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COBY HOFFMAN 

The Farmer's Wife and the Engineer 

She parts the thin white curtains just as two bald eagles fly overhead. 
They're flying home to the massive nest they've built in the stand of 
alders. Vernon had hoped to see a fledgling come spring . Beneath the 
eagles' tree runs a creek that feeds directly into the Skagit River. It's 
rained for ten days straight , with snow flurries here and there. Penny 
hasn't been to town in two weeks, and it's that dark time of year when a 
person needs to be seen but not necessarily greeted. 

Meanwhile, her husband's begun to rot under the yellow afghan on the 
kitchen floor. It's time she carried him across the farm and over those 
train tracks and put him to rest along with the others. The smell coming 
off Vernon is getting to her, and the dog won't come near the kitchen . 
Sheriff whines in the hallway and ducks whenever she tries to pat his 
head. She suspects he thinks she 's dull and ugly, a cold fish compared to 
Vernon and his high-pitched yodeling that somehow inspired the surly old 
lab to join in, howling. Of course, she hasn 't always been so gray-faced, 
sour-mouthed, and dim-eyed. She used to play the violin. She's not sure if 
she ever was pretty, though. 

Time's come, she thinks. Time's come for a lot of things, all of them 
impossible. Leaving the farm. Choosing a few things. Going someplace 
else, maybe to Vancouver Island where she has a sister. But she's loved 
this life, the hauling , the cleaning, the quiet nights and early mornings. 
She's loved living one season at a time, harvesting tulips in spring, clear
ing fields in summer, planting bulbs in autumn, enduring five months of 
rain, yearning for spring's release. She's especially loved the drudgery, the 
clean floors on Friday , clean kitchen on Saturday, clean bathrooms on 
Sunday, clean bedrooms on Monday, porches on Tuesday, kitchen on 
Wednesday, laundry on Thursday, floors on Friday, baking daily, playing 
rummy with Vernon in the kitchen at night. There's a steady gallop to this 
life, a rhythm to sameness, which, like breathing, has kept her alive. She's 
loved it all. 
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The railroad engineer pulls the train out of Fairhaven station for the 965th 
time. It's a quaint brick station with black iron lampposts, a moon-like 
clock on the platform , and teenage buskers playing accordions, trumpets, 
and spoons . It has become his favorite stop-not that anyone would know 
it, because today , he keeps his damn paws off the horn . He keeps his 
blathering to himself. 

Just thirty-five runs short of his l ,000th on the Cascades line, Charlie 
plans to end his long career in locomotology with a grievous, wholly 
unnoticed silence . After passenge rs on three consecutive runs complained 
that the engineer had wakened them , distracted them , and plain got on 
their nerves with the stupid commentary , he ended the narrated tour. They 
had written letters about him, imploring someone to tell him to be quiet 
and let the computer drive the train . His supervisor flapped the letters in 
her hand and laughed . She didn't tell him to quit the commentary. But she 
didn't tell him to continue . After he silenced his microphone, and kept it 
silent for twenty runs, nobody asked him to resume the guided tour either. 
People don't write those kinds ofletters . 

Today the two-way radio buzzes with one-way activity. A younger 
man at station control rattles off commands and codes and wind speeds 
and track conditions , all the things a veteran engineer can see with his 
own two eyes. It's unnecessary chatter, endless and dry and obvious , and 
Charlie finds himself ignoring it. The controller's repeating himself ask
ing the same basic question, repeating Charlie 's engine number, until 
finally the young man issues a sarcastic, "Um, hell-a?" and Charlie reach
es forward and shuts the thing off. A few seconds without contact can't hurt. 

Charlie's got the train good and rolling on his own, hundreds of peo
ple in tow, in safe hands . He turns up the windshield wipers and keeps the 
train slow until he's past the residential areas . He doesn 't need the radio. 
He 's been running this same line for so long that he knows all the required 
speeds and he knows where to watch for rockslides and pedestrians. No 
one can tell him to slow down or speed up or stay on schedule . No one 
can tell him about downed trees or ice. It's forbidden to cut off contact. 
Unheard of. He'll get quite a write up. But he hopes everyone appreciates 
the damn silence. 

Now he can pretend to settle back in his seat. The train rolls past a 
shipyard-one with a shady past during Prohibition. He keeps her slow, 
taking her round a rocky bend where high-school boys sometimes moon 
the trains, where a Spanish galleon is said to have wrecked, and where an 
Oscar-winning actress does yoga on the rocks . He glides along an exqui
site stretch of coastline with the black-green Chuckanut Mountains loom
ing to the left and serene, gray Puget Sound with the San Juan Islands ris
ing like a pod of humpbacks off to the west. He used to tell passengers to 
look up from their books iPods iPads iBooks iLives-'tis the most beauti-
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Jul stretch of tracks in the country . 'Tis the pinnacle for a railroad engi
neer who has seen enough of the world to know rare beauty. Today he 
says nothing. Today he'll have to monitor the tracks with just his eyes and 
his extraordinary sense of things. 

Charlie's recently refurbished wife-with her food journal, her dyed 
blonde hair, her cancer walk I-shirts-will be disappointed when he even
tually makes it home. She insisted that he make an announcement. Her 
suggestion: "Something like, 'Today is m' last run, folks . It 's been an 
honor serving ya for the past whatever-score years. ' You know, something 
like that. Just keep it short and sweet, hon." It was the way she imitated 
his voice , the dopey way she leaned forward and seemed desperate for 
attention that made him never want to speak again. It was the way she 
bounced away from him like a beach ball, pink and glossy, 63 years old, 
and puffed up with air. 

In response to his wife's subsequent offer to throw him a retirement 
party, Charlie made one request : no parties, no announcements in the 
paper, no retirement cards or phone calls or presents or flowers that will 
only die. He wanted nothing but to make this last run and be left alone . 
His wife turned and walked away, her new shape even better than the one 
she'd had before the four kids. "Fine, then," she said. "You can have a 
pity party all by yourself." 

It's not that he feels sorry for himself. It 's that he hasn't taken pleasure 
in anything since he stopped pointing out the deer, eagles, orcas, nudists, 
lawn flamingoes, islands, thunderheads, lightning strikes, and interesting 
cloud formations to his passengers. He still notices them, though; he 
keeps count of the eagles along the way. That's two so far today, but he's 
not saying where . 

The train rolls past the drab Edgemoor estates, all Tudor and prim and 
vacant, with unsurpassed views of the San Juans . Then come a series of 
quiet coves and unassuming million-dollar cottages, some ramshackle and 
artsy, a few overwhelmed by oversized and elemental vacation homes , 
Northwest ostentatious. He feels the urge to tum on the microphone and 
tell the passengers exactly who owns these megahomes, and who's wast
ing this magnificent shoreline-they are some very famous people-but 
he resists the urge to waste his words on people who don't care. 

Maggie told him that he ought to be careful about his attitude . When 
he caught himself wondering when he'd get to die, he knew what she was 
talking about. 

Now he 's bidding silent goodbyes to all the landmarks . Goodbye to 
Teddy Bear Cove and the fat old man's yellow chair . Goodbye to the 
empty dock that has never kept a single boat. 

One last part of him wishes a kid would run out and wave a colored 
dishtowel at the train, like he used to do as a boy. He could tell some sto-
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ries about the things people will do for a passing train. But for now he 
keeps close watch on the rails ahead, and he keeps the train running at 
half speed, just in case . All he can hear is the steady rumble of steel run 
ning on steel and the clumsy flip-flap of windshield wipers in need of 
some new blades . He figures he'll tum the radio back on eventually . 

Of course, Vernon would point out that there's no sense in sitting by the 
window . He'd tell her to get up and sell the farm , take a boyfriend and a 
trip to Florida-enjoy life, because that's what he did. Even in the grayest , 
wettest , coldest part of America, his cheeks were always rosy and his lips 
were always curled up at both comers . Since he never got to have his own 
children and his folks died young, he treated everything and everybody 
like a beloved family member . Goats, chickens, horses, house mice, peo
ple in town, strangers, cobwebs, pinecones . He greeted them all. He even 
greeted the train as it bisected the family farm. He ' d run out there and toot 
his imaginary horn for the Wednesday afternoon engineer , and the 
Wednesday afternoon engineer would always toot right back. He'd stop to 
wave at passengers he couldn't see, smiling as if each of them were a 
daughter coming home for a visit. Penny used to watch Vernon and the 
train from the kitchen window. It was something she looked forward to, 
but she never let on. Her ro le was to complain consistently about the train, 
at night, during cards . 

"Snakes cut in two do not regenerate ," she liked to say, as proof that 
the train had somehow killed the family farm . It was the train , and not her 
inability to bear viable children, that killed the farm. "There's two acres 
over there . Gone to waste ." 

"Two acres," he would say. "Like a little piece of heaven ." 
It should be said that the train preceded the farm . Still, the train made 

her world feel so disjointed and isolated, her life so trivial that it could be 
intruded upon at any time . Besides, her children were buried over there. 
After Penny gave birth to stillborn twins, girls, she buried them on the 
Scrap with the rest of the Mildon family . She allowed Vernon to plant one 
apple tree in the babies' honor, but that was all the memorial she cou ld 
stand. He'd wanted to plant a whole orchard and set up a billboard with an 
inspirational quote of the day, just in case others were suffering losses 
similar to theirs. He was always trying something new, but as Penny was 
fond of saying, "You can't have two free birds in the same house." 

Now she opens the back screen door because things have to get done. 
Arthur the horse stares at his empty food bin, probably depressed by the 
smell coming from the back door . Having lost track of the days, she's lost 
track of all the chores , lost track of which foot should go before the other . 
The rain beats harder on the roof , telling her the time's come, time to 
bury Vernon . 
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A half-hour and one black bear later, the engineer leaves the old-growth 
forest by the sea and drops onto rich farmland. Skagit Valley sprawls in 
every direction, like a table . He's never been one of those just-putting-in 
my-time engineers. Today, possibly because it's his last run, driving trains 
is the love of his life. He loves the train more than his wife and children 
and certainly more than this waking death called retirement. He forgets 
his long treatise about not wanting to be associated with a neglected and 
mismanaged train system that deserves to wreck. He wrote all that in his 
12-page letter ofresignation. The truth is, he could do this forever. 

He slows the train as the rail-bed leaves off. He slows it even more , 
even if it means he'll arrive significantly behind schedule. The engineer 
can still do that, you know; there is no computer. 

Penny slips on her raincoat, hat, and boots. She grabs her husband by the 
hard, bloated ankles and she drags him across the kitchen floor, pushing 
the screen door open with her wide -hipped behind. She drags him in 
increments across the threshold, into the drizzle, then down one stair. The 
back of Vernon's head thunks on the wood . His face doesn't move. Not 
even a jiggle or a quiver. She thinks about it for a while, the damage she's 
doing to the back of his head . The drizzle turns to rain. She pulls him 
down three more stairs, pausing and wincing each time his head slams. 

Arthur the horse looks up as she drags Vernon along the gravel path 
through the middle of the property. She moves him roughly four inches at 
a time. She could hitch a wagon to Arthur, which might make this a lot 
easier, but how on earth would she get Vernon into the wagon? Vernon's 
face is drenched by now, but he wouldn't care. He'd be pleased to be bur
ied on his own land, without mortuaries and costly procedures and non
sense. She was doing just as he would want, except for this part about her 
burying him alone, acting as if she were doing something wrong by put
ting him in his own soil. Vernon really would have wanted the neighbors 
and his friends to help. She thinks about all that as she drags him past the 
doghouse, the deer -netted vegetable garden, the acres of muddy tulip 
beds, the chicken coop, and Arthur's stall. She crosses the acres, dragging 
the body several feet at a time. 

Finally, she reaches the grassy embankment where she stops and eases 
Vernon's legs to the ground . It's a steep slope for just walking, let alone 
body hauling . She gets a firm grip on his ankles and tugs . For every two 
feet she pulls him, it seems like Vernon slides back another foot. She 
stares at Vernon's gray face and she wonders how a person can be alive 
one day and dead the next. It's so simple and common yet impossible to 
fathom. She returns to the ankles and gives them five long, groaning tugs. 
Finally Vernon's rear slides up to the rails. She tugs him at an angle so 
that the torso and head can slide up with the rest of him. Standing atop the 
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embankment, rain-soaked and aching, her husband at her feet, she remem 
bers the moment he died. They had been playing rummy, having dinner. 
Vernon stood up from his chair and said, "That's it, Penny, I'm dying ," 
and that was it. She knew her life was over, too . A woman's life lopped in 
half couldn 't survive. No , she thinks numbly as she contemplates the 
raised steel rails , I'll never get over this. 

And there she is. 

And there he is, last ride of his career, and a pedestrian in an army-green 
slicker and galoshes appears on the tracks a half-mile ahead . He 's got a 
long-distance eye, and he can see her clear as most people can see their 
own television. It's definitely an old woman and she's staring right at him. 
He slows the train as if he 's rounding a sharp tum and he shakes himself 
awake . He leans forward . He gives the horn a good , long blast. 

"Move along, 01' Bess," he says. "Back to the chicken coop ." 
Old Bess just stands there . He gives the horn another go, but she's not 

moving . No one's ever stood in front of his train before. He's known other 
engineers who'd hit cars, men, dogs , teenagers, and deer, but nobody has 
ever hit an old lady. An old lady who just decided now is the time , and 
you are the engineer. 

He blows the horn three times, each several seconds long. It 's a shout
ing call. He's shocked by the noise it makes . Then he's shocked that he's 
shocked , which shocks him even more, and before he knows it, he can 
feel his heart beating and sweat 's beading on his forehead, and he's turn
ing on the two-way radio to issue a pedestrian -on-the-tracks warning. 

"Someone 's playing chicken ," he says. "Over." 
He clicks off and waits for the controller's response . There's a long 

pause , then a new voice, the head controller, in deep voice , demands to 
know how they 'd lost contact , and what does he mean by "someone 's 
playing chicken ." Charlie pulls open the window and he shouts over the 
controller 's nagging questions . He tells Old Bess to "move it, move it, get 
your ass off the tracks" as if she could hear him. 

He knows the type . She'd rather die than sell the land . She intends to 
remain stoic and transfixed even upon impact. He 's close enough to see 
the house beyond her, and he knows it must be that grim white one with 
the rusted old swing-set and the dull Clydesdale that never seems to 
move . It 's the farmhouse where , every Wednesday, the farmer comes out 
and toots his imaginary horn like a kid . A cheery little bug in overalls. 
Jiminy, he likes to call him. 

And, Jiminy Cricket , it 's as hopeless a scene as the one he ' ll face later, 
when he finally makes it home to a dark house and a wife sleeping sound
ly with her beloved earplugs in a bedroom down the hall from his . Of 
course he won't call her when he finally makes it to his car. He ' ll make 
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his own way home. He imagines himself going to his own bedroom after 
this is all over, lying down alone, and weeping into his pillow. 

The train 's horn reminds her of a God-sized harmonica , powered by 
some deep, dark breath that can either blow mountains into existence or 
wipe them off the face of the earth. It fills her chest cavity, making her 
feel her own hollowness. She looks down at Vernon's face. She thinks 
about letting the train take her, but Vernon wouldn't like that. Vernon 
wasn 't so arrogant as to claim to know what God does with us when 
we're dead , but she knows he wouldn 't like her giving up and getting 
blasted by a train. Wouldn't be anything left to bury next to him. 

The rattling rails and that wailing horn make her panic , and only 
Vernon knows what she does in a panic. She wonders about deer and 
frogs , if they experience the same internal panic that outsiders cannot 
observe . 

A man waves at her from the front of the train, but she can't even raise 
her arm to wave back. 

"Vernon, I don 't want to be here anymore," she tells the dead man 
beside the rails. 'Tm sorry." 

He could just run her over, probably will anyway, but then he would seem 
negligent. They 'd investigate the problems with the two-way , whether 
Charlie had been drinking , using a cell phone, or, even worse, that he was 
just too old and senile to drive the train. Maybe they 'd blame it on the 
war, latent post -traumatic stress , as they call it these days . Either way, 
Charlie ends his career an incompetent moron. Of course, if some other 
engineer ran over an old lady, Charlie would also call the unfortunate 
engineer an incompetent moron. 

And so he sits, straps himself onto his seat, and holds out his hand to 
keep himself from crashing into the glass. He turns on the microphone 
and he tells the passengers, with a little too much excitement in his voice, 
"Hold on, folks." 

Then he reaches up and pulls the white emergency brake cord with 
everything he's got. As the lurching train pitches him into the safety belt, he 
continues to pull the cord. The train will run her over, eventually come to a 
stop, and he ' ll get escorted back to Everett in a company van. For a second, 
he believes there's a chance he could stop in time. Hero comes to mind. 

The sound she's heard in her daydreams is nothing like the real sound of a 
train about to wreck . It pierces the deepest , innermost coils of the ears, 
sending sharp pains through her head. It smokes and sparks and groans 
like a dying mammal. It's how a dying whale, harpooned in the throat, 
might sound to other whales . 
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The train's headlights start flashing in sync with the horn. Metal 
screeches along metal and sparks spray from both sides, so much that it 
reminds her of an unstoppable wave , a wall of water that is determined to 
take her. She looks down at her boots and she digs the toes into the rocks. 
When she looks at her husband's body, he seems so far away. She lunges 
over the rail, and pulls on his arm with one hand, then two. The shoulder 
dislocates and the body slips over the wet rail. She pulls on Vernon's torso 
then his legs until he's completely between the silver lines. She curls up 
on the rumbling plank beside Vernon and she rolls into him . She puts her 
arm over him as if they were in bed, a damp bed that smells of black -oiled 
wood . The train screams those feelings she cannot express. The sounds 
coming from this train have been brewing for a long time, possibly since 
she married Vernon Mildon when she was only eighteen and miscarried 
that first year, and miscarried and miscarried the years after, and finally 
delivered on the eighth year, then buried two identical stillborns who lie 
unnamed in one pink blanket, unknown to all but their mother who got to 
know them in the womb, on that piece of land called the Scrap without a 
headstone or memorial of any kind save a spindly apple tree that bears 
meager quantities of the fruit. She wishes she would have planned this 
better and unearthed the babies, bundled them , named them. She wonders 
about heaven. She knows she won't go there. But what about Vernon? 
What about her babies? If she ' d just waited and died on God's time , 
would Vernon and her babies be waiting for her? All two pounds of them , 
a palm 's worth? Or do lost babies grow up in heaven , so that by the time 
Penny goes to them, they would already be over forty and graying? 
Unrecognizable. She thinks all this and her eyes burn . Her lungs have 
been seared and clogged with dirt. She tastes oil and burnt wood and dry 
grit. A fine rain dampens her face. It's only a drizzle, the kind of rain that 
falls this time of year . 

A wall of steel hovers over her, two good paces away. A hellish blast 
of smoke , grit , and heat replaces everything. 

Rain and sweat run down the sides of the stunned engineer's face. The old 
Charlie would've given his passengers an earful already. They could've 
gotten the fully narrated disaster -averted experience, but instead they sit 
back there complaining . He needs to say something to them . 

He turns on the microphone, but he can 't think of the short, sweet 
thing to say, so he turns it off. There must be commotion back there, peo
ple wanting to know what happened, and why did the train stop so abrupt 
ly in the middle of nowhere? None of them can see this balled up creature 
at the foot of the train . He pictures the passengers on their cell phones. 
Why are we still stopped and why can't that idiot train driver get us mov
ing again? Because , you see , once the emergency brake is deployed, 
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that's it for the engineer. Sayonara. A crew and investigators have to 
come, and by the time they get this train rolling, the engineer will already 
be home in bed. 

Charlie hears a woman's loud sobbing, but it's coming from the train, 
not from Old Bess who's rising from the tracks in blackface, glancing 
upward only briefly before she tugs a dead man's body over the rails . He 
barely recognizes Jiminy without his overalls. He's bloated, gray, soaked 
to the bone in light blue pajamas. Old Bess pulls Jiminy by the ankles, 
and she must figure that since her train suicide didn't work, she ought to 
just continue with whatever she was doing, in this case, pulling Jiminy 
down to the little cemetery on the other side of the tracks. She struggles 
down the slope, the corpse stubbornly adhering to the mud. He feels sorry 
for Old Bess, for making her live-but killing her would have ruined his 
life and that isn't quite fair. It also didn't seem fair to the forces and the 
universe, to just sit down and decide you're done. 

Heavy footsteps and some ham-fisted pounding on the door interrupt 
Charlie's brief spiritual interlude. She opens the door and plows forward 
to the windshield . It's a new conductress, the big, lazy gal from Spokane 
who's always telling people about her puppies. She smells like laundry 
soap. 

"Holy shit," she says, looking down at Old Bess. "That's a dead body." 
She's panting, flapping one hand next to her cheek. "Did you-did we-?" 

Charlie dumps out his sandwiches and hands his lunch sack to her. He 
instructs her to breathe into it, thereby saving another woman's life, and 
it's not even dinnertime . 

Penny pulls Vernon down to a gravel path lined with blackberry brambles. 
As she finally pulls him inside the cemetery, to a grassy spot next to his 
father, pains shoot up her back. She knows what Vernon would say. Why 
don't you get one of the neighbors, hon? Just walk over and say, "Vern 
died. Could you give me a hand putting him in the ground?" She knows it 
would look bad. Her out there, Vernon dead, his head damaged from the 
stairs, and she hasn't even called the authorities. What would they think? 
Would the neighbors even know who she is without Vernon? She changes 
her mind and pulls Vernon over to the apple tree. 

Charlie confirms that there 's a dead body. No, he did not hit the corpse . 
No, he did not hit the pedestrian. Yes, he's sure. Yes, he's sure the two
way radio malfunctioned . Yes, he's sure he didn't turn it off. Yes, he 
understands the disciplinary actions he might face . .. But a reduction in 
his pension? Criminal charges? No, he hadn't thought of that. 

A circus awaits him. There will be paperwork , redundant questions , 
interrogations, and an overall assumption that he's done something terri-
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bly wrong. It won't end for a long time. He thinks maybe he and his wife 
ought to leave the Northwest and head somewhere warmer, thousands of 
miles from their children and grandchildren . They could get a condo in 
Palm Springs. She could take up tennis and he could drive the little puffer 
train at a zoo. They could get an RV and he could drive it across the country. 

In his mind, he tells Old Bess to hurry up with the burial. Neither of 
them has much time. 

Penny walks over to the junk pile and finds the spade, the one they've 
always used for burials . She stands under the apple tree and she takes two 
steps south before she sinks the shovel. The black dirt separates easily, but 
it's heavy in the winter. She manages to scoop out a little basin, about six 
feet by two feet, one foot deep. She knows she ought to cover him up and 
get back inside so she can clean up and go through some things and make 
the phone call to her sister. 

Charlie completes his cabin inspections just as a yellow maintenance car 
rolls its way up the tracks. It's tall and narrow, with yellow flashers, like 
two eyes, and two crewmen leaning out to the sides. It looks like an 
insect. He tells Puppy Lady it's time to go. He waves his hands at her to 
scoot along, scoot, and give him a last minute, but she's dropped her giant 
rear in his seat and says she's too shaken to get up. No doubt determined 
to build a solid worker's comp case . 

He opens the side door and climbs down the engine ladder. Even 
though he's in the middle of nowhere, he searches the fields for his wife. 
He knows he'd said not to come to the station, much less farm country a 
hundred miles north of home . He kind of remembers demanding that 
Maggie not greet him after his last run. Maybe he hollered at her. 
Bellowed and stormed out of the house is more like it. It 's immaterial, 
because he needs her here right now. He wants to tell her about Jiminy 
and the wife. He wants to tell her about his ideas for their new life. He 
wants her to see him excited for a change , about something that involves 
the two of them. 

Penny stands at the kitchen sink and splashes hot water on her face. The 
water coming off her face is black. She finger-combs her hair back and 
she takes a seat at the kitchen table . 

Sheriff howls and barks as sirens flood the house. She looks at her 
kitchen as if she's just awakened to it. There 's Vernon's tipped chair, his 
slippers on the floor, dinner plates with potatoes and bites of steak on 
them, his boots next to her boots by the back door, the rummy game still 
intact with each of their hands carefully placed on the table . She gathers 
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the cards into a stack and she sets her plate on top of Vernon's. She should 
really straighten up for company. As she gets up, she looks out the back 
window and for the first time, she can see the very top of the apple tree 
from here, just the tips of the highest leaves. It occurs to her that someday 
she will look out there and see the apples themselves, red and round and 
full . 
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BEATRICE STACCINI 

Kiki: A Never-Ending Literary Case 

The chaotic and brilliant atmosphere ofMontparnasse in the 1920s cannot 
be completely understood without considering the extraordinary figure of 
Kiki de Montparnasse, the famous model, who came to symbolize an 
entire era . She was one of the most important characters living in the 
international colony which was to prove fundamental to the development 
of modern culture . Her success was great, as it was extremely brief; and 
she perfectly embodied the bohemian and creative spirit which was to 
characterize the Montparnasse quarter of Paris . 

Kiki 's life is curiously connected with the lives of two great American 
artists: the painter and photographer Man Ray, who was her lover, and the 
writer Ernest Hemingway, who wrote a preface to her book of memoirs. 

Kiki's origins were extremely humble and poor. She was born Alice 
Ernestine Prin in 1901, in Chatillon-sur-Seine, a small town in Burgundy. 
An illegitimate child, she was brought up by her grandmother. At the age 
of twelve she joined her mother in Paris . By 1916 she began to pose for 
painters and sculptors, and she made friends with many artists by fre
quenting the most popular cafes of Montparnasse. It was there that she 
met Man Ray, who had just arrived in Paris. They fell madly in love and 
Kiki promptly became his favorite model, the unchallenged egerie of Man 
Ray's French apprenticeship . In June 1924 one of the most significant 
photographs of the 20th century appeared in the monthly magazine 
Litterature . The photograph, Le Violon d'Jngres, is considered a surrealist 
icon. Man Ray, the author of this masterpiece, immortalized Kiki, who is 
the absolute protagonist of the image. Her naked back suggesting a violin 
is a clear reference to an Ingres painting . 

In the 1920s Kiki became the main attraction of many cafes and night
clubs : in her peculiar stage make-up she sang in a warm tone and danced 
moving her body in a characteristic way . Besides being an excellent 
model , singer, and dancer, she was also an original painter. She was 
untrained, however, and her style remained pleasantly "primitive" in all 
her work .1 Kiki also took part in various surrealist films and in other suc
cessful works.2 In 1929 she was proclaimed Queen of Montparnasse dur-
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ing a benefit matinee sponsored by the French journalist Henri Broca and 
his magazine Paris-Montparnasse. 3 In the 1930s Kiki continued to pose 
for many artists and to act in new films , but the Montpamasse era had 
come to an end . Its fading seems to eclipse Kiki 's artistic and human 
adventure, and it is thus difficult to trace the last part of her life. Except 
briefly, she never left the quarter where she spent her last twenty years 
with Andre Laroque. He was a tax collector who played the piano and the 
accordion and used to accompany Kiki during her performances. They 
shared a flat in rue Brea. It is just near this house that Kiki collapsed. She 
died 23 March 1953.4 

Kiki de Montpamasse is a figure who has been neglected for a long 
time and who continues to be ignored by a large number of experts and 
enthusiasts of modem culture. 5 She is too often analyzed in a superficial 
way without paying due attention to the complexity and fullness of her 
personal and artistic life. Kiki was an artist in full: she sang, she danced, 
she acted, she posed, and she painted . Even if she was not formally edu
cated, her great artistic feeling and the contact with the community of 
writers, painters , and sculptors living in Montpamasse gave her the means 
to create very personal and original works of art. 

The most astonishing aspect of Kiki's artistic sensibility is perhaps the 
fact that she also became a writer when she decided to tell the story of her 
life.6 Kiki's memoirs have a very complex history . Man Ray encouraged 
her to write and Broca helped her to publish the book. The first chapters 
of the memoirs appeared in the April 1929 issue of Paris-Montparnasse 
and were reprinted that same year in Kiki Souvenirs. The volume, written 
in French, consists of 28 chapters and traces the model's life from her 
Burgundian beginnings to her Montpamassian present. 7 The book also 
includes a preface written by the Japanese artist Foujita, a critical section 
about Kiki's painting, and various paintings of her and by her.8 The model 
devotes a large number of pages to her childhood and to the first years 
spent in Paris, but she is a little evasive about her present success in 
Montpamasse and her love affair with Man Ray. 

Kiki's style is very interesting. It is always extremely natural and 
spontaneous. She uses short sentences; her prose is energetic and empha
sized by an excessive, naYve use of punctuation . The tone is conversation
al, the language simple . Certain passages are also characterized by Kiki's 
great sense of humor.9 She is laconic when she uses dots and ellipses, 
however she is always able to relay her message .1 O Gaipa and Scholes 's 
analysis of Kiki's style, published in The Hemingway Review in 1999, 
indicates the use of present tense even when she speaks about the past. 
She chooses the present not because of a lack of grammar, but because 
she is going over her existence using a sort of historical present. 
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In 1930 Edward W. Titus, an editor of At the Sign of the Black 
Manikin Press , decided to publish an English version of the memoirs 
translated by the American journalist Samuel Putnam . Titus asked Ernest 
Hemingway to write a preface to the book to make this new edition 
extraordinary . The American writer agreed to writing very few prefaces 
during his lifetime and so the fact that he paid this homage to Kiki is evidence 
of their friendly relationship and of his admiration for her writing skills. 

Ernest Hemingway , who had arrived in Paris in December 1921, 
moved to Montparnasse in 1924 with his bride Hadley Richardson in an 
apartment in rue Notre-Dame -des -Champs n. 113. 11 In the quarter 
Hemingway emerged as an established writer. 12 Along with his famous 
literary associations (Ezra Pound , Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, Scott 
Fitzgerald, and many others) Ernest made friends with three fundamental 
Montparnasse figures: Man Ray, who was to take many photographs of 
him, 13 Jimmy Charters, 14 the most popular bartender in the quarter, and 
Kiki, the unchallenged Queen of Montparnasse. Hemingway went regu
larly to the cafes and the bars where she sang and danced. 15 Kiki men
tions the writer in the twenty-seventh chapter of her memoirs describing 
him like an innocent child who had never known the pleasures of sexual 
life: "Et j'ai revu Ernest, plus premier communiant et plus affable que 
jamais. Est -il encore vierge? Me suis-je demande" (167). The model 
affectionately makes fun of him; she is ironic since she knows perfectly 
well that he had been married to Hadley for over three years and had a 
son. Hemingway admired Kiki; he was fond of her vitality. Kiki, always 
happy and gay, attracted the writer who on the contrary, was shy and 
reserved, although fascinated by everything throbbing with life. She was 
spontaneous and direct ; her life was rich in extravagant and unforeseeable 
adventures . She was different from the less flamboyant women romanti 
cally involved with Hemingway during the period spent in Paris such as 
Hadley and Pauline Pfeiffer . Kiki appeared like a sort of femme fatale, 
though she was not really that kind of woman and had a child-like inno
cence . Hemingway, a good observer of reality, loved this aspect of her 
personality and had a paternalistic attitude toward her. Ernest had particu 
lar admiration for a woman who was at once great and helpless, femme 
fata le and innocent child. 

In Hemingway's introduction Kiki is described like a monument both 
to herself , because of her putting on weight , and to the Montparnasse era, 
because of her enormous influence on the quarter. The writer praises her 
beauty, her body, her face, and her speaking voice. He says that she is not 
a "lady" and that she "never had a Room of Her Own." He had not yet 
seen Putnam's English translation of Kiki's memoirs but was convinced 
that it would be a failure. Hemingway's opinion about the trans lation, 
published in the edition of 1930, provoked a lively exchange of views that 
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involved not only the translator Putnam, who felt accused, but also the 
publisher Titus, who placed himself between the two contending parties. 
In this version of Kiki 's book F oujita's preface is omitted, whereas a new 
chapter dedicated to Jean Cocteau is included. It is also possible to trace 
the additions she made throughout the book. It is interesting to note how the 
model dedicates more pages to her present life than in the original French 
edition. 16 

The English version of Kiki 's memoirs had several reprints in the 
1950s and in the 1960s and, after its initial confiscation by US Customs in 
1930, was widely circulated in the United States under the new title: The 
Education of a French Model . Samuel Roth, the famous book pirate, 
seemed to be deeply interested in Kiki's work: it showed all the details of 
the private life of a celebrity , in this case linked to both worlds of art and 
sex. In his 1950 edition published by Boar's Head Books, Roth chose to 
reproduce the 1930 English text adding, at the same time, some nude pho 
tos and his own introduction to the memoirs. In 1955 ten new chapters 
appeared in the Roth edition published under Bridgehead Books imprint. 
The pirate altered the text including a series of pin -up glossies of nude 
women and replaced all ofKiki's paintings with obscene scenes. 

Kiki had presumably written this sequel to her memoir 23 years after 
finishing her Souvenirs. The episodes described in the second part of the 
memoirs are not easily verifiable .17 Kiki probably never left Montpamasse 
in the 1950s, and she never had a lover named Antoine in the 1920s. It is 
also difficult to prove her surprising encounters with Hemingway and 
Roth. The plot of the sequel is improbable and the style puerile , a sort of 
anticipation of certain future post -modem literature. Perhaps this second 
part of the memoirs was composed by Roth himself who used to appropri
ate, as widely explained in Gaipa and Scholes's contributions, the voices 
of the writers he exploited. 18 The Seven Sirens Press, controlled by Roth 
himself, published the memoirs in 1950, 1955, and 1956, and Belmont 
Books edited a paperback version of The Education of a French Mode l in 
1962. The great number of all these American illegal editions, obviously 
characterized by a voyeuristic interest in the model 's figure , makes the 
history ofKiki's book particularly atypical and intricate . 

In 1996 Kiki's book was eventually registered with the Library of 
Congress. Billy Kluver and Julie Martin, who had already written Kiki s 
Paris Artists and Lovers 1900-1930 in 1989, edited this new edition of 
Kiki s Memoirs published by The Ecco Press in New York. Textually these 
memoirs reproduce faithfully the 1930 English edition: the first and origi 
nal part of the book, Hemingway's introduction, and Titus and Putnam's 
rejoinders. This edition also includes the translation of Foujita's original 
preface and a second series of autobiographical sketches entitled Kiki 
Talks Openly to You-the original Kiki vous par le sans pose-that were 
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published in three installments in the magazine lei Paris in 1950. 19 

Kluver and Martin do not report the second probably spurious part of the 
book and introduce fewer paintings and drawings by Kiki compared to 
those included in the first edition. They have perhaps gained copyright 
access to Man Ray's photographs but not to many of the model's works. Of 
the 1996 edition we have interesting comments in The Hemingway Review 
thanks to the above mentioned Gaipa and Scholes's article. 

In April 2005, Kiki's book returned to the spotlight. The French pub
lisher Jose Corti has edited a new and sensational version of the memoirs 
entitled Souvenirs retrouves . Apparently this volume is nothing less than 
the text Kiki wrote and dictated to her lover Laroque in 1938. At that time 
Kiki had just overcome her drug problems, she was 37 years old and had 
decided to gather drawings, photographs - among them Man Ray's 
unpublished works-and writings. Serge Plantureux, who wrote the intro
duction to this book, explains that Kiki's manuscript - consisting of 127 
typed pages with many handwritten corrections and with its interesting 
Bristol paper label, "infinitely precious"-had disappeared for years in a 
Parisian hiding place. The Second World War delayed the publication of 
the book. After Kiki's death Laroque contacted one of Andre Breton's lit
erary agents, but he did not succeed in publishing the memoirs perhaps 
because of Kiki 's strong opinion about the surrealists. 20 The 1938 version 
is composed of a large number of pages: a good 48 chapters. The contents 
go over many of the episodes told in the 1929 and 1930 editions, report 
the chapters then published in lei Paris in 1950, and introduce new events 
and details principally about the years after the Montpamasse era. Kiki 
speaks about Henri Broca's madness, her mother's illness, her life and 
work in the declining cabarets, her tour in Berlin, her working experience 
in Saint-Tropez, her love story with Laroque, and her dramatic drug 
addiction. In the 1938 manuscript Kiki describes sad, harsh, and cruel epi
sodes with her perforating realism, stories of quarrels, suicides, and 
human weaknesses, thus giving a faithful portrait of the quarter. We can 
suppose that the three installments published in Ici Paris were intended to 
launch a new, forthcoming edition ofKiki's memoirs even if the project
as explained before-did not succeed. Henri Broca, indeed, had used the 
same strategy when he announced-with the publication of the first chap
ters in an issue of his magazine-the forthcoming Kiki Souvenirs in 1929. 

