take in as much of the 
sight as I can before moving on. I stare at their pistols. This is exactly the 
behavior most likely to get me shot to death in the street. 

The turret that overlooks me and the street hangs above and between 
the two doors and is made of consistently dirty glass . Because of the 
grime and because the inside looks cluttered, I have had a hard time mak
ing out its interior objects. Apparent, though, is a desk with a chair. I have 
spotted a clipboard . In the window someone sits, and with a radio he com
municates with the drivers of armored cars. Perhaps he tells them dirty 
jokes as he lets them into the lair . He signs the trucks in and watches over 
things. A powerful light is mounted on the glass to facilitate this, and an 
air conditioner pokes out, through a hole the shape of an air conditioner, 
to maintain an agreeable temperature for guards and their lethal projectile 
weapons. 
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It must be warm in the rampart during winter and cool in the summer. 
If I had that job, with the cold wind blowing fiercely on the opposite side, 
in this January time of year, I would gaze contentedly at the sliver of city 
life beyond the glass. I would feel bad for the homeless - at least at first, 
before my security career made me tough and changed my personality, 
which things like that seem to do - as they paced back and forth, asking 
strangers for bus fare. I would recognize cars and their drivers from day to 
day, and keep a log of attractive women I saw. When I took a break from 
the page before me I would gaze thoughtfully at the grey Cleveland sky. I 
would doze and dream I was the ball turret gunner in a B-17. As long as 
you are not in reality the ball turret gunner in a B-17, it is a pleasant thing 
to dream about. 

Strolling past the cupola one evening, I discerned a new object in the 
window that resembled a shotgun shell. As I neared it, I saw that it was a 
shotgun shell. It was one in a row of shells, and they were attached to 
what else - a shotgun, by some handy metal clip . It looked like a tidy way 
to store ammunition. The way the weapon was placed, leaning like James 
Dean, it looked unpredictable but necessary, as though every desk should 
have one, like a stapler. 

Early the next morning, I made a point of checking who was keeping 
watch in the turret. There had always been someone, even late at night, 
but I had never bothered to look who it was. On relentless watch at eight 
o'clock was the old man I had seen brandishing his pistol at nothing in the 
street, days before . He still had white hair . As I approached, though, I saw 
that he was out cold-slumped against the desk, unconscious . He was 
either resting his wrinkly eyes or dead of natural causes. He was placid as 
a baby, albeit one who sleeps upright beside a shotgun . 

My grandfather co-authored a book on Civil War artillery, so after he 
died we had in my childhood home a few specimen cannons on display, in 
a room set aside for them and other artifacts . I never paid them much 
attention . They were part of that room's museum atmosphere, and I treat
ed them with the same casual disregard that I did the antique fainting couch. 

The major difference between the cannons at home, I suppose, and the 
hand -held cannons I have seen on Superior Avenue, is that the latter are, 
when I see them, being gripped by fallible men and women, whose fin
gers can pull triggers, and they are not instead at rest on a hardwood floor 
dusted by my mother. The pistols are anything but benign . 

One morning when I passed the fortress a truck was pulling in as a 
black woman and two white men stood outside, on the sidewalk . They 
held pistols at their sides. Although it was very cold, they seemed to be 
having a good time . The woman told a j oke I did not listen to, and 
laughed hysterically at herself as though she could not easily fill my face 
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with holes and bullets in a matter of seconds. I surprised myself by want
ing to laugh with her. It felt like an early stage of Stockholm syndrome. 

One of the only people I have met in Cleveland is Stan, a man who 
has repeatedly accosted me in the steam room at the downtown YMCA. 
He is aggressive. When he first introduced himself he claimed to be a 
writer, and for a moment I thought I had encountered a kindred spirit, but 
the only writing he mentioned was his authorship of police reports . I told 
Stan I worked as a legal assistant, which was an exaggeration because all 
I did was sort mortgages all day, and the work was temporary. I did not 
have a chance to explain this. According to him, I was in the "legal pro
fession ." He told me I was lucky to work where I worked. He wanted my 
job and made it clear by saying it three times in one minute. 

Stan told me he worked in security and was just about to get his 
firearm certification. He was reluctant to do this, because it meant his 
assignments would from then on be more dangerous, but he had to do it in 
order to earn a living wage. 

As I got to know Stan better, the image of him with a pistol in his 
hand was less and less reassuring. 

A week after the steam room conversation, Stan approached me at my 
locker. He said, "You know, Rob, I'm looking for my friend, Bob 
Metcalf. We used to be real good friends. I called him Bobby. At first I 
wondered if maybe he was you, seeing as how your name's Rob ." He 
looked at me a moment, as if expecting me to own up to this identity, but 
when I shook my head he continued. "Anyway, Bob's in the legal field 
and I was wondering, since you're in the legal field too, if you'd look 
around and see if you can find him because I've been looking for him. His 
name's Bobby Metcalf . We used to be friends, but I haven't seen him." 

I told Stan I would do what I could, knowing there was nothing I 
could do . I am not in the legal field. Most of the lawyers I work for do all 
that they can to avoid speaking to me . In fact, I decided recently I will do 
everything I can to avoid truly entering the legal field. It seems like more 
of a glacier than a field - colder and more stagnant. 

I thought it would be tragically touching if it turned out that Stan was 
himself Bobby Metcalf, that some trauma had recently divorced him from 
his own personality, and that he was doomed to seek himself elsewhere 
until he died . This happens to a minor character in Moby Dick. 

Stan's behavior, anyway, had clued me in that something was not 
right in his life. I saw him on some nights doing sit-ups naked between 
lockers, and he always tried hard to get my attention. He would attempt to 
convince me to join him in the hot tub, which he spent an awful lot of 
time in , not blinking . When he spoke to me about his friend Bobby he 
slurred and stuttered. I wondered if he was drunk, and I thought he might 
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have been attracted to me, which people sometimes are who are not better 
off that way. 

I did not want Stan to ever hold a gun - not in public, nor alone in a 
closet where he could only harm himself, and certainly not in my vicinity. 
I did not feel safe when I learned that Stan was a security guard, but then I 
guessed my safety was not the point. 

One night I was driving in Cleveland - a rare thing, as I prefer always to 
walk - and a police car pulled beside me at a stop light . I learned early on 
to get nervous when the police come near my car, especially when they 
drive cars because theirs have flashing lights. I did not look over at them, 
and I hesitated when the light turned green so that they could go ahead of 
me. When they zoomed off I noticed their Cleveland Police decals were 
missing. In fact, although the car was painted in vaguely official -looking 
colors, the only signification was a web address written across the rear 
bumper. Later I looked up the web site and, sure enough, these men were 
from a security team, hired to patrol some wealthy neighborhood and 
keep the expensive, local televisions safe from murderers. 

I felt foolish, having gotten so nervous when all I had seen were a 
couple of men in what resembled police uniforms in a car with writing on 
it. I felt angry, too, because it was clear enough that my reaction was what 
they were after. 

There are words for organized, unofficial enforcers like those men: 
mercenaries, vigilantes, and militias. Men like that are often dangerous 
and untrustworthy, or so I have been led to believe . I have enough worries 
as it is when the police walk around with guns, when the officers are 
themselves just questionable strangers. At least they have to answer to the 
mayor. From what I can tell, the security guards answer to a web site . I do 
not trust the mayor, and I am always suspicious of web sites. 

A week later, on my way to work, I passed the fortress when some 
men were emptying its trash into a dump truck that had pulled up to one 
of the doors. Beside the door stood a man with his usual gun in hand, a 
black semi-automatic . I supposed he was guarding the garbage. He swung 
it back and forth but kept it aimed more or less at the ground. With his left 
hand he held a cell phone to his right ear and kept a lit cigarette suspended 
between two fingers . It looked awkward. Drivers have trouble with this 
kind of multi -tasking, and they are dangerous enough without momentary 
access to firearms. The man looked angry, as though locked in a debate 
with a gun control activist from an NPR call-in show. I feared for my life 
as I came within a foot of him, edging my way between the wall and the 
dump truck . The odors of cigarette and trash did not mix agreeably, as if 
the threat of instant death were not enough. 
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Although it is probably safe to assume that money alone passes daily 
through that strongho ld on my block, I have speculated what else the 
armored cars could be carting to and from wherever they go . What 
besides expensive slips of paper , I wondered , could warrant such a brazen 
display of arms in the street? The structure could, conceivably, be a hold
ing station for enemy combatants who have been captured in Afghanistan 
and Nevada . That might sound like a liberal overreaction , a jumped-to 
conclusion. I do not indeed assume that there are bleeding, tortured , feces 
smeared detainees in the many trucks that file in and out of that building 
near my apartment, but its very plausibility makes me uneasy each morn
ing on my way to work. 

It is far too likely, anyway , that the building and trucks are full of 
money . The private security guards - whether they are my age or septua
genarian-are responsible for keeping unpredictable brutes like me away 
from other people's many thousands of dollars. 

This is not reassuring. There is no telling where that money came 
from , and some enterprising citizens do horrible things, even without 
guns , in order to get it. 

I want to say that the fortress and its guards represent the United 
States as it presently is. They indicate what America has become, guns 
and all, by pushing the limits of what its people tolerate in downtown 
Cleveland. If Michel Foucault were here he would laugh , roll his eyes, and 
say, "No shit ." So might Naomi Klein, and many other Canadians, too . 
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MEGAN GRUMBLING 

Between Seasons 

Persephone wrested and wrenched this hard, 
maybe , bracing her vertebrae against 
the lurch and grunt give of the stubborn root 
that splayed pathos and chasm, our old darks . 
Against the brambles I prove almost so 
proverbial , wrists tripping jinx and spurs, 
a ripped root-trail into the depths, like toes 
too sharp, tearing thin sheets to threads . Seems myth, 
in March, defers to dirt, though all I glimpse 
down there are worms, unseeing, tender. Stirred 
by arrogance, by spring, I do believe 
them closer me than Hades , will this plot 
full sun. But I know earth , how trowel finds 
truth more hibemal , rent, ken good as blind . 



Likening 
Some of the likenesses - roasted and skinned 
poblanos quavering slick as my own 
spleen; oysters coyly labial with brine
licked glistening-I beckon, relish, hold 
fond in my warmth . Others are trespasses-
the leprous film of warm milk slipped through lips, 
dread logy gloop of olive scum just past 
gin and vermouth. Craw-visceral, this cringe, 
spawned of alarm, identity, the gunk 
of recognition as I find myself 
in horror, blubbering spume back into mug 
or glass, helpless, uncivilized . Seems else 
is mere grotesque, sometimes, affinity 
a cannibal. Either's too close to me. 
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Time, by Peppers 

I eat away the loose wreath of my reap 
by days and spicy feasts, one cayenne less 
each urge for heat. I'm counting down to naughts 
waiting in emptied wires: one zero of 
before, origin; one of gone, the last 
of harvest's scarlet lot. Garlands I've strung, 
my crooked fruit bright -bound in copper gnarls 
of calendar, plenty and want. My pause 
weighs bare each hunger's worth, 
whether enough to leave 
yet one more gleam 
empty, either 
advent 
or end. 



SARAH SEYBOLD 

Macaroni Jesus 

The last summer I attended Vacation Bible School was one of the hottest 
on record. That week in July the temperature rose to high-nineties by mid
morning and well beyond one hundred by mid-afternoon. Sweat dripped 
down my tired mother's face and arms as she rearranged fans in the trail
er. But on days this hot, fans didn't make much difference. Humid air 
hung thick in the trailer, and the furniture felt damp. The coolness of the 
church basement was a relief . 

All the kids around Burnett flocked to church the week of Vacation 
Bible School, ones who weren't regulars, even ones who never went to 
church. We were separated into age groups. My class, a handful of 8- to 
10-year-olds, met with our teacher Mary in what seemed the darkest room 
in the basement's back comer. Nailed to a gray wall was a picture of 
Jesus. He looked solemnly to the skies, a whitish halo surrounding his 
outline. The dim overhead bulbs didn't provide much light. Only a bit of 
fading sun crept through small basement windows overhead, where I 
watched late feet skittle by in dirty sneakers and flip flops . The class sat 
around flimsy card tables. The cold metal folding chair stuck to my 
sweaty legs, tugging my skin when I moved. 

Each evening we made a new craft to give our mothers. These crafts 
usually involved lots of dry macaroni noodles, which we arranged into 
stick figures of Jesus and glued to colored construction paper. I loved 
smearing paste in circles across paper. Darker colors would stick to my 
fingers, which I'd then rub onto lighter colored paper, working diligently 
to leave streaks and squiggles around my macaroni Jesus . The dumb kids 
ate the dry noodles. 

After arts and crafts, we were given snacks, creme -filled sugar wafers 
and red Kool-Aid . Together we would pray, say Bible verses we'd memo
rized, sing songs like "This Little Light of Mine" and "Deep and Wide ." 
When we sang "Amazing Grace," Mary propped a poster on a wooden 
easel. The people on the poster, wrinkly old men with long white beards 
and wrinkly old women with long white hair, wore white dresses. These 

135 



good Christians, living in Heaven among fluffy white clouds, sat at the 
feet of a youthful Jesus, gazing up at him in awe. A halo of light sur
rounded Him. 

When we've been here ten thousands years 
bright shining as the sun. 
We've no less days to sing God's praise 
Than when we first begun. 

"Amazing Grace" seemed to soothe adults when sung on Sunday 
mornings. This song was supposed to comfort. If saved, I would get to 
live forever and sing God's praise . But the song didn't comfort me at all. 
The idea of eternity, when I tried to imagine it, kept me from sleeping 
some nights. The thought of infinity terrified me. 

After songs, Mary told Bible stories. For each story she rotated several 
posters on the wooden easel. One night toward the end of the week, she 
spoke about missionaries who spread the Word of God. The main mis
sionary, a clean, tall, handsome man, wearing tan slacks and a white but
ton -up shirt, was the kind of dad I wished I'd had, if I still had one 
around. His little daughter wore her hair in a ponytail like I did, though 
her hair was bright blonde, not a mousy brown like mine. She wore a 
crisp white sailor shirt with a navy blue collar and navy blue culottes . 
Sadly, the little girl's mother had been very sick and went to live with God. 

The father and daughter went overseas, all the way to Africa, to 
preach about God, to teach the others they must accept Jesus as their Lord 
and Savior. In the poster, the little blue-eyed girl and her father stood in 
the middle of a straw hut village. The black people, almost naked, wore 
only animal skin skirts. "These blacks," Mary explained, "did not know God." 

While the father preached the Good News to the village's adults, the 
little white girl befriended a little black girl in the forest. The two learned 
they had something in common - both of their mothers had died. The lit
tle white girl said she knew her mother lived in Heaven. When the black 
girl asked why, the white girl replied that both she and her mother had 
accepted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. The little black girl 
smiled, said she wanted to go to Heaven, too . The young missionary took 
her to the hut where her father set up church. That evening, one by one, 
all the villagers asked the Lord for forgiveness, begged to be saved. 

I don't remember who asked what happened to the black girl's moth
er. Incredibly shy, I doubt I had the courage to question aloud. But I can 
remember the answer. The little black girl's mother was not in heaven. 
Instead, she went to hell with the other sinners because she had not asked 
Jesus for forgiveness . She had not been saved. According to our teacher, 
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millions of Africans would bum in hell for eternity. "This is why we must 
spread the Good News," Mary explained . 

It didn't make sense to me that the black girl's mother went to hell 
just because missionaries hadn ' t arrived before she died . How could not 
knowing Jesus be her fault? I worried and felt sick to my stomach . Trying 
to console myself, I thought, at least the black girl and her dad would go 
to heaven since missionaries had reached them. But such thoughts didn ' t 
help . The black girl would never be with her mother again. The flames of 
hell wouldn ' t end. They lapped at the arms and legs of the girl ' s ill moth 
er. I imagined the burning woman reaching out , begging for help , sweat 
and tears running down her skin. 

As soon as Vacation Bible School ended, I bolted up the basement 
stairs, down the long aisle , and out the double doors of the Burnett 
Church. Terrified of heaven, terrified of hell, I ran all the way home in the 
dusky half -light , leaving behind my macaroni Jesus. The trailer , day's 
heat still trapped inside , continued baking as I rushed through the door, 
straight into my mother ' s arms, snuggled into her soft, warm belly, trem
bling at the thought of her dying, at the thought of her going anywhere. 

137 



BRANDON KRIEG 

Speck 

My father appears, creased 
to sell machines, whose ion beams 
detect, on polished silicon disks, 
defective circuit memory. 

He opens his briefcase to show 
a darkened salmon . 
It's been polished so often 
it has hardened like a totem . 
It is stranger than Leviathan. 
It is formed of our Lord Doubt. 

When he is alone, 
my father takes it out 
and sets it on the hotel bed. 
This proves to him he had a son 
who shied from the insistence of the depths. 

And the father took the creaking pole, 
and pulled against the beast with jagged grin, 
and shrapnel up and down its skin, 
and bottles breaking up its belly, 
whose slime is saccharine and scent of lilies, 
whose nostrils blind its eyes with smoke, 
who clacks like keyboards fin to finish, 
whose half-life shames our hopes . 

And our Lord Doubt spoke: 
Behold: you cannot see him he is probable. 
Behold: you cannot see him he is wave . 
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Lay thy approximation against him; 
remember the battle. 

My father tells me, Haul this memory 
through every city 
and stuff its mouth with votive money , 
it has become too heavy . 
But he is trapped inside of it 
with me: an egg within an egg within an egg . 

Inside the egg, Lord , 
I feel your speck of silicate . 
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Domus Aurea 
Driving by Bonneville Dam's sublime 
basalt arches at night, I remember Rome. 

On the Esquiline, in view of the Coliseum, 
I asked a famous historian how it could be 
no contemporary praised Nero's vision 
a palace overwhelming three hills 
in the capitol of the world, that became 
the world in miniature : bizarre beasts and slaves 
from every land; confounding plants; a lake 
to stage great naval battles, plays, masques; 
mosaics and frescoes so surpassing natural 
the Renaissance would lower itself 
on ropes into the ruins to steal a glimpse; 
spigots spurning floral scents; a mechanized 
ceiling of constellations rotating like the sky? 

"He could not keep art separate in his mind," 
was the answer, "everything he touched transformed 
to simulation, and many died to make it so. 
He was hated. Except for a few descriptions 
terse-his palace is an ellipsis." 

Above the turnout, Bonneville's floodlit arches, 
wedged between dark hills, chum the current 
into screens up and down this provincial coast. 
I see, flickering later in windows 
above The Dalles, faces before the screens 
rapt, avid - touching the keys repeatedly 
changing their minds. There is no ceiling 
to their constellations. Their eyes : 
dots in an ellipsis . 
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LISA GILL 

House#36 

In 2002, my mother came to me and said, "Pick a house you can die in." 
She'd made up her mind; she was going to put a down payment on a 
house for me and let me make the mortgage payments. I phrase it that 
way, as if I were the passive recipient of her generosity because in many 
ways I was; she' s been aggressive with her love since she divorced my 
father in 1991, although usually she just demands I take hand-me-downs 
(which I suffer) or an old microwave (which I wouldn't have in my 
kitchen) or quit dating someone (which never works). Her generous offer 
of a house was of a whole new magnitude. If I'd tried to say, "No," com
munication would have been severed for years. I didn't, however, want to 
say, "No ." I wanted to say, "Yes ." I wanted to believe that her generosity 
was a reward for having released my first book of poems or that if some 
of the money her mother had left her were to buy me a house , the connec
tion I had with my grandmother would be honored. I wanted to accept the 
offer as if it were coming from some matrilineal funnel of simple care. 
Yet although I did ask her if she was serious , I didn't ask her "Why?" I 
knew the answer : it was fear . 

