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Chris Costan ' s 1986 lithograph , You're Just a Pack of Cards, is 47.5" x 31.75" 
and is part of the permanent collection of the North Dakota Museum of Art , Grand 
Forks. She also has work in the permanent collections of the Art Institute of 
Chicago , the Madison Art Center , and the University of Wisconsin, among others. 
Costan had solo exhibitions at Avenue B Gallery , New York , in 1985, 1986, and 
1987. The Print Collector's Newsletter said of her: "Costan cheerfully creates 
order from a surrealist chaos. No morbid subconscious here. She begins with a 
melange of ordinary objects-plates , cups , bowls , springs. Then whether creating 
a window display , a sculpture , painting , or this print , she imposes her own dynam
ic structure. " 
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TIMOTHY MARSH 

Flow 
If New York is the city that never sleeps, Seoul is the city that will rest 
when it's dead . Over 10 million people beat out a life in this city, and on 
any given street during any given rush hour you swear you can feel every 
one of them piling against your back or squeezing your personal bubble. 

For two years I called Seoul home. For two years with neither car nor 
approximate metro at my convenience, I became wearily intimate with 
life as a pedestrian commuter in Asia, where almost daily I exerted a 
manic sum of energy renditioning a Super Bowl kickoff return, juking an 
endless yardage of Korean populace flying at me from all directions and 
with all intensities. 

On the comer of the busiest intersection in the Sinchon division where 
I lived, worked, and wanted to coldcock anyone who got within five feet 
of me, stood a high-windowed titan of a Starbucks, four stories high, 
formidable and annoying. For whatever reason this caffeinatedjuggemaut 
recurrently intersected with my daily breaking point , and often on my 
walk home from the office, unhinged and overheated, I'd duck inside, 
order some sloppily assembled latte, climb the stairs to the topmost floor, 
stake a calm seat along the window wall, and with an odd power of vacant 
fixation stare like a stupid sheep or cow at the crush of human traffic below. 

From my vista overlooking that intersection the hurry-scurry of pedes
trians became miniaturized and accentuated like the movement of an ant 
colony under a high-powered lens. When it comes to urban multitudes 
ants possess a strong resemblance, for when a colony of ants moves, it 
moves with a compulsive obligation to haste, the most efficient ants con
stantly overcoming the slower ones in some pitiless manner or another, 
slamming them out of the way, scrambling over their backs, butting and 
pushing them from behind. Take the observation a step further and you 
might notice that while some of the ants are moving slower than others, 
none are moving with any appearance of civility . If one ant obstructs the 
progress of the column, gets hurt, confused, or pauses for whatever rea
son, the slower ants stampede over it just as mindlessly as the speedier 
ones. Pace is no indication of conscience. 
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If there was any major variance between those little creatures and the 
ones I studied through the window I was rarely in the spirit to appreciate 
it. At all times around that popular intersection, though especially in the 
evenings, the streets would heave with files of black heads sweeping 
down the sidewalk in opposite directions, fearsomely wiggling past one 
another, so tightly woven together they formed a human fabric that blan
keted a half-mile of footpath at least. Every make and model of Korean 
the city had to offer could be seen. Bankers, civic workers, delivery boys, 
schoolchildren, young professionals and old professionals, plus a continu
ous accumulation of borne-along genres that popped out of taxis or build
ings and joined the choke at intervals. 

At the comers of the intersection the masses would thickly congeal, 
and when the light changed they would bleed into the crosswalk, widen
ing as a spill widens, fanning out in an exhalation of breathing room, then 
drawing back together in a stiff breath at the opposite comer before con
tinuing along, knocking and bumping along, every participant greedily 
maneuvering for any thread of open space, cramming into space, pounc 
ing on space-cross -checking, shoulder-chucking, back-shoving Seoul. A 
clear lane in front of that old lady? Take it! Use it! Jump off the sidewalk 
and shoot down the street. Hop the curb and cut in front of her. Swerve 
left and slide right, brake and accelerate, pass and go, every jostling body 
intensely close and unconnected, every blind mind bent on destination, 
seeking only destination, block after block, day after day. 