In the 1938 version Kiki leaves out important circumstances and fails 
to mention some details about her private and artistic life. She does not 
hint at her literary activity although the publication of her memoirs-both 
in French and in English-had met with great success; it seems queer too 
that the model does not mention such incredible experiences as her signif
icant participation in many surrealist films, her trip to New York to enter 
the cinema world, and her adventure in Villefranche where, after a furious 
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quarrel in a bar, she was arrested, imprisoned, and tried. Kiki gave ample 
space to the significant episodes in the 1929 and 1930 edition. In the new 
version of the memoirs these episodes have disappeared. This text leaves 
out three people with whom Kiki had shared important moments and 
experiences in the 1920s: she does not mention Ernest Hemingway, she 
omits all the details of her strong and close friendship with Therese 
Treize, 2 1 and she chooses not to talk about Man Ray. He is just listed 
among the others when Kiki describes the surrealists-in the XXXVI 
chapter-and the atmosphere of The Jockey-in the XXXV chapter. The 
entire chapter previously dedicated to him in the 1929 and 1930 editions 
has been completely cut. It would be interesting to analyze the reasons 
that induced Kiki not to speak about her love affair with Man Ray and 
their great artistic collaboration. It would not be absurd to suppose that 
Laroque, who helped her in writing this new version, could have been 
jealous of Man Ray. However, Kiki, talking about her other love experi 
ences, reveals the spiciest details without paying too much attention to her 
actual companion's reaction. It could be possible that Kiki avoided 
describing her relationship with the American artist because he had been 
the unique love of her life before Laroque. It is reasonable to think that all 
the omissions made by Kiki in the 1938 manuscript are somehow related 
to Man Ray. Perhaps she does not mention the cinema because he directed 
many of the films in which she took part . The same reasoning could be 
made to explain or justify Kiki's reticence about her painting and her writ
ing: it was always Man Ray who encouraged her both to paint as well as 
to tell the story of her life. Man Ray and Therese Treize, practically 
excluded in the 1938 version, are, by coincidence, involved in the two 
untold episodes of New York and Villefranche. 22 The fact that Kiki omits 
talk about two people who were fundamental in her life is mysterious. 

By analyzing the manuscript contents it seems that Kiki goes over her 
humble origins and her growing popularity leaving out the most interest 
ing artistic period of her life, that is to say, the years spent with Man Ray, 
shared with Therese, and admired by Hemingway. The episodes that 
occurred after the glorious Montparnasse era are, on the contrary, reported 
in great detail. It is as if she would remove everything linked to her past 
success; she operates a sort of self-censorship. When Kiki takes drugs she 
feels revived: "Alors, une pincee de poudre ... et je me sentais allegee, 
plus de soucis, plus d'ennui,je ne voyais meme plus quej'etais grasse. Je 
redevenais la fille gaie des beaux jours" (Corti 293). By the time she 
writes the manuscript she has at last overcome drug addiction and decides 
not to mention "Jes beaux jours" that have caused her success but also her 
fall into the depths of despair. In 1938 only her present lover-whose 
name remains implicit in the entire manuscript-exists for Kiki . She 
hopes to live a new life, free from constrictions and prejudice, free from 

21 



the idea that she is nothing but a Man Ray product. When Kiki falls in 
love with Laroque, she changes her habits and distances herself from the 
world she knew.23 1938 seems to be an important year for Kiki, the best 
moment to leave the past behind and cast her mind toward the future 
greatly influenced by her love for a man. The book has a very positive 
ending: "Et maintenant je suis heureuse, gaie, je retrouve mes forces . Je 
vis, je respire, je crois en l'avenir. J'ai un amant qui m'aime, que j'aime, 
nous serons heureux. Tout va bien" (Corti 309). 

Kiki was not a professional writer. She probably began to write her mem
oirs because she lived in a world full of artists and writers. Yet Kiki 's text, 
or better, the first part of it published in 1929, is noteworthy for a certain 
musicality and a particular rhythm . The model, only semiliterate, could 
not have authored such a book alone . In the original French version, the 
first page of the first chapter is printed in Kiki 's actual handwriting prov
ing her major literary faults: there are many misspellings and grammatical 
errors.24 The second page and all the others, on the contrary, are typed, 
with no errors. This could be a precise choice made to underline the fact 
that the book written by a child-like writer has been corrected and re
examined in a second moment by a more expert hand. The copy of Kiki 
Souvenirs we were fortunate to consult at Casa Moretti Foundation in 
Cesenatico has a very interesting autograph dedication: "a Marino Moretti 
qui a ma simpatthie puis quil aime ma peinture Kiki 1929."25 This brief 
writing confirms and testifies to the model's literary "style ." 

Hemingway admired Kiki; he was fond of her personality. 
Hemingway's good ear for music could perhaps be and probably was the 
source of musicality we find in Kiki 's prose. He could easily have helped 
the model in composing the text. 

Hilary K. Justice, an American musicologist fond of Hemingway's 
prose, has written a very enlightening essay entitled: "Alias Grace : Music 
and the Feminine Aesthetic in Hemingway's Early Style." The structures 
of certain early works written by Hemingway suggest counterpoint or 
alternative musical forms. The writer, who played the cello, recognized 
having been deeply influenced by music, especially by Johann Sebastian 
Bach. His style, like Bach's, is clear, but not simplistic. Hemingway is a 
writer of polished prose, attentive to the slightest details. The musicality 
found in his early works produced during the French apprenticeship could 
suggest a stimulating interpretation of Kiki's book . Since he wrote the 
preface , Hemingway was surely interested in Kiki 's memoirs. The mod
el's unusual literary activity excited Hemingway's curiosity and it is not 
absurd to suggest that he could have collaborated with Kiki in writing the 
text. In Paris there was great artistic freedom and the possibility of help
ing a celebrity like Kiki could have been a pure divertissement for an up-

22 



and-coming writer. His long Parisian stay had given him a very good 
knowledge of the French language. We can presume, however, that he 
himself was not able to correct Kiki 's grammatical mistakes and that 
someone else took part in the editing of the book, perhaps the publisher Broca. 

In his introduction to Kiki's book Hemingway invites the readers to 
read the seventh and the twelfth chapters. The seventh chapter
"Initiation Manquee"-is characterized by the use of short, telegraphic 
sentences, very often consisting of a subject and a verb. Similar to 
Hemingway, Kiki's prose is always synthetic and tense. In this same chap
ter, the repetition of "et" is also evident: 

II nous a souri, nous a offert cafe-creme et croissants. Et puis mon 
amie a dit ace Monsieur qu'il devrait bien m'initier , que je voulais 
bien et que <;a me rendrait un grand service! Je suis restee seule avec 
lui et nous sommes alles a Menilmontant ou ii habitait. Son apparte 
ment etait au cinquieme etage et me parut luxueux. II m 'a fait 
enlever mes vetements et m'a donne une grande chemise de nuit a 
Jui. (99) 

In her essay, Hilary Justice points out the use of "and" in the first para
graphs of A Farewell to Arms and quotes Hemingway's remark about his 
stylistic choice: "In the first chapter of 'Farewell,' I used the word 'and' 
consciously over and over the way Mr. Johann Sebastian Bach used a note 
in music when he was emitting counterpoint" (221). Kiki's emphatic use 
of punctuation and the frequent repetitions give an original rhythm to the 
prose and make it seem similar to Hemingway's clear and spare style: 
"Cet homme si doux, si calin, me plaisait!" (100), "Mais le matin, quand 
je suis partie,j'etais encore vierge, helas!" (101). 

The twelfth chapter-"Ma Grand 'mere"-has a complex structure 
which could be analyzed using musical parameters . The initial part is 
characterized by repetitions composed of a subject ("ma grand'mere" or 
"elle") and a verb in the indicative imperfect ("etait ," "avait," "trouvait," 
"voyait," "disait ," "aimait," "donnait"), the past tense generally used to 
relate past facts. The central section, on the contrary, uses other tenses: the 
indicative present , the infinitive, the subjunctive, the past historic and the 
present perfect. The last part of the chapter follows the first scheme: sub
ject plus indicative imperfect. The whole structure reminds us of the 
framework of the baroque sonata, a musical form characterized by two 
contrasting sections unified by a single subject. In Kiki 's prose this sub
ject could be identified with her grandmother's figure. The tone sequence 
of the sonata parallels the verb tenses used in the twelfth chapter. In the 
first part of a sonata there is a passage from the initial tonality to the dom
inant tone, whereas in the second part we return to the original tonality. It 
is the same path followed by the verb tenses: the initial indicative imper-
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feet, the central change to other verb tenses, and the final return to the 
first verb tense. Another aspect found in the twelfth chapter is the use of 
reticence as in the episode of the American soldier who wanted to rape 
Kiki's grandmother:" ... enfin, lui faisant comprendre que, malgre sa vie-
illesse, ii voulait bien ... " ( 121 ). Kiki does not explicitly tell what were 
the man's intentions, but the reader can clearly understand the facts. The 
model's use of reticence could be another aspect associated with 
Hemingway's style which tends to be always extremely brief and selec
tive. Kiki omits details not because she does not know something about 
the story but to render the climax of the narration more interesting and 
captivating. 

In his preface Hemingway reveals that he is seriously afraid of an 
English translation of Kiki 's book: "It is a crime to translate it. If it 
shouldn't be any good in English, and reading it just now again and see
ing how it goes, I know it is going to be a bad job for whoever translates 
it, please read it in the original" (Preface in Kluver 53). He has always 
been fearful of possible manipulations of his own literary works and 
Hilary Justice underlines very well this aspect of Hemingway's scrupulos 
ity: "As early as 1925, he referred to his stories as though they were musi 
cal compositions, telling editor Horace Liveright not to change any words, 
because 'the stories are written so tight and so hard that the alteration of a 
word can throw an entire story out of key"' (221). The prose-music paral 
lel is evident and it is probable that Hemingway was so afraid of Putnam's 
translation because he had actually helped Kiki in composing her mem
oirs. In spite of Hemingway's misgivings, the translation retains some of 
the beauty of the original version since the English language is, by nature, 
able to render the conciseness of the French first edition. 

The second part of the model's book that appeared in the United 
States in 1955 is strikingly different from the first. We have a new style 
and new themes . The sentences are longer and more complex; there is an 
ample use of adjectives and adverbs. The rhythm that we analyzed in the 
original version seems to vanish. The initial paragraphs of the sequel are 
enough to highlight the gap between the two parts of the memoirs: "Let's 
face it. Celebrity only took me out of a quaint world in which I fit snugly 
and comfortably, and deposited me, kerplunk, on a series of grand door
steps whose doors opened slowly and suspiciously when I knocked and 
closed in my face with a bang the moment I tried to enter. I finally gave it 
up as not for me" (Belmont Books 62). The unreal atmosphere suggested 
in the sequel is interesting because the style used to write the ten new 
chapters is similar to the style used in post-modern literature. The author 
of the second part is well acquainted with Kiki, with Roth's illegal deal
ings, and with Hemingway's characteristics. He or she distorts facts by 
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creating a fantastic narrative, a little too cloying. Perhaps Roth himself 
was clever enough to be able to write such a particular work. 

The style of Kiki vous parle sans pose confirms the probable inauthen
ticity of the second part of the memoirs. In these chapters the model is 
more thoughtful and meditative; she freely expresses her feelings and 
emotions . The editor of lei Paris, the magazine in which these autobio
graphical sketches appeared, has perhaps induced Kiki to underscore or to 
conceal things to provoke the reader's interest. 

The recently published version of Kiki 's memoirs enriches the com
plex history of the book. The 1938 manuscript, however, does not confute 
our interpretation of a possible Hemingway contribution to the original 
text. The new edition is wordier, lacks in terseness, and is extremely 
explicit. The contents are definitely more obscene : Kiki describes naughty 
scenes and she persists in talking about the loss of her virginity. The lan
guage used is scurrilous and realistic. Kiki vents her anger and expresses 
her grief and her enthusiasm without paying attention to the presence of a 
possible audience. She is completely free before her book that seems to be 
a sort of intimate and private diary. The reticence, the allusiveness, and 
the conciseness allowing a comparison to Hemingway's style have disap
peared. The fact that in the 1938 version Kiki does not mention her liter
ary production nor her connection with Hemingway could strengthen the 
hypothesis that the writer did help her in composing the memoirs: Kiki 
was probably so in debt to Hemingway that she prefers not to speak about 
the huge success her book had in 1929 thanks to him. 

The sequel to the memoirs, Kiki vous parle sans pose and the 1938 
version show different styles and aspects compared to the first, original 
part of the book. The 1929 French edition is an unicum characterized by 
purity and freshness. It is worth reading and brings to life not only the cul
tural context which created it and Kiki 's great personality, but also 
Hemingway's unparalleled first literary works. 

Notes 

1 Her favorite subjects were the idyllic country scenes which reminded her of 
her birthplace. She loved using gaudy colors, bold brushworks, and a clear draw
ing style; Kiki 's most important exhibition took place at Au Sacre du Printemps , a 
gallery where she showed 27 paintings in 1927. It was one of the most successful 
vernissages of the year. In 1930 Kiki exhibited her works at the Galerie Bernheim, 
the antique shop managed by the art dealer Bernheim-Jeune, mentioned by 
Hemingway in one of his short paragraphs "Paris, 1922." 

2Man Ray, director of many surrealist films, assigned to Kiki important roles 
in Retour a la Raison (1923), Emak Bakia (1926), and L 'Etoile de la Mer (1928). 
However her experience as an actress was not linked only to her lover's activity 
and she took part in successful works such as Galerie des Monstres (1924) where 
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she was listed in the credits as "Kiki Ray," Ballet Mecanique (1926) planned by 
Fernand Leger, and Paris la belle (1928) filmed by Pierre Prevert. 

3During the show, rich in performances by many artists of Montparnasse , 
Kiki sang the motifs she was famous for, and she was proclaimed Queen by the 
audience. The photo taken on this occasion became a postcard that probably sold 
100,000 copies. Kiki and the editor of Paris -Montparnasse Henri Broca had a 
brief love affair during which he began to demonstrate eccentric and violent 
behavior. The French journalist was eventually institutionalized . 

4French and American newspapers and magazines reported the news. 
According to Man Ray's account of the facts Kiki's funeral was grandly organized 
and the entire quarter gathered to honor her. However, Jean-Paul Crespelle, in La 
vie quotidienne a Montparnasse a la Grande Epoque 1905-1930, says that, among 
the numerous artists of the quarter, Foujita alone accompanied Kiki's last journey 
to Thiais Cemetery. 

5rt would, however, be unfair not to mention the existence of various recent 
works dedicated to Kiki. In 1989 Billy Kluver and Julie Martin edited the interest
ing Kiki's Paris Artists and Lovers 1900-1930. Seven years later the same authors 
gave concrete form to a new edition of Kiki 's autobiography with the publication 
of Kiki's Memoirs. Mark Gaipa and Robert Scholes enriched the 1999 Fall issue of 
The Hemingway Review with their article "She 'Never had a Room of Her Own': 
Hemingway and the New Edition of Kiki's Memoirs." Gaipa is also the author of 
an accurate essay entitled "The Avant-Garde as Erotica: Kiki and Samuel Roth at 
the Margins of Modernist Art," which is available on the Web. The French editor 
Jose Corti has recently published a new version of Kiki's book which we are 
going to analyze in detail. The world of music is interested in Kiki as testified by 
Kiki de Montparnasse: an opera consisting of twelve scenes. The sensational 
work , whose music and lyrics were written by the Italian composer Andrea 
Mannucci and the librettist Marco Ongaro, made its debut in Paris in March 2007. 

61n his autobiography, Man Ray says that Kiki began to write her memoirs 
during a short stay in Chatillon-sur -Seine where she was visiting her grandmother. 
The model sent to her lover some notes about her childhood. Kiki 's grandmother 
died in 1924 and the memoirs were published only in I 929, so we can surmise that 
Kiki worked on the book for four or five years. 

7 Although copies of the memoirs were not ready yet, Broca organized a book
signing party at the Falstaff on June 25, 1929. Another party to advertise the book 
took llace at Edouard Loewy's bookshop on October 26 that same year. 

The 1929 edition includes portraits of Kiki made by Kisling, Foujita, 
Hermine David, Tono Salazar, Per Krohg, and Mayo. The volume also includes 
ten interesting photographs by Man Ray and twenty paintings by Kiki. 

9The last part of the second chapter is very amusing: "On monte en fiacre. Ma 
mere se tord quand je Jui demande si !es rues luisantes de Paris sont passees a la 
cire, et que s;a devrait etre une chose bien fatigante a faire!" (83). All quotations in 
French from Kiki 's book are from the 1929 edition unless otherwise specified . 

lOwhen , in chapter 12, she speaks about her grandmother's misadventure 
with an American soldier she decides not to say openly what was going to happen, 
but the reader can surely understand the real intentions of the man: "Alors 
l'Amer icain s'est avance pres d'elle, avec Jes billets dans la main; enfin, lui faisait 
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comnendre que malgre sa_ vieillesse, ii voulait bien . _. . " (121 ). 
When they arnved m Pans they knew no one m the French capital. Hadley, 

who had studied French, served as interpreter for Hemingway until he learned this 
language, which he did quickly. 

12Montparnasse provided the subject matter and setting for many of his 
works. The Sun Also Rises evokes people and places he knew there. Lady Duff 
Twysden and Patrick Guthrie, for example, were the inspiration for the characters 
of Brett and Mike, who had, as reported by Herbert Lottman (141), their love nest 
at the Hotel Istria, the actual residence of K.iki and Man Ray. 

13In Portraits, edited in 1963 by Man Ray, we can find a Hemingway close
up with clipped moustache and a very fair complexion; the soft focusing makes 
the face skin granular. Man Ray gives to the photo a favorable vote and he writes, 
in the caption, that Hemingway was as fond of sports as he was of literature. 

14Hemingway's passion for boxing was at the center of his daily chat with 
Jimmy Charters , who had been a professional boxer before arriving in Paris . 
Hemingway wrote a preface to Charters's autobiography published in I 934 under 
the title This Must Be the Place . Jimmy was different from that "weird lot" which 
in the l 930s-Hemingway wrote-had infested the quarter and turned it into a 
detestable place. 

15 As Michael Reynolds informs us (277) Hemingway, during his collabora
tion with Ernest Walsh's literary magazine This Quarter, went to Man Ray's stu
dio to buy an Ezra Pound photograph . When he arrived he found Kiki who 
appeared "less exotic than she might for a public appearance, but more dressed 
than she sometimes was in the studio. Visitors reported her strolling through the 
room oblivious and nude, but not in cold weather." It is probable that Kiki was at 
home also the evening Man Ray organized the party during which Hemingway 
had a terrible accident. The writer made use of the toilet, but when he came out he 
was covered with blood. He did not pull the flush but the chain of a skylight, 
which crashed on his head. The guests bandaged the wound and Man Ray shot a 
picture of the unlucky writer. 

l 6The new first chapter gives more information about Kiki 's childhood and 
father. The third chapter introduces many details about the flower market and 
Kiki 's short stay in Troyes. Moreover the sixteenth chapter describes the model's 
heart attacks, probably caused by abuse of cocaine. The twenty-first chapter
completely dedicated to Man Ray-is denser: Kiki speaks about her lover's work 
and the surrealist and dadaist movements. She also compares Man's pictorial style 
with her own. The last describes in detail the atmosphere it was possible to feel in 
Mont~arnasse at the time. 

1 In the second added part of the book Kiki talks about a recent trip to New 
York in search of her lover of 23 years ago, a man called Antoine. She is accompa
nied by a magic, speaking fish which becomes the voice of her conscience. She 
was surprised to discover a new edition of her memoirs printed in the U.S. But 
this new success would not help her financially since the publisher was Samuel 
Roth. Before meeting the pirate she has an astonishing encounter with an old 
friend, Papa Hemingway , who has become a very rich man and lives at the 
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Waldorf-Astoria Hotel ; Kiki finds out that Antoine was married to a dancer. Kiki 
decides to return to Paris where she is to live alone in a garret in Montmartre. 

l 8Hemingway is described in a very strange way ; his character seems to 
assume the features Roth himself is known for, whereas the pirate Roth, as depict
ed perhaps by himself , seems to be clever and generous . The pirate probably stole 
Kiki's book, appropriated Hemingway's voice, and tried to defend his own reputation. 

l 9The first two installments were published on 31 July and on 7 August, the 
last one on 14 August in the special edition entitled lei Paris Hebda. In these 
reflections Kiki speaks about her childhood and her first sojourn in Paris. 

20The circumstances linked to the finding of Kiki 's manuscript are not clearly 
reported. The times and the conditions of this incredible discovery seem to be 
wrapped in mystery. The reader can only know that it happened after Kliiver 's 
death-in January 2004-and that it occurred in one of the most impenetrable hid
ing places of Paris. It seems also strange that Andre Laroque , who typed the text 
and tried to publish it, did not reveal anything about the 1938 version to Billy 
Kli.iver, who had interviewed him. 

21 In the 193 8 version Therese is hurriedly mentioned in an insignificant pas
sage, whereas in the previous editions in chapter 12 Kiki does not make a mystery 
of their intimate relationship. She says they were inseparable and that they shared 
eve1f:hing. 

2In his autobiography Man Ray says that he was initially opposed to Kiki's 
journey to New York. Neither he nor the model talk about the fact that Kiki left 
Paris with an American journalist. Man Ray, indeed, says that Kiki would have 
been accompanied by a married couple . Therese , on the contrary, interviewed by 
Kli.iver in Kiki 's Paris (230), reveals that her friend, after a serious quarrel with 
Man Ray, abandoned the artist by eloping with this mysterious journa list. In 1925 
Kiki went to Villefranche with Per Krohg and Therese Treize. When she was in 
jail , Man and Therese worked hard to free her and were the only ones to know that 
the model 's suspended sentence entailed probation . 

23In Kiki 's Paris Kli.iver and Martin report a pertinent Therese Treize 's 
remark : "When Kiki took up with Laroque , she frequented another world. But 
with Broca and before with Man Ray, they were the wonderful friends ofKiki .... 
It was a chosen world" (208). 

24The model uses neither accents nor apostrophes. The verbs used are often 
badly conjugated: "ma gran mere qui avais [ ... ] que ses trois filles Jui avais aussi 
donnee a eleve," "mon gran pere [ . . . ] gagnais ," "ma gran mere fesais [ ... ] ou 
lavais," "Je me rapelle," "II s apelait," "des gran cheveux ( ... ] qui lui tombait .. . " 
Kiki shows other grammatical faults when she uses the plural ("3 autres fille," "6 
petites enfant," "nous etions tres paure ," "Haricots rouge," "des gran cheveux noir 
louche") or when she writes without paying attention to the orthography ("gran 
mere," "gran pere ," "cantonier ," "marmitte ," and "se qui fesait"). 

25The Italian writer Marino Moretti (1885-1979) is the author of novels, short 
stories , and poems. His crepuscular tone emerged in 1910 in the work Poesie 
scritte col lapis. Before dying, he decided to leave all his books and papers to the 
library of Cesenatico (Emilia Romagna), his native town. His sister Ines gave the 
municipality the family house on the canal to maintain her brother 's library in its 
original site. Nowadays Casa Moretti is also a museum which receives people 
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interested in Marino Moretti 's human and literary profile. Among the books pre
served in the rich library there is a copy of Kiki Souvenirs , whose origin and 
nature were ignored by the staff of the foundation . The autograph dedication 
reported in this unique text proves the fact that Moretti had the possibility to 
admire Kiki 's paintings. We can presume that the Italian writer, who used to fre
quent the Parisian literary circles, has been one of the many learned and unlearned 
people who took part in the famous launches of Kiki 's book organized by Broca 
during which the model dispensed kisses and autograph dedications. 
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H. R. STONEBACK 

Old Man on Footbridge 
behind Notre Dame 

For Baudelaire always there 

On the footbridge behind Notre -Dame , 
the crossing to the Ile Saint-Louis , 
I stopped several nights on the way home 
to listen to Stefan the accordeoniste 

play his tunes above the Seine . He played old 
folksongs as well as Mozart , Dvorak, 
Smetana . They said he was the last of the real old Par-ee, 
the last bal musette man- his accordion made the river rock. 

The first night I put a large tip in his case 
and he tried to refuse , saying it was too much. 
But I explained I started life as a streetsinger 
and all troubadours owed this to each 

other. The second night the crowd was thin 
so we talked about life and our memories 
of making music in the streets. Without song, 
he said , memory is a form of suffering. 

I can go days without food but not without 
song. Only music fathoms the sky. 
Song makes everything allegory . 
We talked late. When he left I wheel -walked the long 
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slow way home around the island . I paused 
to admire , as always , the shimmering 
bateau-mouche leaf-light on facades of old mansions , 
and the downspouts of the Hotel Lauzun . 

All week, after the lectures and poetry readings, 
the concerts and museums, the daily fleeting 
joys , I stopped to listen to Stefan and he became 
in my mind the Old Music Man on the Bridge . 

The last night , as I was thinking we could fix 
the financial crisis if they sold Greece 
to China, and maybe they could make 
Plato or Aristotle-Land , a vast theme park, 

and share the profits , Stefan started doing Piaf. 
The crowd, rapt, intense , sang along low, soft. 
I sat next to Stefan, facing the circle , 
watching the faces , lips, of young Parisians 

and tourists to see if they knew the sacred words . 
Some did. We sang the Piaf repertoire 
that lent itself to bal musette accordion , 
beginning with L 'Accordeoniste 

including Stefan's patter about the end 
of everything, the end of music 
when the Germans took Paris . He introduced 
me to the crowd as a famous writer who had once 

been a legendary streetsinger - that 's what he said
and asked me to sing one . He said some of the Piaf 
songs I named were not right for his accordion , 
but he held the chords low as I sang, doucement, 

"Non, je ne regrette rien"-then he fired up 
his instrument , looking in my eyes , 
shouting "CHANTEZ, Chantez!" so I belted 
it out: Que sera, sera, whatever will be, will be .. . 
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Everyone crossing the bridge to the heart of Paris 
stopped and many joined in as Stefan played 
and I sang loud, over and over: 
Que sera, sera, whatever will be, will be 

The futures not ours to see, que sera sera. 
My friend , the blonde from Berlin who came to visit me, 
leaned against the bridge railing looking 
like a blonde from Berlin . But she did not sing 

though the crowd sang along in several languages: 
When I was just a little boy I asked my mother 
what will I be and Stefan 's accordion 
made the Seine rise up and we all soared 

above Notre-Dame. The song lasted ten 
minutes and a lifetime : Que Sera Sera! 
After the shower of coins and bills filled his case 
and the crowd departed, late, quiet on the bridge , 

he said let's do one more just for us. 
When I said "Lili Marlene," he said they
gesturing with his eyes toward the world's most 
elegant homes and apartments-they do not like 

German songs. We talked about Marlene Dietrich , 
Hero of the French Resistance , but he said 
they would throw him off the bridge ifhe played 
a German song. (This, in October 2011!) 

Still, on the deserted bridge after midnight
quitting time-he played it, in a susurrant 
whisper over the river and I sang it like a secret. 
The blonde sang nothing . Then the Old Man 

of the Bridge filled his pockets with the Euros 
from his case and packed up his accordion. 
He said : This is the best night J 've had in years . 
This is more money than I made all summer . 

He smiled at me, we embraced , he said : 
I guess an old writer in a wheelchair 
with a Santa Claus face and beard, a wise old voice 
bigger than Father Christmas, is good for commerce . 
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We thanked each other, shook hands goodnight. I watched 
him walk away toward whatever Rive Gauche 
hovel he called home. Then I realized 
he was probably ten years younger than me . 

But as long as the song endured 
we were both still twelve years old. 
So I rolled toward home, my elegant apartment 
on the Ile Saint-Louis, with my friend 

the unsingingly world-weary blonde 
from Berlin, jaded and melancholy 
in her 20s, and she wasn't really there. 
I saw she was never anywhere. And I didn't care . 

A young local boy came up from the Seine, 
offered us a fish he 'd just caught. She shuddered. 
I smiled and thought of boys on the bridge in Par-ee 
and sang to the river whatever will be, will be . .. 
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Many Indian Studies publications since the 1970s have lamented the mar
ginalization of American Indian subjects by mainstream disciplines. 
Scholars in the "new" field of Indian Studies contend that the entire 
Indian experience has been either ignored or received only a condescend
ing nod about what Native Americans "used to be." Even worse, Indians 
had become a mere synecdoche for environmentalism-pictured as living 
in harmony as part of an unchanging world of balance. Also lamented, 
there were not enough American Indians in Indian Studies who could pro
vide a Native American perspective. More research and more Native 
American scholars would solve the problem of marginalization, or so it 
was asserted. 

Such wringing of scholarly hands is misleading; the real culprit since 
about the 1970s is survey courses and disciplines that simply do not have 
enough "time" and space for anything but the generalized pattern of 
America ... not just Indians have been consigned to the margins. But that 
is a topic that each discipline and the advocates of general education need 
to address. Many scholars have and continue to explore the American 
Indian experience even if their work is consigned to the margins of aca
deme. More American Indians have entered the field too. 

During the past four decades or so, more and more have taken up the 
challenges of compensating for so many decades of consignment to the 
margins and have produced reams of articles and monographs. Indian 
Studies are no longer quite as peripheral in the scholarly world. 

General ignorance about Indians will probably never go away, at least 
not to the satisfaction of those of us who focus our research in American 
Indian Studies, but it will not be because it is not being done. The work of 
academics like Angie Debo, Francis Jennings, Dee Brown, Duane 
Champagne, Laura Peers, and dozens of others offers an antidote to 
Indian exclusion from American history and introduces the broad sweep 
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of American Indian experience . The big picture-the entire Native 
American experience-its major institutions , wars , treaties , American pol
icies , have been elucidated . Indian Studies has become a discipline . 
Ethnohistory is the primary methodology . 

Unfortunately a common companion to sound scholarship and rumi
native emphasis on cultural values and identity that followed was exces
sive stereotyping by advocacy scholars. They often substituted a kind of 
Native American exceptionalism for Amer ican exceptionalism. 

Native Americans were pictured as one dimensional paragons of cul
tural knowledge and integrity. Idealized Indian values were the way 
Indians actually and invariably acted-always generous , always family 
centered, always conscious of the impact their actions had on the next 
seven generations , and always wise because of the teachings of the elders. 
Even literature suffered from polemicized idealization of Native American 
characters suffering anomie because they were ignorant of their own cul
tures. Many alienated Indians returned to their roots and rejected the 
white world in novel after novel and poem after poem. An intolerant 
orthodoxy that required following the "tribal line" emanated from many 
Native Studies ideologues. 

Indian Studies lacked rounded scholarship. Some scholars started 
looking more closely at sources and what individual Indian leaders actual 
ly did . The newest trend in Indian Studies addresses this need . What 
Richard White exemplified for historians , Sherman Alexie models for 
novelists and poets . Indians have emerged as complex individuals with 
noble and base motives, with mistakes as well as sound choices, and 
Indian agency has become better understood . Current Indian Studies 
scholars have begun to flesh out the broad picture to enhance a discipline 
not so committed to erecting stereotypes to replace stereotypes. 

First -rate scholars, many of whom are Native Americans , continue 
looking in new ways at topics that broaden examination of subsets of the 
Indian experience. All develop the unifying theme of Indian agency in 
Native American history with attention to Indian impact on the whole of 
America , but most do it with the skepticism that should characterize all 
scholarship. One-sided , one-dimensional stereotyping is disappearing. At 
the same time, this broader approach illuminates much in the dominant soci
ety's experience. 

Works reviewed in this essay generally exemplify the more rounded 
approach that a maturing Indian Studies discipline features. The boldest 
and most innovative of these is Rich Indians: Native People and the 
Problem of Wealth in American History . Professor Alexandra Harmon 
offers a unique interpretation of history by interrogating the "prism of pre
sumptions" about Indian wealth that has dominated Indian Studies and 
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American history. Significantly, many probably think the title sounds like 
an oxymoron. 

Alexandra Harmon exposes American hypocrisies and deep -seated 
assumptions about "minorities" and shibboleths engrained in Indian 
Studies tropes. We all "know" that Indians did not seek wealth. Right? We 
all "know" that Indians were bewildered by private property. We all know 
that Indians did not have classes based on wealth and did not, therefore, 
pursue materialist goals. Don't we? 

Professor Harmon not only challenges the received wisdom about 
Indian attitudes toward wealth, she also develops a rich exposition of 
what the dominant society said about Indians, what they themselves did, 
and how Indians have always accepted the idea of wealth and what some 
of them did. It is not an accident that many territories becoming States 
had individual Indians as their first inhabitants. The richest man in the 
new state of Indiana was an Indian. 

This is not another study of Indian casinos but rather a nuanced histo
ry of economic attitudes that permeate Indian societies from the misty 
past to today. Harmon delves into the intellectual underpinnings of 
American and Indian societies. Sometimes she overstates and overdraws 
her conclusions, but this detracts little and may even be good because 
what she says is so new. Some conclusions should shake Indian Studies 
and American Studies scholars from the daze of received stereotypes 
about Indians who did not value wealth and Whites who did not under
stand Indian values. 

Americans have always been uncomfortable with wealthy Indians 
because it was like a chicken with clothes on in their sense of what was 
proper. Wealthy Indians like those of Indian Territory, for instance, Major 
Ridge and John Ross, have been portrayed as anomalies tainted by their 
White Blood according to contemporaries and as not "real" Indians by too 
many scholars. Harmon gives the lie to this dismissive approach as chapter 
after chapter reveals how Indians strove for wealth throughout the centuries. 

Harmon also provides solid, trenchant criticism of modern Indian 
"culture police" who insist that the stereotypes about wealth are true and 
therefore perpetuate them. These guardians of the culture gate reinforce 
American prejudices by denying indigeneity to those who prosper eco
nomically. A few continue this cant today within Indian Studies and 
among other Indians who seek to control the culture debates of today . 
Scholarship like Rich Indians will make it harder for the culture police to 
continue their stereotyping oflndians. 

Of all the books reviewed here, Rich Indians is the most daring . It is a 
brilliant addition to the large numbers of studies that are making Indian 
Studies into a mature discipline. One hopes that other scholars will accept 
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the need to interrogate basic premises. Scott Lyons is one who preceded 
Harmon in doing this but there are too few. 

Only a few scholars have investigated the tribes of the southeast who 
remained after Removal. Even fewer have extended their search into the 
contemporary world of these societies . Until this generation of scholars , 
there were just too many larger, more prominent, easily identified tribes to 
research . Brian Klopotek's Recognition Odysseys explores three Indian 
communities within Louisiana: The federally recognized ( 1971) Tunica
Biloxi and Jena Choctaw and the only state-recognized Clifton Choctaws. 

It is often the case that recent Native history revolves around the con
structions of American dominant culture and government. Within 
Louisiana, Indian communities had to struggle to maintain any sense of 
identity without the trappings of treaties, reservations, and the BIA for 
generations. They also had to fight against being classified as African
American. Klopotek traverses the inconsistencies of the Federal 
Recognition Policy and reveals how America's racism, demands for Indian 
land, and America's definition of what an Indian must be ignore common
sense realities. The BIA's ineptitude is brilliantly exposed as founded on 
contradictions in terms compounded by impossible demands from the 
American public . Ironically, whether or not a plaintiff community is fed
erally recognized depends on how much the BIA failed to destroy the 
tribe and assimilate its people. 