My mother had reason to be afraid. By the time I was thirty-two, I was 
already receiving Social Security Disability for a mental illness after 
becoming too unstable to work construction. Although getting onto 
Disability had greatly improved my prospects of eating and generally 
keeping a roof over my head, my living situation at the time was still tenuous. 

For almost five years I'd been living alone in a little travel trailer with 
its hitch resting against an elm that was steadily growing and crunching in 
the tin walls of my kitchen cabinets . I'd been there, next to an alfalfa field 
and an irrigation ditch , long enough to love living in the Rio Grande's far 
north valley beyond Albuquerque's city limits , to plant a garden, repair 
the crumbling walls of the septic tank, patch the roof repeatedly and 
replace too many burst pipes . The trailer had suited my poetry perfectly 
but the structure was steadily becoming uninhabitable; there was bad 
mold, the lights flickered whenever I tapped the walls , and the heater 
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leaked carbon monoxide in a way that could no longer be compensated 
for by the broken window in the hall . I loved the trailer, but people would 
pull up to it and say, "Do you have power?" Winter was approaching, my 
landlady wouldn't make repairs, my mother was worried, and I finally had 
to admit, the trailer had seen better days. (It had to be demolished after I left.) 

I'm surprised my mother didn't say, "Pick a house you won't die in ." I 
think that was what she meant, what she wanted for me. She's a practical 
woman, solid North Dakotan stock, so I don't believe she intended to be 
morbid when she said, "Pick a house you can die in." Nonetheless, I was 
stunned. I've nearly died quite a few times; talking about it is taboo. But 
perhaps she was referring to my abstract natural death and not to some 
early and unfortunate demise. 

Whatever my mother meant, I took "Pick a house you can die in" lit
erally, and for almost eight years now I've been coming home every day 
to my interpretation. It is the thirty -sixth structure where I've resided. I've 
finally aged beyond the number of structures I've lived in; that's something. 

The first sixteen houses of my life were family houses. We moved into 
the last one when I was thirteen. To this day, my mother won't character 
ize that amount of moving as unstable because it was dictated by my 
father's career as an officer in the military. I know better; it was unstable. 
Not only were we moving, but, whenever we lived on base, everyone else 
in the community was also moving, which meant a complete lack of con
tinuity with other people. Life was new houses, new schools, new doctors, 
new friends, new preachers, new landscapes, and new neighbors. We 
were reduced to our basic unit of four plus dog. There are reasons why 
military families have a high prevalence of domestic violence and sexual 
abuse: isolation is a predator's tool, and when the government provides 
(and justifies) that isolation, the environment is ready -made for abuses. 

No matter what I believe, I let my mother reserve the word "instabili 
ty" solely for my behavior. She thinks it's an appropriate descriptive trait 
for what I did after I got out on my own, and I agree. It took me fourteen 
houses over the span of five and a half years to get my bachelor's degree. 
I graduated with distinction and simultaneously deserved concurrent certi 
fication in packing boxes, borrowing pickup trucks, and finagling cheap 
rent. I remind my mother that I had a lot of practice moving when I was little. 

My mother can rattle off the addresses and give physical descriptions 
of the first fifteen houses but I can't. I remember only fragments, a bath 
room here, view from a window there, but no furniture, no walls or doors, 
no bricks or cinderblocks, attics or basements, no hallways or toy boxes, 
not even a pitched roof. I have memories from outside the houses, mostly 
of land and school, and I remember a few unattached details about my 
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mother, like the way I used to read the middle of whatever grown-up book 
she was immersed in while sitting on her lap, or how she gave me hot 
Jell-O water over ice when my stomach was sick. Structurally though, my 
memory is bereft. Perhaps that's normal cognitive development, not to 
remember your bedroom or a kitchen or a living room or hardly any fami
ly interactions inside the home before the age of thirteen; or perhaps it' s nor
mal given the number of moves, but I doubt it. I think it's a kind of amnesia. 

I do remember the last family house , the sixteenth one. Thankfully, 
the light-brown stuccoed tri-level in a cul-de-sac in the Northeast Heights 
of Albuquerque is the last house my mother and I ever lived in together. 
We moved there when I was in eighth grade, and I wasn't able to fully 
extricate myself until college . The only thing I'd liked about it during the 
first viewing, a suit of armor on the landing, was removed by the old own
ers as soon as we bought it. The living room with its high ceilings and 
arched glass windows had been used as a stable for two horses. It was 
foul ; I don't know how we ever made it livable. My own bedroom -to-be 
had been the site of a different devastation: a fishbowl emptied out the 
second-story window . I would sit on the xeriscaped river rocks beneath 
that window and pick out the small bright turquoise and maroon pebbles 
from what must have been a garish fish tank, looking for bones of the sad 
fish. What took the cake was finding hardcore German child pornography 
stuffed into the side of the furnace. I found it a couple weeks after we'd 
moved in. (It would be more than a decade before I'd remember that we 
were the ones coming from Germany and speculate that perhaps the 
pornography was my father's.) 

By then, I was actively searching for the stories, for the old syringes 
and playing cards, for the deworming medicine and bent spoons; I was 
looking for anything that would explain how a mother who worked as a 
nurse for a heart surgeon could let her family degenerate this way. 

When we moved into the house and started working on it, the neigh
bors were relieved . Rightly . We would be cleaner. As for how we 
behaved? We were either quiet or volatile. My father wouldn't even ask 
out loud for items to be passed at the dinner table; he'd stare at the butter 
or salt until one of us , usually me, figured out that he wanted something 
and gave it to him. As for the fights, which often began at the kitchen 
table , the first thing my mother did was shut the windows; perhaps it 
worked for the neighbors. 

It didn't work for me . 
When I fought with the whole family, I'd try to run and they would 

attempt to block the doors to prevent me from leaving. When I fought 
with just my mom, I'd stick it out in the house. 
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"Rustic Cabin on 3.6 Acres." That was the headline on the flyer and on 
the website . Everyone knows what rustic and cabin are code for: rundown 
and rural. The rest of the ad read: 

* 1 bedroom, 1 bath, kitchen, living room, laundry 
*Wooded lot adjoining large ranch 
* Passive solar w/ wood stove and pellet stove 
* Outside storage buildings 

The bullet points culminated with "Great getaway cabin, or build your 
dream home!" In other words, live here part time or rip it down and start 
over. The house had been on the market for over a year. When I saw the 
images, I knew, instantly, that it would work for me, as surely as if it read: 
"Ideal for a single woman with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder who wants 
to write books ." 

Back then I didn't use the phrase PTSD; I wouldn't get that label until 
eight months after moving into this house. In 2002, I still thought of 
myself as a kind of generalized crazy , having accrued labels like bipolar 
and schizoaffective; my psychiatrist of the preceding decade had ignored 
trauma issues despite the fact that doctors at a hospital where she'd sent 
me had diagnosed me with PTSD in 1990. If I didn't know my diagnosis, 
I knew myself and I knew the house would fulfill my requirements . 

l. No one should be within proximity to know how late I'm up. 
2 . Or when I bring groceries home. 
3. Or be able to simply stop by . Ever. 
4. There were to be no non-natural (e.g., human) noises to startle me; 

coyotes were fine . 
5. Good light was a must. 
6. And no light pollution. Visibility of the Milky Way was mandatory 

because if I could see that, I wasn't going to get overstimulated by 
streetlamps or headlights. 

7 . Plus a maximum of one bedroom. If there were two or three rooms, 
I wouldn't be able to justify not letting someone in need move in . 

8. And the land around the house had to have resonance with what I 
know; there had to be a certain harshness to the elements, predators 
and prey, natural order. 

9. And then wind . Always wind. It can heal any grief. 
Perhaps that sounds paranoid; perhaps I am . If we were buying the 

house now, I would be talking to my mother about PTSD and what makes 
life easier. Back in 2002, we didn't talk about the aftermath of abuse or 
trauma; we didn't talk about abuse or trauma. I simply said, "I found a house." 

As we sat at her computer, I was beyond hopeful. There was no way 
for photographs of a large room with high ceilings and a giant woodstove 
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pulled from an old hotel not to look good, especially when there was a 
wall full of windows illuminating tops of junipers. 

"And look at the windmill ... " 
All she said was, "I don't know." 
"You don't know? It looks perfect for me ." 
"Where's Moriarty?" 
"Just a little bit east, not far from you, maybe twenty minutes or a half hour." 
(I felt justified omitting that Moriarty was almost an hour from 

Albuquerque because my mom had chosen to live outside of town too. 
Nor did I see the need for her to know that Moriarty had a population 
smaller than my high school.) 

"It only has one bedroom," she said. I knew immediately what she 
was driving at. 

"God," I said . "You don't even want me to date." 
"I don't want you to pick your dates." 
"I'm not going to have kids , mom." 
"You might want to. There's still time." 
"No." 
It was a stupid conversation. I couldn't believe she was still harboring 

the hope I'd propagate when a few years before she had nightmares that I 
did get pregnant and she had to take care of the baby . In my dreams 
(which were not nightmares and which I did not tell her about), whenever 
I had kids (which was rare and they were always full sprouted toddlers), 
I'd just leave them with her and climb onto a motorcycle or whatever 
vehicle was available. Subconsciously we were both in agreement: my 
getting pregnant was not a good idea. 

She said, "Let's look around more first." 
I was heartbroken. "What if it sells?" 
"Just look around some more and see what's available." 
After that, I didn't even have the heart to visit the property to see if I 

was right; without my mom's help there was no house. I didn't want to 
get my hopes dashed. I didn't , however , intend to give up. 

To show that I was serious and dutiful and to eventually woo her out 
to Moriarty , I scoured all the communities surrounding Albuquerque and 
spent days riding around with her visiting three bedroom mobile homes 
she'd found in a town near Moriarty, a town still within the commuter belt 
that surrounds Albuquerque. Many seemed to be former meth labs or 
located near meth labs. My mom would say, "Isn't this nice?" and my 
adrenaline would be screaming to get out. I even checked out properties in 
Albuquerque that were within our price range; most were houses with 
boarded up windows and such severe damage that they needed to be bull-
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dozed . The budget dictated that I'd have to look at a whole lot of sad 
structures . 

But the Moriarty house didn't look sad to me . 
"So?" I said finally, "Can we check it out?" 
"Okay, make an appointment with the realtor." 
We went out the next afternoon. 
On the way to the house, the realtor gave us a small driving tour of the 

area. As we passed out of the community and into the plains, my heart 
began to speed up. When I saw a ferris wheel in a distant backyard, I 
knew Torrance was the county for me. Suddenly we were heading for 
trees, the rise of mountains; I sat forward in the seat, pressing against the 
shoulder belt. 

From the back seat, my mom said, "It's really out there." 
When I craned my neck to look at her, she seemed suddenly small, 

even though she's never had less than twenty pounds on me and is only an 
inch or two shorter. It must have been the slump of her shoulders, her 
pursed lips, and the squint around her eyes as she peered out the side win
dow. Her dark hair was pulled back from her face into a tight French braid. 

"Not far now," the realtor quickly responded . 
And then we were turning. Pinon and juniper were everywhere. Old 

farm houses . Rickety barns. A few mobile homes set back among trees. 
"There," the realtor pointed to the other side of the small valley, 

"That's the windmill ." 
I looked. The windmill, set back from the road, protruded from 

junipers; no structure was visible. We parked between two empty horse 
corals and walked past an old barn back to the house. And it was a house, 
as opposed to a trailer, or a mobile home, or an apartment, or a duplex . It 
was solid, even if it was "rustic ." The diagonal slatted boards on the out
side were graying and weathered, and the front door, which was a con
glomeration of two old barn doors, locked with a padlock on the outside 
and a one by four on the inside. 

There were two large rooms, the first one delirious with light, the sec
ond, down three steps, dark and cool. The kitchen was sandwiched in the 
main room and the bathroom tacked onto the bedroom. I could feel how 
solid the foundation was through my feet. 

We toured the house in a few minutes. 
My mother immediately said, "It's small." 
And I countered, "No it's not." To me, it seemed huge; probably twice 

as wide as the trailer, it also had volume, air space, breathing room . 
"And I'm only one person," I reminded her. 
"But look at that water stain on the carpet ." 
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It was a big stain, a couple feet in diameter. I just told her, "The carpet 
can be replaced ." 

"And that window is cracked." 
It was one small crack in one small pane of glass. It wasn't broken out 

yet. I told her I could fix it, that I'd installed a lot of glass, "Glazing is easy." 
Her list went on and on; the toilet wasn't even clean enough. 
I kept my mouth shut, hoping she'd get the nitpicking out of her system. 
The realtor asked if we wanted to see the property . As we were step-

ping outside, I told my mom, "I like it." 
All she said was, "I don't know; it's rundown." 
Once on the property, the realtor pointed towards the back and said, 

"There are no other houses back there,just land. It's an 11,000 acre ranch." 
I walked away from my mother and the real tor, tried to imagine being 

out there on my own. The property was mostly juniper although the back 
quarter was open grasslands. Everywhere were tall chollas, ground hug
ging prickly pear, and yuccas with great spikes and gaping seedpods. I 
found a pifion that was growing almost horizontal to the earth, as if it 
were meant to be a living bench, then saw an enormous juniper with low 
arching branches that I'd be able to crawl under to get into the open space 
around the trunk . (I did no crawling and didn't mention what was coming 
to mind .) 

"The windmill used to pump the well, but now it's electric," the real
tor was saying . 

The issue of a well had already come up in discussions with my moth
er. I saw a well as a symbol of self-sufficiency. Community water had too 
much community attached for me. I kept reiterating to my mom that I 
needed a well and she kept balking. 

We walked back around towards the front of the house. I found a four
foot snakeskin, almost complete, snagged on grasses . I wanted to pick it 
up, feel it, keep it , but I didn't dare; it wouldn't help my mother's inter
pretation of the house. 

The whole place made me happy, not giddy or ecstatic, just grounded, 
quietly pleased. The sky was good and the house had everything I needed. 

It was perfect. 
It was not sad. 
It was, however, a house capable of handling grief. Or perhaps I 

should say, I knew I'd be capable of handling grief in it. While my mom 
was plaguing the realtor with questions, I sat down on a railroad tie that 
had been used to landscape some flowerbeds, looked out at the ranch and 
thought, word for word, "The world can end and I'll be fine ." 

And that's when I decided to fight for it. 
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If I have amnesia of the early years, my mother has amnesia of our argu
ments in the Albuquerque house. They usually began with her telling me 
to brush my hair or change my clothes and culminated with me screaming 
that the family was a fa<;;ade. When I was in eighth grade, in the middle of 
one of our fights, she cornered me with my back against the dual kitchen 
sink under the window facing the apple tree and slapped me so hard I felt 
the cartilage in my left ear for days. It was the first time she'd ever hit me 
that way and right then she must have decided slapping worked to calm 
me down because she continued hitting me intermittently until the day 
five years later when I met her and my father at a hotel in North Dakota 
before attending my grandfather's funeral. 

The morning of the funeral, we were sharing the bathroom to finish 
getting ready, at the hair and make-up stage of things. I'd come straight 
from Illinois where I was attending college. In retrospect, I should have 
been able to predict what would happen after I got dressed . Under my 
blouse, which was short sleeved, I was wearing a long john shirt, in part 
for warmth since it was winter, in part because I thought it looked nice. 
When my mom surveyed my outfit in the mirror next to her reflection, the 
agitation was instant. 

"Roll up your sleeves," she told me, lipstick in hand. 
"No." I said calmly and kept trying to fix my hair. 
"That shirt doesn't look right. Roll the sleeves up." 
"No. I like them like this." 
"I said pull them up." She put down her lipstick. 
"No." I set down the brush . 
"Pull them up now." And she started towards me. 
"No," I stepped back as far as I could in the cramped space. "They're fine." 
"I said do it," and she came towards me again. At that point, with her 

reaching towards my sleeves to pull them up, I did the unthinkable. I said, 
"Do you want to see why I can't pull them up?" And I bared my left arm, 
which had thirteen gaping cigarette bums in it. 

And that's when she hit me and knocked me to the hotel's bathroom floor. 
That got to me . The irony . I was hurting myself so she hurt me. All 

the other times she hit my face and arms, I could write off; I'd been a little 
crazy and expressing it. I don't think most mothers would have had the 
tools needed to deal with me so I don't fault her. The last time she hit me 
though, I took it to heart. It must have been different for her as well 
because she never hit me again. 

It's not difficult to explain the tension between my mother and me, or 
what I was doing hurting myself, or even why I don't blame her for hit
ting me, why I might forgive her. It's simply tawdry: she didn't protect 
me from my father. She couldn't; she wasn't even aware of what was hap-
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pening. That's not entirely her fault. I never spoke up . I calculate that I 
didn't speak up in at least five different time zones since my earliest clear 
memory of sexual abuse is from when I was about four. Most of my mem
ories are blocked or fragmented, but given the flashbacks and tenor of my 
nightmares, I think the worst abuse was before six, though the dynamic 
didn't stop then. Perhaps my mother could have witnessed something 
along the way; perhaps she did . By grade school I'd been deemed "too 
sensitive" by the whole family. Until eighth grade, when I gave up asking 
for help, I was shuttled constantly to doctors for myriad physical com
plaints, which turned out to have, according to the doctors, "no basis in 
physical reality." My mother cowed to their authority and didn't pursue 
the issue of why I might be manifesting weird symptoms. So she missed signs. 

This culture wants to parade mothers of molested daughters on stage 
to be held accountable for their husbands' misdeeds. In high school, I had 
the same impulse: blame mom . Now I prefer to try to keep my rage 
squarely on the shoulders of the perpetrator; it's not an easy task. For a 
long time, fear outweighed anger. 

I do wonder whether I could have opened up to my mom if we'd had a 
stronger relationship . Some of the abuse happened too early for me to 
have any capacity to speak about it . Later, I don't know. I remember hid
ing even innocuous things from her, like spraining a finger in Alabama 
when I was five or six . I'd tried to do a summersault off the picnic table in 
the back yard and bent my finger backwards. It was swelling and I was 
weeping, but my response was not to ask for help but instead to hide . She 
found me what seemed like an hour later and took me to the doctor. 
Someone taught me shame and secrets early; I don't think it was her. 

And then, when I was older, during the only opportunity I'm certain 
she had to catch what was going on, I did everything in my power to pre
vent her from noticing . In the Albuquerque house, the basement stairs led 
to the den and my parents' bedroom, and one day when I was perhaps 
thirteen, the foot of those carpeted steps was where my mother and father 
decided to pull me aside to praise me for something I had done well, prob
ably track, but perhaps school; I excelled at both. I didn't catch what I 
was being praised for because while I was being praised, my father, who 
was standing on my left, put his right arm around my back and slipped his 
hand between my bicep and ribs and placed it squarely onto my right 
breast, not quite touching my nipple. My mother was right there facing us. 
I was horrified; I was horrified not that he was touching me but rather that 
he was doing it in front of my mother. I panicked. I focused all my energy 
and attention on my mother, focused on keeping eye contact and smiling 
despite being unable to hear her words through the blur of adrenaline. I 
watched her lips moving and focused on keeping her line of sight away 
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from my right breast and my father's right hand. My shrinks now call my 
belief that I could prevent her from seeing what was happening magical 
thinking; I call it practical. As long as my face was lively enough, her 
gaze wouldn't slip down. 