The spectacle was not unlike a salmon run minus the payout at the 
end, be it sex or death: a rude surge through channels of bodies, among a 
flotsam of food stalls and cell phone kiosks, and its effect on me was as 
curious as it was dispiriting. What I was looking at intrigued me, yet what 
I was a part of depressed me, and what I was looking at and what I was 
part of was a drainage of flushed spirits, purposed and oblivious, perfectly 
insensitive, a flow. 

The purpose of any type of flow is transport, to pick up and deliver simi
lar or disparate elements and deposit them in the places they're best suited 
for. Its only goal is to achieve an arrival. It is totally callous in this pur
suit, moving the same way all the time despite conditions. Over and over 
without variation, it slides into an obstacle, divides easily around it, and 
converges again in an instant, the way a stream surmounts a branch that 
has dipped down and touched the current. There is no room for courteous 
traversing. Where there is open space it must occupy that space to main
tain its progress. Like a bloodstream it must always maintain progress, 
never collecting in any one spot, but coursing non-negotiably with incor
ruptible disinterest toward anything else. I remember this example explicitly. 
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One evening while I gazed out the window an incredibly old mess of a 
homeless woman, caked in beggar's filth and half-fogged with senility, 
appeared for the first time in all my observations and planted herself 
weed-like in the middle of the sidewalk. 

She was the weariest object, animate or inanimate , I'd ever seen in 
that area. Dressed in the second-hand drag of privation, her white hair like 
twigs, her back so stooped she looked like a question mark, she stood brit
tle against the rush, one thin palm outstretched, muttering pleas as softly 
as prayer , her eyes enormous and complicated with a history of squalor I 
had no care to imagine . 

At least 500 people passed her before I began to seriously watch the 
people who passed her without a glance in her direction. Some passed her 
looking or typing into their cell phones; some passed her talking into their 
cell phones; some passed her reading a magazine, singing to songs on 
their iPods, or playing catch with their car keys; some passed her fidget
ing with articles of clothing, brushing hairs from their shoulders, smooth
ing wrinkles in their blouses, or playing with the zippers of their jackets; 
some passed her trying to find things in their pockets or sneering at a pri
vate thought, while others missed her appraising their reflections in the 
tinted store windows, peering into their cute shopping bags, or taking out 
their pocketbooks and counting their cash. But the greater majority simply 
passed her with their eyes aimed squarely upon the tops of their shoes. 
And it was here I realized that flow is not as oblivious as I'd initially 
thought-that the particles, though their eyes averted, their minds else
where, were innately conscious of every impediment before them. Few 
who passed this poor woman were unaware of her. There was not one 
instant where she was in danger of being trampled by the procession. 
Most saw her and took the necessary steps to avoid her. However con
scienceless, the flow was not unconscious. 

After some time she grew tired and squatted down in the sidewalk. 
She had two plastic bags loaded with trinkets or trash and meticulously 
arranged each item in front of her for inspection and purchase. After 2000 
peoples-worth of neglect she placed a small paper cup beside her and 
jammed her arm into the train of waistlines for alms, and when this 
inflicted not the smallest disturbance to the stream of unconcern her tem
per released and she began to swipe at the ankles of pedestrians as quickly 
and lividly as any cat could. 

But even aggression only gained her a sporadic regard until at last, 
exasperated by her invisibility, she snatched the ankle of a random com
pany man and anchored him mid-stride with a sudden jerk. With the man 
mired in human need every commuter directly behind him became hin
dered as well. A bumper-to-bumper pile-up of bodies immediately 
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formed, immobilized and totally unaccepting of it, and now I saw another 
side of flow, a darker and dangerously attentive side: the moment when it 
becomes unalterably impeded and apathy goes out the window, when it 
accumulates gravely in the spot where it has been stopped up and begins 
to gather the urgency it needs to progress . 

There was no indifference now. With the pressure and impatience 
mounting behind him, the front of the clog, an ordinary businessman who 
would've been truly indistingu ishable otherwise , raised his open hand and 
motioned as if to strike . The woman bowed her head in deference but 
refused to let go, and without a second warning the hand came down and 
smacked her flat across the head with just enough violence to break her 
grip. The man waggled his foot as though kicking off some mud bits and 
went simply on his way, and just like that the blockage was undone and 
the flow resumed its turbulent course . 