Recognition Odysseys should be read at the graduate level and as an 
antidote to the dominance of the larger historic tribes in Indian Studies. 
American historians should use it to gain perspective on the development 
of the United States and its treatment of "others." Klopotek raises ques
tions about the 21st-century continuation of Indian societies . Is being 
Indian a question of phenotype? Is it a question of "practicing" traditional 
ways? Is it a political status like being a U.S. citizen? 

Federal Fathers and Mothers is a gem offering another perspective of 
the Indian experience. It is an important complement to studies of board
ing schools and the cultural genocide blanketed under the Assimilation 
Policy. It also traces an unemphasized source of government social servic
es as a dominant theme in American history-"the matemalist welfare 
state" as Professor Cathleen Cahill terms it. 

Assimilation of American Indians was the stated goal of the United 
States, and a large Indian Service was recruited to implement the policy. 
By 1925 the service employed more than a thousand women while the 
Children's Bureau had only 120 and the Women's Bureau about 45. 
Women were expected to turn their talents to creating Indian families 
according to the "cult of the family" that dominated Progressivism. 
"Intimate colonialism" is what they created. Between 1866 and 1933 the 
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Indian Service reflected the American paradigm of government, race, and 
civilization. 

As the Indian Service became more professional ( civil service) 
women and men saw "Indians as a racialized version of people destined 
for permanent manual labor, by heredity." Assimilation was not really 
meant; "colored" was the right future for Indians. According to Indian 
Commissioner Leupp, "Even the little papooses can be taught to weed the 
rows just as the pickaninny in the South can be used as a cotton picker." 
Certainly policy did not mean mixing the races as treatment of intermar
riage by the Indian Service "reveals the limits of white America's accep
tance of its own assimilation." Professional Indian Service bureaucrats 
reduced the number of Indian employees . 

Dr. Cahill explains why so many Indians worked for the colonizers. In 
1912, more than 2000 Indians were regular appointees, more than a third 
of the Service, and another 6000 were hired as temporary employees. 
They did it to take care of their families and exercise the human desire for 
controlling one's life. They did not necessarily accept the idea of total 
assimilation. Perhaps their apparent acquiescence was like putting on 
army uniforms when they served, but at home they remained Indian . 

Certainly Indian Service Indians pursued their careers as Indians, 
although some did embrace the colonizers' cant. Cahill is not reticent to 
point out the multifaceted reality of the Indian Service, and she renders 
Indian Studies a service. Americanists would do well to read her under
standing of the way the Indian Service led to a social service mentality as 
a leading expression of Progressivism. 

Native women have attracted increased attention resulting in more 
nuanced treatment. Initial scholarly efforts tended to assert an equality of 
gender and a wonderful balance and harmony in traditional Native 
American societies . Some of the earlier scholars left the impression that 
women were dominant in traditional Native American societies . 
Fortunately less idealization and more analysis of sources is the new 
trend. Wives and Husbands features the scholarship of the renowned 
Loretta Fowler continuing her work on Arapaho society. Brenda Child has 
added to her boarding school studies with Holding Our World Together: 
Ojibwe Women and the Survival of Community. Each emphasizes, in dif
ferent cultural settings, the contributions of women, within a context of 
traditional values, to the tenacity of tribal cultures and to change in the 
same cultures. 

Loretta Fowler provides an excellent ethnography emphasizing the 
symbiotic, not equal, relationship of men and women in the age-graded 
structure of the Southern Arapaho. She contends that Arapaho women did 
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not lose status because of the fur trade and polygyny as Alan Klein and 
others have asserted. 

Fowler uses her knowledge of Arapaho age-grade cohorts drawn from 
Arapaho and non-Indian sources to demonstrate that while the roles of 
wives and husbands changed throughout Arapaho history, the basic status 
of wives and women remained. Women and men had mutually respected 
functions supported by the many institutions of Arapaho society. Division 
of labor might change with circumstances, but wives and husbands always 
kept partnerships "based on complementarity." Professor Fowler has illu
minated a much needed area oflndian studies. 

Some might find it hard to keep track of the age cohorts named after 
known prominent individuals within the generations, but the effort is well 
worth it as Fowler unfolds multiple layers of behaviors, roles, and varia
tions. Wives and Husbands provides a more informative and more fasci
nating picture than the old-fashioned emphasis on kinship charts so dear 
to ancient anthropologists and their academic progeny. It is refreshing to 
read about the vertical, variable roles of males and females rather than just 
that "women gathered, men hunted." 

Brenda Child's Holding Our World Together: Ojibwe Women and the 
Survival of Community echoes the theme found in Wives and Husbands. 
Her central thesis is that gendered roles continued to define Ojibwe society 
even through the travails of the past three centuries. Ojibwe constantly 
adapted and even exchanged gender tasks but in a way that reinforced the 
continuance of society and in response to pressures from the larger society. 
Women, to borrow from another tribe's aphorism, are the heart of the tribe, 
and their activities are the cement that makes a society specifically Ojibwe. 

Along the way, Child overcomes the anthropologists' tendency to gen
eralize to an entire culture from one subset of the tribe and thoroughly 
escapes the pernicious anthropological present that plagues so many stud
ies. She provides a solid context of historical occurrences (migrations, 
Sandy Lake Tragedy, treaties, allotment, assimilation , urbanization, etc.), 
and she traverses from band to band and reservation to reservation. Place 
offers a base for developing many aspects of her basic theme and the 
focus of each chapter. For instance, "Madeline Island" is pictured as not 
only the epicenter of Ojibwe culture but also offers a springboard for her 
rendition of the role of women in the fur trade and the incorporation of 
non -Indians and mixed bloods into a patrilineal clan system. "Mount 
Pleasant" frames discussion of boarding schools, "Nett Lake" is the set
ting for ricing, and "Minneapolis" frames the tale of relocation, AIM, 
ICWA, and the Ojibwe/Pan -Indian revival. 
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Advanced students will benefit from Fowler's work while Child's 
contribution will be quite valuable for Ojibwe History and Culture and 
introductory Indian Studies courses . Every library should have Child's 
tour de force written for a general audience. It would pair well with one or 
more of Louise Erdrich's historical fiction series. Each of these works 
overcomes the barriers to understanding by personalizing (i.e ., naming 
names of actual people) and acknowledging the variations in gender roles 
through time . 

As with women's roles, urban Indians did not receive much attention 
in the developing stages of Indian Studies . Yet there are more urban 
Indians than reservation Indians, and many cities have had a significant 
Native American presence for centuries. Scholars preferred to focus on 
reservations and, better yet, tribal studies. Urban Indians have affected 
reservation cultures since reservations began. 

Most early efforts stressed the ghetto-like despair of Indians not able 
to sustain their cultures in a new world of poverty, crime, and discrimina 
tion because of World War II migrations for work and Relocation in the 
50s. Many lamented that urban Indians were not "authentic" Indians, 
measured by how "traditional" they were-urban Indians were possessed 
by anomie and cultural deprivation. Indians and non-Indians alike felt 
sorry for them . There was a lot of truth in these generalizations, not the 
whole truth. Narratives placed too much emphasis on what academics and 
romantics wanted Indians to be like rather than what they actually were. 

Scholars like Myla Vicenti Carpio have turned to the varied realities 
of Native American urban life. Carpio's Indigenous Albuquerque estab
lishes that Albuquerque has always been the home of Indians. Interaction 
with reservation communities has always been sustaining in a way that 
most immigrants to cities forego when they leave home communities . Of 
course, Albuquerque continues to treat Indians as outsiders just as it has 
Mexicans since the arrival of the Anglo-Hispanic colonizers. The place of 
Indians is as much a class phenomenon as it is ethnic. Carpio uses the 
Onate statue's foot saga as an illustration of the continued marginalization 
oflndians by Anglo -Hispanic privilege . 

Her study is a welcome perspective on how urban Indians are "real" 
Indians and that urbanization and mixing with others is a constant in 
Indian history. Some urban Native Americans are holding tightly to spe
cific tribal identities as Laguna colonies in Albuquerque demonstrate . But 
Laguna also often include themselves in Pan-Indian coalition efforts like 
the National Indian Youth Congress and the joint efforts, with non-Indians 
included , to protect the petroglyphs in Albuquerque. Others are content to 
visit "home" while evolving within the larger society as urban Native 
Americans. 
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Indians Studies is enriched by Indigenous Albuquerque , and one looks 
forward to others taking up studies of these marginalized communities. 
For instance, many tribes now maintain offices for their tribal members in 
cities like Minneapolis and provide summer camps "back on the Rez" to 
enculturate urban and reservation people together. Another welcome topic 
would be analysis of the Indian elites within urban centers and their inter
action with reservation elites. 

Since the 1970s, Indian Studies programs and one or two departments 
have sprung up within many universities just as Black Studies did . 
Ironically each has "outgrown" its early days by moving to calling them
selves Native American and Afro-American . It took a while. As late as 
1970 the BIA estimated only 125 extant Indian Ph.D.s, but now there is an 
intelligentsia oflndian Studies scholars , both Native and non-Native. This 
is illustrated by the recent creation of the Native American and Indigenous 
Studies Association. 

Native American Studies intellectuals have postulated theories of 
Indian Studies, joined the Post-colonial movements, and offered intellec
tualizations of indigeneity too . The definition of indigeneity varies from 
author to author but its essence is that indigenous populations share a 
world view that defines the world in ways other than their colonizers 
have . Therefore scholarship needs to emerge from indigenous understand
ings and be interrogated by indigenous scholars . Indian Studies is just part 
of indigenous studies. Indigeneity has received many explications, to the 
point that the journal Cultural Anthropology devoted an entire issue to it 
and several university presses have published elaborations of indigeneity. 

One can tell when members of a discipline are searching for an identi
ty and legitimacy because collections of articles appear and the pioneers 
in the field offer either collections of their articles and/or reflections on 
the discipline. Elizabeth Cook-Lynn's A Separate Country: Postcoloniality 
and American Indian Nations represents the latter and Native Historians 
Write Back and Reconfigurations of Native North America exemplify the 
former. Her reflections demonstrate one of the new directions of the field, 
indigeneity, and one of the old pitfalls of the field. 

Retired professor Cook-Lynn elevates victimization to a hysterical 
level as she casts caustic statements about nearly every aspect of scholar
ship and the failures of Indian Studies. She is particularly pointed in criti
cism of postcolonial theory, "the final insult," because colonialization 
continues . Along the way she castigates tribal sovereignty , economic 
development ideas, and the invasion of disciplines other than Indian 
Studies . This rant is not particularly useful because she offers the cant of 
ill-defined indigeneity as a sort of critical model for Indian Studies. She 
rails against Indian Studies and its faculty as co-opted by universities with 
the collaboration of Indian scholars. Indian scholars should force the 
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world to acknowledge the rights of Indians by insisting, she bellows, that 
the UN Declaration be followed . 

It is too bad that this "parting shots" style has been adopted because 
there is much accuracy in her arrows of criticism of Indian Studies and its 
place in Academe . Her skewering of navel gazing, vocabulary distortions 
of postcolonial incomprehensible narrative, and hypocrisy is accurate. It is 
true that Indian Studies exists within the context of the larger university 
community and does not get the attention we in Indian Studies think it 
should get, and university hypocrisy is ever present among "the suits" and 
our colleagues . Even if barbs are fun and satisfying things to throw, her 
targets are too often the wrong ones. 

Anthologies, on the other hand, offer a kind of developing canon for 
Indian Studies or at least examples of avenues being explored . John 
Wunder, Kurt Kinbacher, and Marcu Henrickson have selected works that 
attest to the reconfiguration of academic understanding of Indian Studies 
and are antithetical to the call for indigeneity . Ethnologies, legal studies, 
issues about misappropriation, and treatment of Metis by Canadian, 
European, and US scholars provide interesting reading for advanced students. 

Clearly, Indian Studies is a maturing discipline emerging from the ste
reotypes of its early development. Multi- or single-disciplinary approach
es are appropriate. The common thread is that each of the perspectives 
sees the American Indian experience as central to the narrative . 

Those who seek to privilege a model like indigeneity projected only 
from Indian Studies departments may reject Reconfigurations 's multidis
ciplinary pattern . They may find solace in Native Historians Write Back. 
Although several authors use the oft-condemned intellectual concept of 
decolonization, Susan Miller and James Riding In have selected articles 
that describe the indigenous intellectuals' paradigm . One finds articles by 
Elizabeth Cook-Lynn and Vine Deloria, Jr., that demand a centrality of 
Indians in Indian history as well as others who seem, collectively, to per
ceive Indian experiences as the sole source of accuracy. 

It appears that many of the indigeneity approach argue that no matter 
what mainstream historians say the Indian voice is correct. Susan Miller's 
"The Indigenous Paradigm in American Indian Historiography" provides 
a theoretical model that makes the work of some scholars who are Native 
American understandable . "Decolonizing the 1862 Death Marches" privi 
leges Dakota memories as antidote to less personalized narratives of the 
1862 Dakota Conflict. With care, this collection can be useful in advanced 
seminars of graduate students who have the subject grounding to allow 
them to assess the indigenity paradigm. 

On another note of expressions by Indian intellectuals, Ceremony, 
Spirituality , and Ritual in Native American Performance indicates how 
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modem renditions of held-in-common American Indian values have been 
expressed and may be developed in theater. Hanay Geiogamah, scholar 
and playwright, was one of the founders of the American Indian Dance 
Theater. He reveals his technique, that differs from the usual means of 
developing plays, of stressing values and spirituality as the core of plays 
and dances. 

For those looking for explication, his analysis and commentary on the 
play, 49, is a marvelous, revealing narrative. However, the appeal of this 
book is not limited to only those with the temerity to try to use Indian cul
tures in Western forms. His reminiscences about the heady days of the 
Indian Renaissance and the development of the distinctly modem form of 
49 are an entertaining bonus. Native Americans will get a kick out of the 
stories and just reading the 49 script. 

Indian Studies is a rich, maturing field. These books and dozens of 
others reveal that the early days of marking one's territory and asserting 
legitimacy need not be continued in the same way as back in the heady 
days of the 70s, for instance. Indian Studies has now generated numerous 
scholars both Native and not who have provided well -researched, nuanced 
scholarship. Indians are not all alike and this is a good subject to read about. 
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SUSAN HALL 

Re-Visioning Captivity: 
Louise Erdrich and Sherman Alexie 

Respond to Mary Rowlandson's Narrative 

Re-vision-the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering 
an old text from a new critical direction-is for us more than a chapter 

in cultural history: it is an act of survival. 
-"When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision," Adrienne Rich 

Even though it is not the first account of a white colonist who was cap
tured by North American Indians, Mary Rowlandson's The Sovereignty 
and Goodness of God, first published in Boston in 1682, is widely viewed 
as inaugurating the captivity narrative genre, a genre that often features 
Indian aggression and white victimization-a gross misrepresentation of 
the overall pattern and outcome of the colonizing enterprise . Thus, it is 
not surprising that one goal of contemporary American Indian authors 
who rework formal and thematic elements from Rowlandson's text is to 
subvert the dominant agenda of white-authored captivity texts. Louise 
Erdrich, who is enrolled in the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa, and 
Sherman Alexie, a Spokane and Coeur d'Alene who spent his childhood 
on the Spokane Indian Reservation in Washington, both respond to 
Rowlandson's narrative, and with respect to it, they each participate in a 
collaborative act of art and historiography that offers much more than 
subversion. One example of this response can be seen in the dialogue 
between Erdrich's "Captivity," which appeared in her 1984 poetry collec
tion, Jacklight, and Alexie's loose response to this poem, which takes the 
form of a prose poem, also titled "Captivity," published in his 1993 multi
genre collection, First Indian on the Moon. Alexie names Erdrich among 
the poets who have influenced his own work (Peterson, "Introduction" 
xvi), and on various occasions, they have both engaged in a similar post-
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modern project of troubling the link between historical documentation 
and narrative. 

In my analysis , I will consider the aesthetic and political implications 
of Erdrich's and Alexie's engagement with Rowlandson 's and with each 
other's texts as they work through the possibilities and perils of contact 
and captivity as first delineated in Rowlandson's narrative. Linda 
Hutcheon's A Theory of Adaptation and Julie Sanders's Adaptation and 
Appropriation both provide key concepts for thinking about the politics of 
adaptation and for analyzing the shifts in genre that often characterize 
adaptations, which in this case involve generic transformations from a 
narrative to a poem to a prose poem. Sanders suggests that "as both proce 
dure and process, adaptation and appropriation are celebratory of the 
cooperative and collaborative model" (4). However, as Muskogee Creek 
and Cherokee scholar Craig Womack points out in Red on Red: Native 
American Literary Separatism, there are problems with classifying 
"Native artists ... [as] 'adaptors' and 'adopters' rather than originators, 
incorporating tribal worldviews into extant forms such as the novel, the 
short story, and the poem, the argument being that such expression is not 
indigenous to tribal cultures" (137) . Womack also voices doubts about the 
usefulness of postmodern approaches to Native American literature, and I 
will return to his critique of postmodernism in the third section of this 
article. In a similar vein, Eric Gary Anderson cautions against interpreting 
Native literature through generic categories associated with Western liter
ature because he argues that such a methodology privileges Western cate
gories as an unacknowledged norm (52). Even if the point is not simply to 
compare and contrast in order to offer evaluative assessments of an origi
nal work and its subsequent versions, it is true that studies of adaptation 
are often concerned with determining the relationship between an original 
work and later iterations of it. Proceeding with these cautions in mind, I 
hope to avoid reductive and ethnocentric comparisons; instead, I will 
show that the contemporary "Captivity" texts are filling in gaps in the his
torical record and insisting on bringing not only indigenous perspectives 
but also indigenous modes of storytelling and historiography into the 
study of early American history and literature . 

In order to set the stage for my analysis of Erdrich's and Alexie's re
visioning of Rowlandson 's narrative and the captivity experience, the first 
part of my argument will address the dynamics of seduction as a mode of 
contact and its relation to anxieties concerning how a Puritan audience 
would interpret Rowlandson's The Sovereignty and Goodness of God. For 
the present discussion, it is also important to note that the two contempo
rary texts by Erdrich and Alexie testify to a truth apparent in the 17th-cen
tury text, which is that Mary Rowlandson collaborated with her captors 
and may even have been seduced by her Indian masters. 

47 



Captivity As Seduction 

Along with twenty other captives, Rowlandson and her three children , 
Joseph, Mary, and Sarah, were dragged from the Rowlandson garrison in 
Lancaster, Massachusetts, in a chaotic and violent siege conducted by 
Nipmuc, Narragansett, and Wampanoag Indians on February 20, 1676. 
Rowlandson spent nearly three months moving throughout the harsh and 
desolate winter landscape in the conflict known as Metacom's, or King 
Philip's War of 1675-1676. Her narrative is organized into a series of 
twenty "removes," and it recounts the physical, mental, and spiritual 
anguish that she experienced while moving from one encampment to 
another during her captivity. At first, Rowlandson tries to demarcate a 
savage versus civilized binary between her captors and herself symbolized 
in part by the kinds of food that one is willing to eat. Yet she herself pro
vides striking examples of the destabilization of this binary due to the lev
eling effects of starvation . When Rowlandson and her family members are 
first taken by the Indians , she figuratively speaks of their capture as "a 
company of Sheep tom by Wolves" (70) , thus placing the Indians in the 
role of ravenous and fierce animals. Interestingly enough , Rowlandson 
later applies the same lupine imagery to herself when she considers how 
starvation has affected her : "I cannot but think what a Wolvish appetite 
persons have in a starving condition : for many times when they gave me 
that which was hot, I was so greedy, that I shou' d bum my mouth, that it 
would trouble me hours after, and yet I should quickly do the same again" 
(93). During her captivity , Rowlandson learns to work with her captors , 
using her sewing skills to trade for food and other goods, and she even 
collaborates with them in the negotiations for her release as she sets 
"twenty pounds" as her redemption price (98) . Rowlandson was reunited 
with her husband, Joseph Rowlandson, in Boston in May 1676, but her 
identity as a Puritan wife and mother was extremely challenged by what 
she experienced as a captive : the pain of her youngest daughter's death 
and the hardship of being separated from her other two children, the 
necessity of acting independently in the Indian community, and the physi
cal suffering induced by frequent travel , near starvation, and bitter cold . 

Rowlandson's master , as she herself refers to him, was Quinnapin, a 
Narragansett sachem, and her mistress-again , this is the title that 
Rowlandson uses to refer to her-was Weetamoo , a powerful Wampanoag 
leader. Metacom , whose English name is King Philip, also receives con
siderable attention in Rowlandson's narrative, and he was the Wampanoag 
leader of an alliance of Narragansett, Nipmuc , Pocumtuck , and Abenaki 
who fought against the English settlers . Rowlandson is consistently scath -
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ing in her portrayal of Weetamoo, but she is equally generous, even to the 
point of using unabashedly flattering terms , in passages depicting 
Quinnapin and Metacom . The gender dynamic raises questions about 
Rowlandson's motivations; more specifically , could she have been envi
ous of Weetamoo 's political and social power , and, more scandalously, 
could she have been jealous ofWeetamoo's relationship with Quinnapin? 
For example, Rowlandson depicts Weetamoo as cold-hearted when she 
refuses to share food with her (79), and later she reports that her mistress 
"gave me a slap in the face" when she complains about the weight of what 
she carries (86). After the death of Weetamoo 's baby, Rowlandson cal
lously says that "there was one benefit in it, that there was more room [in 
the wigwam]" (91 ), a comment that surely reveals the depth of her antipa
thy toward her mistress. Unable to appreciate Weetamoo's political power 
given her own culture's subordination of women, Rowlandson , toward the 
end of her narrative, harshly criticizes Weetamoo 's attention to her 
appearance, which signifies her position within her community : "A severe 
and proud Dame she was, bestowing every day in dressing herself neat as 
much time as any of the Gentry of the land: powdering her hair, and paint
ing her face, going with Neck -laces, with Jewels in her ears, and Bracelets 
upon her hands" (97). As a further discussion of her relationship with her 
masters shall reveal, there is considerable material in Rowlandson's text 
that leads to multiple and contentious interpretations regarding her por
trayals of her Native captors, and while I cannot offer definitive answers 
to the above questions, I can offer plausible explanations to account for 
the apparent inconsistencies in her narrative. 1 

We must first consider how historical knowledge of Rowlandson 's 
captors should shape our understanding of the stakes of Rowlandson's 
portrayal of these persons in her narrative. Consider these facts: 
Quinnapin was tried and publicly executed in Rhode Island, and 
Weetamoo, after drowning in a river while attempting to escape from the 
colonists, was decapitated and then suffered the further outrage of having 
her severed head displayed (Lepore 155). Worst of all was what 
Metacom's corpse was subjected to: dismemberment , quartering , and 
decapitation . On August 12, 1676, Metacom was shot by Alderman, an 
Indian under the colonial forces led by Captain Benjamin Church . In her 
acclaimed study of King Philip 's War, Jill Lepore reports that an Indian 
executioner then "beheaded and quartered the body" and that "Church had 
Philip 's four quarters hung from four trees , but he gave one bit of butch
ered flesh, Philip 's hand , to Alderman ... " (173). Upon arrival in 
Plymouth , Church was paid thirty shillings for Philip's head , and his 
"head was then staked on a tall pole for public viewing " where it 
remained for at least a number of decades (Lepore 174). All of these facts 
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should convey the vitriolic zeal of the colonists toward the Indians of the 
region . Furthermore, Lepore explains , "When the English and Algonquian 
peoples of 17th-century New England went to war in 1675, they devastat 
ed one another . In proportion to population , their short, vicious war 
inflicted greater casualties than any other war in American history" 
(Lepore xi). Is it not truly strange, then, that the reader should encounter 
in Rowlandson's narrative such kind words for her male captors, the pub
lic enemies of state? 

Upon Rowlandson 's first meeting with Metacom, he invites her into 
his wigwam and offers her tobacco , a gesture of hospitality, and he later 
shows her other kindnesses that , at least psychologically , ease her bur
dens. Physically exhausted from the ceaseless marching that the Indians 
and their captives had been doing to elude the colonial forces, Rowlandson 
writes that she nearly collapsed while crossing through a swamp "up to 
the knees , in mud and water" (96) . In a seamless transition , Rowlandson 
moves from quoting Scripture to narrating a surprisingly intimate encoun
ter with Metacom : 

Being almost spent, I thought I should have sunk down at last, and 
never gat out; but I may, as in Psal. 94.18. When my foot slipped, thy 
mercy, 0 Lord, held me up. Going along, having indeed my life, but 
little spirit, Philip , who was in the Company, came up and took me 
by the hand, and said, Two weeks more and you shal be Mistress 
again. I asked him, if he spake true? He answered, Yes, and quickly 
you shall come to your master again [Quinnapin]; who had been 
gone from us three weeks. (96)2 

Surely Rowlandson does not intend to commit blasphemy by suggesting 
that Metacom takes the place of the Lord. But , it is indeed Metacom who, 
in the flesh , provides her with bodily support. The movement from one 
sentence to the next , along with the paired gestures of "held me up" and 
"took me by the hand" implicitly place Metacom in the Lord 's role . The 
action of taking her hand to console her suggests a familiarity and fond
ness that is quite surprising given the coercive conditions associated with 
captivity. Lepore notes that Alderman, who received one of Philip 's dis
membered hands as a reward for shooting him, "earned 'many a penny' 
by this employment [showing off Philip's hand to those who would pay to 
see it] (as tradition has it, he preserved the hand in a bucket of rum)" 
(173). In what world or under what circumstances would it have been pos
sible for there to be two such different interactions with Metacom? 
Perhaps because Rowlandson was a woman , her audience made allowanc
es for her, imagining that women in general are more susceptible to 
seduction and that their speech need not be taken that seriously . Anothe r 
possibility is that her audience was ambivalent toward Metacom ; that is, 
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there may not be such a great distance between paying to see his lifeless 
and gruesome hand and imagining oneself in the position of Rowlandson , 
whose hand is caressed by Metacom 's. In other words, what I am suggest
ing is that the colonists may have had a repressed but powerful desire for 
contact with the American Indians , a desire that had to be disavowed or 
channeled into approved missionary or disciplinary efforts rather than per
sonal relationships of friendship or romance . 

Rowlandson freely writes of her friendship with Quinnapin, stating 
that he "seemed to me the best friend that I had of an Indian " (86) , and 
what may be even more extraordinary is her pleasure at being reunited 
with him after a separation of three weeks: 

After many weary steps we came to Wachuset, where [Quinnapin] 
was: and glad I was to see him. He asked me, When I washt me? I 
told him not this month, then he fetcht me some water himself, and 
bid me wash, and gave me the Glass to see how I lookt; and bid his 
Squaw give me something to eat: so she gave me a mess of Beans 
and meat, and a little Groundnut Cake. I was wonderfully revived 
with this favour shewed me. (96) 

Quinnapin's concern for Rowlandson is probably genuine since she has 
already acknowledged her friendship with him, and his personal involve
ment in fetching the water and bringing a mirror to her support the conjec
ture that his attention is sincere. Metacom and Quinnapin each demon
strate considerable sympathy for Rowlandson's plight as a captive, and 
her amicable dealings with these powerful political leaders are subversive 
on many levels. As a married Puritan , English colonist , Rowlandson's 
relationships with her male captors defies the allegiances of her own cul
ture, but perhaps what's more intriguing about them is that they give us a 
glimpse of what looks like considerate, maybe even affectionate , relations 
between captor and captive . 

Teresa Toulouse explores the trope of seduction in the writings of sev
eral Puritan ministers , and in reference to Reverend John Williams's 
preaching and writings , she remarks that "for Williams, spiritual and 
physical seduction become less and less distinguishable " (146) . That is, 
one need not engage in sexual activity to be seduced , a wavering of faith 
is tantamount to a sexual indiscretion ; thus , Toulouse asserts that seduc
tion should be understood as a destabilization of identity , in addition to 
the more commonly used definition of seduction as a sexual or romantic 
act. Toulouse also argues that Williams , as well as other Puritan ministers 
in the late 17th-century New England , had ambivalent feelings about 
seduction . That is, she points out that even though these ministers rail 
against seduction , they also reveal a fascination with it that "clearly 
expresses the desire of men like Williams for change , for transformation, 

51 



for the border crossings they have expended so much energy in condemn 
ing as seduction" (161). We shall see that Toulouse's arguments about 
seduction tie into Erdrich's and Alexie's "Captivity" texts because they 
each tap into erotic undertones between Rowlandson and her Indian mas
ters, and I argue that part of the popularity of Rowlandson's text in her 
own day may be due to the fact that she inadvertently opened up a space 
for transgression, an imaginative realm where her audience had access to 
fantasies involving a desire to interact and intermingle with the Native 
population .3 

Scholars of Rowlandson often comment on the competing discourses 
in her narrative; for example, Tara Fitzpatrick describes "the dual, some
times dueling textual voices of the captives and their ministerial sponsors" 
to describe the relationship between the voices in The Sovereignty and 
Goodness of God and other captivity narratives (2).4 Rowlandson's narra 
tive is bookended by a preface presumably authored by the Puritan minis 
ter, Increase Mather , and by an epilogue in the form of a sermon written 
by her husband. These texts manifest considerable anxiety about how 
readers will interpret her experience, but both of them insist that her nar
rative be read through the lens of orthodox Puritan theology, one tenet of 
which posited that Indians were diabolical agents sent by God to punish 
Puritans for their sinful behavior . Alden T. Vaughan and Edward W. Clark 
offer a succinct statement of how Puritan ministers instructed their con
gregations to interpret captivity: "Captivity was God's punishment; 
redemption was His mercy; and New England must heed the lesson or 
suffer anew" (1). Typically, the minister's voice attempts to force an inter
pretation of the captive's experience that conforms to providential Puritan 
theology; for instance , her husband's final sermon, a jeremiad, dwells on 
the act and consequences of forsaking the Lord, as he concludes his ser
mon : "Forsake your sins, whereby you have forsaken him. Nothing less 
than this will prevent this mischief, coming upon us. If there be any, either 
Son or Daughter that will not leave their sins for God, God will leave 
such" (164). The male authorities of the Puritan community attempt to 
subordinate or to silence unorthodox elements of the narrative by framing 
Rowlandson's account within their own writings . Whereas the ministers 
want to appropriate and control Rowlandson's narrative, Erdrich insists on 
listening to and examining the suppressed aspects of the text, techniques 
that characterize collaboration. In many of its formal techniques and in its 
relationship to history and politics, I will argue that Erdrich's "Captivity" 
is a postmodern poem as well as a feminist response to Rowlandson's nar
rative. 
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The Politics of lntertextuality 

Erdrich's poem "Captivity" begins with an epigraph that she attributes to 
Rowlandson, and because the epigraph will play a central role in my dis
cussion, I will cite it in full: 

He (my captor) gave me a bisquit, which I put in my pocket , and not 
daring to eat it, buried it under a log, fearing he had put something 
in it to make me love him. -from the narrative of the captivity of 
Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, who was taken prisoner by the Wampanoag 
when Lancaster, Massachusetts , was destroyed, in the year 1676 

The epigraph serves to introduce the prospect of the captive's seduction 
before the reader even begins the poem proper, and the captive's fear of 
"something in it to make me love him" connects to the idea of a love med
icine, something that clearly preoccupied Erdrich's creative energy around 
this time as evidenced by the title of her 1984 novel , Love Medicine . 
Moreover, Jacklight also contains a poem called "A Love Medicine," 
which contrasts an abusive heterosexual relationship with the healing 
power of a sister's love.5 Love medicine is a rich and ambiguous concept: 
does it refer to the healing power of love, does it instead refer to the need 
to be cured of love, or does it signify a magical potion that makes one per
son love another against his or her will? The speaker of the epigraph 
inclines toward the latter possibility, and it is this concept of love medi
cine that relates most clearly to seduction. Like the apple in the Garden of 
Eden, the "bisquit" mentioned in the poem's epigraph is supposedly 
infused with a love potion that will precipitate Rowlandson's fall. 

For readers who are familiar with Rowlandson's narrative, I think it is 
safe to say that most would at least sense that the epigraph sounds a bit 
off, and for those who know her text well, they surely realize that the epi
graph does not, in fact, appear in Rowlandson's narrative. In The 
Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Rowlandson assures the reader not 
once but twice that "not one of them [her captors] ever offered me the 
least abuse of unchastity to me, in word or action" (107) . Increase Mather , 
a prominent Puritan minister , is widely presumed to be the author of "The 
Preface to the Reader ," and his preface also affirms Rowlandson's "mod
esty'' and her "piety" (65, 67), which are coded references to her sexual 
purity . Unlike the captive described in the epigraph, Rowlandson would 
never accuse her captors of trying to seduce her by deceptive means . 

Elizabeth Barnes offers an enlightening discussion of the etymologies 
of education and seduction : "The root of both words is the Latin for 'to 
lead': ducere. Seducere is 'to lead aside, or mislead' ; ducere is 'to lead in 
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the way of life, or to rear ( a child)' ... the linguistic root of the words sug
gests that the difference between to lead and to mislead is not definitive 
but relative" (51) . Erdrich's "Captivity" not only represents an act of 
seduction but also performs this action, and in doing so, she educates her 
reader about the necessity of interrogating texts. In her discussion of 
"Captivity" and its epigraph, Robin Riley Fast makes a number of excel

lent points: 

Of course, it is possible that this sentence is attributed to Mary 
Rowlandson in some source other than the Narrative. It seems more 
likely that Erdrich, who plays freely in the poem itself with incidents 
and language from the Narrative, is beginning with an intentionally 
ironic invention: ironic in that, if we accept the epigraph at face 
value (as most readers must), then we have begun our reading by 
replicating earlier readers' likely acceptance of Rowlandson 's 
assumptions. Further, our subsequent recognition of ironic complexi
ty in the poem itself must be shadowed by our having granted cre
dence to a questionable text. The questions thus raised by the epi
graph parallel questions that the poem differently raises about 
Rowlandson's and Erdrich's accounts; the epigraph itself becomes 
part of the poem's project of destabilizing received history. ( 190) 

Fast is certainly right to characterize the epigraph as an "ironic inven
tion," and it points out how easily audiences can be led astray. 6 While 
Fast makes a specific claim that the poem participates in the "project of 
destabilizing received history" (190), Linda Hutcheon's A Poetics of 
Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction allows us to see the poem and 
its effects in relation to the broader concerns of postmodernism, as she 
explains, "The postmodern, then, effects two simultaneous moves. It rein
stalls historical contexts as significant and even determining, but in doing 
so, it problematizes the entire notion of historical knowledge" (89) . Here 
we will see that the conjunction of historical event and narrative creates 
powerful effects that call attention to the politics of historical narration. 

Fast raises the possibility that the epigraph may indeed be Rowlandson's 
words, but that these words appear "in some source other than the 

Narrative" (190). However, this is not the case .7 The sentence that serves 
as Erdrich's epigraph is from Memoirs of Odd Adventures, Strange 
Deliverances, etc., in the Captivity of John Gyles, Esq., Commander of the 
Garrison on the St. George River, in the District of Maine. Written by 
Himself John Gyles was captured by Maliseet in present-day Maine dur
ing King William's War of 1689-1697 , and spent nearly nine years in cap
tivity, six with the Maliseet and three with a French family . Gyles was 
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released in 1698 , and he published his Memoirs in 1736 in Boston 
(VanDerBeets 91-92; Ulrich 181). Like Rowlandson , Gyles was a Puritan , 
and they both were fearful of and hostile toward Catholics . Gyles utters 
the sentence that serves as Erdrich's epigraph when a Jesuit approaches 
his Indian master and offers to buy him. He says, "He [the Jesuit] gave me 
a biscuit , which I put in my pocket , and not daring to eat it, buried it under 
a log, fearing he had put something in it to make me love him" (98). 
Gyles continues , 

Being very young, and having heard much of the Papists torturing 
the Protestants , caused me to act thus; and I hated the sight of a 
Jesuit. When my mother heard the talk of my being sold to a Jesuit, 
she said to me, "Oh, my dear child, if it were God's will, I had rather 
follow you to your grave, or never see you more in this world, than you 
should be sold to a Jesuit; for a Jesuit will ruin you, body and soul!" (98) 

Rowlandson similarly voices her alarm about the possibility of her son, 
Joseph, falling into the hands of the French Catholics during their period 
of captivity: "for it might have been worse with him, had he been sold to 
the French, than it proved to be in his remaining with the Indians" (89). 
The Puritans' suspicion of Catholicism and their view of Catholic rituals 
as soul-endangering is apparent in both Gyles's and Rowlandson's texts .8 

By reading skeptically and by taking the time to uncover the actual 
source of the epigraph , one is reminded that late 17th-century English and 
French colonists harbored deep-seated fear of and hatred toward each 
other on the basis of religious and national differences . Native Americans 
were not the "natural" enemies of the European colonizers anymore than 
one European is of another. Racism developed over time as white territo
rial expansion and slavery fueled the need for an ideology based on physi
cal differences and on white supremacy. When this fact is kept in mind, it 
is easier both to remember that racism is not inevitable and to envision 
alternate modes of contact between different groups of people. Erdrich's 
displacement of Gyles 's quotation from his captivity narrative to 
Rowlandson 's shows us how quickly we can be duped and how blithely 
we can make any number of assumptions about Indian-white relations in 
the colonial period. 