Subconsciously, I hated her for not protecting me and simultaneously 
believed that she hated me for getting sexual attention from her husband. 
Perhaps she did; she seemed to hate me. For a long time, I tried to miti
gate the rage: I did everything I could to make my father, who overtly 
neglected or denigrated my mother, show her affection and remember her 
birthdays and buy her gifts that were not perfumes his ex-girlfriends had 
liked. I wanted to point his attention back towards her; I couldn't. 

After my grandfather's funeral, I made it back to Illinois for one more 
trimester, but when I came home for spring break, I was a mess, and my 
mother wouldn't let me return. After having briefly escaped to dorms and 
friends' houses in Illinois, I was thrust back into the old family house. I 
didn't see my mom at all. I manipulated my sleep to avoid everyone . I'd 
stay in my room and write until midnight when I knew everyone was in 
bed, and then I'd leave and walk all night, stopping maybe for a cup of 
coffee at a diner before taking the bus home after dawn and trying to get 
back in bed without having any interactions. Although my survival strate
gies did protect me from family, it wasn't always safe on the street. 
Ultimately, an overdose saved me. 

When I was trying to convince my mom to take this house I had to be 
careful. I spoke quietly and thoroughly and tried to impress upon her 
repeatedly that I knew myself . I also tried to illuminate the house's strong 
points. "There's power," I'd say. (She knew I'd lived with only a genera
tor in Cedar Crest .) "The windows in the living room will let in enough 
light I won't get depressed." (She'd seen what happened to me in the 
small adobe cave of a house in Camuel.) "It's a real frame house that's 
actually insulated ." (She was loaning me space heaters for the trailer 
while we made a decision.) "We'll still be in the same area code." (We 
talked almost daily; if I didn't pick up, she'd call a friend to check up on 
me.) "My dog will be happy." (She has two.) "It'll be great for my writ
ing." (She knows I require isolation to work.) "The road is actually driv
able." (Unlike the last mile to the house where I'd lived in Cedar Crest, 
which I had trekked daily in all elements.) "And I won't need a sled!" (She'd 
given me a sled to haul my groceries and gasoline to that house in winter.) 

It wasn't enough; we kept going around. She became fixated on the 
toilet, decided the stains in the bowl meant the water was bad. 
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I finally screamed at her, "You mean you're not going to let me have a 
house that would work for me because someone didn't clean the toilet? It 
hasn't been flushed for a year and a half! Of course it has mineral deposits." 

"There will be another house." 
"I don't want another house ." 
When I calmed down, I tried to reiterate, gently, that this house was 

right for me and that it was a good house. When that failed, which it did, I 
brought in a former boss from when I'd worked construction to tell her 
the house was okay . 

She listened to the neutral third party . 

The way I wanted to become independent from family was not by a doc
tor's order, but that's what happened. When I got locked up in the mental 
hospital for the suicide attempt, doctors figured out that I deteriorated 
every time my mother came to visit. They had already diagnosed me with 
PTSD and implicated my father. The medical consensus was that both my 
mother and father were bad for my health. They banned any visitation. 
That didn't bother me too much initially but when I started pestering the 
staff to get out, the lead psychologist informed me that I wouldn't be 
released until I found somewhere to live besides my parents' house. In 
tum, they told my parents they couldn't have anything to do with me. I'm 
sure they considered us irremediable, but that stunned me. I didn't think 
they had the right to do that. 

I had some money from waiting tables so I cut a deal with a patient to 
live with her for $50 a month . It was a place to live; I never clarified to 
the doctors that it was with another inpatient. They agreed to let me out at 
the end of week five. I took my typewriter, which I had in the hospital, 
got my car and a few belongings from the old family house, and moved 
into a tiny one-bedroom apartment off Morris where I'd sleep on the floor 
between the wall and my friend's queen-sized bed. We were great room
mates. The only problem I had was that her two kids would play with my 
typewriter and pull the ribbon out . After they'd visit, I'd repair the ribbon. 

My mom still grieves over those doctors' orders; they didn't tell her 
anything that was going on , only to have no contact with me. She had no 
idea that I'd even been diagnosed with PTSD until a few years ago. I 
thought they'd confronted her about my father. I thought she'd washed her 
hands of me. (My father had. He made sure to tell me I was out of the will.) 

She thinks she could have helped me back then, that I needed help, but 
I got by just fine . It simply isn't the kind of "just fine" other people can 
necessarily handle. For me, living next door to a family -run heroin busi 
ness, or squished into a sun room originally designed for a TB patient, or 
backed up to a lumber yard, having doors kicked in and roommates who 
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either proselytized or stole my medicine to come down from cocaine, and 
moving, always moving, was worth it. On my own, even exiled from my 
mom, I didn't diet or cut or bum or overdose. That era was over. I still 
didn't have many coping skills, but I was slowly healing, not to mention 
working and completing my degree. 

I also knew there was nothing she could do for me until she got 
divorced. When she did, I was ecstatic. I thought she had a chance of 
becoming human. I thought there was a chance she might love me again. 
After two years of very little communication, we started talking. 

By the time I got involved in a relationship of my own that was vio
lent, my mother was watching out for me. I had fewer concrete ideas 
about self-protection: I'd bought a used futon from a renowned feminist, 
moved it into the house I was sharing with my boyfriend, and thought it 
would protect me; it didn't. My mother didn't know specifically what was 
going on in the two-bedroom, but she knew it was bad. She argued with 
me the better part of nine months to get out. Her contact, even by phone, 
made things worse in the house, was liable to trigger my boyfriend to cuss 
at me or knock me down, so I started to shut her out more and more to 
protect myself. By the end of the relationship, I'd lost contact with almost 
everyone I knew. When I did finally get out, my mom was pivotal: she 
threatened to put me on a plane to my aunt in Texas if I went back . Her 
threat was perfect. 

Domestic violence impacts people differently . I responded by not dat
ing for the next five years and by moving out of the city . That was 1993, 
and with one short -lived exception near a pink porn store when I was 
between houses, I've never again lived in Albuquerque. 

When my mom finally accepted that I wanted this house in Moriarty, I 
kept thanking her and reiterating that it was the right house. She smiled at 
my excitement but wouldn't say much after "We can buy it." I could see 
in her eyes that she was sad and I couldn't understand. Then it hit me: 
she'd only been won over because the other options were terrible. 

That night, wracked with insomnia, I wondered if she was right, if I 
was wrong, if I'd lost perspective. I got on the web and started house 
hunting in the next financial bracket. I looked at properties in Albuquerque 
and three hours from Albuquerque. I looked and looked and looked, and 
to my surprise (and my relief), I didn't find another house that said, "This 
one." In the morning, I went back to my mother and tried to reassure her. 

"It's good. It's the right one. It'll be good." 

It's hard to say why things work better for me outside city limits. There 
are physiological reasons psychiatrists understand, reasons that pertain to 
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any trauma survivor, things to do with adrenaline and noradrenaline, sero
tonin and catecholamine, opioids. There are issues with overstimulation, a 
need to be more connected to the sun and the natural cycle of day and 
night. There are the physical logistics of becoming inaccessible to stalkers 
or exes, the profound mandate for safety. What it comes down to, simply, 
is that modest structures outside of city limits work well for me. 

The common denominator is land . That's what mattered. Hiking 
ravines. Wandering ditches . Climbing the mountain. Or a cottonwood. 
Wading the river. There are theories that say if the bond between a mother 
and child is severed, the daughter will turn to the land . That may be true, 
but my mother is also the one who taught me to connect to nature; we 
hiked incessantly in Europe. Even though most of the time I hopped the 
fence and headed out on my own, there were many streams and chalk 
horses and Volksmarches with my mother. Now the land is my version of 
palliative care. Some kind of deep-seated fear and horror at being human 
falls away and I'm left with this crazy sense that it's okay to do this, that 
it's okay to live. 

My mom bought the house . 
I moved in. 
Each month I give her the money for the mortgage and taxes. 
It seems so simple. 
Recently , I asked my mom what she meant when she said, "Pick a 

house you can die in." 
"Did I say that?" she asked, "I just meant I wanted you to have a place 

you could be happy forever." 
I was glad she didn't phrase it that way originally. It's too simplistic, 

too unrealistic, would have made me feel doomed to failure. It makes me 
wonder what she thinks of the house now; life here hasn't been easy. 
Twice in seven years I've had to check myself into the mental hospital. 
The first time doctors changed my diagnosis from bipolar to PTSD. After 
almost a month on the ward, they let me out on condition that I started 
working with trauma specialists and did a few months in an intensive out
patient program. Learning to recontextualize my life and illness in terms 
of the aftermath of violence has been empowering. I began to think I 
might get control; I began to talk. 

The first time I tried to talk to my mom about abuse, I said, "Things 
weren't right with Dad and me." When she didn't say anything, I added, 
"I think he molested me." Her response was not surprise. It was one line 
I'd come to hear a lot: "I would have killed him." That shut me up. As a 
kid, I loved my father. A response like that was part of what I had feared. 

Eventually, I tried again to talk to her. 
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"You know, things weren't right in the house. Dad molested me." 
"I would have killed him." 
This time I got angry . I was an adult now and anger was my responsi 

bility and my right. I felt like she was trying to usurp my own coping 
strategies , my own rage. I also didn ' t think she believed me; she was 
speaking hypothetically . 

I gave up. I started trying to talk about domestic violence. As twisted 
as it sounds, I'm glad I had multiple traumas to talk about. It let me estab
lish a foundation of communication with "easier" traumas before grap
pling with incest. She was learning about PTSD . She was learning that 
violence mattered. 

Sort of. 
She wrote my father a letter asking him to pay for repairs on my 

house. I was appalled . He didn't respond so I didn't have to deal with 
him. I did, however, have to deal with her. 

The next time I was at her house, after the cursory hug and cheek kiss, 
when we got to the back deck where we do all our serious talking, safely 
buffered by her version of a Better Homes and Gardens bird refuge, I told 
her, "Don't ever do that again ." 

She stared out into the yard. 
"I don ' t want any contact with Dad," I said . 
She picked up her BB pistol, pointed at a blue jay on the suet feeder, 

and shot. 
"God," I said , "I wish you wouldn ' t do that." 
"I missed ," she responded, "And look at the feeder for the bushtits; I 

just filled it ." 
I did not try to explain for the umpteenth time that blue jays are still 

birds. "About Dad," I said and tried to explain why I wanted no contact. I 
talked about what I remember , about how early I was dissociating, about 
the importance of clear boundaries now. And I tried to explain that sexual 
attention was not positive attention. That should be obvious , but the 
biggest stumbling block has been the issue of neglect: my father barely 
spoke to me . And he neglected her as a wife. My mom can't seem to 
understand that displaced sexual attention was not out of character, that he 
could both abuse and neglect me, that perhaps his lack of attention to her 
sexually was actually a red flag. When I finished my spiel, she didn ' t say 
she would have killed him. She stared at the birdbath and said, " It doesn ' t 
take much time ." 

Then she said , "It was a construction truck with rickrack siding and 
out-of-state plates." 

I didn't understand, but before I could say anything, she continued, "A 
man tried to molest me in third grade. I was in the schoolyard in Minot . 
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He lured me off the playground. As soon as I got into the truck, he tried to 
molest me. Nothing happened. I got away and told my parents . They 
called the cops. Nothing ever came of it." 

I couldn't imagine her in third grade trying to deal with a pedophile. I 
asked, "How'd you get away?" 

"I told him I heard my mother calling." 
I told my mom how smart that was and then asked, "So nothing happened?" 
"He stuck his hand down my pants but he didn't get anywhere . That 

was it." 
I was stunned, grief stricken. Then she said, "I had forgotten all about 

it until you started talking." 
I told her again how smart I thought she was for getting away and for 

telling her parents, to which she quipped, "Lucky," adding, "I wasn't trau
matized about it; I guess I was too dumb." 

My heart nearly broke. I didn't know what to say . I could see that she 
was traumatized; she sounded like she was still in third grade. "No, you 
weren't dumb," I flailed. I told her how when a person is able to act or 
find a way to fight back, even if it's unsuccessful, they often can handle it 
better. Adding, "Or if they can talk about it." 

And then she said, "It was never brought up again . The cops said 
much of nothing. I don't even think my sister knows . ... I should ask her." 

In lieu of an apology for triggering tough stuff, I said, "I was just try
ing to talk because I'm still trying to make sense of things with Dad." 

She snapped out of her reverie . "Good luck on that one," she chided 
and stood up. 

I was taken aback . 
"Rufus," she said, pointing to the hummingbird at the feeder . "Male." 
That night I didn't sleep . I thought about the ways she had been dam-

aged and the ways she was in denial still. And I thought about how that 
had impacted my life . She'd learned silence from her parents and then 
turned around and taught it to me. As long as she kept minimizing what 
happened to her, she'd do it to me. I was frustrated. And relieved. It was 
progress, however slight. I took solace that she'd talked to me at all . Then 
I panicked. I was afraid she'd get mad at me for triggering memories and 
I'd lose her again. 

A few days later, things were back to normal. She called me to tell me 
she'd be coming over at eight the next morning to weed-eat around my 
house , and I told her that no , tomorrow wasn't a good day, I had to write. 
She responded by saying it was a good day for her so she would be com
ing over. And I responded by saying, "No, you won't." It took about three 
years to work out basic boundary issues. Now she doesn't come over 
unless I explicitly agree to let her. 
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Mostly we talk on the phone unless we're doing renovations; there 
have been many . Now we're planning to split the cost of replacing the 
wood paneling with stucco; my share's corning from money I earned writ
ing . Neither one of us uses the phrase "money pit" because the house is 
working out. 

I hike - when I'm well - daily. 
I planted irises my mother dug up from her yard, and she stole weath

ered wood from my old outhouse to build birdhouses for hers. 
I wrote and published my second book . Some of the poems were 

about weeds I found on the property, weeds that happen to be medicinal. 
I lost a cat to coyotes and got a second dog . 
Not long ago, when I went out to see what my dogs were barking at , I 

found a javelina, a short squat bristly young wild pig, confused by the 
fencing. He thought he was trapped, kept snouting the fence , trying to 
come in , couldn't figure out how to back away , just ran up and down the 
fenceline (with my dogs safely racing him on this side) before snorting 
and hiding beneath low juniper branches. I took a chance . I ran inside , got 
the cordless phone, came back out, dialed my mom, and since the pig was 
still there , I gave her the play-by-play for twenty minutes . 
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LISA KNOPP 

Restorations 

We are spending the day at Boyer Chute National Wildlife Refuge ten 
miles north of Omaha, Nebraska. I want to hike along the river bank, 
through the prairie grasses on the island, through the stands of cotton 
wood trees across the road, and see rarer birds than those that gather at my 
bird feeder. Then, I want to sit and watch the water rushing through the 
chute. My son, Ian , and his girlfriend Brandy want to fish . 

Ian loves Boyer Chute because he rarely gets a chance to fish in a 
river. Most evenings, he fishes in a lake - Pawnee, Bluestem, Wagon 
Train, Holmes-near his riverless home in Lincoln. Often, he catches a 
stringer -full of channel catfish. But the Missouri River is alluring : it offers 
blue and flathead, as well as channel catfish; its water moves at different 
speeds at different depths; its current makes one's fishing pole hum with 
an irregular pulsing energy ; its forward movement calls to mind other ori
gins, passages , and destinations . 

I love Boyer Chute because it looks like a mistake . When I think of 
rivers, I think of water flowing in a relatively straight, single channel. But 
here, the Missouri River bulges eastward, taking a good bite out of what 
should be Iowa and giving it to Nebraska. The 2-1/2 mile long Boyer 
Chute draws a squiggly line down the back side of this half circle of cap
tured land. Together, the river and the chute form a sloppy capital "D ." 
On the map, the slim line of water that is the chute looks like it should be 
the main channel, since it is the shorter , more direct route and the wider, 
main channel that veers off course, should be the side channel. 

We drive to the main parking lot near the middle of the stem on the 
"D." Planted along the banks are signs that say "Caution! Current can be 
Swift and Dangerous." The last time we were here, I strolled the 
Meadowlark and Oriole Trail Loops on the island while Ian fished near 
the bridge. But on this June afternoon, we hear the roar of machinery . A 
man operating a small crane on the bridge dislodges logs and branches 
caught between the bridge piles. A man standing near the crane hollers 
that the last storm deposited all of this (he waves his hand toward a tall 
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heap of brush on the opposite shore) beneath the bridge in just two hours. 
If you want to fish, he says, go to the north end of the chute. 

We drive north, past old cottonwoods, some as big around as four or 
five of me. The trunks of some are smooth and pale, the bark long gone. I 
stop to photograph a leafless, Y-shaped branch snapped at the point of 
intersection with the trunk and held precariously in the branches of a near
by living cottonwood. Between the road and the cornfields to the west is a 
field of cottonwood saplings all about the same height, all skinny and 
strappy. Their heart-shaped leaves flutter in the hot breeze and flash their 
silvery undersides. I snap a picture of that, too. The cottonwood is my 
favorite tree, and I know where to find several in the center of the city 
where I live. But these wide and unbroken stands seem about as natural to 
me as a Christmas tree farm. 

From the north parking lot, we follow a path through the woods. A 
snake slithers into the grass at our approach. We step out of the darkness 
of the woods and stand in the light and the yellow sweet clover on the 
west bank of the side channel. To the north, the Missouri sends some of 
its water into the chute, less than five percent, I read, though it seems like 
more. Bank swallows swoop low over the choppy water, hawk insects, 
and rise again. 

When Meriwether Lewis, William Clark, and the Corps of Discovery pad
dled their keelboats up this stretch of river over 200 years ago, they 
encountered a very different river than the dammed, channelized, and 
tightly regulated one that I know . Then the Missouri wasn't just flowing 
water but log jams, snags, whirlpools, meanders, chutes, cut-off channels, 
sandbars, and lesser channels around the bars. "The river here is very 
crooked and winding," Captain Clark wrote on August 5, 1804. "To arrive 
at a point only 370 yards from this place, the passage by water is twelve 
miles." Then, the river was deeper in the spring and early summer, shal
lower in the fall and winter. The river meandered over the flood plain, 
bluff to bluff, with the width of the main river channel varying from 1,000 
to 10,000 feet during normal flow periods and swelling to as much as 
35,000 feet during spring rises. Shallower streams flowed on one or both 
sides of the main channel. 

Two centuries ago, the land near the river was different, too. July 30, 
1804, Clark wrote that he saw "a Prarie ... of High Grass & Plumb bush 
Grapes &c" and near the meandering river, 
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open and butifull Plains, interspursed with Groves of timber, and 
each point Covered with Tall timber , Such as Willow, Cotton, sum 
Mulberry, Elm, Sucamore Lynn [linden] & ash (The Groves contain 
Hickory, Walnut, coffee nut & Oake in addition.) 



During most of the twentieth century, Clark might not have recognized 
the place since the chute and the surrounding area had been converted to 
com and soybean fields. 