Like most writers I am fond of seeing in myself a nobler difference of 
principle and being, and so there is no small part of me that is grateful I 
lived in Seoul, because it taught me to never so far sabotage my opinion 
of myself as to make my home in a super-metropolis, where it is only too 
natural to go with the flow by means of traveling unencumbered by any 
heavy, tender sympathies . Weeks later on my way home from work I saw 
the woman again, this time lying fetal on the sidewalk, her hands wedged 
between her crotch as if they were cold. She did not move, beg, or do any
thing but gaze eye-level at every oncoming shoe that skirted her curled 
body with the naturalness of avoiding a messy puddle. And while I don't 
think of the moment often, when I do think of it I remember very clearly 
the inherited way I stepped across her blatant misery, impelled by an 
absolute purpose worth nothing but an instant noodle dinner and a few 
hours of foreign sitcom, and the feeling of my dear singularity taking a 
crippling blow as I shoved through the anonymous droves and found my 
usual spot at the top of that Starbucks to watch exactly who I was, and 
what I was full of, again and again and again. 
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ALEX FETTERING 

Journey to North Korea: 
A Letter to Friends in the United States 

Just letting you guys know that I am safely and happily back in China after a 
truly fascinating trip to Korea. I wanted to share the experience with all of 
you but realized in retrospect that there may have been some misunderstand
ing regarding my destination. By Korea I meant the last bastion of revolution
ary fervor known as the Democratic People's Republic of Korea, more com
monly referred to as North Korea. It dawned on me as I was boarding the 
plane that you might have assumed I was heading to the Republic of Korea, 
a.k.a. South Korea. These smaller Asian countries are easy to confuse. 

But in all seriousness I am an experienced traveler, and I thoroughly 
researched this trip before concluding it was safe . As I didn't want you 
guys to worry, I took the initiative to first prove this by returning safely 
and then telling you about the trip. Since this confirms I was right, hope
fully you will agree that I was acting in your best interests. 

A few months ago I began planning the trip along with Helen (a for
mer intern at the Chamber and good friend of mine who is back in 
Hangzhou studying Chinese), Michaela, and Bettina (two friends and for
mer colleagues) . The four ofus would go through a government-approved 
(there are no other options) tour agency based in Beijing . Since the 
guides/guards accompany you wherever you go, everything is included in 
the price-we just had to choose our itinerary from the available options, 
which was quite easy since the top choices are obvious (DMZ, Pyongyang) 
and the others are mandatory (myriad statues/monuments to the Kims) . 
Unsurprisingly, actually getting there was more complicated . 

I created two problems for my companions. First, I was the only 
American, which is probably no greater a liability anywhere in the world 
than in North Korea. They began letting in American tourists in 2010, but 
there are still many restrictions on where we can go and how we can travel. 
For one, we can't enter the country by train, so our group had to fly to 
Pyongyang from Beijing (as compensation my friends were able to tell their 
families not to worry-if anything happened it would happen to the 
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American). The second problem is that absolutely no journalists are allowed 
in the country. Now, it would be a stretch to refer to myself as a journalist, 
but the official language is "No professional or semi-professional journal
ists" are permitted into the country. I'm not sure what a semi-professional 
journalist is, but to a dictatorship as paranoid as that of North Korea, some
one who edits, interviews, and writes articles could definitely fall under that 
job description. I called the travel agency to ask if we could apply some 
semantic flexibility to my visa application, perhaps referring to my job title 
as a project manager rather than editor. They said to send them the real 
information and they would make whatever changes were necessary. When 
people tell you anything is possible in China, they aren't kidding. 

The only other strange part of the application was that, unlike my 
German companions, I had to provide the name and number of someone 
in the States who could verify that I'm from the U.S. I used my buddy 
Jake as the character reference for my American -ness . He went on our 
class trip to China last year and now works in Philade lphia finance. He's 
the kind of guy who would find it hilarious to get a call from Kim Jong
il's secretary. I think he was a little disappointed when it didn't materialize. 

Now , on a trip like this, one of the unique and fascinating experiences 
is to interact with the local people . There's a reason they call North Korea 
the Hermit Kingdom. I knew that English is quite limited and Chinese 
isn't widespread, so in the weeks leading up to the trip I asked my 
German-Korean colleague to teach me some basic phrases, downloaded a 
few podcasts, and listened to the Gangnam Style song as many times as I 
could . Progress was slow, but thankfully the travel agency provided us 
with a list of survival Korean . Leaving out a few greetings, here it is: 

Hello, Goodbye, Excuse me, Thank you, I wish you good health, U.S. 
imperialism is the number one target in the struggle of the world's people. 