Erdrich's recontextualiz ing of Gyles 's quotation involves a shift not 
just in the racial but also in the sexual dynamics , a move which relates to 
the various understandings of seduction in Puritan New England. Gyles 
implies that the French Jesuit could seduce him into becoming a Catholic, 
thereby imperiling his soul. Placed at the top of Erdrich 's poem, the quo
tation implies that an Indian captor is trying to seduce Rowlandson in a 
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romantic or sexual way, a reading which is developed throughout the 
poem. Rebecca Blevins Faery offers this assessment of Erdrich's poetic 
response: "it is an effort to rewrite and so to recover the sexual-thus con
nective-possibilities in the scene of captivity, a scene that for so many 
years was used as a motive force for racial and cultural division" (75) . 
Faery also makes the important point that captivity narratives and other 
"colonialist rhetoric" sensationalized the threat of Indian violence against 
white women in order to promote white aggression against Indians and to 
increase the rate of white appropriation of Indian lands (46, 47 -50). 
However, among the northeastern Indian nations, captives were extremely 
unlikely to be subject to rape or any kind of sexual abuse at the hands of 
their captors (Vaughan and Clark 14; Lepore 130); thus, one of the factors 
driving violence against Indians was based on an outright lie. By develop
ing what Faery describes as "erotically charged" moments in 
Rowlandson's narrative (70), Erdrich puts pressure on a paradox of 
Puritan gender mythology: on the one hand, women were figured as 
seductresses, going back to the Biblical Eve; on the other hand, women 
were meant to be lacking sexual passion. Erdrich further develops the 
scandalous subtext of Rowlandson's narrative. That is, if Rowlandson 
were seduced by or even attracted to her Indian captors, she would be vio
lating two pillars of Puritanism: first, as a married woman, such a desire 
would be adulterous, and second, as an English colonist, anything less 
than a relationship of hostility with a declared enemy of state could be 
construed as treasonous. 

Because Rowlandson's narrative does contain surprising and even 
subversive aspects, it provides rich material for Erdrich and Alexie to 
rework. Sanders reminds us that we should never lose sight of the "sense 
of play" afforded to readers in tracing the interwoven threads of textual 
details (7), and indeed, there are beautiful echoes resonating throughout 
the texts . For instance, Erdrich's "Captivity" alludes to a number of pas
sages from The Sovereignty and Goodness of God that feature images of 
consumption. In the 14th remove, Rowlandson describes eating a fawn: 
"As we went along, they killed a Deer, with a young one in her, they gave 
me a piece of the Fawn, and it was so young and tender, that one might 
eat the bones as well as the flesh, and yet I thought it very good" (93). In 
the third stanza of her poem, Erdrich represents this scene described by 
Rowlandson, and she links this act of consumption to a moment of seduction: 
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I told myself that I would starve 
before I took food from his hands 
but I did not starve. 
One night 
he killed a deer with a young one in her 
and gave me to eat of the fawn. 
It was so tender, 
the bones like the stems of flowers, 
that I followed where he took me. 
The night was thick. He cut the cord 
that bound me to the tree. (26-27) 

The speaker voices her capitulation to her captor, which begins with phys
ical hunger and then develops into an erotic desire. She is literally 
seduced in the sense of being lead astray-"! followed where he took 
me"-and the seduction takes place in the woods, a space that is associat
ed with sin in the Puritan worldview. The variation in line lengths and the 
enjambment, especially of these two lines, "One night / he killed a deer 
with a young one in her," visually direct the reader's eye to the phrase 
"One night," emphasizing the nighttime setting. Although Erdrich's poem 
is ambiguous, this stanza, and the next one insinuate that a sexual encoun
ter ensues between the two: "God blasted fire from half -buried stumps. / I 
hid my face in my dress, fearing He would burn us all / but this, too, 
passed" (27). The image of fire blasting suggests God's wrath for her sin
ful transgression , but the expected punishment is impermanent, leaving 
the speaker to wonder about the pillars of her faith. 

In Erdrich's "Captivity," the speaker is represented as stranded in a 
liminal position between two cultures and as conflicted with respect to her 
relationship with two different men, her captor and her husband. To be 
specific, the sexual imagery depicting the relationship between the speak
er and her captor is contrasted with the impotence of her husband: "My 
husband drives a thick wedge / through the earth, still it shuts / to him 
year after year" (27). Whereas her husband is unable to penetrate "the 
earth," her captor is presented as the provider who attends to her needs, 
leading the speaker to imitate her captor's actions: 

I stripped a branch 
and struck the earth, 
in time, begging it to open 
to admit me 
as he was 
and feed me honey from the rock. (27) 
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The speaker recalls a powwow that she witnessed during her captivity, as 
she says, "They knelt on deerskins, some with sticks, / and he led his 
company in the noise" (27), and by imagining herself as performing the 
ceremonial action of striking the earth "in time" (27), she seeks commu
nion with her captors . In his reading of the speaker's desire for "readmit 
tance into the earth" (19), Hans Bak notices "the ambiguous connotation 
of a death wish intermixed with a wish for spiritual, and maybe sexual, 
sustenance" (19). Bak makes an intriguing point about a death wish, sug
gesting the extent to which the speaker's captivity experience leaves her 
unfit to reassume a role in Puritan society; indeed, the poem's closing 
lines evoke the image of a grave in the form of the earth opening to swal
low the speaker, perhaps the crowning image of consumption in the poem. 
The possible wish for death is combined with another transgressive image 
in the final line; Erdrich alludes to Psalm 81: 16, "I would feed you with 
the finest of the wheat, and with honey from the rock I would satisfy you" 
(New Oxford). In the poem, it is her Indian captor who feeds her, not the 
Judeo-Christian God, and to posit this blasphemy on the speaker's part is 
to show how profoundly she struggles with her former identity. 

In the penultimate stanza, the speaker is depicted as lying in bed and 
recalling herself alone in the midst of her Indian captors; she is lying "on 
a Holland-laced pillowbeer" (27). As the only European good mentioned 
in the poem, the pillowbeer stands in contrast to the rest of the natural 
imagery. Yet the detail of the pillowbeer connects Rowlandson to her mas
ter in the actual narrative: "When my master [Quinnapin ] came home, he 
came to me and bade me make a shirt for his Papoos, of a holland-laced 
Pillowbeer" (101). While the European cloth is evidence of the exchange 
of material items among natives and Euro-American settlers, its signifi
cance for this discussion lies in the connection that it establishes between 
Rowlandson and her master, and it shows Erdrich's eye for details that 
keep the poem in touch with the actual historical figures, complicating the 
process of interpreting the poem with respect to either linking the speaker 
to the specific captive, Mary Rowlandson , or reading the speaker as a 
generic representative of a colonial captive. The ambiguity surrounding 
the identity of the speaker encourages the reader to debate various inter
pretations of the poem and the captivity experience. Nonetheless, by 
evoking the privacy of the nighttime bedroom setting in which 
Rowlandson makes her confession, Erdrich once more taps into the erotic 
dimension of the 17th-century narrative in her rewriting of Rowlandson's 
experience . 
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As a result of her captivity , Rowlandson experiences a persistent 
unease , and one symptom of this is her insomnia , which she describes in 
the final remove of her narrative: 

I can remember the time, when I used to sleep quietly without 
workings in my thoughts, whole nights together, but now it is other 
wayes with me. When all are fast about me, and no eye open, but his 
who ever waketh, my thoughts are upon things past, upon the awfull 
dispensation of the Lord towards us; upon his wonderful power and 
might, in carrying of us through so many difficulties, in returning us 
in safety, and suffering none to hurt us. I remember in the night sea
son, how the other day I was in the midst of thousands of enemies, & 
nothing but death before me: It is then hard work to perswade 
myself , that ever I should be satisfied with bread again. But now we 
are fed with the finest of the Wheat, and, as I may say, with honey out 
of the rock. (Ill) 

Rowlandson 's concluding confession contains elements of both poetry 
and pathos , and it suggests that her transition from captivity back to her 
home culture was not entirely smooth and perhaps not ever complete . Just 
as most critics of Rowlandson 's text are drawn to the passage describing 
her insomnia , so too is Erdrich, and toward the end of "Captivity ," Erdrich 
reworks this oft-cited passage in the following lines : "I lay to sleep / And 
in the dark I see myself / as I was outside their circle" (27) . While suffer
ing fits of insomnia, the speaker sees herself as an outsider to both Native 
and Puritan communities , and because she is haunted by this image of 
being an outsider, Erdrich implies that the speaker regrets her status as 
outsider to the Native community. 

In her discussion of Erdrich's "Captivity, " Catherine Rainwater at first 
suggests that "Erdrich appropriates the voice of Mary Rowlandson ... " 
(280), and this carries the connotation of a forceful or inappropriate take
over ofRowlandson's voice , which may remind the reader of the attempts 
of the Puritan ministers to control the reception of Rowlandson's narra
tive . Rainwater's subsequent analysis of "Captivity ," however, puts more 
emphasis on a collaborative rather than an appropriative model. She 
writes, "Erdrich moves into the dark, psychic territory left unexplored by 
Rowlandson in her own work" (281). Rainwater's image ofE rdrich taking 
up the burden of exploring "the dark , psychic territory" suggests that 
Erdrich performs a difficult but necessary labor on behalf of Rowlandson 
and for later generations of readers who should be exposed to those 
aspects of early contact between settlers and indigenous people. 
Rainwater implies that at this historical and political moment a freer 
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exploration of the emotional, erotic, and psychological bonds of the cap
tive/captor relationship is possible, and she is no doubt right to make this 
implicit claim about the more expansive boundaries of a contemporary 
audience. At the conclusion of her essay on Erdrich's oeuvre, Rainwater 
proposes that "Erdrich explores dimensions of colonial experience that 
subtly undercut Eurocentric portrayals of the past and of the relationships 
between dominant and dominated cultures" (281 ). In much of her work, 

Erdrich opens up rather than forecloses questions about interpretation and 
about Native and Euro-American relations in the colonial period, as well 
as in the present day, and "Captivity" is no exception to this focus. 

As we have seen, Erdrich's "Captivity" is characterized by powerful 
images, variations in line length, enjambment, and allusions to a range of 
colonial captivity narratives and Biblical passages, all of which lead to multi
ple readings of the poem and of the captivity experience.9 Sanders uses the 
vocabulary of "transposition" (22), while Hutcheon prefers "transcoding" 
(Theory 7), to describe a shift in genre, in this case a narrative to a poem. An 
intense lyric voice characterizes Erdrich's "Captivity," and the formal possi
bilities more closely associated with poetry than with prose may facilitate 
Erdrich's re-visioning of the captivity experience. Various images and lines 
in the poem are ambiguous, and Erdrich does not tell her readers how they 
must interpret her poem. Instead, Erdrich asks her readers to think about how 
they go about interpreting documents and narratives. Ultimately, Erdrich's 
"Captivity" is not so much about the individual experience of Mary 
Rowlandson; rather, it is a meditation on the relationship of captive and cap
tor and early contact and conflict between Native Americans and colonists. 

Something Old, Something Borrowed, and Something New 

In First Indian on the Moon, Sherman Alexie offers what might be seen as 
an adaptation of an adaptation in his prose poem, "Captivity." By choos
ing the same title as Erdrich's poem and by beginning his text with nearly 
the exact same epigraph as the one that Erdrich uses, Alexie clearly sig
nals-to an informed audience at any rate-that he is continuing and 
expanding the dialogue initiated by Erdrich. 10 Alexie is a well-known art
ist and public figure in literary and cultural circles who is often daring in 
his critique of stereotypes and whose artistic production is wide-ranging 
and often experimental. Alexie's borrowing of Erdrich's epigraph raises 
questions about audience, copyright, colonization, and decolonization. In 
addition to the interpretations already examined, Erdrich's attribution of 
Gyles's quotation to Rowlandson may be a decolonizing gesture, one 
which reverses a tendency of the colonizing gaze that tends to carelessly 
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homogenize American Indians . Erdrich may be suggesting that one Euro
American captive is about the same as any other, and perhaps Alexie is 
encouraging this political move by repeating Erdrich 's gesture . 

While Erdrich 's and Alexie's borrowings do not follow scholarly stan
dards for attribution and citation, they accomplish other goals and other 
effects by reprinting the epigraph from Gyles 's captivity narrative in their 
respective "Captivity" texts. Sanders considers musical examples as mod
els for understanding certain kinds of literary reworking: "Jazz riffs, 
themselves models of repetition with variation , frequently make reference 
or pay homage to base canonical works" ( 40) . She also discusses more 
contemporary trends , including "sampling in musical genres such as rap 
and hip-hop" ( 40). The musical genres mentioned by Sanders , at least at 
one point in their respective evolutions , had an oppositional relationship 
to dominant white society, and it is unsurprising that Erdrich and Alexie 
would use similar techniques to challenge the ideological agenda associat
ed with white -authored captivity narratives . Because he announces the 
connection of his work to Erdrich 's through the title and the epigraph , 
Alexie calls for an open dialogue between his text and Erdrich 's. 11 Part of 
what is at stake in Alexie 's reworking of Erdrich 's poems is a Native tra
dition that privileges a communal audience of an oral performance. 
Although Fast is not the only critic to comment on the continuity between 
Native poetry and the oral tradition, the following comments from her nice
ly sum up a number of claims that are relevant to the present discussion : 

Contemporary Native poetry is generically and distinctively dialogic , 
grounded as it is in a complex of specific historica l, geographical , 
and cultural contexts within which its multip le voices resonate. This 

poetry has antecedents in traditional song, chant , and story, forms 
that are generally anonymous, tribal or communal , rather than 
authored by one person. (13) 

In a spoken context , the audience does not rely on a footnote or a paren 
thetical citation to recognize an adaptation of or an allusion to a familiar 
source or theme; rather, the audience relies on memory or the aid of some
one else in the group to identify a previous encounter with a text. Thus, 
Alexie and Erdrich incorporate Native modes of storytelling into their 
accounts of the captivity experience in their respective literary works . 

In terms of its treatment of form and content , Alexie 's "Captivity" is 
recognized as a postmodern masterpiece ; one mark of this recognition is 
that it appears in Postmodern American Fiction: A Norton Anthology. In a 
2004 interview , Ase Nygren makes the following comment and asks 
Alexie to respond to it: "Your parodic intertextuality and ironic re-
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thinking of historic events are commonly seen as markers of postmoderni
ty" (Alexie , "World" 150). Alexie, however, explains that he eschews the 
label postmodern : "My idea of postmodern will always be the language 
poets or Andy Warhol-that sort of more intellectual and less emotional 
work . That's how I look upon postmodernism , as more of an intellectual 
enterprise. And that's not me" ("World" 150). Despite Alexie's rejection 
of the postmodern label, I humbly submit that a number of his works may 
be read productively through the lens of postmodernism; "Captivity," for 
example, is exquisitely constructed in a way that shows Alexie grappling 
with postmodern preoccupations such as historical events and their repre
sentation in language. In "Captivity" Alexie sees the engagement of narra
tive and historical event as an ongoing and dynamic process, as he writes 
in the ninth section of "Captivity" : "The best weapons are the stories and 
every time the story is told, something changes . Every time the story is 
retold, something changes" (99) . Alexie may be referring to the flexibility 
of the oral tradition and the way that each speaker may emphasize certain 
events or figures while glossing over others to communicate various 
points to his or her audience. In addition, he may be alluding to the ability 
of story or narration to shape the way that an event is understood and 
remembered, which is not an exclusively postmodernist preoccupation but 
it is one that has received considerable attention in recent years. 

At this point, I would like to consider Womack's critique of postmod
ernism ; he is right to be wary of how postmodernist claims about the con
structedness of identities and historical discourse could be used to disem
power what he calls "the legitimacy of a Native perspective" (6) . In 
explaining the pitfalls ofpostmodernism, Womack writes, 

The postmodemists might laugh at claims of prioritizing insider sta
tus, questioning the very nature of what constitutes an insider and 
pointing out that no pure Creek, or Native viewpoint exists, that 
Native and non-Native are constantly deconstructing each other. In 
terms of a reality check, however, we might remind ourselves that 
authenticity and insider and outsider status are, in fact, often dis
cussed in Native communities, especially given the historical reality 
that outsiders have so often been the ones interpreting things Indian. (5) 

Given the political realities within academia and US society, Womack's 
insistence on both the value of Native perspectives and the study of 
Native viewpoints on issues that affect Native people primarily in relation 
to each other and not in relation to the dominant culture is vital. Yet, 
Erdrich's and Alexie's "Captivity" texts also do important work by revisit 
ing a foundational text that has influenced how scholars understand 
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Anglo -Indian relations in the 17th century, and these two texts engage in a 
project that involves Native authors interpreting a colonial document rath
er than the scenario described above by Womack of "outsiders .. . inter
preting things Indian. " Furthermore, Alexie's "Captivity " devotes much 
space to revising and expanding the notion of what it means to be a captive. 

Alexie 's "Captivity " is written in fourteen sections, and it adapts ele
ments ofRowlandson's narrative and the corona (or crown), a type of son
net sequence . Rowlandson 's narrative is composed of twenty sections , 
called "Removes," that chronicle her encampments and travels with her 
Native captors during the winter of her captivity. The division of his text 
recalls the use of numbered sections in Rowlandson 's text, but of course, 
fourteen is also the number of lines in a sonnet, a classic Western poetic 
form. On the one hand, "Captivity" is characterized by discontinuity in its 
wide-ranging juxtaposition of images, such as "an Indian in a Bottle" (99) 
and another image involving a "white boy . .. kept captive in a chicken 
coop for hours" (100) . Formally , each stanza/paragraph/section (for the 
sake of convenience , I'll use the term section in subsequent references) is 
linked to the next through a variation on the corona which, in its tradition
al usage, entails the repetition of the last line of a sonnet in the first line of 
the subsequent sonnet. But in Alexie's work , he uses the last line or a 
phrase from the final line of the preceding section as the first line of the 
next section. For example , the last line of the first section reads: "Was she 
afraid of loving all of us?" (98). Section number two begins : "All of us 
heard the explosion when the two cars collided on the reservation road" 
(98). Speaking of his interest in repetition, Alexie states that it is twofold: 
"In my tribe , and in the Native American world , in general, repetition is 
sacred ... . So I think repetition appeals to me on that level, and it also 
appeals to me on a simple musical level" ("Conversation" 139). 
"Captivity ," like so many other works of Alexie 's, features what Diane 
Thiel calls "a fusion of forms" (135). Even the terminology of prose
poem forces the reader to rethink his or her generic assumptions when 
encountering this work, and through drawing on formal features of 
Rowlandson 's narrative , the corona, and the oral tradition , Alexie shows 
his reader that the prose poem allows for vibrant aesthetic and political 
statements. 

Sentence: A Journal of Prose Poetics, Volume 7, released in 2009, fea
tures Contemporary American Indian Prose Poetry, and in his introduction 
to the issue, Dean Rader uses the example of Alexie's "Sonnet : Tattoo 
Tears" to show how the fused form opens up new possibilities : "story and 
sonnet interpose and a new mode of expression unfolds. Like a musician 
doing his own take on a standard, Alexie 'covers' a sonnet Indian style" 
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(7) . Whereas Erdrich 's lyric poem "Captivity" emphasizes the forbidden 
yet passionate encounter between captive and captor and the emotional 
aftermath of it as experienced by the captive, Alexie's prose poem allows 
him to add other dimensions to an understanding of captivity. For exam
ple, he focuses on problems on the reservation , including poverty, alco
holism, and lack of access to a quality education, and he invokes a num
ber of images of captivity and escape that, at times, suggest that life on 
the reservation can be a form of captivity for American Indians. For 
example , the final section ends with the image of the speaker and another 
man waiting for a Greyhound bus to take them away from the reservation . 
In addition to the image of "an Indian in a Bottle " mentioned above (99), 
Alexie includes this image of imprisonment: "How do you see past the 
iron bars someone painted on your U.S. government glasses? " (100). The 
reference to vision alludes to the metaphorical distortions caused by view
ing oneself through the norms imposed by white culture represented by 
the US government. The experience of many American Indians in board 
ing schools was a variety of captivity experience; in section thirteen, 
Alexie describes a character singing the following: "Well, they sent me off 
to boarding school and made me learn the white mans rules" (101 ). Thus , 
Alexie's work reminds us that , in our present day, captivity needs to be 
understood and interpreted much more broadly than the framework pro
vided by early American narratives . 

Expressing his affinity for hybrids, Alexie says, "I have to work hard 
now to make a poem completely identifiable as a poem , and not as a 
hybrid. Of course, I still love hybrids. I'm a hybrid" ("Conversation" 
136). Despite his affection for hybridity , Alexie admits that it can be hard 
to negotiate within different cultures and to live within borders ("World" 
155), and he links this partly to the way that the United States classifies 
Native Americans: "When I was born, I had a social security number and 
a tribal identification number" (155). But, he also sees border crossing as 
personally and artistically enriching: 

I suppose, as an Indian living in the U.S. , I'm used to crossing real 
and imaginary boundaries, and have, in fact, enjoyed a richer and 
crazier and more magical life precisely because I have fearlessly and 
fearfully crossed all sorts of those barriers. I guess I approach my 
poetry the same way I have approached every other thing in my life. 
("Conversation" 135) 

Alexie boldly confronts the cultural intermingling that Rowlandson and 
other members of her community so fearfully policed, and he embraces 
his power to rewrite, to some extent , her story within his text. 
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In the third section, the speaker of "Captivity " directly addresses the 
late 17th-century Puritan woman: 

I remember your name, Mary Rowlandson. I think of you now, 
how necessary you have become. Can you hear me, telling this story 
within uneasy boundaries , changing you into a woman leaning 
against a wall beneath a HANDICAPPED PARKING ONLY sign, 
arrow pointing down directly at you? Nothing changes, neither of us 
knows exactly where to stand and measure the beginning of our 
lives. Was it 1676 or 1976 or 1776 or yesterday when the Indian held 
you tight in his dark arms and promised you nothing but the sound of 
his voice? (98) 

Alexie calls attention to the power of narrative to construct an image of 
Rowlandson, and the arresting image of Rowlandson under the parking 
sign relates to the themes of movement and stasis within Rowlandson 's 
and Alexie 's texts . Alexie advances the portrayal of the captive 's seduc
tion as implied in Erdrich's "Captivity " when he describes the passionate 
embrace of Rowlandson and "the Indian" (98) . The embrace plays up an 
exoticizing image of the Other with its emphasis on "his dark arms" (98) , 
and although the prose poem covers such topics as poverty , alcoholism , 
education, and the difficult decision about whether or not to leave the res
ervation, a recurrent trope concerns the seduction of Mary Rowlandson . 
Moreover, the sprinkling of dates-Rowlandson's capture , the bicentenni 
al of the United States , and the signing of the Declaration of 
Independence - convey Alexie's concern with history. Even though 
"Captivity" is one of Alexie's early works , Nancy Peterson 's observation 
of "an emphasis in Alexie 's later works on cross-cultural, dialogic explo
ration of history and the importance of survival" could certainly apply to 
this text as well (' " Ifl Were Jewish" ' 68). 

In the tenth section , Alexie writes, "Did you see him, Mary 
Rowlandson, the Indian man who has haunted your waking for 300 years , 
who left you alone sipping coffee in the reservation 7-11 ?" ( 100). The dis
orienting image ofRowlandson in the 7-11 is enough to leave the reader 's 
head spinning , and this effect emphasizes that it is Rowlandson who is 
unhinged in time and space-not only as a figure in the prose poem but 
also as a real person who lived in colonial America. Because there are no 
culturally available roles for Rowlandson to assume as a woman who has 
changed as a result of her captivity , she is marked as an outcast, an outsid
er in both Puritan and Native communities, and this truth is evident to 
some extent in her narrative but even more so in Erdrich's and Alexie's 
respective texts titled "Captivity ." Both Alexie and Erdrich understand the 
complexity of identity , and even though cultural boundaries still present 
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challenges, they live in a cultural era in which the crossing of such bound
aries is far more acceptable than it was in Puritan New England. Alexie's 
"Captivity" taps into a fear, or maybe a desire, arising in dominant white 
society in the colonial era and even continuing to a certain degree in the 
current era, which is that of going native . 

In a spirit of collaboration, Erdrich and Alexie continue a conversation 
about captivity and American Indian and Euro-American contact that 
Rowlandson's text played a key role in initiating . They claim their right to 
speak about the early American period, which has been largely studied 
through texts authored by white colonists, and in doing so, they insist that 
the act ofremembering and recording the nation 's past should be a shared 
intellectual and cultural endeavor, one that must occur across racial lines 
if decolonization is to progress . The contemporary "Captivity" texts show 
that it is possible to confront history without simply reinscribing dominant 
figures and ideas; in fact , the texts both raise questions about historiogra
phy and interrogate the status of both dominant figures and myths about 
relations between Indians and colonists. Aside from offering the reader a 
more comprehensive view of captivity and from highlighting the few but 
significant moments of intimacy between captive and captor in 
Rowlandson's narrative, Erdrich's and Alexie 's "Captivity" poem and 
prose poem, respectively, are instructive about how to read texts and how 
to find innovative literary modes for telling stories about contact and cap
tivity . With ongoing debates over tribal sovereignty, land rights, repara
tions, and curricula-to name a few contested areas-Alexie and Erdrich 
are well aware that how we understand and remember the past shapes 
social and political relations in the present and arguably in the future as well . 

Notes 
1 For a further discussion of Rowlandson's attitude toward and relationships 

with her male and female captors, Faery offers an extended and insightful analysis 
of these topics; see 66-70, 72-77. Faery's work has been instructive to me as I've 
formulated further questions about how Rowlandson's audience may have per
ceived her relationship with her captors. 

2Unless otherwise noted, the reader should know that all italicized words 
included in quoted material appear as such in the original texts. In general, itali
cized words and sentences in Rowlandson's narrative indicate dialogue, Indian 
words, or Biblical quotations. 

3Salisbury reports on the success and popularity of Rowlandson's narrative 
and its early publication history in New England and England; see 48-49. 
Toulouse also offers a useful account of political and historical factors influencing 
the printing and publication of the text; see 22-25 and 34-35. For a consideration 
of gender issues in relation to the narrative's publication, see Faery 41-45. 
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4Faery makes a related point about the ministers ' framing of the narrative as 
designed "to foreclose the possibility of its being read in ways that would open the 
Puritan colonial endeavor, and its accompanying politics of gender and race , to 
critique" ( 42) . 

5In "Whatever Is Really Yours," Erdrich comments on this poem and the col
lection as a whole (81) . 

6For another assessment of Fast ' s reading of Erdrich's "Captivity ," see 
Rader 's "Sites of Unification : Teaching Erdrich 's Poetry" 107-109, in which he 
largely concurs with Fast 's analysis . I hope to advance the discussion initiated by 
Fast and continued by Rader by identifying the sources of the captivity narratives 
alluded to in the epigraph and in the body of the poem and then by analyzing the 
aesthetic and political stakes of the allusions. My work also considers Alexie's 
response to both Rowlandson's and Erdrich 's works. 

7Interestingly enough, the first of three online study questions for Alexie 's 
"Captivity " erroneously attributes the epigraph to Rowlandson, suggesting that the 
need for careful interrogation of sources is an ongoing process. See "Sherman 
Alexie, 'Captivity. "' Web. 12 June 2011. <http: //www.wwnorton.com /college / 
english/pmafim/alexie .htm> 

8For a discussion of Puritan views of Catholicism , see Toulouse 146; 
Fitzpatrick 7-8, 16-17; and Salisbury 8-9. 

9While I will not develop the significance of this allusion in this article , it is 
worth noting that Erdrich also draws on Elizabeth Hanson's 1728 God's Mercy 
Surmounting Man's Cruelty for the description in her poem of an Indian woman 
feeding the speaker's crying child . (See 74 of Hanson 's narrative and lines 14-18 
ofErdrich 's "Captivity .") 

1 OTo be precise , Alexie does change the spelling from "bisquit " as it appears 
in Erdrich's poem to "biscuit" in his prose poem, and he substitutes "captive " for 
Erdrich 's "prisoner " in her attributive line. In addition , he condenses some of 

Erdrich's wording in her attributive line; nevertheless , the epigraph very closely 
echoes Erdrich 's. 

11 It is worth noting that Alexie later adapts another poem that appears in 
Erdrich's Jacklight collection , "Dear John Wayne," in his short story also titled, 
"Dear John Wayne," which appears in his collection , The Toughest Indian in the 
World, published in 2000. In "Word as Weapon," Rader traces another connection 
between these two authors; he suggests that Erdrich 's "Dear John Wayne" is a 
"likely source" (153) for Alexie 's "My Heroes Have Never Been Cowboys ," pub
lished in First Indian on the Moon. 
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AMYMENG 

Leda and Other Women 

His hand is a shadow at my wrist, disappearing 
in certain light. 

What he saw after dressing as beast, 
as he curled into me: maybe himself, 
mirrored hallway of himself receding 
infinitely. 

He released in me one of many mazes. 
At the puzzle's center the monster 
has soft bones, a caul. 

My skin spat his poisons out one thorn 
at a time. I ripped out handfuls 
of grass and wiped him from my thighs. 

One theory I have is that no one 
ever did a damn thing to me. 
Out of my own rib came the god that fell 
upon me as I harvested the field. 

In a maze the string is the clue . 

Yet still it ends 
as though we got outside of something. 



In Response to: What Is Becoming? 
It 's the daily back-and-forth 
stitching and unstitching , 
isn't it? Shawn says 
through the wine-rimmed 
ring of his mouth . 
And writers work at the taxonomy 
of moments , separate feeling 
from feeling . This grip 
on your thigh bottoms out 
in an explosion miles away. 
This small pulse of sadness 
scrapes at your window ; 
its branches rose 
silently in the yard of your home . 
It's an epic made of pre-written parts. 
We lose place in our own narratives . 
Sudden and nameless , 
we remember being one thing. 
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The New Animals 
Full moon's lowing on the street outside. 
Spring came down hard, now we're molting 
into a parade of other animals : mallard, hyena, jaguar, beetle. 
One keeps still while the other mounts . 

We're the silence of a good meal, 
our bones are toothpicks flung between porch cracks. 
After an evening whiskey I'm either girl or newt 
stretching my venomous body in bed. 

The night you punch through drywall and spit my name 
we're flies drying on ribbons of fly tape. 



Sympathy for the Woman 
Trying to Steal My Lover 

Easy to see men have unstrung themselves 
for you You played cards 
staked your life on a straight flush in the barn 

They've got you down to your undershirt and socks 
think they're robbing you blind but when you lose 
this next hand what they see floats like moon 
in unquenchable desert skies 

We're chained together by more than this man . 
Our childhoods lived in trees, our fathers itinerant 
as turtledoves . 

00 

You're a maker of keyholes 
and cracks for boys to peer through. 

If a bullet tore you 
there'd be rain on the other side 

I swallow your perfume leak it 
from my glands like lotus, like asp 

00 

Maybe you haven't felt a woman 
vine in through your skull throw her negligees 
on the ground , smokes on the ground 

feet on the table clean soft feet 

I am curious about your hair where it begins 
How to lift it off your back how to hold it aside as if 

clasping a necklace for you 

00 

I'm the key I'm the boat Dark and quiet 
at shore You hear the waves 
you hear the soft mulch of erosion but of course 
you don't find me in time you never did 
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ROBERT DAY 

By the Light of the Silvery Moon 
I cook the Comer Pocket evenings when they need me. Burgers. Fries . 
Catfish. Chicken-fried steaks. Frozen hash browns I toss on the grill. Rib 
eyes. After closing I dig graves. We're on the edge of a big time zone so 
summer there's light in the west when I start. I watch the sun rise when 
I'm done. It's a pleasure . 

My day job is what I pick up in repairs . Roofs after a hail storm . 
Cement work. I've got my own mixer. Sidewalks. Plumbing. Most of us 
out here are dead or dying so I've got widows who need a leak stopped. 
And while I'm there could I fix the third step on the way to the basement? 
Sure. And the screen door needs to be re-hung since the grandkids went 
back to Denver. Sure. But best I like my graves . I dig them by hand. Not 
like Harper. Harper uses a backhoe . 

Clara waitresses the Comer Pocket. Not always when I do, but some
times. She's younger than me by more than I told her. She's tall. I'm taller 
a bit. She 's one of the tallest women we got in and around Blaze, Bly, and 
Cottonwood. Mostly in her legs. But being tall is not what I like about 
her. It 's her shoulders. The way they connect to her neck. And her face. 
Pale as fresh milk. Black hair with long curls that hang down her cheeks 
and spring bounce when she walks . Also tattooed words on her hands and 
arms and legs. She says she's part Cheyenne. Could be. Dull Knife's tribe 
went through White Woman County and left their breed in the settler's 
wives. I've got the blood, tall as I am. 

I'm good at everything I do but living by myself. My lane 's junk . Ice 
boxes from remodeling jobs that I was supposed to haul to the dump. 
Stoves . Washing machines. Tires. A Cs I took the copper out of when the 
price was high. Trash bags of beer cans from the time I started to pick 
myself up. OSB board that got wet. Five Roper motel gas ranges from 
when they did over Pleasant Valley Manor. Maple cutting boards from the 
same job. Tubs. A couple of couches. A foldout to sleep on nights by the 
edge of my garden summers . Or sit on with a Dos Equis afternoons. 
There's a story to the foldout. Two oak pews . My front porch has a pile of 
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plaster that fell off the ceiling that blocks the door. Tilly and I go around 
back . Tilly 's my dog. 

Harper says I'm scum. He should talk. His pickup's still in my yard. 
He ran over a tree stump halfway to drunk one night and put a hole in his 
oil pan. That was three years ago. There's a vitamin M plant growing in 
the bed for all the dirt that's been blowing in. More than one . Beer cans. A 
work coat. Two coolers. Tools turned to rust by now. Other shit. Harper 
and I go back . But something changed . He won't come down . Not even to 
tow his truck for parts. Bought himself a new one. Turbo diesel. 

I've got six pence, jolly, jolly , jolly six pence. It 's a song Clara sang. 
There are others. I don ' t have a memory for songs, but she does. 
Something about having six pence to last me all my life . She wants us to 
sing it ensemble. That's one of her words . She says she ' ll sing some parts 
and I'll sing others, and some we ' ll sing together. I can 't sing for shit. 

I mark my graves with a chalk roller I got from the high school when they 
dropped the baseball team. Plus two bags of dust the coach said I might as 
well take. They're in the house . When it gets cold and the wood stove in 
the basement goes out, Tilly sleeps on them . Talk about your ugly dog . 
Homemade sin ugly. Bares her teeth like she'll bite your balls off for 
standing still. But she won't. Bark. She' ll bark . And kick the shit out of 
other dogs. She can tum around in her skin she's so quick. When she's 
happy she chews tires. Wheelbarrow tires. Rotor tiller tires . The tires on 
Harper's pickup. They're all flat by now. When I come home she starts 
chewing my tires before I stop rolling . . . rolling, rolling, rolling home . 
There 's a bit more of it. 