The 1814 "Map of Lewis and Clark's Track Across the Western 
Portion of North America" shows nothing remarkable about the point 
where the "Bowyers" River, which flows through west central Iowa, 
enters the Missouri. No eastward bulge into Iowa; no chute. But between 
1820 and 1937, the river gradually moved three miles east of where Lewis 
and Clark had found it and cut a channel through the mass of sand and 
sediment that the Boyer River dumped into it: the chute and the island. An 
1879 map shows Boyer Chute attached directly to the island- and sandbar 
filled river. Connected to the west side of Boyer Chute was Horseshoe 
Chute . A 1926 map shows that though Boyer Chute was still joined to the 
river, it had moved far enough to the east that Horseshoe Chute, a mean 
der scar, a channel cut off from the river, was no longer connected to it. 

These were the natural movements of a wild river. In the mid-twenti 
eth century, the river continued to change, but these alterations were the 
result of human engineering and hubris. In response to unemployment 
during the Depression, Congress passed the National Industrial Recovery 
Act in 1933. This provided money and workers to build Fort Peck Dam in 
northeastern Montana, which provided a steady and sufficient flow for 
barge traffic and the development of hydropower. The Recovery Act also 
paid workers to channelize the stretch of river between Sioux City, Iowa, 
and Kansas City. In 1937, the Army Corps of Engineers closed off the 
north end of the chute and installed culverts in the cutoff wall so that 
some river water could still enter the former side channel. A photograph 
from 1944 shows that the river had been channelized up to Boyer Bend. 
Under the Missouri River Bank Stabilization and Navigation Project of 
1945, the Army Corps of Engineers closed off side channels, including 
Boyer Chute, and concentrated the water flow in the center of a single 
channel. To create a self-scouring, nine-foot deep navigation channel, the 
Corps straightened the channel, which increased the water speed . By 
1981, the Corps had "stabilized" 735 miles of the river between Sioux 
City and St. Louis and had shortened it along this stretch by 240 miles. At 
Sioux City, the Missouri is 600 feet from bank to bank; it gradually 
widens to 1,100 feet at St. Louis. The once wild river was, more or less, 
the same size and in the same place, with little variation from season to 
season. "But a slip of its former brawley self," Conger Beaseley wrote of 
the engineered river. 

But deep, straight channels and high levees cause the river to run high 
and fast. In the presence of heavy rains and quickly melting snow, the 
river rises above its banks and levees. After the Great Flood of 1993, 
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those who managed the river began to consider that allowing floodwater 
to spread rather than rise caused less damage to homes, businesses, and 
farms . Thus, a river with meanders, chutes, and floodplain wetlands might 
be a better option when the rains come than a river running in a straight, 
deep, and narrow trough. 

Ian and Brandy choose a fishing spot about 50 feet south of the only other 
fisher we'll see at the refuge that day. He sits on a low lawn chair, mind
ing two poles, his stereo softly thumping . Nothing but bites, he says, 
when we ask him about the fishing. Ian and Brandy work lumps of pink 
chicken livers onto their hooks and cast out. I watch. I try to live without 
killing or injuring animals, so I don't fish or hunt, nor do I eat flesh. Yet, 
I'm proud that Ian kills, cleans, and butchers the meat that he eats. Unlike 
the birds, fish, and mammals that one buys cut and plastic -wrapped at the 
grocery store, the creatures that my son kills and eats have lived a wild, 
free life and had a good chance of escaping his hook, bullet, or arrow. If 
one must eat meat, this is the way it should be done: honestly and ethically. 

Ian has always been interested in wild things and places. His first fish 
ing trip was probably with my dad and in the Mississippi or Lake Geode 
in southeastern Iowa when Ian was two or three. When he was seven or 
eight, he made a scrapbook about raccoons, his totem animal. In it, he 
glued articles about and his drawings of raccoons, and his plan for con
verting his bedroom into a raccoon den, complete with a hole in the floor 
and a tunnel beneath, so that he and his raccoon friends could come and 
go without using the front or back doors. He was a Tiger, Cub, and Boy 
Scout more for the camp -outs than the meetings and badges. His favorite 
book in elementary and middle school was Jean Craighead George's My 
Side of the Mountain about a boy who runs away from his family's apart
ment in New York City and lives in a hollow tree in the Catskill 
Mountains for several months, surviving on his wits and luck. And 
always, Ian wanted to hunt. 

While Ian was in high school, he bought a bow for deer hunting. 
There's a lot of significance to that bow, he says . He had called his father 
in Kansas and told him that he needed equipment for Boy Scout camp. 
Ian's father, who rarely called and visited even less, had a nostalgic admi
ration for the Boy Scouts, so he sent Ian $300 . But Ian didn't go to camp 
that summer. Instead, he took the money that his father sent him and $100 
that he earned at his part -time restaurant job, and bought a good bow on 
sale at the sporting goods store. When Ian's father found out that Ian 
hadn't gone to camp, he was so angry that he hasn't spoken to him since. 

At the time, the bow was too big for Ian, and he didn't know anyone 
who could show him how to use it. At first, that mattered to him and then, 
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it didn't because at 17, Ian had lost his grounding in nature. Within just a 
few months, he stopped caring about hunting, fishing, camping. Then, he 
stopped going to school, work, and church. Nothing I said or did could 
change his mind about any of this. For the next three years, the bow hung 
on the wall in his bedroom; his fishing poles, tackle, and camping equip 
ment gathered dust and cobwebs in the garage. 

The narrative of the crisis that followed, the rebellion, the estrange
ment, and the predictable consequences, is a familiar one, similar to the 
stories I've heard other people tell about their children. While I feel com
passion for the tellers of those tales, I rarely find their stories compelling 
or unique. So instead of a slow, anecdotal account with lavish details, I 
offer a list of the main points: Wayward friends. Drugs. Alcohol. Legal 
offenses. Truancies. Juvenile court . Adult court. Months of institutional
ization. A tangled knot of sadness, fear, and anger that made it hard, 
sometimes impossible, for me to carry on. Like the prodigal son in the 
biblical parable, my son had journeyed to a Far Country to escape the 
bonds of all that had once held him . Would my son, like the Prodigal Son, 
also "come back to himself' and return home? 

During that time when Ian was in the Far Country, several people sug
gested to me that he would find healing in nature. Two friends recom 
mended that Ian seek employment on an Alaska fishing boat. "The work 
is hard, you make lots of money, and have to cooperate with people if you 
want to stay alive," said one of those friends who had worked on a crab 
boat during his own stormy youth. I imagined driving Ian across Canada 
and dropping him off with his backpack and lunch money in Sitka or 
Anchorage or some other port city. As I drove away, I'd glimpse him in 
my rear view mirror, walking the docks, looking for work on a trawler, 
the cold, pewter-colored waves of the North Pacific in the background. 

Others suggested that I send Ian to a wilderness camp for "outdoor 
therapy." These camps claim to cure everything from addictions to juve
nile delinquency to low self-esteem. Some are boot camps where teams of 
troubled youth go on long, grueling hikes in Utah canyon country; some 
have a gentler approach, offering vision quests _in the Adirondack 
Mountains. Whatever the approach, whatever the setting, the camp mis
sion statement refers to "the transformational power of nature," or some 
such phrase, and bolsters the claim with a quote by an American 
Transcendentalist. A camp in Aspen Park, Colorado, quotes Henry David 
Thoreau : "I believe that there is a subtle magnetism in Nature, which, if 
we .unconsciously yield to it, will direct us aright." Many camps quote 
Walt Whitman : "Now I see the secret of making the best persons. It is to 
grow in the open air and to eat and sleep in the earth." While I was willing 
to leave my son at a camp in the Rockies or the Sonoran desert so he 
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could experience "the transformational power of nature," I certainly 
couldn't have paid for it . Most wilderness camps charge several hundred 
dollars per day ; sessions run four to eight weeks. Instead, I sent Ian to a 
counselor in Lincoln, and I prayed fervently. 

Ian's return from the Far Country wasn't the sudden, dramatic appear 
ance of the recalcitrant son at the end of the road as in the parable. My 
son's return was more gradual. While he no longer had encounters with 
the police, he struggled to stay employed and in school, moved out of my 
house and back again several times, had friends with little ambition. 
During the times that he lived elsewhere, he and I frequently talked on the 
telephone, but I rarely saw him . If I invited him for dinner or fishing and 
hiking, he'd refuse or accept and later cancel. I feared that this is what 
we'd always live with : no grave problems, but a failure to thrive on Ian's 
part and a widening distance between us. 

Three years ago, when Ian was twenty, he took his bow off the wall 
and practiced shooting with it. It was a perfect fit. He read books and 
magazines about deer and deer hunting, built a tree stand, took a couple of 
hunter's safety courses. Now during deer hunting season, Ian spends more 
time at Lake Pawnee than in town . When he's not hunting deer, he ' s pro
cessing deer meat, reading about deer or deer hunting, or tromping around 
in the woods looking for signs of deer. "In my dreams," Ian told me, 'Tm 
always following deer." To tide him over from the end of one deer hunt
ing season to the beginning of the next, he hunts turkey in the spring, fish
es all summer , and shoots a few squirrels or rabbits for stew. 

I don't know if a return to nature healed Ian and brought him back 
from the Far Country or if his return to nature was evidence that healing 
had begun . Nor does he. But I know how wildness heals my own wounds 
both great and small and calls me back to myself. When I watch the land 
heal after human or natural disasters, when I consider that tidy, poisoned 
lawns and fields of genetically modified com can be restored to prairie, I 
am solaced. People I love have died or moved away; places that were the 
setting of significant events in my life have been flooded, blown down, 
tom down, bull-dozed, remade . But the plants and insects that I knew as a 
child - climbing jennys, cabbage moths, sweet peas, fireflies, white 
clover, chicory, bees, violets, com, daddy -long -legs, and apple trees 
look and act as they always did. So, too, the moon continues to wax and 
wan over a 28-day period, chittering flocks of swirling blackbirds still roil 
the late summer sky, cicadas still buzz on summer nights, their songs 
trailing off like the last notes of a bagpipe, and Orion is forever shooting 
his bow in the night sky. What I see in nature - a deep story that remains 
the same though the surface details are ever -changing - consoles and 
restores me . 
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To restore is to give or bring back something that was lost or taken. Re 
means "again"; staurare means "to make strong." To restore, then, is to 
return to a former condition for the purpose of making strong and whole 
again . The restoration of antiques, old buildings, governments, religions, 
or ecosystems involves more than merely repairing what's broken. The 
restorer seeks to bring back the original state or appearance and the func
tionality of the diminished thing . 

Ecological restoration involves taking a degraded, damaged, or 
destroyed ecosystem and returning it to something close to its condition 
prior to the disturbance . The National Research Council's Restoration of 
Aquatic Ecosystems emphasizes the holistic nature of this process. 
"Merely recreating a form without the functions , or the functions in an 
artificial configuration bearing little resemblance to a natural form, does 
not constitute restoration. The objective is to emulate a natural , self-regu 
lating system that is integrated ecologically with the landscape in which it 
occurs." In other words, simply digging a chute and diverting water into it 
isn't a restoration . The process of ecological restoration involves digging 
the chute, diverting water, removing invasive, non-native species, reintro 
ducing absent native flora and fauna, and if necessary, chemically adjust
ing the soil and water . 

Efforts to bring back Boyer Chute began in 1989 by the Papio 
Missouri River Natural Resources District in Omaha and the Army Corps 
of Engineers. August 11, 1992, Boyer Chute National Wildlife Refuge 
was established by the authority of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and 
the Emergency Wetland Resource Act. It was the first restoration of its 
kind on the Missouri and part of a larger effort to restore the river to a 
wilder, healthier state. In 1993, the Corps and the District excavated the 
original channel of the chute. In the photograph on the U.S . Fish & 
Wildlife Service website , the area that was being made into a chute looks 
like a dirt road plowed through dry brush and solid ground. Next, they 
installed rock girdles to hold the new channel in place. The restoration of 
the actual chute was completed in 1996 . Once again, part of the river 
flowed into a slower moving channel. Since most land near the chute, 
including what is now the island, had been farmed, restoration included 
converting corn and bean fields into native prairies and wetlands and 
expanding the floodplain forest. Once again, when the river rises, the wet
lands near the chute soak up water like a big sponge, hold it, and slowly 
release it. 

The restoration continues . Nearby Nathan's Lake, a shallow lake con
nected to the Missouri by Deer Creek , was sediment -filled and usually 
dry. The Corps excavated part of the lake and diverted Missouri river 
water into the lakebed and wetlands . Now, one can fish for bass , carp, and 
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channel catfish in Na than' s Lake. With sufficient spring rises in the 
Missouri, larger river fish species will also spawn in the lake. To keep the 
weeds from crowding out the native species at the refuge, workers and 
volunteers remove purple loosestrife, musk thistle, eastern redcedar, leafy 
spurge, and other non-natives. Recent acquisitions have doubled the size 
of the refuge from almost 2000 acres in 1992 to over 4000 acres of 
prairie, woodlands, and wetlands in 2007 . Eventually, the refuge will 
include land in Pottawatamie County, Iowa, where DeSoto National 
Wildlife Refuge is located , as well as in Washington County, Nebraska. 

The stands of cottonwood saplings near the chute are a sign of a suc
cessful restoration. Cottonwoods are what ecologists call a "disturbance 
dependent species," which means that they can't reproduce in a well 
established woodland . But if floodwaters clear out the over -story, 
cottonwoods find the space and sunlight they need. Before the Missouri 
was dammed and channelized, cottonwood seeds germinated rapidly on 
mud flats and unvegetated sandbars created by flooding rivers and erod
ing banks. After the Army Corps of Engineers dammed and channelized 
the river , deposition rates fell sharply. One consequence of this was that 
conditions weren't right for new groves . Eventually , the cottonwood 
forests were replaced by those dominated by green ash. This resulted in 
less bird diversity, primarily, writes Stephen Gross in The Missouri River 
Ecosystem: Exploring the Prospects for Recovery, "because of the loss of 
pioneer plant species , loss of vertical structural complexity, and the loss 
of nesting cavities found mostly in old cottonwood trees." Fields of cot
tonwoods near the Missouri are good and right. So, too, are the mead 
owlarks, Baltimore orioles, red -bellied woodpeckers, red -tailed hawks, 
thrashers, kingfishers, and dickcissels that I've seen and heard at the refuge . 

Boyer Chute isn't the only project that seeks to restore the river and to 
provide habitat for endangered species . The Corps is undoing its own 
work by cutting notches in the thousands of wing dikes it once built to 
restrict the river to one main channel. The notches allow the banks to 
erode, thus creating new aquatic habitats. After the wing dikes were 
notched and detached from the banks at the Jameson Island Unit of the 
Big Muddy Wildlife Preserve near Arrow Rock, Missouri, the bank erod
ed, and the river created a narrow chute between the bank and a sandbar. 
Downstream of the notched dikes, deep holes developed, thus creating 
habitat for a wide range of native species. The Corps and other wildlife 
agencies are reopening historic side channels, digging new ones, and 
restoring floodplain wetlands. They are installing chevrons which divert 
water, which in turn allow sandbars to form. Sandbars are critical nesting 
habitat for endangered piping plovers and interior least terns and other 
shore birds. And some years, the Corps manages the release of water from 
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the dams to imitate the natural fluctuations in the river-higher in the 
spring, lower in the late summer. With each restoration project, the river 
is becoming healthier, more dynamic, and self-regulating. 

On September 1, 1804, Captain Clark wrote that his traveling companions 
caught a number of catfish, "those fish so plenty that we catch them at any 
time and place in the river." The last time Ian and I came to the chute, he 
would have agreed with Clark. But this time, he and Brandy get nothing 
but bites. 

At a picnic table not far from where the crane pulls debris from under 
the bridge, we eat our lunch: fried catfish and morel mushrooms for 
Brandy and Ian; rice and vegetables for me. Everything, the table, grass, 
and parking lot, is furry and white with the cottony hairs that carry the 
ripe cottonwood seeds through the air. A clump of the fluff lands in my rice . 

Our conversation turns to deer. Ian complains about people who kill 
bucks just for the antlers. "I'd love to catch those people," he says . 

"There are jobs where you could do that," I remind him. I want Ian to 
go to college so instead of scrabbling for dull, low-paying jobs , he'll have 
the security and fulfillment that a profession can bring. "Someday I'll go 
to school to become a natural resource manager or a conservation offi
cer," he says. "But I'm not ready yet." I hold on to the possibilities of 
"yet." Recently, Ian spoke with a counselor at the community college 
about courses that he could take toward a degree in Fish & Wildlife 
Management. Then, he spoke with someone at the Nebraska Game and 
Parks Commission about his past legal offenses and whether he'd be 
barred from employment because of them (he wouldn't, since none were 
felonies or drug -related and most were juvenile offenses). Ian was ready 
to enroll in school when he realized that the end of the semester and the 
beginning of deer season overlapped . He confessed that when faced with 
the choice of going to class or to Lake Pawnee, hunting would win, and 
he probably wouldn't finish the semester. "When deer season ends," Ian 
says, "maybe then I'll start school." Like Boyer Chute, Ian is a work in 
progress. While water flows again in the historic chute, while the prairie 
grasses and forbs again are lush and diverse, while young cottonwoods 
again crowd the floodplain , while common birds and exotic migrants 
again flash in the trees and on the water, storm debris impedes the water 
flow beneath the bridge, invasive species try to crowd out the natives, and 
it will be many years before there are middle -aged cottonwoods at the 
refuge. I hope that the U .S. Fish & Wildlife Service will be good stewards 
of the refuge and that it and the Army Corps of Engineers will continue 
restoring the refuge and the river. And I hope that time and nature's "sub 
tle magnetism" will gradually direct my son aright. 
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Talk about jobs leads to talk about the recession, which leads to talk 
about the presidential candidates. Suddenly, Ian looks distracted. He 
climbs onto the picnic table . "Mip," he says softly, his blue eyes gazing 
off into the distance . "Mip." He uses this "animalish, fawn- like sound" 
when he wants to call deer or before he shoots a deer so that it won ' t be 
surprised by the sound his bow makes when he releases the string. I look 
across the road and see deer-or rather , the suggestion of deer-in the 
young cottonwoods and tall grasses . 

"She's listening to me. I' ll be back in a minute." Ian climbs down 
from the table and heads for the road . 