Of course, there was a serious moral dilemma for this trip. Any money 
I bring into that country could serve to prop up the regime and even indi
rectly support prison camps and political repression. This is something I 
considered for a long time. It took me several weeks but I eventually 
decided that the pros outweighed the cons. For one, the Kim dynasty is 

not kept in power by tourism, which is still barely a trickle in their econo
my. It's kept in power by China, for various political and historical rea
sons. If the goal is to eliminate outside economic support , pressure should 
be applied to China . This would be difficult to justify for someone like 
myself working in China, as it would for all the Western consumers stock
ing up on cheap Chinese-made products. Second, living here has made me 
a str,mg proponent of engagement. Of course I didn't expect the Koreans 
who met me to suddenly start an Occupy Pyongyang movement, nor did I 
anticipate I would find many of the biases in the reporting on North Korea 



like I see on China-the Kim regime is probably as crazy as advertised. 
But the daily life of the people and their hopes and dreams may be a dif
ferent story . Certainly , I no longer believe that ordinary people across the 
world universally call for liberal democracy. And it wouldn ' t hurt for 
them to see that Americans don ' t have horns and eat babies. According to 
my research I am in a small group . Anywhere between 250-2,500 
Americans have visited North Korea since 1953, at least three of whom 
had to be rescued by Vice Presidents . Anyway, the State Department does 
not have a travel ban on North Korea, only a very stringent safety warning . 

So with our applications processed, we flew to Beijing on October 1st 
to pick up our visas and receive a briefing from the agency, departing the 
next afternoon for Pyongyang. The agency was tucked in the back alley of 
a gated hutong (Beijing's famous old lane houses) next to a fake market. 
Several minutes after knocking , the eye slot slid open. "You here for the 
briefing?" a pair of eyes asked. The gate slid shut after us, leaving behind 
a bewildered -looking foreigner on his way home from the fake market. 
Once inside we met Nick , a middle-aged Brit who founded the company 
back in 1993. He was as disheveled as the office and rambled like Clint 
Eastwood at a game of musical chairs . Still , the guy definitely had a 
wealth of knowledge about North Korea, and although I don't put much 
value on such briefings, it was interesting to hear his views on the coun
try. It turned out he had just returned from an International Film Festival 
in Pyongyang for the showing of a movie he co-produced w1th the North 
Koreans called Comrade Kim Goes Flying. The premise was that a female 
North Korean coal miner aspired to become a trapeze artist, overcoming a 
series of obstacles that any coal miner must overcome to join the circus. 
The tag line was "She worked underground but dreamt of soaring through 
the sky." He proudly showed us a preview (it was as kitschy as it sounds, 
but I give them props for pulling off a North Korean fairytale-produc
tion quality wasn't bad either), and indeed he seemed more interested in 
talking about his film than our tour. Thankfully, we were passed off to 
one of his colleagues for the payment and final check. We asked him 
about Helen's GPS-equipped camera, which is forbidden in the country . 
The Brit picked it up, grabbed a nametag and wrote "Helen" on it, stuck it 
over the letters "GPS" engraved on the side of the camera, and confident
ly returned it to Helen, his breath reeking of beer. We left the propaganda 
covered office thinking that North Korea either had the easiest customs in 
Asia, or we chose the wrong travel agency. 

Helen and I spent the evening practicing our Chinese by giving sales 
tips to Chinese balloon-peddlers. (Look for foreigners with Chinese girl
friends ; tell them it's a local tradition. Worked every time.) It wasn ' t until 
we arrived at the luggage check-in the next day and saw groups of North 
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Koreans that the gravity of our trip hit us. Some Westerners may have 
trouble distinguishing among Asians of different countries, but to us these 
people could not have looked more different from the Chinese. Their 
cheekbones were so high their faces looked like triangles, the drab green 
and grey clothing hung loosely from their lean frames, and they huddled 
closely in groups whispering quietly to each other. Each of them kept a 
pin of Kim Jong-il or Kim 11-sung's face over his heart. 