At the Comer Pocket we get our catfish from a dealer. They 're farmed 
and frozen. I catch mine out of the White Woman and keep them in a 
stock tank to get the mud out of them. A fish is the water it's been living 
in. Sometimes I clean one and take it to work for after we close. That's 
how I started with Clara. I was cooking my fish on the grill with butter 
and onions and sliced new potatoes from my garden . It was summer. 

What 's that? she says . My own catfish, I said . Out of the White 
Woman? she says. Yes, I said. I know some places , she says . So do I, I 
said . There's enough to share, I go on. I got McCormick 's in my truck, 
she says . Vodka. We got a plan, I said. 

I got two pence to spend, two pence to lend ... I can't remember it all, 
but maybe I will. Sometimes it takes time to remember everything. Clara 
also sang about a skylark . Skylark, have you anything to say? She sang it 
more to herself than me. You go someplace to find the skylark. Or maybe it 
goes someplace for you and then flies back with a story about where it's been. 
She'd sing it some, then stop. Then start up again. It was a pleasure to hear her. 
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The last person in my house was Harper the night he ran over the tree 
stump. We drank a case of Dos Equis and he crashed on the couch . There 
were two weeks of dishes in the sink with Hundred Legs living in them. 
Clothes on the floor. Dishes on the floor. Beer bottles. Cigarettes in the 
ones Harper used as ashtrays . Coffee cups where I left them. You don't 
notice your shit when you're going through a case of Dos Equis. 

You're scum, Harper says when he wakes up. Scum is Spanish for 
fucked up. You' ll get Brown Recluses if you leave your clothes on the 
floor. A hole to the bone in your foot is a sure sign of scum. Get fucked, I 
said. I 'm working on it, he says. For sure you won't. What woman 's going 
to like this? Get your shit together and take it to the dump. 

That 's what he says to me these days. You got your shit together or are 
you still living in it? He thinks I'm trash . I think he 's trash for thinking so. 
But he was right about the Brown Recluse. Only it wasn't my foot but the 
palm of my left hand with a hole all the way to a bone before I went to the 
clinic . 

I'm married , Clara says the night we 're eating my catfish and drinking 
her vodka. I didn't know that, I said. He 's not around, she says. Where? I 
said. Minnesota , she says . We just never split the sheets for the judge. 
Tall? I asked. Like you, she says. I 'm not married , I said. I know, she 
says. More? she says, tapping the McCormick's . Sure, I said. 

We drink it iced at the table by the front door like we are customers; 
only it's just us and the pool tables, and the glow of the Comer Pocket 
sign in neon outside coming through the curtains . 

I made these, Clara says, pulling the curtain to look into Blaze where 
there's nobody. Sewing's my day job , she says. Digging graves is mine, I 
said. I heard that, she says. Only I do it nights , I said. I heard that. Star 
light, star bright , she goes . First star I see tonight, I answered . She 
smiles. I could mend that shirt for you, she says. Thanks , I said. We go 
quiet. Do you know you 've got real green eyes? I said. Yes, she says. She 
smiles again, and this time it's as deep as it is wide . I think she likes me. 

I dig my graves four by eight. I got a plywood frame for the chalk lines. I 
have a metal one for winter so I can cook the ground before I dig. I do my 
marking in the afternoons . When I'm done I cut off the sod and stack it in 
strips to one side. Then I sit on my tailgate and have Dos Equis Amber. 
That's not much work to take a break, but I like to look at the other graves 
to see if I've got mine lined up. It's like wanting things straight when you 
work carpentry. Even a widow woman who 's going to get parked in 
Pleasant Valley Manor by her Denver kids gets to have her closet square 
to the rest of the house. And her grave square to her husband's. 

When my Dos Equis Amber is a dead soldier, I go home and feed 
Tilly. Then up to the Comer Pocket if they need me. If not, I work my gar-
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den. Sometimes I'll go down to the White Woman and pull a flat head or 
two . That's what I did the time I was sharing with Clara, only I got a fresh 
one from the stock tank. Lucky it was big. There was only skin and bones 
when we finished. No potatoes. For a girl she ate like a horse. 

I'm not much with women. I had one once. Maggie . She'd come over and 
keep the place picked up. She started inside and worked her way into the 
yard. It was spring and she planted a garden . It's how I got to gardening . 
She's the one who gave me Tilly. Also the foldout. I liked it. I'll admit 
that. I liked coming home knowing that Maggie was going to have supper 
for me and a six pack of cold Dos Equis Amber while we sat on the fold
out by the garden. And later we'd unfurl the couch and sleep on it. That 
was her word. Unfurl. I liked it. 

You think we should get married? she says one night. It was summer 
and she'd been waiting in the foldout for me to come back from a grave. I 
don't think so, I said . Why not? Why? I said. I want to be married , she 
says. Then find somebody who wants to marry you, I said. How come you 
won't let me dig graves with you? she says. I could help . Don't you love 
me? she says. I don 't think so, I said . 

She pulled on her jeans and left. Came back once to check the garden. 
Say goodbye to Tilly. Pick up things . I'd see her around Blaze, then gone. 
Maybe a year ago in Cottonwood I saw her. We didn't talk. Maybe she 
didn't see me. I think she did. I saw her once or twice with Clara . Harper 
told me they were related. 

If I know whose grave I' m digging, I talk to them . Back and forth. Too 
bad your liver gave out, I say to Al Johnson. I had fun while it lasted , he 
says. At least you know I'm digging your hole and not Harper with his 
backhoe, I say. Make it square to Bella's, Al says. But don't let her fall out 
on me. I want some peace and quiet as long as I'm dead. Not to worry, I 
say. Thanks. 

Until I met Clara, I worked alone . When she was with me I didn't talk 
to anyone but her. Once I did . 

I don't love Clara. I like digging graves with her while Willie Nelson's on 
the tape deck in my truck and her singing along. If you've got the money, 
honey, I've got the time. Or her singing by herself and trying to teach me 
how to remember the words and carry the tune. I like how we share her 
McCormick's and not get so drunk we don't talk. You got to like a woman 
who likes to talk . And not about the grocery-store magazines. Or Jesus. Or 
television. I got a lot of shit in my house but I don't have a television . I 
did . Harper threw a Dos Equis through it. When I turned it on it exploded. 
Glass and wires and white dust everywhere. Not really, but that's what I 
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tell people. Mainly it just smoked and blew a fuse. Better it exploded for 
the telling of it. 

I've been thinking about Harper calling me scum. How you getting 
home? I said. Lend me your Harley, he says. Sure. After he left, I went 
back to bed. When I got up, I washed my sheets and the clothes off the 
floor . Five loads. I washed the dishes. Killed the Hundred Legs with a 
spatula. Took down the plastic from winter on the windows. With the new 
light coming in, I cleaned up. Tossed the beer bottles in boxes. Washed 
more dishes. Looked for Brown Recluses until I found one. Swept the 
floor into a scoop shovel. Then I picked up beer cans in the lane and put 
them in plastic trash bags. Changed the sheets on the foldout. It was com
ing summer, so I started sleeping out at nights. Only I'd not unfurl it. Just 
slept on it like a couch . 

Two weeks I cleaned off and on. Weeded the garden. Pulled onions 
and radishes and took them to the Comer Pocket to give away. Put cages 
around my tomatoes and plastic around the bottoms against the wind we 
get out here just like Maggie did. Then one day I stopped. 

Maybe ifl'd have taken the beer cans to the metal man in Cottonwood 
I would have kept going. But one night I'm sleeping by my garden and I 
wake up because Tilly's running a fox and I test myself by starlight to see 
if I feel any different from when my house was full of shit, and I don't. 
Then I ask myself if I feel like scum, and I don't. So the house fills up 
with shit again and I still don't feel like scum . I don't feel one way or 
another about living in shit. If you don't like who you are, call Doctors 
Smith and Wesson. Who wants to live with someone they don't like? 

That first night at the Comer Pocket Clara talked about words. The words 
tattooed on her body. On the back of her left hand had Cynic. It's not 
some guy who doesn't want to vote because politics are shit, she says 
when she sees I'm looking at it. Or a woman who's had it with men. It's 
old philosophers who thought you've got to raise your own food. Don't 
have both a truck for your day job and a car for town like they do in the 
Rest of America . Don't own anything you don 't need, she says . 

I didn't know that, I said. Catch your own catfish, she says and taps 
her fork on the plate. The potatoes and the rest of it are from my garden, I 
said. She smiles. I read about Cynics at this house where I did their slip
covers, she says . I read, do you? Not much, I said. But I'll give it a try. I 
have this book, she says. Cowboys Are My Weakness. I'll read it, I said. 
You know any good words? she says . Unfurl, I said. Like a flag, she says. 
Or a foldout couch, I said. She smiles . I love words, she says . The best 
ones never leave you. Know what these are called? she says as she pulls 
one of the curls that hang down along her cheek. Tendrils, she says before 
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I can take a guess . Don't you like it? she says. Tendrils. It's why I grew 
them. For the word. 

Somebody outside went by and their headlights came through Clara's 
curtains. You want to dig a grave with me sometime? I said. Sure, she 
says. You'll see the sun come up, I said. Fine by me, she says. Yet 
tonight? I said. Sure, she says. 

We finish my catfish and not all her McCormick's to take in my truck. 
That's when she starts singing I've got six pence, jolly, jolly six pence, 
I've got six pence to last me all my life. Two pence to spend, two pence to 
lend, and no pence to send home to my wife, poor wife. Thinking about 
her, I remember more ofit. Funny what will crank up memory. For me it's 
what's in my mind already. 

Harper's the one who got me started with graves. Baker Johnson 's casket 
busted out from the grave next to the one Harper was digging and broke 
his Great Toe. That's what he called it. His Great Toe. 

I'm yelling What -the-Fuck for my Great Toe, Harper says , and the 
casket lid pops open and there's Baker, nothing but bones and dust and 
rags and teeth . No thank you, I say. No fucking thank you. I'll dig graves 
with a backhoe or not at all. That's when he came up to Comer Pocket 
and asked me to finish the job. Sure, I said. You got to do it tonight, he 
says. Sure, I said. 

I dug the grave another three feet deep, closed Baker Johnson's lid and 
slid him on down, filled and patched the hole on the side, then tamped 
everything firm. The next day they planted Doug Johnson on top of Baker 
Johnson and nobody knew the difference. I think they were cousins any
way. Along with Al Johnson who I buried two doors down. After that I 
was on my own. Hand-dug graves for half the price of Harper's backhoe. 

Cynic was my first tattoo, Clara says. She's up above the hole sitting on 
my tailgate. I'm in pretty deep by now. The ground is soft because I 
hauled water to it the first part of the week. Duluth, 1997, she says . I 
picked it because I liked the way it looked. With the "c" at the start and 
then the "y" and then just before the "c" at the end there was this "i ." It 
was later I found out what it means. Hand me my level, I said. Sure, she 
says. The square too. Here, she says . 

It's good work. Even after the McCormick's it's good work. I look up 
but she's gone to the truck. I hear the tailgate creak . I think she'll be beau
tiful when I climb out. Skylark, have you anything to say, she sings. Help 
me up, I said, not needing a hand but wanting hers. Here, she says coming 
back to the edge of the grave with her hand and a smile I can see in the 
light of sunrise coming. 
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And sometimes "y," I said as we sit on the tailgate and she offers me 
the last pull of her McCormick's . 

What? she says . 
And sometimes "y," I said. Like we learned in school. That "y" can be 

a vowel ifit wants to be . In your Cynic. 
I wish I'd thought of that, she says . Then I' d have Cy n y c that would 

spell itself in reverse like kayak and radar. I'd like to have Egypt because 
of those tails that go below the line but I' ve used my e for ensemble . What 
about radar? I said. I'm saving my R, she says . I want to say something, 
but I don 't. 

Harper keeps telling me I must be depressed to live in shit. It was some
thing he learned from television . Harper watches television. And listens to 
Talk Radio. That's where he gets his shit. His shit is in his head. At least 
mine is on the floor. And in the yard. You got to know what kind of shit 
you want in your life because everybody's got it someplace . I like mine 
where it is. 

When I'm frying catfish at the Comer Pocket or working my garden 
or digging graves with Clara, I'm happy. How not to be happy with a tall 
girl younger than yourself who likes spending the night drinking 
McCormick's in a graveyard and talking about the words on her body? 
And who can't like an ugly dog that's so happy to see you she chews tires? 

No cares have I to grieve me, no pretty little girls to deceive me, I'm 
as happy as a lark, believe me, as I go rolling, rolling home. There you 
go. That's more of it. How not to be happy when you can remember a 
song even if you can't sing for shit. 

The graveyard at Rose Hill has the best view. It 's the township cemetery. 
If you're a Christian you don't want to be buried there because you 'd be 
in the ground with Seculars. That's what Pastor Black calls them. 
Seculars. I've dug graves for his dead as well as Father Wilcox's dead. 
Dead's dead I think , no matter whose graveyard you're in. But Rose Hill's 
the only place I took Clara. It 's where we watched the sun come up that 
first night. And the moon go down. By the light of the silvery moon. 

From Rose Hill you can look down the road that curves into Bly and 
the grain train tracks that run by the Co-Op where The Committee to Save 
the World meets . We don't really save the world, but some days we talk 
like we can . Ranchers . Wheat farmers. We trade jokes . The same ones 
more than once. Ones you can't tell in the Rest of America. You'd think in 
a free country you'd be free to tell jokes . Maybe that's their shit, not tell
ing jokes. 

Some of the men know I'll bury them. Ifit's late in the day and there 's 
Black Jack being passed around because Mencken Cody or The Broke 
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Rancher have sold high -dollar steers for a high-dollar price nobody 
minds. We're running out of sunsets in White Woman County. Most of 
our cattle drives are in the graveyards . We drink and joke about what I do. 
Baker Johnson falling out onto Harper 's Great Toe. Al and his rot -gut 
liver wanting some quiet from Bella . 

All summer they put it to me about Clara . How tall she is for her 
breed. How she's got the same black hair as Maggie. I think they know. 
Sure they know. But now that she's not been around , they don't say much . 
We talk about getting through winter until spring against the wind that 
blows the wheat out of the ground when it's been frozen for thirty days. 
And stock tanks that ice part way to the bottom overnight. Nothing but 
hand pump wells working in Bly. Goddamn . 

On the palm of her left hand, Clara has something I couldn't read because 
of the wrinkles and how she'd not open it all the way. I wanted to ask her 
about it, but I didn 't. Sometimes at the Comer Pocket in summer she'd 
wear clothes so that I could see the edge of a word along her shoulder . 
And a word on her front where her tits start to begin. Or on her legs when 
she'd wear a skirt instead of jeans. But I didn't ask about those either. You 
want to go slow with women if you like them . It 's the way you learn to 
like them. Not that I knew this before. Being with Clara helped. Or maybe 
it's just becoming who you are when you like what you 're doing. I wish I 
may, I wish I might . 

I think a lot digging a grave and sitting on the tailgate nights with my 
Dos Equis Amber. Thinking isn't all bad. Some men won 't have it. I like 
it. It's like coming into good-looking country with your own country still 
in your head. I do that. Get in my Pick-Me-Up-Truck with Tilly and drive 
into the Breaks or Sand Hills or the Front Range off the paved roads. 

I park in the graveyard of some town more gone than Bly or Blaze , 
and Tilly sleeps under the truck and I sleep in the back on a bed roll. 
Every graveyard is different. They all have the same dead, but not the 
same view. The one in St. Francis has a sign saying watch for rattlesnakes . 

I want twenty -six words , Clara tells me one night. We are pushing 
September into October . I am working at Rose Hill after two days of rain . 
We don 't get much rain in the fall. I wasn't digging for somebody just 
dead, but with Pretty Wilson breathing her last at Pleasant Valley and her 
relations having asked me to dig the grave when the time came, I thought 
I'd get it done . I' ll put my frame over the hole until I come back to trim it 
out the day they plant her. Plan ahead to get ahead. 

One for each letter of the alphabet , she says . C was Cynic. I don 't 
have A yet. I got others. I'm up to ten. Maybe I don't have enough body 
for twenty-six. 
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What are the others? I said. She says she isn't telling. A girl's got to 
have some privacys. You got B? I asked. She doesn't say anything. I think 
maybe I don 't want to know about B. 

What's that? she says. I've had her help me out of the grave and she's 
touching the palm of my hand where the Brown Recluse bit me . It's 
ragged and rough because I didn't take care of it. A privacy, I said. Fair 
enough, she says. But make a story for me . Something not true. Sure, I 
said. Let me think it out so it's good. I'll wait, she says . Why you saving 
R? I asked . She just smiles. I want R to be for me, but I don 't say so. 

One day at the Comer Pocket she wasn't there. The next night either. 
Then a whole week of nights not being there . I knew where she lived and 
went by. Her truck wasn't there. The house was shut up and nobody 
answered the door. Not a note . The postman was walking the street and 
said she'd had them hold her mail. Harper came along in his Turbo diesel 
with his migrant and a backhoe for a grave . 

She's not here , he says . I figured as much, I said . You been here 
before? he says . I tell him she wouldn ' t let me come over. Not that I 
asked. You? I said. I guess he didn't hear me and says he's got to dig the 
hole for Otto Bond. Then he 's off down 4th heading toward Pastor 
Black 's cemetery. 

I wish it was better for me and Harper. Maybe it will be when he gets 
his truck out my lane. He brought my Harley back, but it was a month. 
I've put it on the porch so Tilly won't chew the tires. When summer 
comes I'm thinking to give Clara a ride . We'll do figure eights through the 
graves, her tendrils blowing in the wind. Maybe she would have helped 
me plant my garden and we go fishing together. It would be what we do 
together days and we could still dig graves at night. And work the Comer 
Pocket like we used to. 

If she comes back I'm going to tell her I want to be buried in Rose 
Hill. I'll ask Harper to dig my grave by hand . I'll show her the plots I 
bought up in the comer. Two plots side by side. Five dollars each. I'll tell 
her one could be hers if she doesn't have a place of her own. Even if it 
doesn't work out between us, she could still have my extra plot. That way 
she'd have a grave to come back to. She wouldn't have to plan ahead. 

I don't live so well, I said to Clara. I hear that, she says. I 've finished 
my grave for the night. Maybe she's been with me half a dozen times by 
now. Leaving from work at the Comer Pocket like that first time. The 
days are shorter so we got no light to the east just yet. It's not winter in 
the air, but it's something . Neither do I, she says. 

Harper says I'm living in shit, I said. For me as well, she says. She 
leans back into the bed of the truck and because she's long legged tall her 
feet are on the ground and she is tapping out something with one of them. 
Sing me a song, she says. I'm bad at it, I said. I don 't care, she says. I 
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don't know so many, I said. Mostly Willie. Then I think of one from grade 
school in Blaze. 

I was born in Kansas, I was bred in Kansas, 
and when I get married, I'll be wed in Kansas . 
There's a true blue gal who promised she would wait, 
she's the sunflower from the sunflower state. 

Clara sings the rest of it with me to the night sky from on her back 
where she's at. 

She's a sunflower, she's my one flower, she's the flower of my heart 
She's a sunflower, she's my one flower, and I know we'll never part . 

It was the last time I saw her before she left for I didn't know where. 

Winter works for digging graves. You wouldn't think so. But it does. 
Blowing snow. Frozen dirt. I build a fire over where I'm going to dig. 
Cottonwood is good, but elm and ash are better. Hackberry if it's old . 
Stack it like a brush pile then splash it with diesel fuel mixed with gaso
line. Torch it with my weed burner. Sparks fly. After awhile it settles down. 

When I've got a good bed of coals I spread them out and ease my 
metal frame down over them as a cover. I do this in the afternoon so that 
when I come back the top is glowing low red and the ground is cooked. 
All you got to do is get through a foot or so. Even with the grass burned I 
cut the sod off and make a stack. I stand up the frame and start digging. 

I don't need much light. You get used to the dark. When I'm at the 
bottom, I lie down and look up. The stars from there are brighter and 
blink harder . Harper says if you dig a hole deep enough you can see the 
stars in the middle of the day. Star Holes, he calls them. A relative of his 
on the White Woman used to dig them and let the kids come down and 
look up. Maybe. 

Nights I don't have a good moon, I prop my plywood frame against a 
nearby tombstone. I painted it white so it will catch starlight or the 
moon's silver. I could tum on the parking lights of my truck, but I don't. 
If you like digging graves at night, you like the dark. Or by the light of the 
silvery moon, now that I think of it. 

You dig winter as well, Clara says the night before she goes away. 
Yes, I said. How so? she says. I'll show you when the time comes, I said. 
Tell me, she says. A man's got to have some privacy, I said. By now I'm 
out of the hole and I can see she's smiling at what I've said. But I'll know 
in the end, she says . Trade you, I said. B for how I dig in winter. Or why 
you 're saving R. Maybe, she says and looks away as if to find a shooting 
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star. There , she says. About where you live near Bly. But it wasn 't there 
because I was looking that way as well. 

After I found her gone, I started cleaning up. We had some warm days 
left to us and it was easy. My late tomatoes were still coming on. They 
were green but you can fry those . Peppers too. Then we had a bad frost, 
and not much later a blizzard with a foot of wet snow came through for 
three days and it was all done for the garden . Good thing I'd put a tarp 
over the foldout. Sometimes when I'd come home, Tilly's sleeping on it if 
I haven't put her in the house . 

Then the snow melted and it turned warm again. Winter warm, not 
real warm . I went back to cleaning and I'd think about what kind of story 
to tell Clara about my Brown Recluse scar. But it wouldn 't come. I'd 
think about Clara when I was digging graves or at the Corner Pocket 
cooking chicken-fried steaks and catfish . I'd think about her privacys . 
About where she 'd gone. About the songs she sang. I thought maybe her 
story should start and end with my scar, but she'd be everything that 's in
between. Songs . Talk. Words. Only my scar wouldn 't be a Brown Recluse 
scar. It'd be a scar that had something to do with her. A woman's got to like 
you if you put her in a story as if it's a home with words you've made for her. 

Two times I dug winter graves without her. Once I cooked chicken-fried 
steak and hash browns on my metal lid. The other time I grilled buffalo 
burgers. I fixed more than my share . I cooked early to do the digging 
early. That way I could go to the Corner Pocket and help out. They usual
ly don 't need me much in winter. But I went anyway. Once I sat by the 
window by the door after they closed and downed a pint of McCormick 's. 

It was cold that first grave, but it hadn 't been cold enough so that I 
couldn 't get through the sod once it took the heat of my fire . Then going 
down wasn't much trouble . It 's in January when we 've had thirty days of 
below zero that you have to let your fire cook the ground long enough to 
roast a hog. In winter, I trade the Dos Equis for pulls of Knob Creek. I 
like the bottle. It 's like a tombstone . 

The second grave was about the same kind of thin cold, only with my 
buffalo burgers instead of chicken -fried steak. Then between Christmas 
and New Year's , I got two graves. Car wreck. Kids . Brothers . It was deep 
cold that night. A blizzard coming . 

Hello, she says. I'm in the hole of the first grave and it's snowing and 
blowing up above . I've got my lid on the other one cooking the ground. 
Maybe I can get both dug the same night. I've been at it since sundown. 
Hello , she says again. 

I'd heard her come up. Even in the hole with the wind blowing, I hear 
somebody drive up . It might have been Harper. But I was making in my 
mind that it was Clara . 
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Yo! I said. That's my way of saying hello. 
I had thought about it, and what I thought was if she came back I 

wouldn't ask her where she'd been . Maybe she'd tell me, maybe not. 
You need a hand up? she says . Sure, I said. Here , she says . I see she 's 

got on those white -cotton work gloves you wear under leather work 
gloves when winter comes. Just as I'm about to take her hand she takes 
off the glove , so I take off mine and she pulls me up. Her hand is warm . 

How'd you know I was here? I said. Just thought you might be, she says. 

It was at nights in bed that I'd try out stories about my scar. Some nights 
my story was when the squeeze chute broke the time I was helping Walter 
Wilcox brand cattle and he caught a piece of iron in his leg. I take a hit of 
iron myself through my hand and we both go to the hospital in 
Cottonwood . But Clara might know about Walter Wilcox so I drop it. I 
want a story that isn 't true but could be. 

So I start thinking I'll get the scar doing something to keep her safe . 
We're in Denver coming out of a motel going for a nice dinner and some 
punk tries to rob us. He grabs Clara , pulls his Colt, and shoots me through 
my hand. But quick as Tilly I've got him on his back with his pistol 
cocked into his eyeball. 

Mostly, I'm asleep before I get to where Clara takes me to the hospi
tal. Or maybe it's back to Blaze because you've got to call the police in 
Denver if you go to the hospital with a bullet hole in you. Some nights we 
go to her house, but since she doesn 't want me to see it, maybe not. Then 
I make the story in summer so she can take care of me on the foldout. 
That would be good . Summer it is. We head to my place. Even with my 
bullet hole I drive us back from Denver. She helps turning comers with 
her left hand on the steering wheel. 

Coming out of the grave , I am looking at her and she looks at me, but then 
she doesn 't. I don't much notice how women dress . But this time I do. 
She 's wearing jeans as always, but she's wearing a red plaid coat like a 
lumber jacket. You don't see those around here . Under that there is a long, 
yellow scarf wrapped around her neck and then over her shoulder . She 's 
got a white stocking cap pulled down over her ears. 

You been back long? I said. Just drove in, she says. Haven 't got to the 
house. You want something to eat? I said looking at the lid over the fire on 
the next -door grave. I got rib-eyes and a bottle of Knob Creek in the 
truck . Hash browns. Sure, she says. 

She goes to her truck . Maybe she's cold and wants to get warm. 
Maybe I should get in with her, but I don 't. I go to my truck and tum on 
my tape deck and listen to Willie: Help Me Make It Through the Night. 
Then I get my rib-eyes and packets of hash browns. I open my Knob Creek. 
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Can I come in? she says as she opens the door. Sure, I said. You want 
a pull? Yes, she says and takes the Knob Creek by the fat of the bottle . 
How's Tilly? she says. Chews tires, I said. You? she says. I'm working on 
your song, I said. No cares have I . . . We are quiet between us . She takes 
off her stocking cap and shakes her head so her tendrils fall down. 

Have you got my story? she says. Yes, I said. Outside the snow blows 
in gusts. A foot by morning, I said. So I hear, she says . I think to say 
something but I've lost it. So I go, What's B? I said. Harper, she says. 
Bud. She opens the palm of her left hand and there he is. 

That's not what we call him. We call him by his last name. Sometimes 
Rabbit because of what rabbits do. Not that he brags about it. I'll give him 
that. But never by his first name. The same for me. Which is why I hoped 
she might save R for me because of my last name. The wind gusts so hard 
we feel the truck rock.We go quiet again . Then. 

Would you want to get married? she says as she passes the Knob 
Creek. 

Me? I said. 
Yes, she says. To me, she says and laughs and takes the bottle back out 

of my hand. I'm not married anymore, she says. 
Where would we live? I said. 
Maybe buy a place in between us, she says. But both keep our own. 
We don't talk. Only breathing. The windows are fogging. I am think-

ing about her with me in the foldout by the garden in spring. I'm thinking 
how we've never much touched unless you count her helping me out of 
the graves or me taking her arm when we cross the street out of the 
Comer Pocket at night going to my truck . Or how I walk her back to her 
truck after the sun's come up and open the door and help her in, and how 
she seemed surprised the first time I did that, and I was surprised at it 
myself. That kind of touching. Hands mostly. Or once I put my fingers 
along her cheek under her hair and she closed her eyes. Usually I'm all 
over them right away to nail them . 

I'd be good to you, she says. I know about Maggie. She's my second 
cousin. I know she gave you the foldout and Tilly and how you wouldn't 
marry her. She'd have been good to you, but I'll be better. You can live 
like you want. Or I could help you clean up, if that's what you want. Then 
we wouldn't have to rent a place in-between. You could be R. 

I hold out my hand with the scar in it. My story's about us, I said, and 
how I got shot in Denver protecting you and this is a bullet hole. Then you 
take care of me on the foldout. Yes, she says. I never had us married, I said. 

Sky lark, have you anything to say, she sings, taking my hand and 
looking at it and then out the shotgun window where you can't see any
thing for the blowing snow. Not even the metal frame which for sure is 
glowing red and spitting as the snow hits it. 
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I get out the truck with my rib-eyes to toss them on the grill. It's cold. 
It's not just the wind . It's cold. I go around back and get my spatula to 
move dinner around. I look at my truck, but I can't see her. I walk over to 
my first grave and drop in. Not to think. Just to get out of the wind while 
supper's cooking. But I think anyway. It's not about what I should do with 
Clara in the truck wanting to get married. It's all kinds of thinking coming 
at me like snow in gusts. Tilly. Unfurl. Bud . I know some places. So do I. 
Star holes. The Committee to Save the World . My old Harley. 
Rattlesnakes in the St. Francis graveyard . And how, when I put new wood 
in the stove on nights like this, I go outside with Tilly to watch the smoke 
come out of the chimney and what a pleasure that is, and that I never told 
Clara that in all the time we talked. And maybe ifwe were married, she'd 
go outside with me even when it's Blue Cold to look at the smoke coming 
up from the wood stove inside, and then we'd go back and it would be warm. 

I hear a door open and shut. Then another. I hear her truck start. I 
don't move . I hear her turning around. She's by the grave going along 
through the snow. Then I don't hear her anymore because of the wind. I 
say to myself, well, that's that. What? I say to myself. She's gone, I say. 
You should have said something, I say. I didn 't say no, I say. You can't 
leave it at that, I say. Maggie left and what difference did it make? I say. 
Maggie never dug a grave with me, I say. 

I stop talking and listen to the wind. Nothing but the wind. I think I'll 
climb out and take a pull of Knob Creek and go home to my shit. Finish 
the other grave tomorrow. 

You want a hand out? she says. This time I didn't hear her before what she said. 
I see her white work glove and she's taken off her cap so her tendrils 

are flapping around her face . She's next to where the lid is cooking our 
supper so she's got a glow to her cheek on that side. Sure, I say. She takes 
off her glove and I take off my glove. Sure, I say. 

At least that's what I have myself say for both of us with the wind 
being the only other sound I hear in the bottom of the grave. 
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BRAD McDUFFIE 

Nomenclature 
For Jonah 

I. 

My Son, know the names of rivers 
and the names of birds 

Study the ledgers 

And know that stone is only stone 
When you pray at your grandfather's grave 

Your given history there is a surname for time 

II. 

In your middle insomnia 
Lying alone in the night's dark-
A cross between awake and dreaming
Walk the lengths of the rivers 
We once fished 
Where the springs of Aleph ran 
Down to the sea below the sun
And watch where the water pools 
Beyond the stones 
There in the marrow 
Where the river once told us its name 



III. 

When I was still a boy, having fished all day 
I travelled with the Preacher through a pass 
High in the Sierra Nevadas 

And still dreaming of the Truckee s waterways 
And the rainbow trout dazzling 
In the sun when it broke through the surface 

Watched as we descended into the valley 
Wondering at the lights laid low 
And how the billion, billion light years 
Bore down on us from above 
There in the night, tracing constellations 
With my hand through the glass 
I was certain that one day I might 
Know their names by heart 
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A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

JOHN WENKE 

Joanne Kathleen, the Anti-Proust 
Clifford Leech must have thought he had landed on an island of academic 
barbarians. 

The eminent Shakespearean scholar had a saggy-jawed, full moon 
face, a shiny bald head skirted by feathery white fringe, and a protrusive 
stomach that seemed to tum before the rest of him did. His billowy, off
gray suit wore a slept -in look. His skinny black tie was knotted in a 
crimped wad and hung like two limp ribbons on his wrinkled , gray-white 
Oxford shirt . In the autumn of 1974 Clifford Leech had brought his aged 
self and very British manner to Storrs, Connecticut, as the recipient of a 
one-foot -in-the-grave Distinguished Visiting Professorship . 

"Who might tell us a bit about the First Folio?" he cheerfully won
dered, chomping on the crusted and chewed stem of an unlit black pipe. It 
was the first class of my first semester in graduate school. The seminar 
table was crowded with fourteen other students . A lot of disconcerted eyes 
roved. Silence raked the room . 

"Come on now. Mustn 't be shy." 
A more oppressive silence radiated like dry, dusty heat. 
Clifford Leech cleared his throat. 
"All right, then. Who can tell us something about the bad 1603 quarto 

edition of Ham let?" 
I didn't know a folio from a quarto from a diminuendo . The questions 

continued without abatement. No one knew anything about Lord 
Chamberlain's Men, the King 's Men, the Blasphemy Acts, John Heminge , 
or Henry Condell. As the professor queried on, the sheen of my smoothly 
applied B. A. flaked and peeled. All ofus had arrived in grad school fresh 
from peck -the-cheek encounters with Signet editions of A Midsummer 
Night's Dream, Hamlet, King Lear, and The Tempest and we had no idea 
that the nicely printed words on the page had anything like a troubled, 
questionable history. Plays were something you picked up, read, analyzed, 
and found patterns in. We were caught within the safe web-work of New 
Criticism's assumptions regarding the intrinsic cohesion of literary 
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works-a museum approach to literary studies more attuned to didactic 
finality than inductive exploration . None of us knew a thing about the 
swampland of textual scholarship or the creative possibilities of editorial 
practice. Nor had any of us, it seemed , considered the dynamics of stag
ing, the fact that any performance offered a series of unprecedented 
moments where the director's interpretation competed with the actors' 
intended and unintended spasms of improvisation. 

Looking at the class with indulgent pity, Clifford Leech smiled and 
said, "It's not that you're lost. You simply haven't begun to find the way. 
Keep to your places!" 

He lumbered from the room and returned a few minutes later. He was 
lugging a black book that seemed to measure one yard tall and two feet 
wide. A facsimile edition of the First Folio of 1623 landed on the table 
with a slapping thunk. 

"The study of Shakespeare," he intoned, "begins here, and it never ends." 
Clifford Leech went on to teach us with great animation and an appar

ent love of the craft. He almost always talked about things I had never 
heard of. He was cleverly challenging , prone to sudden, effusive outbursts 
where he became the character he was discussing . I can see him now, an 
invisible sword shaking at the ceiling in King Richard Ill's madly mania
cal moment of impending defeat , shouting with audacious tones of tri
umph: "My kingdom for a horse!" He was also prone , as some old people 
are, to launch into anecdotal recitals, descriptions of special moments 
from theatrical productions closed for more than a half century. He talked 
about his voluminous correspondence with distant colleagues as though 
these letters were as close to him as family. He lived by himself in the 
large home of the sabbaticalized Chaucerian Charles Owen. I overheard 
one faculty member tell another about his recent visit: "The place is a 
total mess . Leech won't do a single dish." Along the way he made a num
ber of authoritative statements that I took very seriously. At one point he 
announced that Marcel Proust's Remembrance of Things Past was the 
absolute greatest novel ever written. He encouraged us to re-read it every 
year , as he himself loved doing . Re-reading "it" was not like spinning 
through The Catcher in the Rye in a few sittings . Proust's novel was not a 
single book but seven full-length volumes of small print. There was no 
name for the seven-volume novel. The double trilogy plus one seemed 
unlikely to catch on. 

Clifford Leech's assessment surprised me. I knew a little bit about 
Proust. In my junior year at Notre Dame I had taken a course with 
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Professor William Krier called "Comparative Literature ." Swann s Way, 
volume one of Proust's novel, was one of the works on the eclectic read
ing list. One day at 9:30 A .M . Stanley Elkin , the accomplished American 
fiction writer, found himself in our midst. He was on campus for the 
Sophomore Literary Festival and had agreed to visit a class or two. He 
wore an impressive full-length black leather coat and had a grumpy way 
about him. Clearly in a bad mood, he may even have been on a mission . 
Without cue or provocation , he spoke with contempt for professed teach
ers of literature who liked to tum literary art into a manageable commodi
ty, a reductive set of ideas and tropes, a smorgasbord of high-sounding cli
ches as consumable as gum drops. He took one giant step to the front 
desk, picked up Krier's copy of Swann s Way, waved it like a pennant and 
jeered at people like us who read books and underlined all the important 
passages. 