Brandy and I are accustomed to such behavior. We return to our food 
and our conversation . 
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JENNY HANNING 

Dogs 

My boyfriend never had a dog-if you can believe it. 
A family like that, mother, and father , and son
you'd think they would be, by the time I came along, 
on their third or fourth Golden Retriever, 
a Miss Trixie, a big blond lab, or a Boxer at least. 
The kids I went to school with -children of his class, 
the firmly planted middle-mother, and 
father, and child-many of them showed 
a preference for Boxers. 
I knew a mess of Beaus, Rockys, 
Wins tons, and Brutuses. They slept 
on plaid flannel beds by stonework 
fireplaces and were intended as a threat
The fathers would always ask-
Are you scared of dogs? 
You were supposed to be. 
The little girls I knew would twist and scream. 
They 'd cry themselves purple. Some had to go home. 
The mothers were always saying-
Would you do something with that dog! 
And these dogs, they didn't have a chain outside 
strung from tree to woodshed, or hammered 
into the ground, but were kept in plastic kennels, 
or in wire cages, at the back of the kitchen, 
or in the mudroom, or some spare unused space upstairs. 
Historically dogs' ears were cropped to keep 
them from ripping. Ratters and fighting dogs, 
the dogs sent into tunnels after fox and hare . 
Pit Bulls studded to Mastiffs for heavier dogs, 
Akitas and Chows for the lion ruff. There are still 
rings, scraped up plywood, two-by -four supports. 
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Docking is what's done to the tail, and my father 
did his docking and cropping both with a pocketknife 
on the kitchen table when the puppies 
were two days old. Most lived. Few scarred. 
Panda bears lick their babies into shape. 
When he left for college my boyfriend's parents 
bought a Lhasa Apso. The Tibetan lion-dog . 
They were disappointed to learn that 
her forefathers were carefully bred to serve 
as guard dogs. They followed intruders from 
room to room , barking an alert to the Temple monks. 
We're getting-if you've failed to follow -
to the nature of things. I know how it looks, but 
I am hopeful. I like the loyal. I've never been afraid of dogs. 



The Sound of Trees 
The lost hikers, the lost hunters 
eventually they build a shell 
a sort of pup-tent shelter 
out of curved pine bows , dead leaves 
then lay down and close their eyes 

Those French names are actually Indian and 
a beaver can weigh as much as a dog when it's 
hauled up from a trap that drowns it under ice 

Everyone has fallen through at least one time 
a hockey puck near the edge 
where the cattails make the ice weak 
mealy ice, worm ice 
and everybody who has ever 
dunked themselves has known better 
known someone who died 
racing for the lake's blue -black middle 
with water deep enough to swallow trucks 
too deep to truly freeze 

No-see-urns get through the screens 
and bite the kids all over 
then it's pink finger prints on every surface 
up the door jambs and scuttling across the floor 
house sweet and dusty with sun 
and calamine lotion and picked scabs 

All foot scars heal in colors 
never a clean white line 
the cut always full of junk 
shoes not-done and 
bandages suck up the mud and rust water 
rainbows from gasoline puddles 
and the sludge of pollywog swamps 
then peel away for birds to pull apart and weave with 

The blue of a robin's egg is captured 
only in the paint of certain cars made long ago 
now up on blocks with raccoons 
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living under the hood 
and in early Polaroids where the colors 
are chemical wrong 
impossible skies above orange people standing 
on striped grass as pastel as a seersucker suit 

Places drained dry and folded back under earth 
Atlantis and those Hanging Gardens 
and The Lake the year the storm came in 
red across the water sky sizzling with lightning 
and tipped the kids in their canoe and then 
a full day later-as men stabbed 
downpoking for the bodies -
offered them up again whole 
and breathing with pruney fingertips and toes 



Memory 

Once I saw a man stab another man. 
I watched one man put a bread knife into 
the stomach of another man on a sidewalk 
in Boston. I called 911 but could not 
name the street. I was five steps from home 
but didn't know my address. I had to look 
for signs. Everything took time. The blondest 
of the three blond policemen was of the first 
to arrive. He was driving by in a quiet police car 
and pulled a U-tum when he saw the blood 
running over the yellow curb. Blood in the gutter, 
literally. The others were less blond, later, older, 
and swung up alongside us in a sucker punch 
of sound. The first officer picked up the knife and 
asked Is this the knife? Blood was running down 
the blade. Can you describe the knife for me? 
He was holding it away from his body. 
He was an arm's reach away from me. 
The stabbed man was lying stabbed at our 
feet and the officer told him Settle down, sir. 
It was summer then, and winter when I was 
summoned as a witness, but I couldn't remember 
the weather. I didn't know what the men were 
fighting about or if they had been fighting at all. 
The blondest policeman was there. He gave me a report 
to read in the echoing hallway outside the courtroom. 
Refresh your memory he said. While I tried to read 
he talked to me. He told me about his daughter, 
Athena, Named for the goddess of mathematics 
he said, then paused and thought and added War too. 
Everything you said he said is right here. 
You just say it all again . He told me how his 
wife dropped out of school when she got pregnant 
and that he thought she should go back for her 
degree, but she wanted to go to beauty school instead. 
I said Well everybody needs haircuts, right? and 
I meant it kindly, but the officer stopped talking 
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with me then, and it was very quiet. The old window 
glass turned the falling snow the oddest mossy 
green and it was so cold the marble benches 
became patterned with layers of frost. 



Make 
We're trading stories and it's one-up-man-ship and 
it's a good time - beer bottles still half full between 
our feet - left alone because who can drink and laugh? 

If you have ever lived where I have lived then you 
know how the fireflies come out- not one at a time 
like stars - but in a burst of living phosphorescence. 

We're having a moment like that now - like how the 
daffodils explode yellow and fully bloomed from the 
snow - an announcement of the end and the beginning. 

Half the people I've ever known are dead . By dead 
I mean they are dead to me. They might be living 
something life, but I don't know them anymore. 

It's strange to try and make friends; doesn't it - make
the word sound so false? The first people that I gave 
my love and secrets to were always there to take them. 

When they became gone they were as gone as a ring 
slipped down the drain. So I say they're dead. If I wanted 
them on either side of me leaned back against my chest -

They might as well be - dead - if their living is measured 
against my life. So it's a nice moment here - us all lined 
up on the stairs all laughing - the living and our living dead. 
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JAMES McKEAN 

Clearing 

The squirrel, an obnoxious gray ampersand, sat on my deck railing and 
flicked its tail. Maybe he was the guilty party. I stepped out our back 
door, lifted my arm, and shot it dead . No report. Just the quiet piston 
thump of the pellet gun, a .177 caliber Crossman I had pumped eight 
times and leveled, the squirrel twitching in my sights. I swear I saw the 
pellet zip, rifled, a lead light streak crossing the squirrel's eyes. Six hun
dred feet a second, half the speed of sound . What tools we've thought up. 
Whap. The squirrel jerked, took one step backward, and fell beneath the 
rhododendron bush. When I leaned over the railing, there it was lying on 
its side running slowly then more slowly nowhere. Now I feel as if I have 
something to expiate, maybe the pettiness D. H. Lawrence felt in his 
poem "Snake" after he struck on impulse, too late, and missed his snake, 
one of the lords of life . 

My only accident was the perfect shot, the rest premeditation. To deal 
with squirrel problems at our house we had tried Havahart traps, baiting 
them with peanut butter and waiting for the clank of success. But it was 
complicated and messy. One day in summer we forgot the trap, the squir
rel having caught itself in the morning. Back home at five, we found 
baked squirrel, our trap a tin oven on a 95-degree Iowa day. Other times 
we drove the livid rodents to City Park three miles away, but they or their 
relatives were waiting for us by the time we turned back into our drive
way. Once we headed for Solon, fifteen miles away, but the farther we 
drove, the more irritating the whole enterprise became. I had to resist the 
temptation of shaking the critters from the trap out the car window at sixty 
miles per hour. 

Then my orchid was ravaged. A phalaenopsis I had tended for months . 
Three succulent leaves, then a flower spike turned up as the days grew 
longer and sometime past the solstice four flower buds began to swell. We 
had buckets designated for our orchids' weekly soak, a drop ofliquid fer
tilizer measured out, the soaking timed by the kitchen clock, and then the 
draining and placement of the clay pots back onto gravel -lined trays. I 
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nursed them . I imagined sepals and that pendulous orchid lip, and one 
pleasant day decided my bloomer might benefit from a sit on our back 
deck, the day temperate . I don't know what I was thinking. Maybe that 
the orchid would thrive in spa-like conditions, tucked into its lounge pot 
with a blanket and tea, enjoying the daylight and fresh air. Maybe I need
ed a dog . But it wasn't ten minutes later after I had wandered inside for 
coffee and back out to supervise the sunlight that I discovered every bud 
gone, nipped in a too real example of the cliche. 

That was it. No more Havahart. I have put up with squirrels in the 
attic, rustling and squeaking, have gone to elaborate lengths to protect our 
bird feeders from squirrel plunder including sliding mechanical affairs, 
greased poles, counterweights, shields, baffles and flanges, and specially 
designed and expensive cayenne -pepper -laced seed. Then the annual dead 
smell fills our house until I find the furry-tailed corpses stuck in the fiber 
glass insulation in our house's crawl space. They sneak in headfirst and 
can't back out, caught in a fiberglass Chinese finger trap. My nose leads 
me. I pluck the squirrels out by their dead tails and bury them in a dedi
cated comer of our backyard. I have felt sexton-like in this work, an agent 
of mercy. 

Until my orchid . Then a cold front rolled in, calling for research . I 
wanted to know my competition . The eastern gray squirrel, Sciurus caro
linensis, is a scatter-hoarding rodent with very accurate spatial memory, 
able to bury food, usually in our lawn, and retrieve it months later. They 
will eat seeds, acorns, picnic leftovers, and bulbs planted last fall so the 
tulips never show . They will chew up garden hoses, clotheslines, half our 
wood fence, and tree parts including bark, twigs, and new shoots. 
Primarily gray, their fur can also be tinged with red. Their bushy tail is 
used for balance when they run through the branches of our backyard box 
elder tree on their way down the block . Sometimes a black-furred squirrel, 
a melanistic variation, builds its nest, a drey, out of leaves in our neigh
bor's trees. The gray squirrel can grow up to twenty inches long and 
weigh up to a pound and a half, an important statistic for the second part 
of my study, my search for suitable ordinance. 

The poet Maxine Kumin helped. After my first superficial and self
serving reading of her "Woodchucks," a poem about her particular neme
sis, I considered seriously using a .22 rifle and sympathized with her 
being righteously thrilled by the feel of "the bullets' neat noses." An 
effective tool to eliminate woodchucks . Then I realized she must live out 
of town. The range of a .22 long rifle is nearly a mile, the report would be 
audible up and down the block, and there are laws prohibiting, for good 
reason, the discharge of a firearm within the city limits . Fin and Feather , 
our local sporting goods store, offered a workable compromise, the 
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Crossman Model 1377 "c" air pistol, which is said to be borderline in 
pest -hunting possibilities because an air rifle has more feet -per -second 
velocity. But considering how close the houses are in our neighborhood, 
that our neighbor to the west considers squirrels a cute accessory to his 
backyard wilderness and mounts com cobs on pikes all over his yard so 
they might have a squirrel menagerie, I figured stealth and silence would 
be easier with an air pistol. 

It's simple. Load one pellet in the breach, pump eight times, cock the 
pistol, line back sight with front - the squirrel's eye framed-arm slightly 
bent, sight with both eyes, squeeze the trigger evenly. Thump. That's it. I 
stepped back inside, heart beating . 

Little shit, I thought, though I wasn't sure this was the guilty party. 
Suddenly squirrels materialized everywhere, running rooftop to rooftop, 
hiding behind every branch of our ancient box elder tree, its trunk three 
feet in diameter, its leaves shading the whole back yard. Ten minutes later 
I nailed a squirrel burying a nut in the grass. Then I picked another off a 
high branch, a shot from beneath, the squirrel tumbling onto our deck. 
Kumin's poem began to make more and more sense. Now that I'd bagged 
three squirrels, I wanted to bag more and could think of more than enough 
reasons why that was necessary - the chewed eaves of our house, the 
messiness, the possibility of disease, the noise, the theft, the desolation of 
my poor perfect orchid. "I, a lapsed pacifist fallen from grace / puffed 
with Darwinian pieties for killing," she says. The "hawkeye killer came 
on stage forthwith." 

Then I shot the neighbor's squirrel. Right off his corncob. Well, I 
thought, it was on its way over to my yard and would eventually become 
my squirrel, a line of thinking that confuses property rights and obsession. 
"I dream/ I sight along the barrel in my sleep," Kumin's poem goes on, 
and I suddenly realized that all this shooting could get out of hand. I had 
to admit to myself the pleasure in the hunt, planned and practiced and 
executed. I liked the control, as absolute as a carcass, though I had no 
intention of eating squirrel or stuffing them into file drawers for study. 
When all was quiet, I walked next door to fetch my latest victim, thinking 
how I might justify myself . "Furry rats?" "Pests?" "A cleansing?" In the 
end every word sounded copped and self-serving. I was troubled. More 
squirrels groomed themselves on my roof and maybe in my dreams, spec
tral squirrels more real than my propaganda. 

There had to be other ways to solve the squirrel problem, and there 
were. One was to see the devastating irony in Kumin's poem, how she 
laments in its final two lines, "If only they'd all consented to die unseen/ 
gassed underground the quiet Nazi way." How her killing in the poem, 
whether underground or above, is framed in language of piety and right -
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eousness and airtight cases , language of the state perhaps, the voice of the 
poem justifying, nay rationalizing killing as merciful even though the 
objects - the target of her .22s-are mothers and babies and "one old wily 
fellow ." The words clash. The poem doesn't feel right and isn ' t supposed 
to. It's not a new story, I realize, but even today no one seems to have 
learned. Such blind courses. I need to see that I am, and perhaps always 
have been, capable of killing these animals for revenge or worse, simply 
for the hell ofit. That ' s not good . 

Next, we had the box elder cut down. Three men with chain saws and 
ropes and a crane dismantled the ancient tree in three hours and hauled it 
away . For the first time in our living in that house , the backyard flooded 
with light all summer. My wife ' s flowers grew. The squirrels had to find 
another avenue down the block . Let them use the alley. 

I put the air pistol away , though I know where it is. 
And , finally, we got a dog, a miniature poodle, that's incredibly fast 

and predatory. Without hesitation , nose to ground, he scours the fence line 
on dog patrol. It's now his yard . 

Last week I looked out the upstairs bedroom window in time to see a 
sharp-shinned hawk stoop into our backyard . That's a rare event in our 
neighborhood, but even more rare was its flying up to the deck to feed. It 
plopped whatever it had talon pierced, vole or baby squirrel, on the railing 
and tore the meal apart with its beak . Blood soaked the cedar rail. The 
stain is still there, the mark of an expert . 
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AMBER JENSEN 

Breathing through the Night 

Blake and I settled into black upholstered chairs across from an airport 
cafe where strangers sat sipping coffee and reading the Argus Leader. To 
our left loomed an oversized bronze statue of former fighter pilot and ex
governor of South Dakota, Joe Foss. As I eased our sleeping son from his 
car seat, I tried to silence the thoughts of Blake leaving, listening instead 
to the hum of an escalator moving toward the terminals above , the buzz of 
anxious travelers discussing destinations, itineraries, and vacation plans . 

"Do you want to hold him?" I asked. 
"Sure," Blake replied. 
The stiff camouflage fabric of Blake's uniform brushed my arm as I 

handed him our son, snuggled in soft fleece. As he peered into George's 
face, studying the son he had met for the first time just two weeks before, 
Blake squinted. His lips curled into a soft smile. Then, without any warn 
ing, he turned away, inhaled a sharp, sudden breath, and stood in a busi 
ness -like way. 

"Okay," he said, handing George to me like a bag of groceries . He 
looked away and smoothed his pants with the thin palms of his hands as 
he said, "Must be time to start heading up there. I better get up there, 
catch my flight." 

I immediately recognized the transformation. Blake had flipped the 
switch, stopping the emotional current of fatherhood from spilling over 
into the life he was returning to-the life of a soldier in Iraq . I dropped 
George in his car seat on top of buckles and straps, turned , and clung to 
my husband, trying to draw him back. I had always thought Blake looked 
tall in his uniform, but as I stretched my arms over his shoulders, he felt 
almost out of reach. His flight didn't leave for another half hour. You can 
stay longer, I begged him silently, pulling him towards me. Then I surren
dered. Let him go, I told myself. You want him to stay longer, but he can't. 

"Well," he said as he paused to hug me one more time . "Everything 
will be all right ." He said it several times before I pretended to believe 
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him. I watched Blake glide up the escalator, hoping he would tum back 
and wave, knowing that he wouldn't. 

All through my childhood, I was scared - scared of spiders, fires, torna 
does, death - and at bedtime my fears became unavoidable. Sometimes I 
lay in the dark imagining a fire that flickered in my closet and would 
engulf my room in flames when I closed my eyes. Sometimes I dreamed 
of a tornado ripping our farmhouse in half, twisting my parents away, 
leaving me behind in a room exposed like the backside of a dollhouse. 

When I couldn't sleep, my dad held me. My thin limbs curled in his 
sturdy embrace and my slick blonde hair spilled over his shoulder as he 
paced back and forth in front of the picture window in our living room, 
pointing to a red light in the distance. My dad told me the light was our 
light and assured me that I would find it wherever I went. He never 
explained to me that the light originated from a radio tower or that similar 
lights spotted nighttime horizons everywhere. To me the light was a mys
tery - not white like a star, but a far away, unnameable, hypnotizing red
a distant symbol of comfort, protection, and connection that pulled my 
breath deeper, slower, and finally into sleep. 

My dad proved that I could find our light anywhere when our family 
traveled to International Falls, Minnesota. On the first night of our trip, I 
couldn't sleep. I cried in a strange room on a bunk bed I was sure I would 
fall out of until my dad came in to ask me if I thought we could find our 
light. I don't know if I doubted him, continued to cry, or let his presence 
and his promise soak up my fears, but I remember the steady, plodding 
pace of Dad's footsteps in front of an unfamiliar window that overlooked 
a jagged horizon glowing with city lights. There we found the familiar 
red glow of our light. I felt the breaths that lifted and lowered my dad's 
chest, and I let myself succumb to sleep. 

I was six months pregnant when Blake left for Fort Dix. The day George 
was born, Blake called me from Kuwait. While I lay in a family suite in 
Sioux Valley Hospital wearing a white robe and a wristband matching the 
tiny one on George's ankle, Blake slept in a tent, acclimatizing himself to 
the Middle Eastern desert, wearing an army uniform and a set of dog tags. 
Then as my sister drove me home from the hospital with my newborn son, 
my husband and the rest of Charlie Battery made their way to Baghdad. 
As I stared out the window of a Chevy Impala wishing it wasn't my sister 
behind the wheel, imagining my husband bouncing over dusty desert 
roads in a Humvee, my tears blurred the brilliant colors of fall leaves into 
a camouflaged mess of greens and browns. 
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From the moment he was born, George carried a burden of responsi
bility. At night, as he drifted off to sleep against the smooth satin of his 
favorite blanket , slowly relaxing his face, finally letting the pacifier fall 
from his lips, he acted as a living, breathing barrier between me and the 
empty side of the mattress. Then, as he slept, his face would contort into 
expressions that made him look like his dad. His eyebrows would raise
two tiny peaks lifting his forehead in disbelief-then they would furrow 
into a deep, disgusted frown . His lips would curl, widening his cheeks 
with insincere laughter, and he would coax me along into sleep . 

But George's presence also generated overwhelming fears that jolted 
me awake . What if I roll over on him in my sleep? What if he squirms his 
way under my blanket? Afraid that a stray comer of my bed pillow might 
smother him, I slept with a round throw pillow tucked under my ear. 
Infant boys are more likely to die of SIDS, I had heard, especially in win
ter months . 

One night, I opened my eyes to discover a blue , contorted mess on the 
mattress beside me . When I frantically flipped on the light, I discovered 
that what I had mistaken for George's face was the blue of his baseball 
pajamas bunched up over the bulge of his belly. After turning the light off 
again, I rested my hand on his stomach and nestled my ear near his chest, 
listening to the reassuring sound of his breathing, forcing myself into the 
darkness of sleep . 