We speculated about the contents of their suitcases while waiting at 
the gate-perhaps they were the Party elite returning from a spending trip 
abroad. Once aboard the Korea Airlines plane it became abundantly clear 
that we were not only travelling to a different country but also entering a 
time machine. The stewardesses wore blue dresses that left absolutely 
everything to the imagination; the plane was an old Soviet model (Helen 
and I concluded it was a personal gift from Stalin, perhaps exacerbating 
Michaela's fear of flying), and the in-flight entertainment was a black
and-white propaganda film. The passengers were a mix of businessmen 
and tourists from China and returning North Koreans. I tried to warm up 
my Korean, but the stewardesses could barely muster a few words of 
English or Chinese, and communist training doesn't leave much room for 
customer satisfaction. I didn't get very far. In a desperate bid for enter
tainment I began reading the English-language Pyongyang Times. We all 
grabbed a copy for a souvenir but struggled clumsily with them-we had 
been warned to never fold a picture of the Great Leader in half, and his 
pudgy face was all over the damn thing. Still, I'd rather gaze at his mug 
than read the contents of the paper, which could've inspired Orwell to 
write a 2012 sequel to Nineteen Eighty -Four. 

We began descending at 4:00 and absorbed as much of the panorama 
of flat rice fields pierced by sporadic mountains as we could. The airport 
was so small that it seemed we would land in one of those fields. Stepping 
onto the tarmac I began to make a "This is one small step for mankind" 
speech but Michaela and Bettina were more concerned with the soldiers. 
They confiscated our cell phones (we had been warned this would occur), 
but we otherwise passed through customs uneventfully. Immediately out
side the security check we were met by two diminutive Korean women 
who would be our guides, guards, and ever-present companions through
out the trip . Soon-Bok introduced herself first. She was in her early 40s, 
very friendly and spoke beautiful English (and German). Her colleague 
Ms. Park was 24, more reserved and a bit less articulate in English . We 
had been told that the relationship with our guides would be the key to our 
trip. Since you can't pick them it was part crap shoot and part building a 
rapport. Most importantly, they had to feel that they could trust us
tourists are a huge liability for them. 
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As we organized an individual tour rather than tagging along with a 
big group, we had our own van and driver for the trip. On the road to the 
hotel we got to know each other, and Soon-Bok the lead guide carefully 
but very politely laid out the rules . No pictures of soldiers, no pictures of 
only portions of any monwnents or portraits of the Kims, and no going any
where without the guides. Conveniently, our hotel was located on an island. 

We made the most of our limited freedom of movement by exploring 
every comer of the hotel. Helen went for a swim while I got a massage 
from a Korean apparently intent on avenging forty years of U.S . cultural 
imperialism on my body. Later that night the two ofus went to the hotel's 
KTV, which was full of Chinese people. We made fast friends after Helen 
belted out a few Chinese love songs and I burnished my revolutionary 
credentials with a repertoire of hong ge (red songs from the Mao era). 

The next morning we enjoyed the hotel breakfast while Soviet-era 
Russian songs played over the radio. Bellies full (the Koreans always pro
vided an over-abundance of food; perhaps because being a good host is 
important in Korean culture and perhaps to show that they have plenty to 
eat. Certainly, the flight attendants were the plumpest Koreans I saw), we 
were shuttled around from one monument or memorial to another . At one 
point we had to place flowers and bow before the giant bronze statues of 
Kim Jong-ii and Kim II-sung astride galloping horses. But as on the bus it 
wasn't what you'd expect. The guides didn't give us some stem lecture on 
the greatness of the Great Leader or firmly order us to do anything . They 
were more like, "There is this one thing that all Koreans do, and it would 
be great if you could just bow really quickly and then we'll get it over 
with and move on with the tour," almost apologetically. We bought one 
bouquet and I was the designated flower-giver, which I did with my own 
form of silent protest. 