Professor Krier interrupted this lesson and said, "I defy you to find 
any underlinings beyond page 122." 

We hooted, of course, and even Stanley Elkin smiled , but I was heart
ened to find that I was not the only one who could not read Proust. The 
narration was impenetrable, slow-paced, gnarled, obsessively interiorized. 
Nothing seemed to happen in this bower of static reflections, where the 
omnivorous narrative mind kept feeding on itself. The pages seemed 
choked with maniacally precise distinctions: 

Things outside seemed also fixed in mute expectation, so as not to 
disturb the moonlight which, duplicating each of them and throwing 
it back by the extension, forwards, of a shadow denser and more con
crete than its substance, had made the whole landscape seem at once 
thinner and longer, like a map which, after being folded up, is spread 
out upon the ground. (25) 

A few years later, in a graduate course on Modem Fiction, I again met up 
with Swann s Way. This time , notions of pre-professional purpose 
impelled me to finish it. I know I got through the volume, not because I 
remember much about it, but because when I page through my yellowed 
Vintage edition from 1970, translated from the French by C. K. Scott 
Moncrieff, I find sporadic underlinings and gnomic exclamation points 
(! !) and on page 325, I even find some notes about the volume's last sen
tence : "The man who says this is talking about lost time. We are right 
back where we were at the beginning of the book." I must have read the 
book because there's my handwriting-youthful, more looping than it is 
now. I have no memory of the narrator, the action, if any, or what the book 
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was about. In shuffling through the pages I find names like Swann, 
Odette, Verdurin, but they are names without faces, without association, 
like random names in a phone book . 

Back in lost time when Clifford Leech proclaimed Proust's novel the 
greatest one of all , I had resolved to read the work in its seven-volume 
entirety. It took me about a decade of rooting through used bookstores to 
find acceptably priced copies of the other six books. Every now and then, 
usually during the languor of summer, hot afternoons when there was 
nothing to do and nowhere to go, I gave Swann :S Way another try in hopes 
of remembering something of what I had read and so at least get a stum
bling jump into subsequent volumes . Maybe a light would go on and 
Proust would speak to me in my mature mid-thirties or my reflective early 
forties. There's the unnamed narrator enmeshed as always in crazed over
particularization . He anatomizes the expansive possibilities regarding the 
scented air of his aunt's two adjoining rooms : 

They were rooms of that country order which Uust as in certain 
climes whole tracts of air or ocean are illuminated or scented by 
myriads of protozoa which we cannot see) fascinate our sense of 
smell with the countless odours springing from their own special vir
tues, wisdom, habits, a whole secret system of life, invisible, super
abundant and profoundly moral, which their atmosphere holds in 
solution; smells natural enough indeed, and coloured by circum
stances as are those of the neighbouring countryside, but already 
humanised, domesticated, confined, an exquisite, skilful, limpid 
jelly, blending all the frnits of the season which have left the orchard 
for the store-room, smells changing with the year, but plenishing, 
domestic smells, which compensate for the sharpness of hoar frost 
with the sweet savour of warm bread, smells lazy and punctual as a 
village clock, roving smells, pious smells; rejoicing in a peace which 
brings only an increase of anxiety, and in a prosiness which serves as 
a deep source of poetry to the stranger who passes through their 
midst without having lived amongst them. (38) 

Here is a single sentence written by a man who did not have anywhere to 
go. In the narrator's description of his petulant aunt, he articulates what 

seems to be his own self-reflexive aesthetic principle: 

[B]esides, in the life of complete inertia which she led she attached 
to the least of her sensations an extraordinary importance, endowed 
them with a Protean ubiquity which made it difficult for her to keep 
them secret, and, failing a confidant to whom she might communi-
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cate them, she used to promulgate them to herself in an unceasing 
monologue which was her sole form of activity. (39) 

In pursuing the art of "complete inertia," Marcel might well have been his 
own petulant aunt. Everything he writes makes sense, though nothing 
seems to happen. These sentences may be intrinsically brilliant, but I felt 
like I was trying to read a 325-page Wallace Stevens poem. And if I ever 
managed to refinish the first volume, there would be six other volumes 
lined up in perfect order. No doubt Within a Budding Grove, The 
Guermantes Way, Cities of the Plain , The Captive, The Sweet Cheat 
Gone, and The Past Recaptured would prove to be just as overgrown and 
dense as Swann s Way. Who but Clifford Leech, or someone like him, 
could manage it all? No wonder the dishes weren't being done! Here I 
was tangled in the interstices of Proust's perceptual particularity and my 
life was pecking at me from the noisy precincts beyond the book's crum
bling cardboard cover. A baby might be crying, or something was needed 
at the store . Cups rattled and my children were calling one another names: 
"Ree-tard!" "Stupid!" It seemed like one would have to read Remembrance 
of Things Past in the manner in which it was composed . Marcel Proust 
was at least a little crazy - high-strung, irritable, reclusive, weighed 
down-emotionally stunted-by the burden of his own genius. He wrote 
his great work in a cork-lined room to shut out the sounds of life. The 
romanticized image of the self-condemned, isolated artist points to the 
suffocating paradox that makes Proust's work so unreadable. He shut out 
the sounds of life-"Ree-tard!" "Idiot!"-in order to capture life's over
whelming sensory nuances within the frail trail of his pen's halting pro
gression. 

The only other seven-volume novel I know was written by a woman 
whose name is Joanne Kathleen, though her friends call her Jo. Joanne 
Kathleen, a single mother escaped from a busted marriage in Portugal, 
was fond of taking her infant daughter in a pram to a coffee shop in 
Edinburgh, Scotland. With the baby asleep and the world's noise clatter
ing around her, Joanne Kathleen sat for hours and wrote. The focused , 
driven woman who later became J. K. Rowling could not, or would not, 
retreat to a cork-lined room . Perfect silence might have frozen her as rig
idly as one of her characters who suffers from the Petrificus Tota/us curse. 
Out there in the open Joanne Kathleen worked on a draft of the first vol
ume of a cohesive, eminently readable, some say brilliant, certainly profit -
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able seven-volume novel. It must be understood that Harry Potter and the 
Philosophers Stone did not get into print only to be followed by six 
sequels . From the start Joanne Kathleen had worked out and connected 
the sustained lines of action that detail Harry Potter's passage through 
seven years of becoming, the years replete with adventure, magic, games, 
mayhem , mystery, bizarre monsters, teenage love-angst, trepidation , 
comic reconnections , and tragic separations. It was an audacious plan of 
the sort that beginning creative writing students frequently torture them
selves with-one novel in seven volumes , a wholly imagined world: you 
see , there's this orphaned boy who lives with his evil stepparents and 
doesn't know he's a wizard . There are also witches , dragons, a castle , 
trolls , gnomes, giants, one flying car, an encyclopedic range of Latinate 
spells and curses, a haunted forest , a hat that talks, ghosts , enslaved 
house-elves , and even a multilayered Ministry of Magic filled with inept 
bureaucrats, dedicated worker ants, and malign obstructionists. If Joanne 
Kathleen ever told anybody about her ambitious plan-all right there in 
her notes-her friends might have wanted to laugh. But the unknown , 
unpublished Joanne Kathleen-this one time welfare mother-was a 
descendent of the great Romantic writers of the 19th century . They knew, 
and celebrated the fact , that every great work has an ostensibly absurd 
beginning in the quickening life of an overheated imagination . At what 
point did it occur to Herman Melville 's muse that a whale could be more 
than a whale? 

In Proust's seven-volume novel, the world of the past becomes acces
sible through the talismanic power of a potion that conjures whole scenes 
from the fugitive fog-land of lost time . The narrator's famous cup of tea 
operates like one of Rowling 's portkeys and forges a perceptual passage 
into the past ; objects and sensations "sprang into being , towns and gar
dens alike , from my cup of tea" (36). In the wonder world of the Harry 
Potter saga, the whole novel-the winding way of its seven -year pas
sage-is contained within the compressed implications of the boy's zig
zag forehead scar, that thin lightning bolt script. This immutable mark 
constitutes the narrative's primary semiotic stamp. After the evil wizard 
Voldemort murdered Harry 's parents, he tried to kill the infant child. 
When the power of Harry's murdered mother's love causes Voldemort's 
curse to rebound on him, the dark wizard is almost destroyed, reduced in 
body and spirit to the merest echo of a nearly soulless self . It takes 
Rowling thousands of pages to expose the latent contingencies and cross
connections associated with the scar- the power and meaning of mother 
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Lily's sacrifice; Professor Dumbledore's secret purpose in mandating that 
Harry reside among his sadistic Dursley kindred; the purgatorial devotion 
of a man who dedicates himself to the loathsome demands engendered by 
unconditional love; the story of the betrayal of Harry's parents by a rat 
named Pettigrew; the Kafkaesque effects of this betrayal on the falsely 
accused godfather, Sirius Black ; the strange ontological intermingling of 
Harry 's being with Voldemort's being, their paradoxical existence as arch
antagonists and partial alter-egos; the plot permutations that generate from 
the putatively fated notion-deriving from a prophecy of ambiguous cred
ibility-that neither Harry nor Voldemort can live while the other sur
vives. Sitting in the coffee shop, writing while the baby slept, Joanne 
Kathleen held fast to the narrative's essential point of origin: Harry 
Potter's scar is the story. 

I got on the Harry Potter train, the Hogwarts Express, not at the beginning 
of the line but somewhere near the middle. My children were a few years 
behind the curve. They were hearing about Harry Potter books from 
friends, so soon the slightly Americanized version of volume one, Harry 
Potter and the Sorcerers Stone, entered the house and became part of the 
bedtime reading ritual. I not only stayed awake while reading aloud as the 
child fell asleep-the essential purpose of bedtime reading-but I found 
myself growing impatient with the ten or so pages spooned out in nightly 
doses. Then there were those missing portions when my wife read to this 
child with this book, while I read to that child with that book. In stolen 
moments, I went back and started over. By the time we were all into the 
third volume, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, it was clear that 
this large unfolding novel was far more than an escapist romp, an enticing 
confection. As a writer, J. K. Rowling had grown and matured . The stun
ning realization that her entire work would be pub lished seemed to lift her 
from the occasional flat prose and clunker cliches of the first two books 
toward a liberating embrace of Dickensian confidence. It is no accident 
that The Prisoner of Azkaban is twice as long, and ten times better, than 
the first volume. Rowling was succeeding in reworking and complicating 
her elemental designs, especially insofar as her narrative enactments 
simultaneously became adroit forms of concealment. In the process of 
giving dramatic substance to her trove of notes and outlines, she was 
learning to balance the reciprocal story-telling imperatives of revelation 
and retention. By the third volume Rowling had become a maestro of nar-
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rative misdirection. In volumes one through three, respectively, neither 
Quirrell, nor Ginny Weasley, nor Sirius Black is the person he or she 
appears to be. In volumes one and two, however, Rowling uses simple 
plot resolutions . In The Sorcerers Stone , the bumbling Professor Quirrell 
turns out to be housing the parasitic vestige of the deracinated Voldemort 
beneath the folded cloth of his ludicrous turban. Rowling uses the old 
trick, perhaps lifted from Poe's "The Purloined Letter," of hiding the solu
tion to the mystery in plain sight. In volume two, the soul fragment stored 
within Tom Riddle's enchanted diary commandeers Ginny Weasley 's 
psyche and almost succeeds in completely reanimating Voldemort's frag
ile and tenuous being. In volume three, Rowling continues to actualize her 
penchant for misdirection, but her approach to plot construction has 
moved beyond specific tricks and studied misidentifications: the solution 
is right there, but no one can perceive it. Now, Sirius Black is not the 
crazed killer and arch villain he is made out to be . He is not pursuing 
Harry Potter in a seemingly psychotic rage . Instead, he has kept his sanity 
alive through years of Azkaban torture with the realization that the trea
sonous Pettigrew has assumed a rat's shape and lives at Hogwarts in the 
form of Ron Weasley's pet, Scabbers. Consequently, Sirius Black is con
sumed with vengeful fury and bends his energies in the attempt to kill the 
former friend who set up Harry's parents to be murdered. In the fourth 
volume, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, the quest for the Tri wizard's 
Cup constitutes a front for Voldemort's most devious plot manipulations. 
The final three volumes all depend upon Rowling's willful and artful acts 
of misdirection. Near the end of volume six, for example, Harry Potter 
and the Half-Blood Prince , Professor Dumbledore says, "Severus ... 
please ... "-as if to beg clemency, as if to ask Snape that his life be 
spared in his unprecedented condition of defenseless enervation. At this 
shocking moment, Snape kills Dumbledore by inflicting an Unforgivable 
Curse: "Avada Kedavra!" For hundreds of pages, through most of the 
final volume , Harry Potter and the Death ly Hallows, one must live with 
the deceptive image of Snape as an arch-betrayer, a false fidus Achates , 
and ultimate Death Eater before discovering the stunning truth that makes 
Snape the novel's most masterful (and heroic) double-dealer, a man who 
puts the demands of an absolute, if unrequited, love before all else, even 
his truly deep loathing for Harry himself, an unalloyed contempt made all 
the more galling by gross, inexcusable humiliations foisted on him by 
Harry's father- Snape's despised rival for Lily's lost hand. Much of the 
success of The Harry Potter Novel derives from Rowling's ability to have 
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a shadow story always operating beyond the words on the page, a story 
that becomes available only as the author reveals the truth behind any spe
cific misdirection. In this way, Rowling has mastered the basic element of 
the murder mystery game: the movement forward in time incrementally 
reveals the hidden truth hoarded by the past. 

The Harry Potter Novel treads that frequently misunderstood, and nebu
lous, dividing line between popular culture, on the one hand, and litera
ture, or classics , on the other. A lot of people would rather have gum sur
gery than be forced to read anything as daunting, or dull, as a literary 
classic. Classic literature too often seems to possess the other worldly tur
gidity of Beowulf-a kind of seemingly deranged irrelevance about a 
monster , written in a language almost no one can understand. Those peo
ple are afraid that classics possess the same somniferous attributes as 
Marcel Proust's novel-stuffy, tedious, overwritten, and incomprehensi 
ble. The Harry Potter Novel has made J. K. Rowling this world's first bil
lionaire author; her cross-marketing tour de force has cachet almost any
one can appreciate. Her readers are children and teenagers, young adults, 
middle-aged adults, and older adults. There are seemingly no boundaries 
to the range of her appeal. But is her work limited to popular entertain 
ment or does her work possess those qualities that are associated with lit
erariness? Beneath the layers of magical fun, Rowling engages many of 
the timeless universals, especially in the narrative's concern with the edu
cation of the protagonist and the entangled conflict of good and evil. She 
casts her story and archetypes within a set of conventions that has man
aged to excite a latent, yet massive, audience that still reads for diversion, 
entertainment, escape. Despite the book's generic designation as a work 
of juvenile fantasy, the surface ease of her narrative masks the presence of 
a sophisticated range of literary influences. In constructing her coexten
sive world of Muggles and magicals, Rowling owes debts to a long tradi
tion of mythic literature with emphasis on the quest saga; to J. R. R. 
Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings trilogy; to Gothic precursors who mingle 
realism and romance , the natural and the supernatural; and to contempo 
rary practitioners of Magical Realism. She combines materials from 
established canons of myth, folklore, and fantasy in her redactions of gob
lins, elves, hippogriffs, vampires, werewolves, centaurs, unicorns, drag
ons, and the Phoenix. She adds to this tradition by inventing a menagerie 
of magical creatures that includes flobberworms , thestrals, and blibbering 
humdingers, to name only a few. 
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What also contributes to the unprecedented popularity of The Harry 
Potter Novel is Rowling 's remarkable ability to infuse her work with a 
playful, tongue-in-cheek exuberance. This quality of invention reveals 
itself not only in her facility for creating odd-sounding creatures-do not 
touch a blast-ended skrewt-but also in her penchant for creating bizarre 
objects and cacophonous names. For example , Rowling takes the ponder 
ous word pensive and uses it to construct a pensieve, a sieve-like magical 
bowl into which one can deposit the liquefied, stringy stuff of a specific 
memory and then follow this dissolving media down into some abyss 
where one can watch, ghost-like, as the past reconstructs itself into a dra
matically unfolding vignette. Like Proust , Rowling is unrelenting in 
detailing her hero 's own search for lost time . As with her reconfiguration 
of pensive, Rowling takes up and refashions crux, a word that variously 
means a central issue or an irresolvable textual problem, and she comes 
up with horcrux. In this novel, the horcrux becomes as elemental to the 
action as Harry Potter's scar. In the darkest tints of black magic, a horcrux 
is an object wherein one might deposit a shard of one's soul. The horcrux 
hides this soul-fragment and provides the evil wizard with a maleficent 
way to cheat death and achieve immortality . When one commits murder , 
the ethics underlying the book require that one suffers a split soul. In per
forming various murders, Voldemort splits his soul numerous times. He 
intentionally hides parts of his soul in Marvolo Gaunt's ring, Tom 
Riddle ' s diary, Helga Hufflepuff's cup, Salazar Slytherin's locket, 
Rowena Ravenclaw's tiara, and Nagini the snake . He also loses a part of 
himself to Harry Potter-the ontological fusion that inadvertently occurs 
when Voldemort's originating curse rebounds on him. Before even hoping 
to kill Voldemort, Harry and his friends must destroy the remaining hor
cruxes-the series of tasks that constitute the epic framework of volume 
seven . Harry may even, one finds, have to suffer death himself to destroy 
the Voldemort-soul nestled within him. 

Rowling invents many other words like apparate, dementor, quid
ditch, knuts, mudblood , parse/mouth , gurdyroot , remembrall , auror, and 
arithmancy. But much of the novel 's incidental humor derives from the 
comic way she creates strange names for her characters. She has taken a 
page , as it were , from the very master of naming himself. Charles Dickens 
no doubt derived, and bestowed, great pleasure from penning such names 
as Wackford Squeers (Nicholas Nickleby) , Sweedlepipe (Martin 
Chuzzlewit), Honeythunder (The Mystery of Edwin Drood), Pumplechook 
(Great Expectations), Mr. Merdle (Little Dorrit), Gradgrind and Mr . 
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M ' Choakumchild (Hard Times), Micawber and Uriah Heep (David 
Copperfie ld), Smallweed (Bleak House), Podsnap , Veneering, and Noddy 
Boffin ( Our Mutual Friend). Unfortunately, the over -used name of 
Ebenezer Scrooge has lost its original, twisting, hard-consonant quality of 
arch strangeness. Rowling's penchant for the creation of zany names no 
doubt amuses the prowling ghost of Dickens. Under Rowling's hand, we 
meet the likes of Reubus Hagrid , Severus Snape , Horace Slughorn, 
Dedalus Diggle, Griphook, Filch, Filius Flitwick, Mafalda Hopkirk , 
Miranda Goshawk, Arsenius Jigger , the many Weasleys and the best name 
of all-Dolores Umbridge. Dolores comes from the Latin noun dolor, 
evoking suffering and misery, while the homophone umbrage means to 
take offense , to display a focused truculence. 

Marcel Proust's Remembrance of Things Past belongs on the same shelf 
with other masterworks that do their best to be recalcitrant and frustrating. 
It was James Joyce's arrogant intention in Finnegans Wake to give inquir
ing professors enough hermeneutical headaches to last for centuries. One 
can read Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain only to find the climax 
printed in a language other than one's own . Henry James ' The Golden 
Bowl moves slightly less slowly than Proust. There are Herman Melville 's 
The Confidence -Man and Clare!, Virginia Woolfs' To the Lighthouse, 
William Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom!, Ezra Pound's Cantos, Thomas 
Pyncheon 's Gravity's Rainbow , ltalo Calvino 's Invisib le Cities, John 
Barth's Letters , and almost any work of metafiction. Such ponderous and 
difficult literary constructs insist that reading be a prodigious labor, an 
epic activity , perhaps even Sisyphean. But you don 't get to push the stone 
up the mountain . Instead, you get to move the mountain from here to 
there, by handfuls . It takes work . It may or may not be worth the trouble . 
Maybe you have to live by yourself and possess a monk-like devotion to 
rigorous intellectual syntheses, especially to discerning the dizzying pos 
sibilities inherent in this world's most intricate arrangements of words , 
words, words. Maybe you have to be like Clifford Leech who would not 
quit even though his body was telling him to pack it in. Even with one 
foot in the grave-he was to die in 1977-he had all those essays on 
Shakespeare yet to write . At an age when most people are already more 
than a decade into retirement , he was intent on finishing his great book on 
Christopher Marlowe . There's nothing else to do but let the housework 
go, revise those manuscripts, and keep up with that correspondence . What 
little time he had left in the day could be devoted to re-reading Proust. 
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A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

Unless one has an ascetic temperament and the infrastructure to comple
ment it, the recalcitrant masterpieces of high literature might in time come 
to seem an awful lot like that organic chemistry textbook that kept you out 
of medical school: if you read an entire page with concentrated care only 
to remember nothing, then why bother? 

The Harry Potter Novel, on the contrary, offers a counter-text to the 
uncompromising demands of Marcel Proust's elevated art. Row ling's 
unfolding enchantment is easy to read, easy to fall into. For millions of 
readers, she has managed to provide a throwback alternative to the cultur
al tsunami we call the Internet, that wonderful, compliant, seductive , and 
dangerous cyber universe riddled with dark matter black holes that threat
en-Siren -like-to consume one 's time and mind. Once again, a book
this seven-volume novel- has become a popular force. Oddly enough, 
Joanne Kathleen, the anti-Proust , has created something like the reader's 
own cork-lined room-a shady and recumbent place of retreat and resus
citation, confinement, and discovery . Rowling's novel has a surface sim
plicity and deceptively entangling depths that envelop the reader within 
the domain of a felt world closely related to the one in which we all live, 
but one that is passing strange and continually surprising. As we sink into 
the pages, we can leave our lives at the door, defer heavy lifting, and set
tle into the ever-widening expanse of Joanne Kathleen's literary pensieve. 
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TAMARA ADELMAN 

The Pilot 

Benny is dead . He died suddenly about a month before Ironman Arizona , 
and although I am sad, I know Benny would've wanted me to do the race 
anyway . In his absence I get in touch with the golden retriever in me by 
opening myself up to new experiences and deciding to organize my own 
pre -Ironman Arizona race dinner. I send a group e-mail out to our 
1,300-member triathlon club inviting anyone in town to meet me for din
ner the night before the race in Tempe. Come be my friend-it's what 
Benny would have done. He was a good dog. 

There are about thirty -five members racing , I receive some responses , 
and when five o'clock the day before the race rolls around, I head over to 
Oregano 's. It 's an informal place with outside seating , and its proximity to 
Arizona State University means it's used to large groups . I take a seat on 
the patio, wearing my LA Tri Club visor so as to be easily identified . A 
guy who probably races in my age group (35-39) walks up. He's got 
brown eyes and fair skin that 's seen a lot of sun. I wonder if there's hair 
under that hat. He 's wearing an lronman Coeur d'Alene finisher 's shirt 
and introduces himself as Michael. I remember him from the e-mails. He 
says his buddy Brett can't make it since he 's sick. I say, that 's okay, let's 
just wait and see if any other people show up. 

Eventually Michael and I get a small table and order some pasta. I've 
raced all over the world and am used to meeting new people , so I draw on 
that experience and stay pretty relaxed. The last thing I need to do now is 
get stressed out over anything: a man, Benny, the race. 

This is his second Ironman , and he 's nervous ; it's been a while since 
the first one . I say, want to split a beer with me? I've done three other 
Ironmans but avoid talking too much about them because I don't want to 
intimidate him . After dinner he takes our picture with his digital camera 
and e-mails it to me later. I'm surprised at how happy I look- this is the 
first time I've been happy since Benny died-and by how good we look 
together. We have the same noses , similar coloring, and a light shines 
around us as if we're standing in front ofa sunset. 
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He says, you're cute, on a text message, that it was nice to meet me. In 
some ways it feels like we've been set up, like we were meant to meet, 
but I try not to make too much of it, see what happens after the race, if I 
ever see him again. I don't want to get distracted by this boy I think is 
cute too, with the race tomorrow. I text, I think you 're flirting with me, 
goodnight. 

At 4 A.M. I see him in the transition pen where nearly 2,000 racers 
have racked their bikes. We wish each other good luck and go in separate 
directions. He's headed to a line in front of the Porta-Potties , and I'm 
going to get body-marked by a volunteer who will write my race number 
on my upper arm. 

Maybe I am too tired-the second Ironman this year coupled with the 
emotional strain of comforting a seizing dog for two nights before I raced 
a half-Ironman a few weeks ago. Perhaps that race should have concluded 
my season, but I'd committed to this thing. Still, there is a lingering 
fatigue, a fatigue that resembles loneliness. 

By the time I reach the finish, I am so happy to be done that I just 
stand there with my arms in the air. A volunteer has to move me out of the 
way so others can finish. Michael's here too. He's dressed in street 
clothes, jeans, already and looks freshly showered. I ask him, how was 
your race? It was good, he says, I finished about an hour and a half ago. 
There's a lot of camaraderie in Ironman; he's not saying this to be a jerk, 
but it is a reminder of how poorly my race went, how much time I lost on 
the run. 

The volunteer points me in the direction of the food. Michael stays 
with me while I eat a piece of pizza . Were you just watching people finish 
or were you waiting for me? I was waiting for you. As this information 
and my race sink in, I feel suddenly very special. 

We go back to the transition area, where I put a skirt on over my bike 
shorts and then pull them off. He doesn't see anything, and hey, I just 
raced Ironman, so none of the normal rules apply. He helps me collect my 
gear, which has somehow multiplied, and I am grateful that I only have to 
wheel my bike while he carries everything to my car like a Sherpa . 

At three in the morning , I am so sore I can hardly move. I have no 
idea how I' II get out of bed to pee; the bathroom might as well be in the 
next city. My phone is close, and I send a text that says, Ouch. 

The next day I wake up to a text from Michael saying he's sorry he 
didn't get to say good-bye. He and his buddy-who has a kidney stone 
that's prevented him from racing and wants to see his own urologist
have left already to head back to Long Beach and then Los Angeles. He's 
twenty miles east of Blythe , headed west , he says with the exactitude of 
the helicopter pilot he is. I should let him know when I start driving. I do. 

103 



He texts, I'm going to be in Santa Monica tomorrow, how about I come to 
see you? We both have the day off from work. This makes me happy, so I 
tell him where I live, and we make a time to meet and go get massages 
and lunch. I look forward to it, and it makes it a lot easier to come back to 
my empty place. A better use ofmy day off would probably be to rest, as I 
had intended , but I can't fill my time with training anymore . There is 
nothing to keep me from missing Benny. 

I put pressure on myself to get everything done: car unpacked up two 
flights of stairs on beyond -weary legs, laundry down two flights of stairs 
on the same beat legs. 

After our massages and lunch, we go back to my place and lie on my 
bed for a few minutes with our clothes on, and I start to think that the best 
part about the race, besides finishing, was meeting him. 

I feel old, he says . I've done a lot, like backpack 3,000 miles . 
I can relate to the isolation, the inward focus, and the lack of commu

nication with other people that he describes. It can happen after an 
Ironman, a post-race depression, or a post-dog depression, or just mid
life. I hadn't put much emphasis on having someone in my life before the 
race, but now I'm thinking maybe it would be nice if it was him. 

A friend of his died in a helicopter crash last year, just off Catalina 
Island. There was an engine failure . I have been very concerned about 
safety since then, he says. There are over 400 moving parts on a helicop 
ter, and it's really easy for something to break. 

Another friend died, too, right next to him in an avalanche. Wow, I 
only lost my dog, I say, feeling guilty and self-indulgent since everybody 
knows that dogs don't live as long as people, and here he's lost two 
friends . What have you learned from these experiences, I ask, hoping to 
glean something that will help me as I grieve. 

They taught me how to heal. 
The friend who died in the helicopter crash was just about to get 

engaged . At the time I take it to mean he knows the value of love, but I 
now realize this was a stretch. We kiss a little, and when I kiss him around 
his eyes and forehead, on his cheeks, I think of Benny. Of course, I never 
made out with my dog. 

I want to spend more time with Michael; being with him is like being 
plugged into some kind of relaxation machine. We're both tired from the 
race, and we will get together when I get back from Thanksgiving in 
Connecticut. Be careful out there, he says . It's not a blessing, it's just 
something he's used to saying. 

While I'm away we text the whole time, asking each other questions, 
getting to know each other, choosing our dream Ironman. His is Austria, 
mine's Switzerland or maybe western Australia. 
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I'm glad I upped my text messaging plan to 1,500 per month, but I'll 
never make it past Christmas at this rate. When I get home we make plans 
to go out for dinner, and I call to get 2,500 text messages per month, 
which I realize is crazy, but I will be going to Milwaukee for a family 
party coming up, and I'm into him. He says this is the best way to com
municate with him. I'm glad I will get a chance to see him before I go. 

He lives in the foothills of the San Bernadinos and works in Long 
Beach, so there's distance between us. The post -race glow has faded, 
some of the endorphins have worn off, but there's chemistry that might 
make up for it. He's going to be on his motorcycle this time, and he's 
leaving work early. He doesn't know how long it will take him with traf
fic. It is dark early in the winter, and I look down from the second floor 
and see him get off the bike; his shadow is against the wall. He removes 
his helmet and checks his BlackBerry. It's quiet, and I feel electricity in 
the air. Soon he will be at my door. 

When he hugs me I feel like I'm getting a hug from the sky. Do you 
really think you can date a girl who lives in Santa Monica? I'm doing it, 
aren't I? Listen, I used to live in Santa Monica, and I commute for a liv
ing, so don't worry about it, he says, but I think we'll need to use his heli
copter if we're ever going to see each other again. 

After dinner we go back to my place. In the living room we dance a 
little; well, rock back and forth. It's getting late. This time he spends the 
night, since home is so far. 

What do you want? Do you think you want a girlfriend? 
He says, first, I want to run a fifty-mile trail race on Catalina in a few 

weeks. I don't say anything, but it sounds like he doesn't want a relation
ship. Then he says, I didn't say no, we can talk about it. Having a girl
friend is a responsibility, he says. You're restless, he says, just close your 
eyes and focus on your breathing. It's better to wait, he says. He's in 
Benny's spot on the bed, right on the edge, where he wouldn't stay long. 

In the morning he's acting like he's changed his mind about the wait
ing. I end up feeling clingy and tried -on-for-size, we never finish any
thing, and I wonder ifl should have let him in my bed at all. 

I change my cell phone to the picture of us from the race to make up 
for the void I'm feeling. I know it's juvenile, but maybe it'll help. 

There's an earthquake forty-five miles east of Los Angeles, near his 
house, a 5.5. He says he felt it when he was in the shower. Were you 
scared? Not at all; earthquakes make me feel alive. 

Three weeks have passed since Ironman Arizona, and I have unlimited 
text messaging. I'd set up all these holiday trips with my family before I 
met him because, with Benny gone and the race over, I didn't want to be 
alone. 
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Michael doesn't ask me why I'm never at home; he 's never home 
either. In the version that I know him, he's portable , and that counts for a 
lot. I 'm able to take him with me wherever I go: an airport Jetway, the 
bathroom, the bookstore . At one point I have a tight connection, and he 
tells me he will pee for me. Sometimes he doesn't respond , but I feel like 
he 's listening. He's out there somewhere . 

He forgot to charge his phone , he says . How about we do something 
on Friday? I will check my schedule and get back to you, he texts. 

He's on a business trip to Dallas and will have to stay through the 
weekend due to weather . He's flight training with a new pilot. He's in a 
boring hotel room , he 's got a cold . 

I' m going away to Florida the day after Christmas, so I spend 
Christmas with him, texting , of course, when I'm not in the theater watch
ing Benjamin Button . 

New Year's comes and goes while I'm in Florida . He texts a little just 
to keep it going . When I get home I don't see him again . I have changed 
my phone's wallpaper to the preloaded AT&T earth . Sometimes he calls 
but the reception is so bad from his house, the connection always fades. 
Of course I think of cutting him off-refusing to text with him at all, but 
by now I think his presence means more to me than his person. 

Michael is a person who is responsible for other people's lives. He has 
told me that the safety of others is one of his primary concerns. But I real
ize that this person is not safe for me, that it makes me miss Benny more. 
When he texts, how 's your day? I don 't respond . 

Three months go by, and I keep myself busy. I do a lot of writing, and 
not text messages , either. I've filled the hours spent waiting into time 
spent creating. I've been to Vancouver, which is outside of my cell phone 
plan; I've read two self-help books, and I've dropped my text plan to the 
minimum. I've forgiven him for distancing himself from me, for only 
wanting a digital relationship. 

From the bench at Benny's favorite beach park, I can see dolphins 
around the lifeguard buoy, and they arc in semicircles, playing. One of 
them jumps high enough that his whole body clears the water, showing off 
like Benny, who had this trick of lying on his back and letting a tennis ball 
roll down his front legs and into his mouth , a master of gravity. I'm think
ing of getting another dog; dogs don't have commitment issues, and they 
lack the opposable thumbs required for texting. 
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LEAH McCORMACK 

Conjoined Twins Separated 
As adolescents, they often said, whenever TV people came around with 
their questions, that one day they hoped to be a fashion designer and a 
mom. Actually it was Crystal who'd provide this answer (Julie only ever 
stared at the camera), but to the interviewers, to everyone, it amounted to 
the same thing: The conjoined twins-of the dicephalic parapagus dibra 
chius type (meaning: two heads, one trunk, two arms), fused side-by-side 
and sharing a pelvis and set of legs-wanted to get pregnant. I In one doc
umentary,2 this revelation was followed by a clip of the twins standing in 
a busy hallway of their middle school, Crystal waving her/their hand at 
someone off screen-a boy, it seemed, the camera having zoomed in on 
his chipped tooth and dimples. Cue voiceover (Mom): Their private life is 
private. Do they have crushes on boys? Why wouldn't they? After the 
short film aired, the anonymous boy reappeared to punch Julie in her 
spine (Crystal only felt their body lurching forward) and step around them 
and scrawl Monster in permanent marker across their lockers. 3 

Not that being different ruled out all hope for the twins. On the 
Internet , for instance, they found a picture of themselves in their cleavage
popping bathing suit (made by their seamstress to fit their wider torso), 
under which the caption read: Hot! It still counts as a threesome! Crystal 
squealed and laughed at this, but Julie felt her own armpit grow damp and 

I For a detailed illustration of the twins' insides, see the Discovery Channel's 
One Body, Two Souls. 

2 Ibid. 
3 Conversely, were certain details of the twins' development in the womb 

slightly altered, the above might have appeared as follows: 

As children, they often said, whenever TV people came around with 
their questions, that one day they hoped to be a marine biologist. 
Actually it was Julie who'd provide this answer (Crystal only ever 
stared at the camera), but to the interviewers, to everyone, it amounted 
to the same thing: The conjoined twins-of the thoracopagus type 
(meaning: fused at the thorax and abdomen and sharing a heart), each 
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thanked God her sister couldn't too. The idea of sex blazed through her 
mind-how it would work for them. Did Crystal, she wondered, already 
consider such things? Julie began to observe her sister in the mirror each 
morning as they took turns crimping or pinning back blond hair. Crystal's 
face was the more prominent, it being higher and better aligned with their 
body, but Julie was no less attractive for it, she didn't think . Would he, 
whoever he or they wound up being, kiss both or only one of them? This 
question obsessed her for many years. 4 

After college, the twins moved out of their parents' house into a one-bed
room in their hometown and settled into a career as an accountant. Soon 
they were receiving all manner of propositions from men whose Match.com 
profiles horrified them. Consequently, they remained a virgin. 5 

Neither twin worried overmuch about their maidenhood until their 
29th birthday when Crystal moaned: We might never have a baby! Then 
began explicit conversations-what they never before felt the need to dis
cuss. Masturbation had in their late teens-when they finally gave in to 
their urges-been awful, one girl waking to the other's fingers, silently 
sharing an unexpected orgasm, after which both pretended it hadn't hap
pened, but now it seemed irrelevant. They skipped sex altogether and 
went straight to the question of adoption. In truth, Crystal was far more 
eager to be a mother than Julie, who merely tolerated her twin's habit of 
clucking at and pawing their neighbors' babies, but their whole lives had 
been compromise, compromise, and Julie saw no point in ruining her sis-

with her own torso and sets of limbs-wished to probe great depths of 
brackish water. In the short film I Am Not a Freak, this confession was 
followed by an animation of the twins in a conjoined scuba suit, 
strapped to their own oxygen tanks and synchronously kicking two sets 
of flippers , one on top of the other, past bright globs of coral, as if 
locked in an embrace. Ha-ha, the cartoonist seemed to say, Ha-ha. How silly. 