Most of the time , the immediate fears of motherhood and the fragility 
that lay beside me on the bed created an alternative anxiety that helped me 
avoid thinking about the distant fears of war . But at times the paths of 
those fears intersected, merging the miracle of a child and the possibilities 
of the future into one blinding light. Without experiencing the terrifying 
frailty of life's beginning, would Blake understand what it meant to be a 
father? Would he recognize the steady rhythm of George's breathing that 
meant he was relaxing, giving in to the pull of sleep? When would he 
experience the hypnotizing heat of George's sleeping body weighing 
against his chest? It seemed unfair that Blake might miss those moments 
of comfort and connection - unthinkable that he might never experience 
them at all. 

During the summer following my sophomore year of college, I felt ready 
to live alone, so I subleased a trailer house from some friends. When I 
learned that the water smelled like rotten eggs and that the walls creaked 
in the wind at night, I gave up on living on my own. Each night I drove 
fifty miles to my parents' house to sleep. Each day I drove out of town to 
the trailer on my lunch break to make sandwiches and watch TV. 

180 



I did, however, stay at the trailer one night when my car broke down. I 
called my dad, who knew right away that the fan belt had broken. He 
offered to bring a new belt and get the car running again but said he 
couldn't make it until morning . I'm sure he heard the tears tightening my 
throat, because he made our conversation about work and weekend plans 
last longer than usual and then offered to call me later. 

When he did, I was lying on a seventies -era couch upholstered in 
brown burlap streaked with orange and yellow. The fabric grated against 
my cheek as I stared at a glowing image of David Letterman. Most of our 
conversation replayed from earlier in the day, but my dad peppered the 
talk with long pauses that made it clear there was something he wanted to 
say. Finally he asked, "So, are you sitting by a window?" 

"Nope. On the couch, watching TV." 
"I bet you could find a red light," he said, "if you looked." 

When Blake was gone, I spent most of my weekends, maternity leave, and 
the summer vacation that preceded my first year of graduate school at my 
parents' house in Bryant, a town with an official population of 396, buried 
in the hills of eastern South Dakota. The cell phone reception in Bryant is 
spotty at best, but during that time, my cell phone was one of the shreds 
attaching me to my husband. Since it happened to be a shred I could liter
ally cling to, it became a permanent attachment to my body and a crucial 
component of my carefully constructed emotional stability. 

When I found myself glancing at my phone every few seconds, study
ing the number of reception and battery bars I had at my disposal, count 
ing and recounting the number of days since I last talked to Blake, I 
reminded myself, You can't plan your life around the possibility that he 
will call, and I forced myself out of the house. But even as my car sped 
along the highway or my feet tread over a sidewalk, I could not stop 
obsessing. I could feign indifference, resting my phone on the brim of my 
purse, perching it on the top of George's stroller, but behind the thin veil 
of nonchalance, my eyes darted to check the digital face of my phone. 

One day after I had forced myself to get out for a walk, I came home 
and found my dad grinning in the living room. 

"Well, there you are." He said. "How are you two?" 
"Fine," I said, admiring a pair of John Deere pajamas I had bought for 

George at the church rummage sale. 
"Did you talk to Blake?" 
I cringed at the question and, since I didn't like the honest answer, 

chose to ignore him until he said, "Ber, didn't you talk to him?" 
"No," I said, turning away. 
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"He called here, Ber. I just hung up, not ten minutes ago. I told him to 
try your cell." 

I panicked and began a futile search for my phone. Now who knows 
when I'll talk to him, I thought, as tears collected along the bottom lids of 
my eyes . I ran like a child to my parents' room and flung myself on the 
floral comforter covering their bed. My dad followed, assuring me that 
Blake would call again tomorrow, saying, "He sounded good, Ber. He 
said it hasn't been too hot." 

As I buried my freckled face in a down pillow, my dad asked, "It's 
been a while since he called?" 

"Two weeks," I said without lifting my head. "And I was at a stupid 
rummage sale." 

While my dad tried to comfort me, patting my back with the heavy 
palm of his hand, I braced myself against his good intentions and felt my 
body bounce like a stiff board against the mattress. 

The only living memory I have of my paternal grandfather is of falling 
asleep on his lap. Even now, if I close my eyes, I can imagine myself 
there, snuggled against him. I can hear the steady thump of his heart, his 
deep, rumbling voice muffled by the muscles and bones of his thick body. 
I can feel the uncomfortable seam of his dusty denim overalls pressing 
into my cheek and the reassuring rise and fall of his chest pulling me into 
sleep as I measure my relaxed respirations against the steady metronome 
of his heart. 

Now, when I watch TV with Blake, I rest my head against his chest or 
snuggle into his stomach, and I match my breathing to his . My body 
relaxes . Often I fall asleep while he continues to watch TV, until the 
hearty laughter that shakes his stomach reminds me of his presence and 
stirs me from sleep. When Blake was in Iraq, I comforted myself by imag
ining those rhythms of life. The sound of that laugh, muffled and echoing 
over an international phone call, reminded me of our connection and 
helped me believe that everything would be all right . 

When I hear the quick advance of George's small steps in the night or 
hear him call, "Mommy," from the darkness of his room, I recognize the 
comfort he seeks. So I go to him, even though I know his elbows will jab 
into my side, his feet will kick away my covers, and the heat from his 
sleeping body will radiate into my back while I try to sleep . I pull him 
into the warmth of our bed. I calm him with exaggerated, slow breaths 
that warm his scalp, with fingers circling his back like bristles on a jazz 
snare, because I need to hear the sound as much as he does - the sound of 
breathing through the night . 
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When I saw Grandpa's body in a casket, I was three years old. At the 
wake, my dad carried me to the front of a room warmed by the bodies of 
mourners. With me perched in the crook of his arm, my dad paused beside 
the casket, and I stared down at my Grandpa's pale face. Unable or 
unwilling to look him in the eye, I stared resolutely at the place where the 
lapels of his dark suit met, letting my eyes cross with the fabric, distorting 
my vision, blurring reality until his chest started to rise and fall, and I 
wondered, What is he doing in that box? 

Sweating, smiling friends and family members packed the Yankton High 
School auditorium to welcome home the soldiers of Battery C, 1st 
Battalion, 147th Field Artillery . I sat glued to my husband with my niece 
on my lap, shyly admiring her heroic uncle. But as the ceremony began, 
silencing the excited murmur of hundreds of voices, I confronted some
thing I had spent a year trying to avoid: the possibility of soldiers not 
returning from war . That possibility had become reality for the families of 
Richard Schild, Daniel Cuka, Allen Kokesh, and Gregory Wagner. The 
incongruity of guilt and gladness obscured the happiness and relief around me . 

Overwhelmed by the radiating heat of hundreds of bodies, the eager 
stares of strangers, the flashing of cameras, I allowed my thoughts to fol
low beads of sweat as they slid, one by one, from the base of my hair 
down the back of my neck, picking up speed as they passed between my 
shoulder blades and traveled the rest of the way along my spine. I stared 
through a lens of tears at the row of folding chairs in front of me, follow 
ing the dark seam of metal that curved along a frame, sweeping my eyes 
across a flat bronze surface interrupted by uneven flecks of black then 
down an angled leg to the floor. There I noticed the contrast between the 
faded denim that folded over the gleaming black heels the woman in front 
of me wore and the crisp uniform that jutted from her husband's tattered, 
tightly laced Army boots . I remembered the boots displayed outside 
slouching, wrinkled suede with loose laces spiraling down into a heap
next to the pictures of four fallen soldiers. 

As my chin dropped toward my chest, I let my head fall towards my 
husband . My eyes lingered on the eyeleted bottom half of his bootlaces 
before moving over the hooked upper half, past folds of camouflage to the 
taut fabric that pulled across his knee , and finally to the crisp seams of 
cargo pockets bulging from his thigh. Then my eyes came into focus as I 
noticed George-cheeks red, mouth relaxed, eyelids heavy - slouched 
unquestioningly into his father. While I watched Blake stroke the side of 
his cleanly shaven chin against the hot, damp, hair of his sleeping son, a 
relieved sigh relaxed my shoulders and rounded my back. I closed my 
eyes and leaned into Blake, fitting my head into the hollow crook of his neck . 
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Reviews 
Curt Meine, Aldo Leopold: His Life and Work. Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1988. First paperback edition with a new preface by the 
author, and an appreciation by Wendell Berry, 2010. Pp. ix + 638, $29.95 pb. 

Curt Meine observes that for the first two decades after Aldo Leopold's A 
Sand County Almanac was published in 1949, it had relatively modest 
sales of "perhaps 20,000 copies. " But within the context of "a broad 
social awakening" begun in 1964 with the publication of Rachel Carson 's 
Silent Spring and the passage of the Wilderness Act (both indebted to 
Leopold) , public awareness of ecological issues began to grow. When A 
Sand County Almanac was released in paperback in 1970, Meine writes, 
sales "skyrocketed as a new generation of readers , eager to learn about 
and understand their natural surroundings, seized upon Leopold's words." 

Since the 1980s, beginning with research on his biography of 
Leopold , Meine has been reminding new generations of the continuing 
importance of Leopold's writings as well as his exemplary personal 
achievements within conservation and preservation movements. In 2004, 
Meine reasserted the importance of Leopold to the 21st century in 
Correction Lines : Essays on Land, Leopold , and Conservation, which I 
reviewed in these pages in 2006 . What Meine does in these essays, I said , 
is to define "our own evolving journey along a fine line we follow 
between our human desires and the land we inhabit . That line requires fre
quent corrections if we expect to progress toward our destination of dis
covering how to live on the land while conserving the land." Correction 
Lines complements Meine's biography in that it leads us along the path of 
thought that Leopold himself followed to reach his "land ethic," a per
spective on humans and nature that Meine insists ineluctably evolves with 
changing time. That ethic still revolves around a definition Leopold 
offered in A Sand County Almanac : "A thing is right when it tends to pre
serve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is 
wrong when it tends otherwise ." 

It is probable that at this time no writer is better situated in place or 
time than Meine to understand and to put into practice Leopold's ideas 
about man and nature. He is a senior fellow in the Aldo Leopold 
Foundation , a director of the Center for Humans and Nature, and a 
research associate with the International Crane Foundation. Meine is the 
on-screen guide to the recent documentary, Green Fire: Aldo Leopo ld and 
a Land Ethic for Our Time, produced in partnership by the Aldo Leopold 
Foundation , the U. S . Forest Service , and the Center for Humans and 
Nature . The movie , which premiered in Albuquerque and Berkeley in 
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February of 2011 to sold-out audiences, will be shown on PBS in 2012. It 
is described as "the first full-length , high definition film ever made about 
... Leopold's extraordinary career, tracing how he shaped and influenced 
the modern environmental movement." 

Thus, the paperback publication of the Leopold biography- an 
immensely readable and thorough treatment of his life and work-comes 
at a propitious moment for those who have not encountered the man or his 
influence . An "appreciation" by Wendell Berry and a new preface by 
Meine give today's readers a fresh perspective on the relationship 
between Leopold's writing and his deeds . Berry has this to say in his 
essay, "Aldo Leopold: A Reader's Testimony": 

Because his writing has, to such an extent, the quality of his charac
ter, and because his character was so much that of a conservationist, 
it is particularly needful that we should know the story of his life. 
Curt Meine has supplied this need, and he helps us to see clearly how 
Leopold's writing originated in his life .... Leopold was indistin
guishably a man of words and a man of deeds, and we see this more 
clearly in Meine's biography than in Leopold's writings. 

For Berry, "The sense of completeness in Leopold's life and work- his 
completeness in himself and his understanding of the original complete 
ness of the natural world-shows us how we are failing ." That failure, 
Berry believes, is revealed in "the failure of discourse in politics" where 
words such as "sustainable, " "green," and the "environment" have 
become "witless abstractions ." Leopold's work and life , as Meine has 
claimed for the past quarter of a century, go much deeper than that, and 
Berry explains this clearly: 

... Leopold understood carefully that we and the world, the land and 
its places, are ultimately gathered into a single membership. His 
understanding of this membership, which he worked out in his life, 
in his long study of actual places, and in the common cause he made 
in his life with one actual place, informs at every point the always
responsible discourse of his writing. 

Those already familiar with Meine' s biography of Leopold will find 
the original text unaltered but for a few editorial and stylistic corrections. 
But his "Preface to the 2010 Edition" is an exercise in authorial candor. 
He promised himself that he would reread the biography every decade, 
checking it against current vicissitudes in human interaction with the nat
ural world. Completing this exercise for the paperback edition , Meine dis-
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covers that Leopold's life continues to enter the ever -changing dialogue 
inspired by the insistent and more complicated demands humans make 
of nature. 

Since the first publication of the biography in 1988, information has 
come to light on what many have believed to be Leopold's epiphanic 
moment of truth when he looked in 1909 into the fierce green eyes of the 
dying wolf. A letter to his mother describing that moment indicates to 
Meine that Leopold was "more concerned about having lost a new pipe" 
than the "green fire" in the wolf's eyes. "But with time and over a life," 
Meine writes, "that moment would evoke in Leopold a new way of under
standing complexity in the natural world, and our changing roles and 
responsibilities within it. In peering into the wolf's eyes Leopold began to 
see himself anew, and to re -examine the ever -evolving relationship 
between people and land. And in Leopold's story we may see different 
dimensions of, and new directions for, that relationship in our own experi
ence." Meine's biography of Leopold remains our best account of 
Leopold's exemplary evolving ethical journey. 

Jim Ballowe 
Bradley University 

186 



Don Johnson, Here and Gone: New and Selected Poems. Hammond: 
Louisiana Literature Press, 2009. Pp. 109, $17 .95 pb. 

A certain kind of unfiltered immediacy and a tone of voice soft in its sea
sonal accuracies beckon us through these generationally shrewd, com 
pelling poems of Don Johnson . The past is now, the places are here, and 
the intimacies of irretrievable moments accumulate through this first -rate 
collection. 

If poems work, they bind a certain subtle music into clarities where 
the effect is a certain revelation of feeling combined with personal set
tings. The certainties are crucial, for the effect is part recognition and part 
believability. The reader wants to go further. If poetry is anything, it is 
recognition, and it works both ways, as in "Home Game" where his father 
and his son are playing ball before the thunderstorm blows the window 
lace and sears the breast with the sounds of balls dropping from barn 
wood in the first rain. 

On the porch the women wave their white arms, 
My mother, my wife , his wife, the boy's mother, 
Still calling us in as I wind up and float the far one down the middle, hearing 
The ball peal off the level swing as I whirl 
To track its high arc toward the clouds. (82) 

In these rural settings, James Agee is here in the unapologetic sadness of 
past affections where domestic intimacies are holy in memory, the dignity of 
loss, the reductions of family by death, a child's emotions seen through adult 
eyes. Each poem has its own imprint, its own language. Between the titles 
and the first lines, the reader is a passenger within each poem. 

One cannot walk away from these poems , nor from oneself, because 
they bring you back if you're old enough to have been there. In "Playing 
the Blues at Schofield Barracks," playing third base in Japan during the 
Korean war, "a garrison jock/ straight from a James Jones novel," the 
narrator brings us back into the movie From Here to Eternity: 

The synthesized bugle fades, and I hear 
Pruitt's sweet notes blown from his dead friend, 
Maggio, not once, but twice, the second 
more mournful than the first, so that his grief, 
squeezed through a mouthpiece, silenced 
the whole post . . .. 
further back , a stillness, challenging 
the wind, broods above the dark blue trees. (50) 
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The imagery in these poems vibrates like the electrodes connected to 
his narrow gauge scars in "The Knee": 

But when I step outside, the odor 
of betadine and analgesic slips 
through the door and something 
in the air, the failing light 

takes me back to high school, 
the door of the dank locker room 
I left every evening after practice 
tired, sometimes sore , but hungry 

and hard-bodied, clean as white tape, 
assured of a ride home and a dinner 
kept warm in the oven, certain 
I would never grow old, never die. (48) 

These poems are all post-realization straight talk, recollective with the 
poignancy of minute details. In "Pink Poca Dot," the narrator is a 6' 2" 
sophomore basketball player in his hot -washed and now pink uniform 
shorts, and he forearms an opposing player to the floor (45). 

The scars in these poems are only seeming observer -neutral, and they 
ricochet with meaning and feeling. 

That summer the rain lingered 
at our back door 
like the tramp 
my mother had been kind to. 
Cicadas returned from a time 
I could not remember 
and I tore up a dollar bill 
while watching two hawks 
torment a snake in mid-air 
above the barn. (41) 

Johnson's poems contain a certain grave but liquid clear inevitability, 
a certain pledged presence. Some of his poems come not clearer but more 
poignant at the last word, even though the inevitability is there all along. 
There is a certainty in the narratives, and the tone is gently commanding 
where the sensibility is softly sure-footed, sadly knowledgeable, home 
prepared and loyal. The voice digs in without changing its stance. The 
tone is soft and bullseye trustworthy . Generational evidence that tells in 
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quick vertical phrasings that down-ladder into sculpted, revealing lan
guage. In "Hangover Fly," even the name of the fly insists: 

All day I have followed 
my nymph downstream 
to where the river braids , 
spills to one sound, 
and disappears in shadows. 
My legs are gone 
to the cold. My backcast , 
collapsing in tired loops , 
threatens to bury my hook 
past the barb in the 
loose graying folds of my neck. (20) 

These poems trace an ease of intent , a certain pleasure of parts that 
masks its own alignments . Johnson knows how to slide words into a poem 
that intensify transitions into deeper meanings. In "Away," there is acer
tain true evocation of specific things in his phrase "evidential forms ," 
what one might call the hum words : lantern , stones, dream, ponds, vines , 
contours, mind , tum , gone. The final stanza begins, "Home again," and 
ends, "Prized tomatoes rotting on the vine" (19). 

Small journey poems add up in their ways to the extended furloughs 
we all test each spring, such as in "Almanac" illustrated by phoebes and 
blacksnakes, as the annual skinfoil wavers in the waterfall, juxtaposing 
the narrator's own timing with spring itself (15) . In "Heron ," the concen 
tration on the dearest things ripple outward from the "elegant neck 
stretched beauty of Singer Sargent portrait" to the echo of his ten-year-old 
friend Jack's wire wit and his later lockjaw . 

But when the heron starts 
in the dark , the echo 
I hear is not Jack's 
bitten-off whine when the scratch 
bleeds, but the yelp 

of that metal panel raked 
over wire, the sound 
behind Jack's eyes 
ten days later 
when his fever peaked 
and his jaw clamped shut. (17) 

This is poetry with a keen sense of time and cherished things reap
pearing in their ways, about illumination cycles and the connections 
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between darkness and illumination ("The Latin Root for Cultivate Means 
Cherish") (13). Johnson's observations are of the simultaneity of seasonal 
concentrations in the animal and human worlds. "Muskrat" ends with: 
"the night already / scaling trees / on the far side of the island" ( 14). 

Robert Bagg, The Tandem Ride and Other Excursions: Selected Poems 
1955-2010. Worthington, MA (P.O. Box 205, 01098): Spiritus Mundi 
Press, 2011. Pp. 168, $15 pb . 

Robert Bagg has one of the few uniquely identifiable voices of his poetic 
generation, at once open and condensed, lyrical and poignantly explicit, 
probing and multi-layered, a voice one could call Baggian straight talk. In 
The Tandem Ride, he has compiled a versatile collection of not only a 
kaleidoscope of imagery and classical allusions but also a dazzling assort
ment of personal experience and literary resonance . The distinguishing 
feature of Bagg's poems, early and late, is that he writes with a deft hand 
and a gliding hawk's eye . He takes his subjects not only to heart but to 
mind, and the reader receives willingly the full force of both. 

A ribbon for Bagg's penetrating diction and his excursions into the 
heart, for his invitation into the sensual worlds of his and our own pasts , 
his minglings of the classical and modem worlds of what it is to be aware 
and human. No American poet has so updated, dramatized, and clarified 
within modern experiential settings Greek historical overtones and 
geographies as has Bagg. His intellectual range is prodigious, and his 
original diction testifies to his literary perceptions and his openness to 
human experience. His voice is authoritative and penetrative, and his lines 
simmer with overtones and undertones rife with wit and melodic in sounds. 

In the opening poem, "Ostrakoi" - fragments of clay pots; one use to 
which 5th century BCE Athenians put them was to find the matching half 
held by a long-lost relative - he remembers his feelings as a first-grader 
aroused from bed by a "boisterous" adult party downstairs, seeing his 
mother "floating closer" with reaching arms, "not dancing, not talking" 
face to face with a handsome family acquaintance, until she eyes the boy 
peering through the banister: 
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to unwanted newborns left out to die, 
so if rescued and brought up by strangers 
they might, fate willing , chance on whoever 



holds the other broken half, make the match, 
discover who their parents really were. (1) 

The trickiness here is the child's fascination with what he sees as the 
poem is carried by its language, a balance between simplicity and charged 
spotlighting. 

In the last stanza , the opening poem in The Tandem Ride sets the 
stage for real life drama. 

Mom did her best to raise a by-the -book 
Christian gentleman. And did. But I knew 
no book for the passion in her-not till 
away at college, I found it in Greek myth: 
Aphrodite, Helen, Phaidra-Furies 
poets envision giving birth to murder, 
war, tragedy . . . a sex still unforgiven. 
Mom's sexual dramas got no one killed. 
Yet cast in one I felt it gripping me. 
I was fourteen, out dripping from the shower. 
She'd brought me a towel. "You're such 
a good-looking boy," she said, "it scares me." 
The potshard pieces come together. Mom 
stares at me. My shivering nakedness 
covers itself up. Hers lights up with a flash 
so blinding all I see is the darkness. (3) 

In "Cello Suite," the movement of the lines becomes part of the strate
gy of the poem . A pregnant cellist, the narrator's young wife, grips her 
instrument between her thighs and talces each note's pulse "down the fin
gerboard I toward rasping/ baritones," and groups of short physical lines 
descend southeast on the page as she reckons "passions full weight / 
borne down" on her. Bagg's language tells the story: 

she's composing 
herself to play 

without any 
rehearsal at all 

Then follows the last half of the poem in the same short line descend
ing form weeks later when her parents 

... watch their daughter 
growing beyond 

anyone's control 
cheek to her cello's gnarled scroll 
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The lovers soon palm her moving belly and feel "palpable feet." The 
poems ends 

in a hush only he 

can break with a note 
perfectly pitched 

to the cry 
that joined his journey to theirs. (60-61) 

The lyricism of the cello itself and the line configurings match the 
delivery of the baby. Here, as in so many other places in this collection, 
the rhetoric becomes the story as the plot succumbs to the gathering clari
ties of language. 

Maxine Kumin, Still to Mow. New York: W .W. Norton, 2007. Pp. 95, 
$23.95. 

The fourth word in Kumin's first poem in her latest collection Still to 
Mow is "bugproof," and it is the purest announcement that I know, not 
only of another world of poems in her orbit, but a world of intimate lan
guage in her universe. Her "bugproof netted headpiece" in this opening 
poem, "Mulching," is more than an apt opening metaphor for a lifetime of 
keen metaphoric contexts and bracingly skilled expressions, it once again 
defines the tone of Kumin' s no-palaver poetic world. 

She once again begins exactly where she is and once again takes us 
further. From "Mulching" to the ending poem, "Death, Etc.," she brings 
us to ourselves and asks us to go further. She spreads the sodden newspa 
pers in "Mulching" and brings us to our knees with her, 

the first torture revelations under my palms 
and I a helpless citizen of a country 

I used to love, who as a child wept when 
the brisk police band bugled Hats off! The flag 
is passing by, now that every wanton deed 

in this stack of newsprint is heartbreak:, 
my blackened fingers can only root in dirt. (15) 

Description in the pens of the poets who reach beneath and beyond, 
who actually incorporate das Ding und Sich in corporeal measures, give 
us a world we cannot know any other way. In "The Domestic Arrangement," 
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a meditation based on Dorothy Wordsworth's journals, where she begins, 
Wm went into the wood to alter his poems, Maxine does it all by implica 
tive overtones. No one in the last sixty years can do better the soft by hard 
hitting approach to the bedeviling complexities of what she can do in a 
title such as "The Domestic Arrangement," a poem with villanelle seclu
sions that slightly vary the repetitions and increasingly deepen the intensi 
ty. At this level, poetry is language, language , and language, and though 
in her frontal mode, Maxine is an American heavyweight, she's always 
flyweight in her adroit and lightning -fast lyricisms. 

Then it's back to the garden at Grasmere 

where she ties up her scarlet runner beans 
and pulls a bag of peas for Miss Simpson. 
Leave Wm in the wood to alter his poems; 
praise Dorothy in the garden at Grasmere. (16) 

From her earliest book, Halfway (1957) , Ms . Kumin has understood 
the generational function of form, and she has consistently, in book after 
book , realized the generational power of blood lines. She simply doesn't 
back down on this issue, and remains after all is said and written a classi
cist who speaks in contemporary language with a sometimes wry sense of 
humor when wryness is its own revelation, and channels her improved 
rage at stupidity and political chicanery. Some of her humor rises at the 
border of the classical. In her sonnet "Vergil," where she names her squir
rel-hunting dog in the poet's honor, "He gobbled the snottiest tissues from 
the trash" (22) . 

In the sonnet, "Come Aristotle," she quotes him when she unearths 
"forty / perfect parsnips that have spent / the coldest winter since the sev
enties, underground, 'condemned like leeches . . . / to suck up whatever 
sustenance / may flow to them whenever they are stuck" ' (23) . Eating 
them braised with a little brown sugar is "Pure Aristotle." 

In "Please Pay Attention Because the Ethics Have Changed" (the title 
a tag line from the New Yorker, May 10, 2004), four hundred and seven 
teen pen-raised pheasants and hundreds of pen-reared mallards were set 
into flight for the Vice President's and among others a Supreme Court 
Justice's guns-

this is canned hunting 

where you don't stay to pluck 
the feathers, pull the innards out. Fuck 
all of that. You don't do shit 
except shoot. 
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But where is that other Humane Society, the one with rules 
we used to read aloud in school 

the one that takes away your license to collar 
and leash a naked prisoner 

that one that forbids you to sodomize 
a detainee before the cold eyes 

of your fellow detainees? (32) 

Style is the only way to call attention to what's on your mind, if 
you're a real writer. The phrase , "mind your business" (italics mine) is an 
apt one, as everyone knows, the how is merely the style of it; Ms. Kumin 
chooses her fights, and she dignifies both herself and her subjects in the 
doing , and she's not jousting with windmills. In "The Beheadings," 

The guillotine at least was swift. After 
the head pitched sideways into a basket 
and was raised to a thirsty crowd that roared 
approval of death from above, the sun turned 
a garish yellow and froze on the horizon 
raying out behind the jellied blood the way 
it once stood still over Jericho at Joshua's command 
and the day held its breath .... 

After they saw through Nicholas Berg's neck 
with an inadequate knife while he screamed, 
after the heads of Daniel Pearl 
and Paul Johnson were detached 
in midthought , in terror but 
caught alive on a grainy video, what 
did their stored oxygen enable them to mouth, 
and Kim-Sun-il who danced his last lines 
declaiming over and over on worldwide television 
I don't want to die what rose from his lips? ( 41) 

Ms . Kumin is a juxtaposer . In "Revenge," a poem about being suck 
ered, she varies the ironic twists, whether it be around Victorian ladies 
and their sublimated rage in needlework or a 4 X 6-foot papier -miiche 
faux bas relief of 37,000 Japanese beetle corpses 
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armor in Iraq - dulled by 
the killer liquid. Four layers 
of shellac will easily-
a piece of cake, a slam dunk
restore their luster. ( 43-45) 

The sub-title could well be "How to Write Poems in Form and Make 
Them Stick." The steadiness of tone within her rage, her gentle favor of 
the human , the generosity of the seasons and the farmer's world, she con
cludes "Still We Take Joy" with "I can believe the wheel will turn/ once 
more, taking me with it or not" (49). 

In "The Immutable Laws," she recites those she heard her father recit
ing the grab bag of sayings that included, "Spend your money close to 
where you earn it," "Always carry a clean handkerchief ," and "Never bet 
what you can't afford to lose ." She counters with, "I bet my soul on a tor
tured horse/ who never learned to love, but came to trust me" (60). 

In "The Revisionist Dream," a villanelle, she remembers her dearest 
friend Anne, as always, with all her devoted passion: 

She said she had begun 

accelerandos, Julia Child, and some 
expand -a-lung deep breaths to do in bed 
so she didn't kill herself that afternoon. 
We ate our sandwiches. The dream blew up at dawn. (75) 

In "The Final Poem," set at the Breadloaf Writers' Conference in 
August, Robert Frost is at rest after a "savage" reading (reminding us of 
"Mending Wall" and the line describing his neighbor as "an old stone sav
age armed"), and he says, "don't sit I there mumbling in the shadows , call 
I yourselves poets?" At the end, her final line is his saying, "Make every 
poem your final poem" (18) . 

Donald Junkins 
University of Massachusetts , Amherst 

195 



Chloe Aridjis, Book of Clouds. New York: Grove/Atlantic Black Cat, 
2009 . Pp. 209, $14 .00 pb. 

The ice-age of no dialogue between minds, hearts and spirits has begun. The 
only escape route leads downwards, into dreams.for some into the graveyard . 

- Playwright Heiner Miiller, accepting the Kleist Prize in 1990, 
quoted in Berlin and Its Culture: A Historical Portrait, 

by Ronald Taylor (Yale University Press, 1997) 

Few cities have as many layers of history reflected in their streets, recre
ational places, monuments, plazas, shopping areas, parks, museums, and 
other public spaces as Berlin. Key arena for the unfolding of the 
Reformation, Enlightenment, Romanticism, Prussian nationalism, indus
trialism, Weimar modernism, Nazism, and finally the East -West split 
between the communist and capitalist zones that ended as recently as 
1989, Berlin contains every kind of contradiction for the tourist to hit on, 
as much as for the historian . For every impulse, there is an antidote to be 
found. What can be the role of the flaneur in a city as visibly constructed 
by its altering historical statuses? If history is neither denied nor 
repressed, can there be serendipitous discovery? Is this proposition, first 
of all, true? Can a city escape its pasts to re-emerge as a new entity, to 
conform with the demands of new eras in socioeconomic arrangements? 
The present world crisis was set off, really, by the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
creating a chaos that has yet to find a resting point. A city supposedly 
merged, to become whole again, while the globe is still reeling from the 
wars and genocides that have ensued in its wake, as the global balance of 
power went off-kilter. 

Chloe Aridjis is the daughter of a famous Mexican diplomat and writ
er and was born in New York but grew up in Mexico City and the 
Netherlands . She has written a deceptively simple novel which undertakes 
the almost impossible task of merging the binaries to make the project of 
history invisible again, to remove it again to the barriers of marginality 
and haze (this is not necessarily the project of her protagonist Tatiana's 
mentor, Weiss, however, as we shall soon see). For Aridjis, this seems to 
be the only way we can make historical meaning central again: by admit
ting its mystical, unknowable, genetic aspects, not treating it as a matter 
of complete(d) knowledge. 

The novel's first-person narrator, Tatiana, has settled in contemporary 
Berlin for five years, having left behind her observant Jewish family who 
keep a kosher deli in Mexico . She has mastered German enough to find a 
job as transcriber for the aged, eminent historian Friedrich Weiss, an 
expert in the various mythologies Berlin has chosen to embody over time . 
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Tatiana exemplifies the early 21st century "cool" feminist, intellectual to 
the core, unable and unwilling to fall for any of the traditional verities of 
love, family, and intimacy. Weiss may be old, but Tatiana is older than 
her years. Berlin for her is a place of self-chosen exile , the city where 
dreams have gone to become not necessarily nightmares, but wispy illu
sions of diligence and rectitude she must forever keep chasing. 

We have here the concept of the 19th-century dandyish flanuer, as 
first conceptualized by Baudelaire - bourgeois, idle, wealthy - reversed in 
each of its key elements . The city seems as much in search of Tatiana - to 
reveal its naked orientation to multiple layers of history - as the other way 
around. Weiss and Tatiana's project, in one respect, is really one and the 
same: to pin the history of the city down before it emerges into full-blown 
chaos . The most fruitful field for all of 19th and 20th-century literature 
has been the modem city's anomalous visibilities in competition with the 
individual's search for wholeness (which gives rise to an intense realism 
of the object). Tatiana knows , with the weight of past literary endeavor, it 
is impossible to find the true Berlin , but try she must . 

The short novel opens with one of the most disorienting scenes in 
recent fiction : it is 1986, and Tatiana is on a brief earlier visit to Berlin , 
along with her parents and siblings . On the U-Bahn, packed with anti 
Wall demonstrators, she is sure she sees Hitler-dressed as a woman, 
ancient yet virile, with his unmistakable features . Much later , when she 
will relate this to Weiss, they will figure his age then to have been ninety 
seven-if, in fact, she saw Hitler , on the probability of which Weiss 
remains mute . Tatiana tries to call her family ' s attention to Hitler and the 

"gray buzzards " -SS men carefully guarding the Fi.ihrer-but is unable to 
do so in the crowd; as always, the sensitive agonist is condemned to loneliness. 

Many years later Tatiana is back in Berlin, yearning to be part of the 
culture of the city, yet too diffident and detached to fall for its seductions . 
The tall television tower becomes her frame of reference in terms of the 
spatial coordinates; she lives very near it. One day she finds a Xolo out
side a cafe, apparently stray , and longs to own it, but by the time she 
makes up her mind, the dog is gone. The dog ends up belonging to 
Professor Weiss. Does he still publish? There are tons of journals with 
articles by him, but they seem to cease in the seventies. Then why does he 
keep dictating so many lectures and notes, why does he still keep writing? 
Noting her intelligence, Weiss soon gives her greater responsibilities: he 
starts sending her on interviews, related to what different residents 
remember about their experience of Berlin at discrete points in history. 
The first interview, with Jonas Krantz, a freelance meteorologist who 
lives in a rundown part of the city, dominated by newfangled Nazis, goes 
really well , and Tatiana is sent on other interviews. Once she forgets to 
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bring Weiss's questions to an important bureaucrat. Another time she 
picks her own interview subject, the "Simpleton"-an innocent -looking 
blonde woman who perpetually stands with a smile at a certain comer on 
Alexanderplatz; but the Simpleton turns out to speak in a demonic gibber
ish, which Tatiana, however, faithfully transcribes. Weiss is disappointed; 
this is not the kind of remembrance he is after. Tatiana briefly gives in to 
Jonas's romantic overtures, and on their first date, to a party which 
promises underground pleasures, occurs the second key mystical event in 
Tatiana's Berlin experience. 

Some of the partiers at the abandoned old post office in Mitte where 
Tatiana and Jonas are drinking and dancing decide to pay a short visit to 
an underground bowling alley, used by either the Gestapo or the East 
German Stasi, where the bowling scores still remain intact in chalk. Jonas 
decides not to go, but Tatiana does, experiencing powerful emotions as 
she imagines the victors of Berlins of the past - whatever secret police it 
really was - reveling in the underground. As the group starts leaving, she 
has the unvanquishable impulse to erase the chalk scores. While she 
attempts to do so, she is left behind by the group, unable to find her way 
back to them in the complete darkness. Within minutes she is hallucinat 
ing about gray figures arriving to put an end to her life, although it only 
turns out to be the group leader who has noticed her absence. (For a con
trast, think of the underground scene in Fellini's Roma, where the murals 
painted on the walls in some ancient time involuntarily get erased, 
through the sheer fact of exposure to sunlight after eons of darkness.) 

In this memorable scene in the middle of the book, just as in the Hitler 
one at the beginning, Aridjis shows how the present is an illusion that can 
escape in a minute if we don't watch out. Darkness closes in within a brief 
space of time, if we give in to the urge to erase, to eradicate, which fol
lows from the urge to explore. (Is Weiss the wise one then, for removing 
all apparent traces of emotion from his archival research? Is dispassionate 
historical analysis, rigorous but well after the fact and in a sense cognizant 
of its ultimate impotence, the best we can hope for?) Following this night
marish experience, Weiss tells Tatiana, "Buildings retain their energy." 
Weiss wants to send her there again, perhaps to take pictures, but Tatiana 
says she'll never go back there, that she "will try to avoid underground 
spaces as much as possible." But Weiss responds that "Spaces above har
bor a similar energy . It's not just spaces below .... A building's memory 
resides just as much in its upper space as in its lower ones." Tatiana tells 
him about inscrutable noises she hears from the apartment above hers, 
upon which Weiss instructs her, "You should go investigate. Go upstairs 
and see what you find." Weiss is always the dispassionate investigator, 
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whereas Tatiana is haunted by anxiety about what she will find if she 
looks close enough. 

A point to think about here is that the first precondition of exile, inter
nal or external, is the ability to overcome anxiety, that generalized dread 
so typical of the intelligent person inhabiting the modem city, by integrat 
ing its elements as the core of one's being. Weiss, in many ways, is the 
true exile, Tatiana only a faint approximation to his paradigmatic condi
tion. The novel revolves around this oscillation. 

It is near this time that on the train, at night, Tatiana sees an old man 
in a red cape, a transvestite, who she feels certain must be Weiss. So the 
old historian leads a scandalous double life after all? She wants badly to 
tap him on the shoulder to confirm her suspicion but is unable to do so. Is 
this Weiss's underground life? Can the historian (the artist or intellectual 
in general) lead this kind of second life, vulnerable to critique by tradi
tional moralizers - as long as it doesn't interfere with his dispassionate 
researches aboveground, so to speak? But according to Weiss's theories, 
the different realms are inseparable, they infect each other. Who is the 
real man? Where is the real city? At what disconcerting points do they 
meet (and clash) and can the artist be present at those illuminating 
moments of merger? Is the merger always a separation (like the child 
issuing from the womb, permanently altering the original condition, yet 
inescapably rooted in it)? 