4 While this is certainly a plausible rendering of the lives of a set of di cephalic 
parapagus dibrachius twins, it by no means seeks to address the concerns of all 
types of conjoined twins. For instance, had Julie and Crystal been of the thoracop
agus type (refer to note 3 for more info), the text above might have read: 

Then one day the twins' parents were contacted by a leading surgeon 
whose specialty it was to separate conjoined twins. Thus Julie and 
Crystal underwent surgery on their sixteenth birthday. 

5 But then again, the above might have read (instead of what is posited in note 4): 
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ter's life, so said nothing. Not that her silence mattered. Crystal knew how 
she felt, just as Julie at this moment understood by her sister's neat cross
ing of their legs: If I don't have a baby, Julie, I'll kill myself Aloud , 
Crystal offered: If you find Mr. Right , I'll do whatever you want , as long 
as we have a baby. Thanks, Julie said, finding it difficult by now to imag
ine such a scenario, but I'm sure, she added, someone will let us adopt-if 
not, we'll sue. Then Crystal said: Maybe we've been too picky. 

And so they returned to Match.com. And soon went on date after date 
after gruesome date, after which, to Julie's relief, Crystal finally declared : 
I give up! Let's just steal a baby. 

That same night, however, Sherman, an ex-marine who'd brought 
Julie to Denny's the week before and then chatted mostly with her twin, 
called up to ask if he could take Crystal bowling. Julie handed her the 
phone. We mean to get pregnant, her sister said. No nasty stuff. You can 
leave right after. -Ha, she said, he hung up. Coward. Then the phone 
rang. You again, she said . Uh-huh . No. No. She cocked her head to get a 
glimpse of her sister, the view all cheek and nostril. Sure, splendid-lane three. 

The next evening, Sherman greeted them with a shove toward the ball 
rack. You're late, he said. I hope it's not a habit. 

It's my fault, Julie offered. Diarrhea, she added. 
We didn't have diarrhea! Crystal jammed her fingers into a pink mar

bleized ball. 
He plucked the ball from her hand. It's all right, sugar. We're having 

fun now, he said. And in half an hour, he was punching the air and yelling: 
That's what I'm talking about! That's how you play! Then he hollered for 
Crystal to record his strike. 

Julie hissed : Abort Mission! Abort! And was not happy to hear: Well. 
It could be worse. He's not bad looking.6 

Thus the twins lost their virginity. The experience was unremarkable
disappointing. In less than a week, they got their period. Crystal thought it 
over for a while and then finally dialed up Sherman. Maybe he's sterile, 
Julie protested. Sterile, he barked, his voice replacing the ring tone . I 
don't know the meaning of the word sterile! And in forty minutes flat, he 
was at their apartment making a gallant effort to prove it. Right before he 

6 Consider replacing all of the text thus far with the passages found in notes 3 
and 4 and inserting this: 

After the twins were separated, they each recovered splendidly. Julie , 
always the more studious, stayed home more often now, reading and 
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came, Crystal whooped such as Julie had never heard before; feeling 
nothing herself, she stifled her laughter . 

When he finished , Sherman said , I thought-he narrowed his eyes at 
Julie , then Crystal-I thought it all worked the same down there . 

It does, Crystal said . I mean , not all the time . 
Hmm, he said and pulled up his jeans . 

Anyway , he said, that one ought to do it. See you around, sugar . 

When it didn't do it, he returned-again and again and again. But now he 
took to tossing his soiled undershirts on Julie's bored face, his hand ten
derizing her breast while she tried not to feel as though she were being 
attacked . As soon as he left, she 'd say : This has to stop . 

Don 't be selfish, Crystal would say. We need him . 
He's sweet , she'd say. The way he gazes into my eyes
Is that so? Julie snapped . I wouldn't know. 
Right, her sister said, that. You should be grateful he's so considerate. He's 

not like the others, out for a thrill, some circus act. It's about me and hirn.7 

Then began night after night of Sherman-Sherman telling anecdotes 
about war while stabbing the air with his switchblade (Typical man! 
Crystal's eye rolling would boast); Sherman setting off smoke detectors 
with his grilled cheeses and baked ziti (At least he tries, Crystal's raised 
shoulder meant) ; Sherman snoring on a blanket (Like a puppy! she'd say) 
on the roof of their apartment after an evening of wine and stargazing ; 
Sherman displaying the portrait in his wallet of his dead retarded brother, 
as he, Sherman , weepy -eyed and distant (So sensitive!), fondled Crystal's 
breast; Sherman farting wetly , saying Julie , and wrinkling his nose in 
mock disgust until Crystal laughed an unfamiliar laugh. One that seemed 
with each passing month to resemble more and more Sherman's own 
honking guffaw . The two of them now in the habit of cupping a hand over 
the other's ear to whisper - whole conversations carried out in this man-

preparing for the SATs. After high school, she attended U. Miami, 
continued through grad school, and at last became a marine biologist 
in Southern Florida. Crystal took a job as a secretary at a real-estate 
office in their hometown, once she finished high school, and never left. 

7 For scenario 2B, refer to notes 3 & 5 and replace all of the above with the 
following: 
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ner on the couch, during which Sherman would slide a copy of Vogue or 
an empty pizza box between the girls' heads, a wall against Julie's eyes . 
As if that could block out the smooching, panting, unzipping, and finally 
Sherman himself. 

[Interpolate , verb (used with object): 

1) to introduce (something additional or extraneous) between other 
things or parts; interject; interpose; intercalate, 2) to alter (a text) by 
the insertion of new matter, especially deceptively or without autho
rization , 3) to insert (new or spurious matter) in this manner. 
(Dictionary. com)] 

After a while, it became apparent that Sherman had moved in with them . 
The moving-in didn't happen in a single day but gradually as the year 
wore on , one article of clothing at a time, a fork at a time, a dish, a pot of 
stew he ' d brought over and never taken back , a hair clipper . It all made its 
way into cupboards and drawers and closets, the bathroom cabinet. Then 
one Sunday evening , he didn't go home. He was still there , in the bed, 
when the twins left for work the next morning, still there, on the couch, 
when they returned. Julie interrogated her sister: Is he living here now? 

I have so much in common with him, Crystal said, more so, even, than 
with you . 

Oh. Julie clutched her jaw as if a tooth ached . Oh. 

The best part about being a conjoined twin, Crystal had once said in a TV 
interview, is that there is always someone to talk to and you're never alone . 

But now Julie was always alone and there was never anyone to talk to . 
If she suggested visiting their parents, Crystal would roll her eyes for 
Sherman and mouth something like Boring or Whoring. Then the two of 
them would snigger and turn back to whatever it was they were doing, 
Julie like melted chewing gum stuck to their white carpet. 
[ ]9 

8 More than a decade had passed since Crystal awoke to find her twin lying in 
a separate hospital bed, and yet she still felt her sister attached to her like an 
amputee feels a phantom limb. While on the couch watching TV or driving to or 
from work, she would comment on this or that, as if Julie weren't thousands of 
miles away in Florida but still right there, attached to her and listening. This ten
dency of Crystal's disturbed others. Consequently, she remained alone. 
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In the winter, because he was still on disability for PTSD and wanted to 
be helpful, Sherman drove the twins in their Honda to the office building 
in the center of town every morning and picked them up at five, sharp. 
Although Crystal and Julie had driven perfectly well for nearly fourteen 
years, he insisted upon acting as chauffeur. His sugar-pie's life was a test 
and a chore, he said. And if he was anything in this bastard world , he was 
chivalrous. After all, didn 't he used to walk his retarded brother to school 
every day? Didn 't he punch his own father in the mouth for spitting chew
ing tobacco on and kicking Billy who was only moaning and banging his 
head against the floor, nothing to get angry about, it wasn't his fault he 
W8:S a 'tard? So, yes , he'd drive his lady to work , hell!-and to the gro
cery store and the bank, the post office, gynecologist. Would escort her 
into the passenger seat and buckle her in, plant his lips on her forehead: 
Stay put, he'd say and slam the door; then get behind the wheel beside the 
ugly, sullen twin . He did all this because- well, because he was bored at 
home all day, okay, sure- but also too because his sugar pie had years of 
hermitage to make up for and needed to be dragged out in the evening, 
sometimes in the midst of a snowstorm , goddamn it, for ice cream and 
movies and bowling. 

Gosh, Crystal said from the passenger seat one day as Sherman went 
into the store to buy popcorn and beer. Isn 't he a marvel? How did I ever 
survive without him? 

Can you crack the window? Julie said, fanning her face. I'm dying in here. 
Quit jostling us! Crystal said, turning sharply, her chin knocking into 

Julie 's cheekbone. Ouch! 
Can't a body rest? Crystal wailed. Can't a body think?-without you. 

There. Interrupting . She smashed her ponytail against the headrest , fling
ing Julie back with her, and gazed through the windshield at Sherman's 
tall figure at the register in the convenience store. Julie eyed her sister's 
jaw , imagining the soft belly underneath, near the throat. 

If he ever left me, Crystal said, I'd kill myself. 
And me, Julie said. 
What? 

What did you say? 
Open the window . Bitch . 

9 No longer attached to her twin, Julie's little body thrived. As she grew up, 
her parents told her: It isn't your fault. Her priest said: She died so that you could 
live. Her counselor: Let go of the guilt. Consequently, Julie wished she'd been the 
one to die. 
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After lunch one day, a coworker stopped by the twins ' cubicle and asked : 
Is that your boyfriend? She pointed to the framed photos arranged on the 
twins ' desk like endangered coral reefs. 

Crystal beamed. Of course, she said. 
The woman looked at Crystal, then Julie, her eyes troubled with long

ing to ask something she dared not. Finally she settled on: Why-aren 't 
you two lucky? He 's so tall! 

I'm lucky, Crystal clarified. He's not living with Julie. 

]10 

Lately Julie found herself waking in the middle of the night to whispering. 
It was different from the daytime whispering. In the dark room, Crystal's 
frantic Shh! would strangle Sherman 's dull rumble, then her head tum 
gently on the pillow: Julie? Are you awake ? 

It was no use pretending. 
You snoop, Crystal would say. I know you 're faking . Can't I ever have 

any privacy? 
Tell her, honey. She deserves to know. 
Tell me what? Julie said. 
No! 

Soon Julie noticed another strange thing. Every time she typed a word 
beginning with a c into the Google search engine, conjoined twins would 
pop up in the auto fill. The first time it happened , Crystal grew tense . I 
guess , Julie said, you 've been educating yourself , huh, Sherman? 

He turned from the TV. What the hell is she talking about? he said. 
But Crystal stared at the computer screen, unhearing. She swallowed. 

Julie dropped the subject. Let' s go to the bathroom . 
I don 't have to go. 
Yes you do. 
No . I don't. Her upper lip quivered. 

Julie had long ago lost the ability to read her sister. She'd come to feel as 
if a stranger 's head and arm had been transplanted onto her body. Before 
Sherman , she and Crystal had navigated the world like a single entity, 
their minds unconsciously collaborating to perform daily tasks like show-

l O Over the years , the twins developed the habit of calling each other every 
few months to give updates on their lives. Crystal 's accounts of herself as a lonely 
secretary hardly ever varied. Julie 's updates brimmed with aquatic adventures and 
land romances. Then one phone call she announced that she was getting married. 
Would Crystal be a bridesmaid? She already had a maid of honor. 
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ering or cooking or driving. Now even their gait was awkward. Julie, no 
longer able to anticipate her sister's next move, often felt as if she were 
being dragged along like dead weight. 

[ ]11 

In the spring, Julie received a wedding invitation in the mail. Her name 
was written in Sherman's childish hand on the outside of the envelope. 
July 4, the card inside read. Independence Day. 

Why are you crying? Crystal demanded. Shouldn't you be happy? 
Then Julie said : Why are you crying? 

The following week, the letters s-e became separation surgery. Julie went 
cold. She let her hand fall from the mouse and stared at the computer screen. 

Goddamn him, Crystal mumbled. 
What-what. Julie's tongue hobbled like a clubfoot. What's going on? 
Nothing! Crystal burst into tears . They can do nothing for us! Nothing! 
Ah hell, Sherman said and got off the couch. I said I'd still marry you, 

didn't I? It's you who cares so much! He stalked to the bathroom and 
slammed the door. 

Julie said, But. That's crazy. How could ... without one ofus
Never mind . Crystal sniveled. If we went through with it, we 'd both 

die. Then she said accusingly: Your chances of survival are slightly higher. 

After that, Julie refused Crystal's attempts to help fix her hair; then gave 
up even washing it. In the wedding pictures that lined the walls of their 
cubicle , you couldn't tell. A pink scarf had been tactfully wrapped around 
her head. It was , after all, not her wedding . Even still , Crystal had the 
morning of the ceremony speared her sister's lips with a tube of red gloss, 
saying, exasperated , 

Don't you want to be pretty? 
But Julie slapped her sister's hand away, said: How would anyone know? 
During the ceremony, flashes of light penetrated the pink silk. She'd 

11 After many years of counseling , Julie was finally able to say aloud : No one 
blames me. But secretly she continued to feel guilty. At age thirty, she would often 
return from her receptionist job at the spa in town and flop onto the couch to dis
appear into the documentary I Am Not a Freak. For a few minutes, Crystal 's freck
les would be resurrected, her five-year-old voice fill the dark room. The best part, 
she'd say into the camera, is that there is always someone to talk to and you are 
never alone. 
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imagined herself to be like a closed tulip balanced on the shoulder of the 
striking blond in virgin white. 

Now she knew better. Photographs didn't lie. 

]12 

Then it was winter again . Then it was spring . Then summer hit. Then 
Crystal, now a desperate thirty-two -year-old, once more took up the sub
ject of her closing window of motherhood. 

It was not a topic Sherman favored . When his wife cornered him and 
demanded he make her a baby, he 'd argue: But what about her? And nod 
at the extra head on her shoulder . 

She 's got nothing to do with it. 
What will the kid call her? 
I told you. She's got nothing to do with it. 

*** 

Then Julie was no longer Julie but a seahorse floating in a tank of brack
ish water. Her black eyes were pressed up against the scummy glass, 
trained on the tall man jabbing his finger at the two✓headed monster , his 
voice a broken gurgle on the surface above. Then the monster said: You're 
killing me! I wish I could die! And Julie came crashing out of the tank and 
onto the floor. 

Julie grew fat and tired from guilt. She aged quickly and died of heart failure. 

Julie married an ex-marine named Sherman. A few months later, they had 
twins. 

12 Crystal, a lonely spinster at thirty, envied her twin 's engagement and 
resented only being one of eight bridesmaids . At the wedding hall, she was led 
into a back room where Julie, whom she hadn't seen in years, sat in front of a van
ity mirror, pinning blond hair into a bun. Darling! Julie breathed, her eyes fixed on 
the glass. She turned in her chair. But I hardly recognized you! Then she stood, 
fists clamped to her billowing skirt. And Crystal saw it: a perfect bowling ball 
above the waist, right where she once lived. 
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ERNIE QUATRANI 

The Gift 
Uncle Bill's death on Christmas Eve was one of the best Christmas pres
ents I have ever received. 

My uncle was married to my mother's sister, Amanda. My mother and 
my aunt had a falling out after the death of my grandfather in 1981. The 
two sides of the family had not spoken for twenty-five years except for 
occasional Cold War-style back-channel communications between the 
cousins. The rift was incomprehensible to Uncle Bill. His hands were tied 
by his wife, who remained as intractable as her sister. Soon he would have 
even more important issues to deal with. 

In 1991, he was given five years to live-chronic emphysema. Not 
many months were left when Uncle Bill had to witness the arrest and con
viction of his youngest son, Seth. My cousin was sentenced to thirty-one 
years in prison for bank robbery. 

A newspaper article in 1996 put it this way: 

Federal court documents portray a strange latter-day James Gang that 
roamed the Midwest in harrowing style-and may have been bank
rolling the nation's white supremacist fringe. The robbers took at 
least a quarter of a million dollars-none of which has been recov
ered. They left unexploded bombs behind in banks and getaway cars. 
They spoke to one another in gibberish. They wore hard hats, Bill 
Clinton masks, even Santa Claus hats. 

Lear never had it this bad. Yet, at the funeral, Bill Jr. told me that his 
father's desire to see his son set free gave him the incentive to fight off 
death for eleven more years. 

At the Christmas midnight Mass, our parish priest had talked of the great 
patience and understanding of Joseph. When the Virgin Mary was preg
nant, how depressed and angry and resentful had Joseph felt? Yet Joseph 
stood by Mary. 

I thought about that as I sat in the pew of a different church four days 
later at the funeral. How easy would it have been for Joseph to "quietly 
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divorce" Mary and get on with his life? Probably as easy as it would have 
been for Uncle Bill to wash his hands of what his son had become. 

Uncle Bill's loving concern for Seth and the sudden ubiquity of cell 
phones combined to bring us back in contact a few years ago. "Ernie? It's 
Uncle Bill," he rasped when I answered the phone one November day. 
After we had exchanged pleasantries, he explained why he was calling 
and asked if I would mind writing to Seth in prison. He gave me the 
address. I was stunned to receive the call and ambivalent about the 
request, but I wrote Seth. It wasn't much of a letter. What do you say to a 
cousin who is in jail? 

Even so, Uncle Bill would call occasionally to thank me for writing 
and tell me how much it meant and ask how my family was doing . 
Sometimes my wife would take a message for me. Uncle Bill made it 
clear to her I was not to call back. I pictured him in the corner of the attic, 
where he used to put up a magnificiently realistic HO train layout, hoarse
ly whispering into his phone so my aunt would not hear. 

I wondered how I would be received at the viewing. It was a relief when 
Aunt Amanda grasped both my hands as she thanked me for coming. My 
cousins greeted me enthusiastically; Billy pumped my hand emphatically . 
Greg gave me a hug; Felicia a peck on the cheek. These familiar strangers 
had lived several lifetimes in the twenty-five years, as had I. Billy, no lon
ger Billy but Bill or William Jr., is a grandfather proudly displaying pic
tures . Greg is a father. Felicia is married. They are all settled in careers. 
Billy is disabled-breathing difficulties from his old workplace. I might 
have passed them on the street, sat next to them at a Phillies' game, eaten 
at the table next to them in a restaurant, and I would not have recognized 
them. 

St. Dorothy's was still decorated for Christmas, a quaintly appropriate 
setting for those who came to remember-and to forget. I heard Uncle 
Bill's voice, no longer breathless, as the mourners sang the "Prayer of St. 
Francis": 

Where there 's despair in life, let me bring hope. 
Where there's darkness only light ... 
0 Master grant that I may never seek 
So much to be consoled as to console .. . 
It is in pardon ing that we are pardoned .. . 

The priest assured us that Uncle Bill was having his best Christmas ever. 
So was I. 

Seth, of course, could not attend the funeral, but he did send his heart 
in the form of a post-Communion elegy delivered by his nephew Ryan. 
Seth wrote about hot dog and baked bean dinners, Boy Scouts, trips to 
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Philadelphia to see Christmas displays , and being sung to sleep by my 
uncle's rendition of"Home on the Range"-reminding all ofus of the lit
tle things that define a loving parent , things that we think go unrecognized 
and unappreciated , dwarfed by the monumental battles over curfews and 
report cards and money. 

Since his incarceration , Seth has apparently become the type of son 
Uncle Bill could be proud of. He helps fellow prisoners earn their GEDs ; 
he has established a music program for inmates . 

"Are you coming back to eat?" asked Bill after the graveside ceremony. 
That had been the great question that I had debated on the hour ride down 
the Northeast Extension and the Blue Route, but now the decision had 
thankfully been taken out of my hands. I would drive over to Lamb 
Tavern and share, or would it be endure, lunch. 

My usual social phobias whispered in my brain: Who are you going to 
sit with? What are you going to talk about? How long do you have to 
stay? I would not have my gregarious wife to bail me out. She was going 
home to prepare dinner for her mother 's annual Christmas pilgrimage to 
our house. My sister was not coming back to the restaurant. My other sis
ter, my brother , and my mother had not come to the funeral. I put these 
thoughts aside. Uncle Bill had suffered to make this reunion possible . "Do 
not be afraid . I am with you." 

I found myself standing next to Aunt Amanda at the entrance to the 
banquet room. We began an easy conversation that belied our years of 
separation. It was she who placed me at a table with Phil, another disre
membered cousin , child of my deceased Uncle Elliot , also estranged from 
his sisters . I learned that Phil was not that close to Uncle Bill and Aunt 
Amanda anymore. Our family had been scattered in the acrimonious wind. 

I sat down next to Phil's wife Christine, and the three of us began to 
catch up on one quarter of a century. The bittersweet part of the reminisc
ing was finding how similar our life paths have been. How much there 
would have been to talk about! Phil has two children who are educators , 
as I am. Phil 's son coaches junior high baseball. Greg has coached ice 
hockey for seventeen years ; his son is an up-and -coming high school 
baseball player . Billy coached his child in baseball. I have been a baseball 
coach all of my adult life. 

Soon, it was time to make the rounds and depart. Billy held me in con
versation. Greg came over. The long good-bye lasted; it's what families do. 
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Seth wrote a letter to me that arrived as the New Year began . He wanted 
us to know that Aunt Amanda had said, "It was really nice having the fam
ily around us." Seth concluded, "Thank you so much for attending." 
For a few hours on the Saturday after Christmas, we had, together , 
enjoyed Uncle Bill's parting Christmas present to us all. Now, the hard 
part. Are we going to wait for the next death that brings us together? That 
would be a sad thing, and it would make a mockery of Uncle Bill's pres
ent, born of bank robberies and the unconditional love of a father for a son. 
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KENNETH MILLARD 

Notoriety for Profit: The West, 
Postmodernism, and Ethics in 

Ron Hansen's Desperadoes 
There is a scene toward the beginning of Bobbie Anne Mason's novel In 
Country (1985) when the character called Emmett is watching the Johnny 
Carson show in a motel room. Carson himself is away on holiday, so the 
show is being hosted by stand-in Joan Rivers, and furthermore, this show 
is a rerun. Emmett comments despairingly, "Nothing's authentic any
more" (Mason 19). These words came to articulate much that was regard
ed as fundamentally important to postmodern fiction: that which was once 
authentic has been replaced by a host of surrogates and substitutes, appar
ently depriving us of the experience of the real. 

The problem of authenticity characterized much late 20th-century fic
tion; novelists such as Mason, DeLillo, and Powers dramatized protago 
nists who struggled to distinguish the real from the simulated and who 
sometimes wondered if the distinction made any ( ethical) difference. In 
the 1990s, critical works such as Taylor's Ethics of Authenticity and 
Swartz's Culture of the Copy took up Jameson's declaration concerning 
"the disappearance of the historical referent" (Jameson 25) as part of a 
broad cultural enquiry into the politics ofrepresentation. Postmodern anx
ieties about the status of knowledge gave rise to studies of the aesthetici 
zation of history that acknowledged its performative and linguistically 
contingent aspects. 

Such debates had a particular resonance for studies of fiction of the 
American West where scholars had long sought to disentangle vestiges of 
authenticity from ersatz mythology . Lewis's Unsettling the Literary West: 
Authenticity and Authorship, and Karem's The Romance of Authenticity 
were two such works that scrutinized the value of historical verisimilitude 
in relation to specific literary fictions while Krista Comer argued that 
"there can be no such thing as western authenticity. There can be no 
defensible, insider, regional discourse ... no final claim on what counts as 
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westernness" (5). Nevertheless, in 2002, William Handley lamented that 
"Western American literature has long been burdened by readers' nostal 
gic desire for historical authenticity" (3 ), and in 2004 a collection of 
essays significantly entitled True West: Authenticity and the American 
West continued the process of making the issue of veracity central to 
understanding Western fictions. L. C. Mitchell's review of True West stat
ed the case succinctly: "aestheticization itself is the authenticating gesture 
that lends life meaning .. . authenticity is never simply given once and for 
all but negotiated through the duplicitous documents we preserve" (93). 
Authenticity , then, is a function of the postmodern aesthetic practices that 
define it. Yet there is an important ethical dimension here, as Mitchell 
acknowledges in his use of the word "duplicitous." What are the ethical 
and political consequences of the subordination of the authentic to the 
aesthetic , and how might the Western genre anticipate these questions as 
they were investigated more broadly in late 20th-century culture? 

This paper is an examination of Ron Hansen 's Desperadoes (1979), a 
novel that has been completely overlooked in terms of its contribution to 
these debates. In particular, Desperadoes is notable for its dramatization 
of the ethical dimension of arguments about the authenticity of history; 
this is a novel that produces provocative and sophisticated relations 
between aesthetics and ethics, especially the aestheticization of violence 
and criminal activity, and the ethical excuse-making that such postmodern 
aesthetic practices potentially permit. Desperadoes is an important novel 
in terms of its early intervention in theoretical debates about how authen
ticity is constituted ; it is also an outstanding novel in its own right , a com
pelling account of frontier mythology which is, simultaneously, an exami
nation of the creative processes by which mythologies are composed. This 
self-reflexive dimension situates Desperadoes as part of a postmodern cri
sis of representation while also showing how such a crisis has an impor
tant precedent in fiction of the American West. Hansen's historical novel 
might thus itself be historicized as a product of a particular moment when 
American fiction was especially alert to the problem of historical compo
sition. It is a novel that also shows how such postmodern aesthetic issues 
are not ethically neutral , and it utilizes the fabled lawlessness of the West 
to reveal the ethical problems inherent in postmodern relativism. 

Hansen 's decision to offer the novel as the first-person narrative of 
Emmett Dalton, rather than as a third-person omniscient, as he does in his 
later novel The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford 
(1983) , has significant aesthetic consequences; the deployment of the 
first-person perspective gives rise to some subtle and intriguing narrative 
effects. While the novel dramatizes the subjectivity of the individual who 
is composing history, it also asks to what extent such challenges are com
pounded by the particularity of the historical moment in which history is 
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imagined. In Desperadoes the reader looks back to Emmett Dalton in the 
1930s from which vantage point, and in which specific cultural circum
stances, he is recreating the 1880s. There is a double retrospective here: 
we read the 1880s as it is understood by Emmett in the 1930s and a 1930s 
that has its own unique tenor. Providing Emmett with a specific historical 
moment from which to compose the history of the 1880s, fifty years earli
er, necessarily contributes to the contingency of his perspective and fur
ther problematizes the idea of historical authenticity that our narrator is 
trying to retrieve . This historical projection is well dramatized when the 
movie of Emmett's book Beyond the Law is shown at his party, and he 
alerts our attention to the image of "a drawer of coins on someone's tuxe
do shoulder" ( 4) as they pass in front of the screen . This shift toward 
modernity, seen in the novel's historical retrospective 1937-1887, shows 
that the West has become irrevocably mired in mythology; Emmett cannot 
write about it without falling victim to the aesthetic power of other forms 
of image and representation that compete with his text and threaten to 
vitiate his principal motivation of the recovery of an authentic story. Are 
all historical narratives merely images superimposed on the past? 
Desperadoes is compelling partly because of its narrator's self-conscious 
awareness of this difficult issue and partly because we can see that anxi
ety as symptomatic of the novel's own postmodern moment in 1979. 

Moreover, the problem of the ethics of publishing depictions of crime 
acquired a particular urgency in the late 1970s when Hansen was writing 
Desperadoes. As a result of the so-called "Son of Sam" murders commit
ted by David Bercowitz, the New York state legislature enacted, in 1977, 
a law prohibiting criminals from exploiting their notoriety for profit. 
Following New York's initiative, 42 states and the federal government 
enacted similar laws. The law was invoked in New York alone eleven 
times between 1977 and 1990, including once against Mark Chapman, the 
murderer of John Lennon. But this law has also been challenged on the 
basis that it is an unconstitutional violation of the First Amendment right 
to free speech. Thus debates about the ethics (and the proper textual 
expression) of notoriety -for-profit statutes form a key aspect of the histor
ical context of Hansen's 1979 novel. At this historical moment, the legis
lature's attempts to inhibit certain forms of publication became embroiled 
in serious ethical questions about how such statutes could find proper tex
tual expression so as not to violate the constitution. This challenge, 
between forms of authoritative text that seek to define ethical standards, 
informs Hansen's depiction of Emmett Dalton. 

Emmett's desire to recover the authentic story is especially interesting 
in the context of uncertainties about the possibility of historical verisimili 
tude. Emmett sets out to disentangle the true story from misrepresentation 
and mythology; he has an unwavering conviction that there is a true 
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account to be given and that he is capable of creating it in a prose narra
tive . This is a fundamental part of the novel 's sophistication: the imagina
tive creation of the subtleties of Emmett's conviction that there is a histor
ical truth to be salvaged from ersatz imagery. There is something of a 
textual paradox here of course because the central belief in the indubitable 
confidences of history is itself the contrivance of a work of fiction that is 
elsewhere saturated with a self-conscious awareness of itself as Emmett 's 
aesthetic performance. This is an important theoretical paradox that arises 
as a consequence of Hansen's decision to write the novel in the first per
son and one that deeply problematizes the relationship between history 
and fiction . The narrator's singular determination to distinguish his 
authentic history from the fictions that comprise outlaw mythology is 
itself an imaginative creation that relies often heavily on the rhetorical 
contrivances of fiction in some compelling and provocative ways . Further , 
unlike Doctorow's Welcome to Hard Times, Berger's Little Big Man , or 
Stegner 's Angle of Repose (which use the first person in similar ways) 
Hansen's narrator is complicit in crime and seeks to draw the reader into a 
particular ethical readerly relationship that attempts to excuse his crimi
nality in subtle ways . 

For example , Hansen 's Emmett Dalton claims "I could extemporize 
like a bicycle salesman" (53), and he is specifically prompted by his elder 
brother Bob to fill in awkward silences with idle chatter . Yet Emmett 's 
talk is rarely idle; he gives an account of Billy the Kid and his relation to 
historical veracity, concluding to his "amazed " audience that " It isn't 
gaudy , but it's fact" (53). This is an important early indication of 
Emmett's interest in distinguishing fact from fiction . Yet simultaneously 
part of Emmett 's usefulness to Bob lies in his ability to be adept at 
"speaking on subjects I knew nothing about " (54) because it provides 
cover for Bob while he is gathering information , and so "Bob let me talk, 
as was his custom" (54) . This is a succinct illustration of the problems of 
historical fiction as it is shown to be a function of the first-person narra
tor : Emmett 's historical knowledge is depicted as a feature of his facility 
for extemporizing, which would appear to compromise his claims to his
torical authenticity. 

A good example of this is seen when Bob Dalton tells the story of his 
father's fabled Old West pioneer experiences. This is a key scene in which 
the reader cannot fully distinguish what the father might have told Bob 
from what Bob told Emmett: how much "extemporizing" has already 
taken place here? Perhaps Bob 's imagination has already taken over the 
raw material of his father's historical account, or perhaps even his father's 
account is already colored by phony historical retrospectives? The reader 
cannot know definitively but can only examine how it is represented rath
er than assess its putative historical verisimilitude : 
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When Dad first came to the Territories ... this whole countryside 
was wild savannah and savages and prairie chicken and bears. There 
were buffalo then by the hundred thousand. Ground would shake 
nine miles away whenever they stampeded. Indians would climb 
inside the bleeding hides and skulk right into the midst of them, 
spear bulls so big it took two men just to carry the head. Twenty years 
later and his Great Plains were chockablock with sod houses. (18) 

This is so seductively embedded in Emmett's narrative that it is difficult, 
if not impossible, to assess its historical value. At this narrative moment, 
we have Emmett, as first-person narrator, reporting his brother's memory 
(and expression) of their father's reported speech; how much of the pre
cise form of expression here belongs to Dalton senior, or to Bob, or to 
Emmett, is impossible to distinguish. Although it might have a style of 
lyrical intensity that helps to make it a powerful expression of frontier 
nostalgia, the story's status as historically authentic is deeply flawed, not 
least by its entanglement in the strategies of narrative fiction. There is also 
a provisional tone in the phrase "Dad used to claim" and in Bob's own 
creative discourse "rhapsodize": the very word, as a generic category, 
denotes a formal or rehearsed recital, and of epic proportions. We might 
be distrustful of Emmett's claims to historical authenticity precisely at 
such moments when we are most likely to be persuaded by its marvellous 
creative language, or when that imaginative style is sufficiently convinc
ing for us to suspend momentarily our faith in historical authenticity. 
Linda Hutcheon designated this style "historiographical metafiction" and 
observed that "the past really did exist, but we can only know it through 
its textual traces" (78). Hansen's novel dramatizes its own processes of 
composition in ways that draw attention to the ethical relativism that is 
implicit in the production of such textual traces. 

Emmett tells us on several occasions that he derives some important 
aspects of his narrative from the stories of his brother, who is himself 
characterized in terms of his ingenious creative powers. Bob tells Emmett 
that his first girlfriend Minnie was "as fine in the shingle light as the 
naked French actresses on postcards" (22), and he eulogizes their brother 
Grat's masculinity in similarly vivid terms: "Trims his moustache with 
lighted match sticks. Seen him peel the ears off a drunken Indian. The 
doors slam on churches when he rides past. ... Tough as a night in jail" 
(24) . Bob's imagination is so remarkable that when he interprets the shape 
of exploding fireworks in the night sky, Minnie can only wonder, "Where 
are you getting all of this?" (23). This is itself an adroit expression of the 
problem of authentic (historical) knowledge. 

Despite Bob's imaginative abilities there are many points where 
Emmett acknowledges his importance as an historical source . Their mutu-
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al talent for textual duplicity is dramatized in the scene where Bob com
poses a phony letter to Eugenia that will tactically mislead the posse when 
it is discovered by them. Emmett quotes this letter verbatim and then 
adds, "I was with him in the sod house when Bob wrote that. The words 
'impending', ' transaction' and 'hesitant' were mine" (183) . Thus Bob and 
Emmett are co-authors of a document written to deceive, and it works; it 
is their talents of creative imagination that really distinguishes them from 
ordinary working people and from other outlaws . 

Desperadoes reveals Emmett 's struggle to establish the independence 
of his narrative from the power of those existing narratives that inform it 
or seek to determine it. Emmett is here engaged in an oedipal struggle to 
establish the autonomy of his unique narrative voice by virtue of his own 
individual creative abilities. Having distanced himself unequivocally from 
his father [again, significantly, with an act of writing: "I once put a note in 
his shaving mug that said, 'Why don't you die!"' (18)], Emmett 's chal
lenge is to conjure an aesthetic performance sufficiently accomplished to 
subordinate his brother Bob 's powerful imaginative voice, and this cre
ative challenge haunts every aspect of Emmett's text. 