The final mystical moment of the book occurs at the end when Weiss 
and Tatiana take up Jonas on his invitation to visit his apartment, to let 
Weiss talk to him more about his memories of the Wall as he experienced 
it as a child. Following the visit, Jonas offers to walk them back to the 
main street, but Weiss is insistent on doing without Jonas's help, since he 
is supposed to know Berlin's streets and alleys like the back of his hand. 
(He hasn't been to this neighborhood, Marzahn, in many years, in reality.) 
They quickly get lost, and two muggers assail the lost explorer -historians. 
Weiss is thrown to the ground and badly injured. One of the assailants 
seizes "the Mexican with the warm crotch," perhaps to rape her, when a 
blinding fog descends, so thick that the whole city is unable to see any
thing, and our would -be killers and rapists are disabled. Tatiana walks 
back toward the city , where people are groping in blindness, to get the 
help of the police. Later, after visiting Weiss in the hospital, it is not clear 
whether the assailants had been in tum mobbed by more ferocious Nazis. 
Had there even been clouds in the first place, or was it Tatiana's imagina 
tion? Aridjis more or less ends on this intriguing note. What is the nature 
of the deep fog that prevents true consummations - both sexual/orgiastic 
/fulfilling, and their opposite, murderous/rapist/erasive-from taking 
place in the city? Or is it that we need certain degrees of fog, overwhelm -
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ing at times, simply to function in any great modem city with its various 
burdens of history? 

The reader will answer for oneself the various meanings in Book of 
Clouds of the aboveground/underground relations, the meaning of the 
clouds themselves, the nature of the intelligent soul as reflected in the 
Tatiana/Weiss dichotomy, but it is clear that this is only a preliminary 
investigation, for the 21st century (twenty years removed now from the 
declared "end of history") of the city as live organism, in touch with all its 
various pasts regardless of developers' and builders' intentions to erase 
whatever they find objectionable, the cracks and fissures both terrifying 
and tranquilizing for the artist to contemplate. 

Oh, and by the way, Tatiana returns to Mexico (to a presumably duller 
life), having had her fill of Berlin after the mugging experience. Her 
"papers" may always have been in order, but papers alone don't deter
mine how long a person chooses to make a city her own. The fog cannot 
necessarily envelop individualist chaos. There is, perhaps, something 
more durable than the domineering modernist city, after all - although we 
don't yet know what it is. 

Anis Shivani 
Houston, Texas 

200 



David Philip Mullins, Greetings from Below. Louisville, KY: Sarabande 
Books, 2011. Pp. xiii + 170, $15.95 pb. 

David Philip Mullins is a graduate of the Iowa Writer's Workshop and 
winner of the 2009 Mary McCarthy Prize in Short Fiction. He is also a 
Las Vegas native, and though this isn't in and of itself prize -worthy, 
Greetings from Below portrays the city and its inhabitants in such a grace
ful and harrowing manner that it seems at least worth mentioning. For a 
debut collection, the stories here are remarkably well-paced and technical 
ly sound, equally successful as stand-alone narratives or components of a 
larger work. 

Greetings from Below consists of a group of nine interconnected tales 
about Nick Danze, an often luckless protagonist who masquerades as a 
prodigal and posturing son to his widowed mother. Though it unquestion 
ably maps Nick's development from adolescence to adulthood, the book 
reads more like a postmodern bildungsroman in which things aren't 
resolved as much as survived. Nick's life is presented in terms of both 
wonder and horror, echoing the title of the closing story "Crash Site on a 
Desert Mountain Outside Las Vegas ." 

In fact, maturity is a moot point for Nick; to abuse the metaphor, he 
plays the same hand time and again, and though to his credit he does not 
expect different results, his lack of emotional growth serves Mullins well 
as the wonderfully complicated predicaments allow for inventive explo 
ration. If Nick is haunted by nostalgia and the power of memory, he is 
also smart enough to realize the limitations of each; he is conscious of his 
mistakes as he makes them, and such an acute awareness often serves as 
both his greatest failure and his most sincere victory. 

While Greetings does focus on many of the tropes you'd expect in a 
coming -of-age tale, Mullins manages to provide a unique take on grief, 
growth, and identity. And while the Las Vegas stereotypes are recogniz 
able, Mullins is equally adept at handling the cliches. Nick's complica 
tions and desires always foreground Las Vegas, not the other way around, 
and in this fashion Mullins creates a sense of tension between perception 
and reality that informs the entire book, even the sections set in San Francisco. 

We open with an adolescent Nick in the desert drinking whiskey out 
of a prosthetic leg that belongs to a one-legged bully named Kilburg. 
Many of the subsequent stories deal explicitly with Nick's sexual devel 
opment and the death of his father, the inference being that the themes are 
inextricably linked . The stories also indulge in the same quirky juxtaposi
tion as the opening scenario, often pitting the heartfelt against the bizarre. 
In "Longing to Love You," Nick visits a call-girl, but in order to take the 
next step he has to tell her that he loves her. "A Familiar Place" finds 
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Nick reliving his youth on a hike where he's bitten by a snake while his 
friend is high on "booger sugar." He tries to win the admiration of a strip
per by handing over a shoebox full of his mom's gambling bounty in 
"Glitter Gulch." Nick is trying to help both women in the only way he 
can; for his trouble he gets a beating and loses the money to boot. 

"True Love Versus the Cigar-Store Indian" again shows Nick's con
flicted sense of love as he lustily hunts down overweight women despite 
an ongoing relationship with Annie. In the end he studies the Indian 
sculpture in a storefront across the street : "He looked uncompromising, 
unfeeling," thinks Nick. "He looked like he could hurt people, like he had 
the stomach for it. He was just as contemptible as I was, and he reminded 
me of everything I hated about myself." Later in "First Sight," it becomes 
clear that Nick has failed even to come to terms with this assessment, as 
we find him spying on Annie - now his wife - while she cheats on him 
with an equally married man. But Nick has never stopped being unfaith 
ful, and it is this infidelity that serves as one of his few constants, outside 
of his penchant for thrills and bizarre situations. 

Though Nick hardly becomes likeable, Mullins is able to craft a com
plex and meaningful character out of his dissatisfaction and regret without 
relying on superfluous exposition or abstraction. Mullins also manages to 
balance the more inane quirks and ticks of this world with the sensitivity 
necessary for sympathy. This is best exemplified in the fine story 
"Driving Lessons" where Nick visits a swinger's club on Christmas Eve 
and ends up teaching a woman to drive. Though both are deceitful and 
scared and perhaps incapable of change, they share a quiet few moments 
away from the city and the clubs, the neon lights and the relentless 
embodiment of a nonsensical American dream. They ride around beneath 
the desert sky - not in service of pleasure, but in a private form ofrecon
ciliation . 

This scene is indicative of the strained elegance that shapes Nick's 
world: even his most scandalous and rebellious actions are eventually 
reduced to their basic human qualities. There is a wonderful lack of 
hyperbole in these stories as well; instead we find a stark sense of sinceri
ty in mere existence, one that Mullins makes all the more interesting by 
using the empty desert and the crowded strip as means to the same end. In 
Greeting from Below, the difference is not nearly as pronounced as it is 
imagined. 

Brian Maxwell 
University of North Dakota 
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Editor's Notes 
Our apologies to Okla Elliott ("Child Running in Fields of Mustard"). We 
were unable to reproduce the Polish fonts for Wroclaw, zloty, and Oswiecim . 

Gil 

Brian Maxwell, assistant fiction editor for NDQ and a Ph.D. candidate at 
the University of North Dakota , has a new story published in Orbite 
Vuote, an anthology from Italy. "Listen as the Bell" ("Ascolta la campane") 
is one of many stories by Brian whose work appears in numerous nationally 
recognized literary journals . 

Gil 

Book Notes 
Clay S. Jenkinson, A Free and Hardy Life: Theodore Roosevelt's Sojourn in the 
American West. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2011. Pp. 158, $45 hb. 

In 1883, Theodore Roosevelt traveled to western Dakota Territory to kill his 
first buffalo. He bought two badlands ranches and spent the best part of four 
years attempting to become an authentic cowboy before becoming a mili
tary leader and then 26th president of the United States. With a foreword by 
biographer Douglas Brinkley, A Free and Hardy Life tells the story of 
Roosevelt's life in his own words, excerpted from his 1913 autobiography . 

Gil 

Arthur F. Jones, Lucy Annis Ganje, and Nelda Schrupp, Storytelling 
Time: Native North American Art.from the Collections at the University of 
North Dakota. Introduction by Leigh D . Jeanotte. Manchester , Vermont: 
Hudson Hills Press, 2010 . Pp. 240 + 175 color plates, $60 hb. 

Storytelling Time was named an outstanding book of the year by the 
Independent Publisher Book Awards. The color plates illustrate many 
never -before published artifacts of tribes that live in North and South 
Dakota as well as an original manuscript recounting the Battle of the 
Little Bighorn written by a warrior who fought there, Joseph White Bull, 
nephew of Chief Sitting Bull. With great respect for how Native 
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American people use and cherish these objects, this catalogue documents 
the University's extraordinary collection of clothing, headdresses, and 
ceremonial objects. Contemporary native artwork is also featured, and the 
essays that accompany this collection examine the history of each piece 
and engage in a discussion of the traditions and the future of Native 
American art. 

01 

Call for Papers 

Proposal for a special issue of North Dakota Quarterly: "Going Global: 
Contemporary International Voices and Visions" 

Increasingly, international interests and concerns shape our choices, our 
practices, even our identities. We all carry marks of our heritage, and 
much has been made of how our ancestry may have shaped who we are. 
But what contemporary interactions with the world beyond our country's 
boundaries have recently impacted the way we work, play, or think? How 
have international partnerships or experiences yielded significant insights 
into who we are becoming? This question is relevant on the personal, aca
demic, community, and national levels. 

We call for essays and creative works from anyone who has been 
involved in international experiences from study abroad, to travel, to busi
ness practices and who can explain and examine these experiences in 
order to shed light on how "going global" affects the individual, the soci
ety, the academy, or the country in negative or positive ways and how 
these international experiences are reshaping how we make choices and 
even, perhaps, how we define ourselves. 

Submission deadline: May 31, 2012. Send submissions to The Editor, 
North Dakota Quarterly, Merrifield Hall Room 110, 276 Centennial 
Drive Stop 7209, Grand Forks, ND 58202-7209. 

01 

Yes, our calendars, probably like yours, reads 2011, and this issue of 
NDQ is the last of four in Volume 76 of 2009. All subscribers receive four 
issues per year, and eventually we hope that those years will be the same 
as on your calendars and date-obsessed magazines and newspapers. 

Explore ... Endure ... Evolve ... 
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Contributors 

Jacob M. Appel has published more than one hundred -fifty short stories in liter
ary journals and has been shortlisted for the Best American Short Stories, O. 
Henry Prize and Pushcart Prize on numerous occasions. He is a graduate of the 

Creative Writing Program at New York University (MFA 2000) and currently 
teaches at the Gotham Writers' Workshop. He also practices medicine at the 
Mount Sinai Hospital in New York City. 

Jenny Dunning's essays have appeared or are forthcoming in the Tusculum 

Review and the Connecticut Review. Her recent fiction publications include the 

William and Mary Review (forthcoming), the South Dakota Review, Talking 
River, Regarding Arts & Letters, and others. Her story "Reva" received a Special 

Mention in the 2008 Pushcart Prize anthology. She teaches creative writing at St. 

Olaf College in Northfield, Minnesota, where she raises chickens and vegetables 
on her city lot , "Quarter-Acre Farm." 

Okla Elliott is currently the Illinois Distinguished Fellow at the University of 

Illinois, where he works in the fields of comparative literature and trauma studies. 

He also holds an MFA from Ohio State University. For the academic year 2008-

09, he was a visiting assistant professor at Ohio Wesleyan University . His drama , 
non -fiction , poetry, short fiction, and translations have appeared in Another 

Chicago Magazine, Indiana Review, The Literary Review, Natural Bridge, New 
Letters, A Public Space, and The Southeast Review, among others. He is the 

author of a full-length collection of short stories , From the Crooked Timber, three 
poetry chapbooks- The Mutable Wheel; Lucid Bodies and Other Poems; and A 

Vulgar Geography-and he co-edited (with Kyle Minor) The Other Chekhov. 

Liselotte Erdrich is the author of Night Train (Coffee House Press, 2008) listed 

in McClatchy Newspapers "100 Notable Books" Top Ten Short Fiction. 
Sacagawea, illustrated by Julie Buffalohead, was a Read North Dakota picture 
book . Sacagawea was recently selected to represent North Dakota at the 2011 

National Book Festival in Washington , DC. 

Robert Long Foreman's essays have been listed in the Notable Essays of Best 
American Essays 2008 and 2010, and his creative nonfiction has appeared in, 
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among other journals, Michigan Quarterly Review, Massachusetts Review, 
Pleiades, and Alimentum. He is currently working on a nonfiction book about 
inheritance . 

Andy Gaus has published a book of Rilke translations (Requiem for a Woman 
and Other Poems, Threshold Books), as well as an English version of Wilhelm 
Busch's children's classic in verse, Max and Moritz (James A. Rock Publishers). 

His translation of the New Testament, The Unvarnished New Testament, is pub
lished by Red Wheel-Weiser. 

Becca Gercken is an associate professor of English and American Indian Studies 
at the University of Minnesota, Morris. 

Lisa Gill is the recipient of a 2007 National Endowment for the Arts Fellowship 
in Poetry, a Gratitude Award from New Mexico Literary Arts, and an 
Achievement Award from the University of New Mexico where she received her 
MFA in creative nonfiction with distinction . She has published five books, includ
ing The Relenting: A Play of Sorts and Caput Nili: How I Won the War and Lost 
My Taste for Oranges, a memoir consisting of 89 poems, five essays, MRl brain 
scans plus illustrations by Kris Mills. 

Megan Grumbling's work has appeared in Poetry, The Iowa Review, and other 
journals, and she was awarded a Ruth Lilly Poetry Fellowship and the Robert 
Frost A ward for Poetry. She teaches at the University of New England and 
Southern Maine Community College, serves as review editor for the poetry and 
arts journal The Cafe Review, and is the theater critic for the Portland Phoenix. 

Jenny Hanning lives in Texas. Her writing has been included in Ninth Letter, 
Quarterly West, Post Road, and others . 

Amber Jensen is the mother of two wildly creative children and teaches Spanish 
and Language Arts in Baltic, SD. She developed a love for language and culture 
while living in Mexico for 4 1/2 years and continues to travel whenever and wher
ever possible. She completed her BA and MA degrees at South Dakota State 
University and is currently pursuing a Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing 
through the University of New Orleans low-residency program. Her work has 
appeared in Ellipsis and Assisi. 

Lynne Knight's fourth collection of poems, Again, was published by Sixteen 
Rivers Press in 2009. She has also published three award-winning chapbooks . A 
cycle of poems on Impressionist winter paintings, Snow Effects (Small Poetry 
Press), has been translated into French by Nicole Courtet. Her awards include a 
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Theodore Raethke Award from Poetry Northwest , a Lucille Medwick Memorial 
Award from the Poetry Society of America, an NEA grant, and the 2009 RATTLE 
Poetry Prize. 

Lisa Knopp has published four collections of essays , including The Nature of 

Home (2002) and Interior Places (2008), both from the University of Nebraska 

Press. "Restorations " is part of a new collection called "Three Rivers: Journeys at 
Home and Beyond" which is forthcoming from the University of Missouri Press 

in spring 2012. Six of her essays have been cited as "notable essays" in the Best 
American Essays series. Knopp is an associate professor of English at the 
University of Nebraska -Omaha . 

Brandon Krieg is a member of the Davis and Krieg families of Dickinson, ND . 
He is a Founding Editor of The Winter Anthology. He lives in Seattle . 

Jim Krosschell worked in science publishing for 30 years, starting as a 29-year
old production assistant, avoiding the real world until then by grad school , Peace 

Corps , travel, and TESOL teaching . He has mostly retired now, writing essays and 
a blog and dividing his time between Newton, MA, and Owls Head , ME . His 
essays are published, or forthcoming , in Louisville Review , Southeast Review, 

Contrary, Saranac Review, Southern Indiana Review, and others. 

David McDannald's first book will be published by Editions Pion in France and 

by Pegasus Books in the U.S. in the spring of 2012 . He lives much of the time in 
Africa . 

James McKe an has published two books of poems, Head long from the 
University of Utah Press and Tree of Heaven from the University of Iowa Press, 
and a book of essays, Home Stand , from Michigan State University Press . His 
essays have appeared in Gray 's Sporting Journal and The Iowa Review. 

Sheryl L. Nelms is from Marysville , Kansas. She graduated from South Dakota 

State University in Family Relations and Child Development. She has had more 
than 5,000 articles , stories, and poems published, including fourteen individual 

collections of her poems. She is the fiction/nonfiction editor of The Pen Woman 
Magazine, the National League of American Pen Women publication . 

Robert Parham's recent work has been published by The Oxford American, 

South Carolina Review, Shenandoah, Prairie Schooner, Cincinnati Review, 

Southern Review , Southern Quarterly , and many other journals. Earlier work 

appeared in Georgia Review , Southern Humanities Review, America, Rolling 
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Stone, and a wide variety of other magazines. His chapbook What Part Motion 
Plays in the Equation of Love won the Palanquin Competition. He has published 
two other chapbooks . A collection of his poetry was a finalist for the Richard 

Snyder, Main Street Rag, Snake Nation Press, and the Marianne Moore poetry 
competitions. He presently edits the Southern Poetry Review and serves as Dean 
of the Katherine Reese Pamplin College of Arts and Sciences at Augusta State 
University. 

Sarah Seybold earned her MFA in Creative Writing from the University of 
Oregon. Her poetry has appeared in ZYZZYV A, Cold Mountain Review, Harpur 
Palate, South Dakota Review, and elsewhere, and has been nominated for a 
Pushcart Prize. She lives in Portland , Oregon , and teaches at Clark College and 
Portland State University. 

Dan Shanahan is professor of communications in the Humanities Facu lty of 
Charles University in Prague, Czech Republic . He is currently completing work 
on his first novel, "In Praise of Fatherhood." 

Toni Thomas' poems have appeared in literary magazines in Austria, New 
Zealand, Canada, England, Scotland , and Australia. In the United States, her work 
has appeared in Prairie Schooner, Hayden's Ferry Review, the Minnesota Review, 

Weber-The Contemporary West , Rhino, Notre Dame Review, and Poetry East. Her 
chapbook, Walking on Water, was published by Finishing Line Press. 

Russ J. Van Paepeghem is an Adjunct Assistant Professor of English at the 
University of Montana, Missoula. Other essays of his have appeared in Camas: 
The Nature of the West, Terrain.org , and Cirque . 

Robert E. Wood teaches in the School of Literature, Communication , and Culture 
at Georgia Tech . His film studies include essays on Fosse, DePalma, and 
Verhoeven , as well as The Rocky Horror Picture Show. He is the author of Some 

Necessary Questions of the Play , a study of Hamlet . His poetry has appeared 
recently in Poets and Artists, Jabberwock Review, Minnetonka Review, Blue 
Unicorn, and Prairie Schooner . His chapbook, Gorizia Notebook, was published 
by Finishing Line Press. 

Sarajane Woolf lives in Carpinteria, California, with her husband, Nick. Her 
essays have been published in The Christian Science Monitor, Alaska Quarterly 
Review, Ecotone, South Dakota Review , and The Broome Review. The South 

Dakota Review essay was named a "Notable Essay" by Robert Atwan, Series 
Editor , Best American Essays. Her book "The Last Body Part" is forthcoming 
from GemmaMedia. 
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