In terms of the prosecution of an argument about the relations between 
fiction and authenticity in the Western historical novel, the scene in which 
Emmett recreates his brother Grat's journey from California to Oklahoma 
is especially valuable . This was a grueling ride from Bakersfield to 
Barstow and Needles, across Arizona and New Mexico to Texas, and all 
the way to Oklahoma in a journey that took 107 days. This account comes 
to the reader in Emmett 's authorial voice, and it is a compelling piece of 
writing, graphic and economical , telling of Grat's epic journey in a style 
of simple understatement that makes it seem even more remarkable and 
which contributes stylistically to its lyrical power: 

The land was bare as worn carpet except for the balls of tumbleweed 
and the animal carcasses and the purple mountains in the distance . 
He'd see strands of smoke from Hopi and Navaho fires fifteen miles 
away, but by the time he got there the cooking stones would be cool, 
the wickiups would be empty, and vicious travois dogs would bark 
and lunge at his horse. Sheep would stare as he slumped by at night; 
rattlesnakes would stab at his stirrups and flop down to squirm under 
sagebrush; small tarantulas crawled over his face to drink water from 
his eyes as he slept. ( 14 7-48) 

This is a bravura performance , urgent and evocative, full of close material 
details that make the account compelling , vivid, and intense. It has a hal
lucinatory quality, one that matches Grat's fevered psychological condi
tion, imagining a partner who kept him, in his desperate fugitive isolation, 
sane. This piece of writing is offered by Emmett as a description of Grat's 
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journey, and it is a very close and precise one, even though Emmett was 
not himself present to know the material details that give it such a lyrical 
intensity and narrative authority. 

A response to the question of historical veracity is provided many 
chapters later when Desperadoes includes the reported speech of Grat 
when he told Emmett about his journey in his own first-person voice; 
once Grat has returned to Oklahoma and has been reunited with his broth
ers, he comments momentarily on that extraordinary journey: "When I 
was crossing the desert rattlesnakes struck at my stirrups and spiders 
drank from my eyes as I slept. I pried my tooth out with a dinner fork. I 
don't think I can be scared anymore" (223). These three sentences are 
provided by the novel as the historical source of the journey that Emmett 
has already recounted eight chapters earlier. Emmett's singularly accom
plished piece of imaginative writing makes fully articulate that which 
Grat might not himself have been able to express with the same aesthetic 
brio; the reader is led to accept Emmett's version because it is the one we 
receive first. What Desperadoes achieves here is a dramatization of the 
authorial consciousness in the act of creating and composing its own text; 
it depicts Emmett's flair in turning that raw material of what appears to be 
historical fact into a piece of arresting creative writing that transforms 
Grat's simple account into something mythical and memorable . Here the 
novel reveals the gap between history and fiction; Emmett's writing is an 
artful piece of imaginative contrivance that gives full weight and power to 
the significance of Grat's journey, without which it might never have had 
the epic quality that Emmett's prose style endows it with-just as Bob's 
rhapsodizing memorializes their father's experience in ways that he might 
not have been able to himself. 

Emmett's text struggles to free itself from the authority of the texts 
that inform it and from the power of the voices that inhabit it. The value 
of the account of Grat's journey lies in showing how Emmett's imagina
tion works in shaping history into an aesthetic artifact that makes 
Desperadoes a great novel. The novel thus lays bare the device by which 
Emmett turns history into fiction. In the dramatization of composition, 
readers can see how in Western fictions historical authenticity is itself a 
product of seductive imaginative strategies that are, ironically, sufficiently 
compelling to appear historically persuasive. 

These dramatizations of the textual processes by which Emmett com
poses Desperadoes are a part of a wider enquiry conducted by the novel 
into how the conceptual category we designate "authenticity" is construct
ed as an intricate textual performance . In this way the novel encourages 
the reader to trace this process back in the direction of some putative ori
gin in a vertiginous spiral by which the mythology of the American West 
is composed by characters whose authenticity consists partly of their con-
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formity to a pre-existing image . The novel thus exposes the textual 
morass in which Emmett's project is embroiled ; it shows him trying to 
retain faith in a simple history and in a concept of authenticity that he 
wants to distinguish from fiction and hyperbole; simultaneously , his own 
writing derives its strengths from fictional tropes and has a powerful faith 
in the imagination that mitigates against an unalloyed historical account. 

In this respect it is important to note that Desperadoes has a signifi
cant textual precedent in Charles Portis 's True Grit (1968), a novel whose 
narrator , Mattie Ross, is also preoccupied with maintaining a distinction 
between fiction and history. Mattie ends True Grit with the words "This 
ends my true account " (Portis 215) because for her an "account" is clearly 
distinguished from forms of "story " that she distrusts as tantamount to 
lying. One critic has argued that Mattie's "remarkable memory and gabbi
ness are all part of her success in convincing us of her accuracy" and that 
"By utilizing a narrative technique which is part realistic detail, part unre
liable narrator , and part self-deprecation , Portis has skillfully fashioned a 
new shape out of the traditional Western formula" (Cleary 81). Hansen, 
ten years after True Grit, has seized upon the potential of Mattie 's voice 
and staged a performance by Emmett Dalton that combines history and 
fiction with some challenging ethical issues . Both novels have been over
looked because of their surface conformity to the Western genre , the 
sophistication of which has not been properly acknowledged in postmod 
ern studies . 

The examination of Emmett's subjectivity as a creative composer of 
history is not the only exploration of the status of authenticity in the 
novel; a key aspect of representation in Desperadoes lies in the fact that 
Emmett's involvement in the train robberies as a teenager is always a bit 
of a performance. Emmett is keenly aware of playing a part, saying "I 
stood there being ferocious" (193) and describing himself as "theatrical as 
they come" (195) or "the stuff of night chills and story books" (193) , as 
they carry out robberies with a sense of high drama so self-conscious that 
it sometimes verges on pantomime. The outlaw even wears a special outfit 
( or costume) , the trademark black coat and bandanna, and he is well 
aware of the gang's proximity to dime novel image and desperado stereo
type even while they are carrying out robberies that are historically 
authentic . In fact, such conventions constitute something of an established 
genre that Emmett is aware of mimicking. The Daltons want to outdo the 
James gang and the Youngers in this line of audacious exploit, and the 
management of their public image is central to their success. Emmett is 
familiar with the lurid hyperbole of dime novels, so the robberies become 
staged performances that conform to the generic conventions of those 
who are being robbed: costume , language, drama , theatre , and rhetoric: 
each aspect of the Daltons' studied self-representat ion contributes strong-
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ly to the power of their (real) reputation. Paradoxically , it is the conformi 
ty of such acts to generic expectation that makes them so compelling to 
those who are being robbed and who subsequently report the style of the 
robberies for the hyperbolic elaboration of yet further representation in 
contemporary newspaper reports : 

All they wanted was to see us up close and clamp handshakes on an 
outlaw and say that when the subject was Daltons, they read every 
word the newspapers had to say, disagreeing the while with the slant 
most publishers took. They said we were great lions of the plains, 
living legends, saints, that we'd already bested the James gang and our 
names would be enshrined and writ large in the annals of history. (185) 

The Daltons are astutely sensitive to this process, and they manipulate 
their image shrewdly because they recognize that image is a powerful 
weapon in their continued success as real outlaws . This image is already 
derived from a set of stock conventions the authenticity of which is 
known to be dubious. Emmett signals his familiarity with the genre when 
he characterizes his brother as being "much like a boy steeped in the 
romantic adventures of The Wide Awake Library and Beadle's Half-Dime 
novels" (13) . He tells us that he was attacked by Mexican bandits "with 
what the dime novelists call bloodcurdling howls" (69) ; and they attack 
the Coffeyville banks "like outlaws in the dime novels " (247) . The power 
of the popular image is very strong and the Daltons learn to exploit it 
effectively because they understand that calculated self-presentation is as 
powerful as the act of robbery itself. Further, the Daltons' victims know 
how to recognize the real thing: in the bank robbery at Coffeyv ille 
Emmett tries to frighten the staff by declaring: "cuz I can put a chunk of 
lead in your chin that ' ll rip your face off like it was only a washrag with 
eyebrows," to which the bank teller Ayres replies simply, "Oh , come now, 
Emmett" (230). Clearly, for the real robbery to be truly authentic involves 
some fine aesthetic judgments and discriminations. 

There is also a crucial ethical distinction here because his sense of the
atrical performance tends to distance Emmett from the kind of moral cen
sure that attaches to his brothers Bob and Grat, who are calculatedly vio
lent men. Emmett is presented as merely playing a role in activities that 
he is reasonably detached from. This performati ve aspect of violent crime 
therefore has an ethical dimension, seeming to make it less "real" and 
merely an act in which Emmett was simply an innocent player. For exam
ple , at one point in recalling a gunfight , Emmett writes : 
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The engineer and the fireman bellied down to the floor; ricochets 
sparked off the drive wheel eccentrics, and a wild shot skidded a coal 
shovel off the tender and it landed bawong in the grass. (If I sound 
excited, I am; I was). I rammed six cartridges into my smoking 



chamber and waited for a pistol flash intended to rip my face off, and 
I fired everything I had straight at it. (198) 

The intensity of the gunfight inspires Emmett to write well and to perform 
in his textual account something that comes close to capturing its drama; 
crucially, the drama is as much in the moment of writing as it was for real, 
a correspondence nicely caught in that parenthetical "I am; I was." It is 
not possible here to distinguish definitively the authenticity of the dramat
ic experience from the authenticity of the moment of its aesthetic creation ; 
except, perhaps , to add that "I am" is written first, a graphic depiction of 
the sovereignty of the aesthetic in creating the category of the real. This 
has significant ethical implications . 

For example , discussing the status of historical fiction of the West, 
Forrest Robinson has argued that "This apparent freedom from the contin
gencies of the real means in fact that literature operates at two removes 
from the reality that the intervening ideological matrix represents " (126). 
In Hansen's novel this is not merely innocent postmodern playfulness ; the 
resulting ideological matrix permits Emmett ethical obfuscations that 
Hansen holds up for critical scrutiny. Thus Desperadoes becomes an 
exemplary novel for dramatizing the ethical implications of certain post
modern aesthetic practices. The vertiginous labyrinthine effects of its 
interest in textuality serve to obfuscate the ethical and political status of 
Emmett's career as a criminal seeking rehabilitation through the forms of 
representation that grant him notoriety. Thus Desperadoes dramatizes the 
problem of ethical uncertainty in postmodern culture , an issue that the 
Western, with its traditional interest in the social consequences of lawless
ness, is uniquely placed to articulate . 

Throughout the novel Emmett depicts himself as being eager to under
stand the media discourse of celebrity that surrounds him, and he is keen
ly sensitive to the power of representations from which he is trying to sal
vage historical authenticity . This is an ethos that affects Emmett's 
girlfriend Julia Johnson too : she is painfully aware that her association 
with the Dalton gang is her only claim to fame: "A newspaper reporter 
asked if I was your sweetheart, and I realized that I was nineteen years old 
and your sweetheart is all I would really ever be; that's as important as I'd 
become" (259). Julia remains faithful to this idea right to the end, marry
ing Emmett when he is released from jail and still married to him in the 
novel's contemporary moment of composition in the late 1930s. Her deci
sion to be faithful to Emmett is based on a prior notion of romance: "I' ll 
wait for you no matter what happens because that 's what sweethearts do" 
(259) . There is little in the novel to suggest that Julia has a particular 
attachment to Emmett independently of this conventional sense of roman
tic fidelity . The postmodern paradox here is that the representation, no 
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matter how cliched, can be wholly authentic to individuals who are pre
pared to invest in it. Here, Julia's faith in romantic convention is sufficient 
to prove it authentic, at least for her. Further, Desperadoes even provides 
the textual origin of this sentiment when Emmett cites Longfellow's 
Evange line, quotes directly from the poem, and comments, "All that 
Longfellow said of Evangeline's love and devotion I can say about 
Julia's" (269) . In yet a further twist to the problem of authenticity, 
Emmett observes that "My wife then had the grace to seem flattered by 
that sentiment," as if mid 19th-century romantic attitudes have now been 
replaced by the authentic experience of a long and difficult marriage . At 
this point again the very idea of authenticity evaporates in a subtle and 
complex relation to textual representation in which we can privilege nei
ther. The real moral here is that the power of the mythology to which 
Emmett owes his continued success will not permit a simple and unadul 
terated account of his authentic story to survive the force of the counter
feit imagery that created the public appetite for it in the first place. Thus 
one of the novel's subtleties lies in how this is not exclusively a function 
of early 20th-century modernity; the novel shows this occurs not because 
a concept of authenticity has disappeared (along with the historical refer
ent) but that it never existed with any confidence in the first place. 
Hansen's Emmett Dalton wants us to believe this, for his own ethical and 
political reasons. 

The radical shift to modernity is an abrupt one for Emmett who has 
been in prison for fifteen years at a time when American society changed 
significantly. Now there are cars rather than horses on the streets of 
Coffeyville, and as Emmett remarks, "Everywhere you look it's the twen 
tieth century" (268). The new media have popularized Western mythology 
so that everyone is now familiar with its tropes and cliches. John Tackett 
tells Emmett, "Do you know how much money there is in these Westerns? 
... America craves stories like yours" (269- 70) . Emmett becomes big cul
tural capital in the new economy of the image, ironically showcasing him
self as the real thing, where previously the authenticity of his historical 
life of crime was presented as a staged act. 

Therefore, in the novel's final chapter when Emmett returns to 
Coffeyville in 1937 he is greeted as a hero by everyone; not a single citi
zen can resist applauding his success and "Maybe a thousand people 
gazed in awe" (272). Even the six survivors of the men who had fired on 
Emmett during the bank robbery "slunk up to shake my hand" (273). It is 
significant that this image is the novel's final line because it dramatizes 
unequivocally Emmett's public rehabilitation. The simple fact of his fame 
(and theirs, by proxy) has subsumed moral judgments about his former 
criminality; the complete and unadulterated adulation that Emmett 
receives dramatizes the power of celebrity and has replaced moral judg-
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ments about the efficacy of making money from a criminal career. The 
new technologies of modernity have valorized the qualities that Emmett 
appears to represent. Simultaneously, a certain mythology of the Old West 
has become enshrined in national consciousness and has become an inte
gral part of national identity. In the shaping of a modem United States, a 
popular belief in the heroic values of the Old West has institutionalized 
the characteristics that Emmett appears to represent. Masculine heroic 
narratives of coming-of-age conflate the myth-making of national identity 
with Emmett's personal piece of history-making and appear to exonerate 
him absolutely. 

In respect to authenticity and ethics then, it is significant that the dra
matic incident that precipitates the telling of the story that becomes 
Desperadoes is one in which a young reporter challenges Emmett on 
moral grounds: "I sort of expected you to repent more than you do" (8). 
Emmett claims that he has done his time in jail and that "penance" is 
something that he has served, but clearly he has a raw nerve here because 
when pressed on this point about guilt and remorse, he immediately 
reaches for his gun, and even in 1937 at the age of sixty-five, Emmett 
finds himself "cocking back the hammer with both thumbs" (9). The 
accusatory tone of the reporter makes Emmett uncomfortable; his new 
celebrity status helps him to forget his moral culpability, and, despite his 
prison sentence, Emmett offers this novel as an act of absolution because, 
still sensitive years later to accusations that challenge his moral character, 
he offers this self-justificatory memoir as an act of writing that helps to 
absolve him of guilt. Again what is most important here is that the aes
thetic has the potential to subordinate the ethical (if only for the duration 
of the artful performance). The novel's final image accomplishes a similar 
feat, relegating the ethical issues of a life of crime in favor of an emphasis 
on a redemption that is brought about by the aesthetic technologies of 
modernity and the politics of celebrity. For Emmett a compelling aesthetic 
performance can subordinate ethical issues, provided that it is good 
enough. Such incidents dramatize the power of the compelling theatrical 
performance to obfuscate ethical questions that might otherwise seem 
clear. Emmett's forensic attention to the power of images and representa
tions has the potential to shape our ethical judgments or even at times to 
determine them. 

Despite the novel's focus on the drama of masculine self-determina 
tion, the origin of this knowledge about textuality and ethics lies with a 
woman: Eugenia Moore. Eugenia is a crucial figure, seducing railroad 
clerks to gain vital information, disguising herself as a man and riding 
with the gang as one of them, showing great intelligence and resourceful 
ness as part of her protean ability to adapt to new circumstances, playing a 
key role in planning the gang's most audacious crimes, and having access 
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to forms of knowledge and self-expression that most of the men are 
denied . Her real name is Florence Quick, a 25-year-old blonde who looks 
"somewhat boyish " (54), or "like a male hired hand" (161), or "like a boy 
of sixteen" (223) . This androgyny is a crucial aspect of Eugenia's ability 
to adapt , to act the part as required , rather than to be fixed in a restrictive 
feminine role . Bob is immediately fascinated by a woman who is reputed 
to have such remarkable accomplishments ; she is a fabled outlaw already, 
and the stories about her feats are part of local legend . These stories have 
informed Bob 's attraction to Eugenia because they represent a form of 
notoriety that deeply appeals to him . Eugenia is similarly enthralled by 
Bob Dalton 's image : "I saw your name on a wanted poster nailed to a 
telegraph pole in Dodge City, Kansas. The picture had not the neighbor of 
a resemblance to you but I subscribed to unsavory thoughts just the same" 
(58). Bob Dalton is less important than the desperado image that capti
vates her, and this spectacle conditions her response to the real man . 

Language is important to their relationship because in their linguistic 
sparring we see Bob and Eugenia's intelligence and sophistication and 
their mutual desire to do something audacious beyond the expectations of 
hardscrabble frontier existence . For example, Eugenia prepares a list of 
questions for Bob including "When you 're inside me, what does it feel 
like?" (116). Although Eugenia defeats him here momentarily (he only 
replies , "Ask me another question") , when she later asks Bob to "amplify" 
one of his responses , he simply speaks much more loudly, and so the joke 
is on her. But her use of the word "amplify " and Bob 's smart pun on it 
shows how precocious they are, at least linguistically . This linguistic facil
ity is complemented by a lack of moral compunction . For Eugenia, as for 
Bob, the complete absence of conventional ethical standards, including 
feelings of guilt , remorse , or even embarrassment , is in fact entirely natu
ral. 

Where Bob rejects the life of a lawman in favor of one of crime, 
Eugenia distinguishes herself with this short speech : 

I suppose I never considered virginity an enviable condition; and 
innocence seems no more blissful than admitting you can't read. I 
don't want to be one of those sweet blank coddled girls whose high
est ambition is their impregnable chastity. (86) 

Eugenia repudia tes unequivocally the conventional feminine stereotype 
and makes explicit an association between reading, knowledge , and sexu
ality; to have no knowledge of sex and to protect one's innocence in this 
way is merely to be trapped in a desperately confining role and one that 
principally serves masculinity . Eugenia, as her stagey pseudonym sug
gests, plays many different roles , and her freedom and power come from 
her courage not to be confined by convention; here , her drive toward 
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autonomy and self-determination is powerfully expressed in uncompro
mising terms : "I don't want to be one of those puling simpering sterile 
aunts who worry over the state of their souls if they let the dishes sit. The 
only approval I want is my own" (86). This solipsistic position aligns her 
with Bob Dalton; Eugenia's lifestyle is completely socially unacceptable, 
and the freedom she forges herself, to play any role she pleases, situates 
her outside the manners of society. For Bob and Eugenia, this liminal ethi
cal status is accompanied by exceptional imaginative abilities that are 
reflected in their respective linguistic talents. When Eugenia wants to 
shock her priggish audience, she tells them she is away "to tantalise the 
bunkhouse" (86); Emmett eloquently remarks that she exclaims this senti
ment "like the most soulful tragedian" (86). 

The importance of Eugenia consists particularly of her moral and liter
ary education of Emmett, the man who composes Desperadoes. It is 
Emmett who articulates the idea that "women can fix it" (212), and it is 
clear that he has learned from Eugenia something important about the 
value of language acquisition. In his courtship of Julia, Emmett is alert to 
the importance of proper language, saying 'Tm being verbose aren't I?" 
and "the cold weather months really bring on the ennui" (84). Although 
this is a moment of comic self-deprecation, it does nevertheless dramatize 
Emmett's eagerness to learn the proper language for the occasion and to 
try to use it to his advantage. Eugenia's theatricality and her linguistic 
competence are qualities that Emmett learns from in order to capitalize on 
the opportunities of 1930s modernity and in order to carry off successfully 
the remarkable aesthetic performance that becomes Desperadoes. 
Emmett's metamorphosis, from teen outlaw to Hollywood mogul, is part 
of an ethos of American self-transformation that necessarily involves a 
degree of self-reinvention , and it is principally from Eugenia that Emmett 
learns the aesthetic skills to accomplish this . Bob Dalton's reading is 
mostly in popular fiction, but Eugenia's literary education helps to facili 
tate Emmett's ambitious strategies in writing Desperadoes: his diction is 
indebted to her reading of William Dean Howells' Italian Journeys (182) , 
and to her lengthy quotation from Tennyson's "Ulysses" (209-10), and 
perhaps to Longfellow too, which is part of a similar canon with which 
she is closely associated. 

In this context , Emmett's depiction of himself reading The Virginian 
(1902) is particularly revealing because in key respects Eugenia bears a 
close resemblance to Owen Wister's Molly Wood, the schoolteacher who 
educates that novel's eponymous protagonist. Molly encourages the 
Virginian to read Shakespeare , George Eliot's The Mill on the Floss; Jane 
Austen's Emma ; Walter Scott's Kenilworth; Turgenev's Fathers and Sons , 
and the poetry of Robert Browning . The cowboy hero is subtly changed 
by his engagement with both the ethical content and the linguistic accom-
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plishment of these sophisticated works. That engagement makes a signifi
cant contribution to the Virginian's ability to adapt to the challenges and 
opportunities of modernity in his own day and thereby become (ironically 
for Emmett) a major investor in the bright economic future of the rail
roads: "But the railroad came, and built a branch to that land of the 
Virginian's where the coal was. By that time he was an important man, 
with a strong grip on many various enterprises, and able to give his wife 
all and more than she asked or desired" (327). It is particularly the entre
preneurial diversity of "many various enterprises" that makes the 
Virginian a modem-day success; his mutability is economic, but the novel 
implies that he learned this principle from the eclectic literary education 
that Molly provided. 

Emmett is similarly impressed by the various aesthetic practices of 
Eugenia; she tells him that she was expelled from college in Missouri 
when she was discovered "flagrante delicto" to which Emmett replies, "I 
don't know what those words mean" (85). Eugenia is immediately able to 
provide a dictionary definition, and Emmett learns quickly from her 
example, revealing that "I'd work up an enlarged vocabulary with 
Eugenia, then insert the words cleverly in my spiel" (84). It is indicative 
of Emmett's improved language skills that he can remark of a building in 
Coffeyville, "the resulting trapezoid was a baffling architectural wonder" 
(213). One of the most conspicuously contrived and self-advertising 
speech acts of Emmett's occurs when he is trying to impress Eugenia: 

I rode up beside her but she didn't look in my direction. I said, 
"Autumn is my favorite season; because the colors are so radiant and 
the air smells like apples and you can reap the bounty of the hot 
weather's toils." (225) 

This is an ambitious attempt to engage Eugenia in a language that he 
believes is fitting to her register; Emmett has learned that linguistic com
petence is a key skill in adapting to new cultural circumstances in order to 
capitalize on them, so he spends his time in prison "studying difficult 
books in the library until I could make the sentences out, copying down 
words I didn't know" (263). Emmett also studies the letters received from 
Eugenia, "nine or ten pages about the past, putting down everything she 
could recall" (263) and quoting from them verbatim. There is a significant 
desire here on Eugenia's part to write and record for the sake of posterity, 
closely analogous to Bob's diaries of earnest intellectual self-examination. 
In turn, Emmett becomes an intelligent critical reader, absorbing 
Eugenia's principle of aesthetic mutability and turning these written docu
ments into a vital textual source for what Emmett claims is the historical 
authenticity of his own aesthetic performance, Desperadoes. 

134 



Emmett writes Desperadoes having learned from Eugenia that lan
guage acquisition is a vital tool in adapting to new cultural conditions so 
as to capitalize on their opportunities . Such language acquisition also 
becomes central to composing his own account of the past, Desperadoes , 
which is itself , in this novel's drama , integral to his 20th-century resurrec
tion as a player in Hollywood. If he plays the part with sufficient aplomb , 
Emmett can have a new career in the movies, and if he learns to write 
with consummate skill , then his work will stand above "those fifty works 
about the Dalton gang" (6) as the most authentic account of his time . In 
both cases the compelling aesthetic performance will tend to condition the 
audience 's ethical judgments about Emmett's criminal career, about pun
ishment and absolution, guilt and rehabilitation. In this respect the scene 
of moral indignation that starts the novel , and the image of reconciliation 
that ends it, should be recognized as key framing moments , like the his
torical retrospective of the narrative, provocatively positioned to seduce 
readers into a moral complicity that challenges us to resist its powerful 
aesthetic appeal. 

The protean mutability of Bob, Eugenia , and Emmett works in part to 
make simple ethical judgments seem similarly subject to change, capri
cious and unaccountable . Emmett is engaged in a performance that works 
to mitigate, or even to vitiate , simple moral judgments ; he is caught up (he 
would have us believe) in a politics of celebrity that largely exonerates 
him of moral offense. The reader can take a different view, but only to the 
extent that they can resist Emmett 's remarkably persuasive narrative strat
egies; Emmett knows that the better they are, the harder this is. Thus the 
novel dramatizes a close conceptual imbrication oftextuality, authenticity , 
and ethics in the context of the American West in which Emmett's virtuo
so performance seeks to argue implicitly that ethics is merely a function 
of aesthetics, and that the lawlessness and violence of the Old West are 
subordinate to their artful mythologizing. It is the remarkable achieve
ment of Hansen 's depiction of Emmett Dalton that such an idea can be 
made to seem so attractive . 
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Review 
Billie Louise Jones, Sunbelt Gothic. Maynard, Arkansas: Mockingbird 
Lane Press, 2012 . Pp. viii+ 320, $17.95 pb. 

Since this review copy arrived over the transom, unrequested, unan 
nounced, and it wasn't a gift, I gave it the once over and was immediately 
hooked , line and sinker by the unknown. I had images and ideas and a 
good shot of curiosity. 

The author's brief preface defines "Sunbelt Gothic" as 

a name given to that first great wave of Southern writ ing. Those sto
ries were mostly about the remnants of the plantation aristocracy try
ing to hang onto their idea of themselves in a world that had left 
them behind. Southern Gothic themes are dramatic and melodramat 
ic, ancestral guilt, race as the battleground of good and evil, violence 
and sex and religion, the strange mingling of tragic grandeur and 
grotesque comedy, all in a setting of great natural beauty and historic 
resonance . 

The plantation aristocracy is long gone. Dreams of lost gentility 
are no longer authentic Southern writ ing. The surface of the South is 
much like the rest of the country, with its subdivisions, skyscrapers , 
franchises, and television. Despite it all, the South remains a distinc
tive region. 

Sunbelt Gothic is an urban South-still with deep taproots in 
Southern backcountry culture . Migrants to colonial America from 
Ireland , Scotland , Wales, and Cornwall settled in the wooded low
lands and mountains of what became the Old South; their Celtic 
ways formed the traditions of this land. If the rest of the country dis
dainfully viewed the South as different, the South proudly viewed 
itself as different. The South was country, small town, family, suspi
cious of outsiders , religious , hell-raising, soft-spoken, self-educated, 
stubborn, gracious , loyal to the death, revengeful , traditional, hand
crafted. The South was poor. Southerners were survivors. 

The Sunbelt South is barely a generation or two away from these 
taproots. It knows that the past lingers in the present and that tragedy 
and comedy meet in life. (1-2) 

This introduction is succinct , historically accurate, and in my experi 
ence of having lived in that area for six years and having read and taught 
some of the eminent Southern fiction writers senior to Billie Louise Jones, 
like William Faulkner and Katherine Anne Porter, I felt both grounded in 
and prepped for reading this to me totally new Southern writer yet with a 
familiar voice. I half expected a more focused subject matter-geographi-
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cally, socially, culturally-but these 21 stories have range and breadth in 
plots and characters. 

After reading all of them and then rereading the introductory "Sunbelt 
Gothic" quoted above , and reminding myself of what the word go thic 
suggests (it doesn 't mean any one thing precisely, but the word derives 
from the medieval Germanic tribes of Goths) and by extension connotes 
their aggressive, destructive , barbaric life between the third and fifth cen
turies and then , neutrally, styles of architecture and calligraphy. The term 
does suit these stories metaphorically and gives the collection an apt if 
historically remote unity of tone and culture once also adapted as descrip
tive of punk rock music (somber, crude , aggressive?) , not a word that 
would endear these stories to Sunbelt Chambers of Commerce. 

They are gritty, but they do describe realistically and sympathetically 
lives and sometimes deaths ( cultural if not literal) of a wide range of our 
contemporaries . Having recently reread Ernest Hemingway's early short 
stories, I was struck by some similarities (updatings if you will) of his In 
Our Time and Men without Women stories . Like Hemingway , Billie 
Louise Jones seems to have been a quick study of the underworld as well 
as of have-nots lacking knowledge and grace and luck. 

Even one short review "The Monster in Capote" is not a story as such 
but does complement the central drift in seeing how Capote's world is one 
of "psychic monsters that haunt people's minds. " When the context , for 
example, is a banal if not benign campus contest of co-eds for the class 
presidency and college beauty queen , Jones ' send-up of "Politics" satiriz 
es comically but also bitterly as the campaign ing leads to unhappiness and 
alienation among friends . 

Other stories are about more serious and destructive rivalries as in 
New Orleans ("On Bourbon Street")-of "sour feeling .. . tawdry sex . . . 
second-rate music" and manipulative "friends ." 

"Workin ' Man Blues" plays the tune of the loss of both jobs and digni
ty and the sad rivalries generated among the victims of literal war 
(Vietnam) and remote economic squeezes that descend to and hurt the lit
tle folk at the end of the line whether laborers in factories or clerks in Big 
Box stores ("At Baron and Baker"). 

"Surveillance by the Book " is perhaps more traditionally Gothic than 
the other stories including a parody of detective fiction and a bow to 
Hemingway 's pursuit of the "true gen," honest and accurate writing . It's 
the only specific reference to another writer, but in this story and occa
sionally elsewhere her narrators refer to other concerns of writers and 
ways of better writing (to strive for what Hemingway advised, to get the 
facts down right and construct a "built -in shockproof shit detector") . Ms. 
Jones ' story does contain some generic detective -story elements like 
bizarre characters, an automobile chase , a shoot-out , and finally the arriv-
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al of the good guys (the police), all comically punctuated with repeated 
"Omigods" by Mary the heroine with the wholesome name who reveals 
her profession at the end: "Maybe I should go back to historical romances 
like Mary Renault" and "you"-her husband-'"could do the authentic 
atmosphere ." ' He sees the advantage compared to the barn-barn gory sto
rytelling of the chase they have just survived. In a Mary Renault plot , he 
says, "'At least everyone is dead already."' 

Writing a story about writing a story this way is refreshingly clever. 
"These Days" is another chase story but without the parodic self-con

sciousness of the narrator, and it makes a good pair with "Surveillance by 
the Book." 

The balcony of "From a Balcony" is an old wrought or cast iron one 
in the historical French or Vieux Carre of New Orleans and it lets Ms. 
Jones display another talent for detailed description in a 26-page related 
series of six "short shorts" loosely held together without central character
ization or plot but chiefly by descriptive exposition of the setting, a tour 
de force, adroit but not sliding into an ingenious but pointless , "Look, no 
hands, Mama!" 

The next story, "The Man who Killed Custer," is anomalous not in 
itself (the story is well written) but within the collection : Geographically 
remote , it's set in Dakota Territory in the 19th century nowhere near the 
Sunbelt , and although Ms. Jones has done her historical homework to 
present a realistic story of the futile attempt to find revenge or justice in 
tracking down the Indian brave who killed the vainglorious Custer, it 's not 
a "Gothic " tale, and it was fittingly published in the South Dakota Review . 
Here it stands out like an extra finger. That might also be said for "The 
Anazazi Fire Pit," not a fiction at all but apparently a plug for an Elder 
Hostel program. 

"Lovesick Blues ," one of Hank Williams's justly praised songs , is 
central to this story of Country Western music . The photo of Ms. Jones on 
the book cover leads one to assume she was not a contemporary of Hank 
Williams, and the detail revealing the nickel cost of a song from a period 
jukebox then confirms her historical and cultural accuracy if not her own age. 

The long story "The Spring the Levees Broke" is about a recurrent 
problem in the sunbelt. The repeated human struggles are both physical 
with the natural disasters and psychological among the folks who must 
deal with them. This story is also a fine study of how folks spin out mis
ery from their rich language. The ending fits so well: "Looking back, one 
thing was still clear and unchanged . Whatever the trouble had been, the 
woman was the cause of it. That was still a satisfying idea" (218). 

But ideas have a way of running into facts, and these narrators come 
to see (for instance) that to hope to distill rascally charm into prose is to 
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find words to deal with whatever life threw at them. Words like "one last 
word ... .In other words ... her words brought to their minds ... Mark 
my words . .. kept saying ... spoke endlessly tonelessly ... If words 
could ... vague words . ... " This chain holds the stories together. Then 
one speaker is asked: "tell me" . . . and she becomes "more steady while 
telling." In other following stories, this story-telling motif also naturally 
appears and strengthens the collection. 

A topic might fit easily into Sunbelt culture-like traditional moon
shine whiskey or fashionable meth . ("Moonshine was legend. Meth seems 
different.") 

In one of the last scenes as the skein of stories draws to conclusion, 
the narrator and her friend drew up to a "gray cypress kitchen table" (a 
specific detail emblematic of the setting and spirit of Sunbelt Gothic) . 
And over a bottle of Mouton Cadet and two wine glasses the narrator 
speaks : '"Tell me.' Amanda becomes more steady while telling the story 
and drinking the wine." This archetypal story within the stories should 
have us agreeing with the spirits of Faulkner and Porter smiling and nod
ding their heads. 

Robert Lewis, Editor 
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Editor's Notes 
Cover Date 

Yes, our calendars, probably like yours, read 2013, and this issue of NDQ 
is the first of four in Volume 78 of 2011. 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. 

Please Note: Reading Period for Fiction and Poetry 

In order to better manage the flow of submissions, we now have a reading 
period for fiction and poetry from September through May. Fiction and 
poetry received at other times will be returned unread. 

Please also note that we do not accept nor read simultaneous submissions 
of poetry. We are quite diligent about judging poems quickly. 

Q.l 

Bulletin of the McGrath Regiment 

In the Spirit of the Marsh Street Irregulars, Documenting and Celebrating 
the Life and Work of Tom McGrath and His Circle, Broadly Conceived, 
and Dedicated to Acts of Armed Revolutionary Memory to Draw the 
American Working Class Out of Its Persistent Vegetative State and to 
Resume Its Historic Mission. 

We welcome short articles, reviews, documents, photographs, notes 
and queries, news and announcements, reports on meetings, conferences, 
centers and archives, letters, arguments , controversies, harmonies ... . 

This is a print publication, generally four pages per issue, distributed 
gratis by postal mail to any address in the world, though modest cash 
donations are always welcome. 
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First issue: January 2012 . Editor: Fred Whitehead, P. 0 . Box 5224, 
Kansas City, KS 66119 USA. Telephone: (913) 342-6379. E-mail: fred
wh@swbell.net. 

Sea Changes: Books That Mattered 

Just as they provide pleasure and prompt criticism, books have a role in 
the developmental history of their readers. For the impact of a book 
depends not only on how it is read but when . Many books fortify or deep
en the beliefs of readers; others prompt adaptive responses-that is, the 
newly read text is fitted to its reader's fund of knowledge and experience . 
Encounters with some texts, however, amount to a sea change in the lives 
of their readers . They produce fundamental reorientations of belief, under
standing, and purpose. North Dakota Quarter ly publishes occasional 
accounts of books that mattered, books that produced a sea change in their 
readers. These personal essays have been about well-known books like 
Jack Kerouac's On the Road and lesser known ones such as George 
Morgan's The Human Pred icament . As one contributor has proposed, 
books that matter "liberate the reader from a parochial view of experience 
. . . and usher their readers into a fuller understanding of self, society, and 
culture ." NDQ continues to invite contributions of personal essays on a 
book or books that mattered . 

Explore ... Endure ... Evolve ... 
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