After lunch we hustled to the Juche Tower, a 70-meter high concrete 
structure topped by a massive red flame. Juche is the philosophy of self
reliance and Party rule created by Kim II-sung during his 20-year war of 
resistance against Japan. I've always found it interesting that all the major 
Communist parties in Asia (China, North Korea, Vietnam) originated in 
resistance against Japanese imperialism. I mentioned this to the woman 
working as a guide at the top of the tower. She agreed but of course 
emphasized that the role played by American forces fighting Japan was 
only a "minor factor." She explained the Juche philosophy with religious 
reverence but sounded somewhat like a robot on repeat. This may be 
related to the fact that she had been stationed in that tower for ten years. 

In the afternoon we drove to Kaesong, a small city bordering the 
DMZ. The weather was perfect throughout our trip, and with the sun set
ting over the rice fields and the trees just beginning to change color, the 
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two-hour drive was beautiful. Still, we were more interested in the people 
than the scenery . We began to ask the guides more questions and closely 
observed what we passed on the highway . Although this was the main 
artery out of Pyongyang, it was virtually the only paved road we saw. 
Everything else was dirt and gravel. The farmers toiled in collectives of 
1,000 people. You would see a massive concrete apartment building sur
rounded by rice or cabbage fields on all sides where the farmers worked 
and lived with their families. Soon-Bok explained the government plan
ning and quota system and how work points were distributed. Occasionally 
you would see vans equipped with huge microphones driving beside the 
fields, which Ms. Park said were meant to encourage the workers . When 
we asked how, she explained that they would read out the names of work
ers who had performed well and tell the others to follow their example. 
The farmers' equipment was primitive-they carried crops strapped to 
their backs, wielded scythes, and drove ox-pulled carts. Throughout the 
trip we would have the same question in the back of our minds: If this is 
what we're allowed to see, what is life like for the rest of Koreans? But 
the guides deleted any pictures we took where the people looked too poor. 
We often saw kids with faces covered in soot, probably from coal. At one 
point a school appeared beside the road, and I had just enough time to 
look in the courtyard and see a group of around fifty ten-to-eleven-year-old 
kids standing in formation, practicing bayonet drills with wooden AK-47s. 

We knew we were getting close as the number of military checkpoints 
increased. The hotel made its Pyongyang counterpart look five-star, with floor 
cots rather than beds, no hot water, and sporadic electricity. The architecture 
was traditional and well-preserved though, and it was amazing to experience 
a night without Internet, cell phones, or electricity. The bar closed at 9:00 so 
we stocked up on beer to enjoy some star-gazing, something none ofus had 
done for months in China. A Swiss man joined us and confirmed one of our 
suspicions. He was taking an individual tour by himself but still had two 
guides. They were meant to keep an eye on each other and probably produced 
reports not only on everything we did but also on each other. 

In the morning we stopped at an ancient tomb and then drove straight 
to the Demilitarized Zone, one of the most poorly named places in the 
world. This was the part of the trip I was most looking forward to-many 
people have seen the 38th parallel from the south, but few Westerners 
have approached it from the north. We stopped at a processing station 
with some appropriately menacing-looking guards and then lined up in 
formation with a group of about fifty Chinese tourists and a few Russians . 
We entered the barracks to receive a presentation from a grizzled, middle
aged North Korean officer on the DMZ, with our guide translating for us 
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and another translating for the Chinese. Indoctrination completed, we 
marched through the checkpoint and then re-boarded our van. 

Every vehicle was accompanied by a soldier as we drove to the 
demarcation line, but to our surprise the officer from the presentation 
boarded our van as well. This guy was the caricature cut-out of the career 
military man, the no-nonsense NCO. But he began to ask us questions 
about our lives in China and whether we missed our families. We asked 
him about his time at the DMZ, and it turned out he had served there for 
15 years, lived there with his family, and in that time only twice thought a 
real conflict might break out. We stopped at the building where the 
armistice (or as the North Koreans call it the U.S. Surrender Treaty) was 
signed. The officer gave another presentation to the entire group, heavy 
on the evil intentions and trickery of the U.S . Afterwards I sat on one side 
of the table where the treaty was signed and asked Michaela to take a pic
ture. Noticing a Chinese doing the same across from me, I leaned across 
the table to shake his hand photo-op style. This sparked a mini-riot among 
the Chinese to take turns shaking hands with me while their companions 
fought to take pictures and videos of the momentous diplomatic exchange. 

Everyone then splintered off to take pictures of the building's memo
rabilia, but the officer tapped me on the shoulder. He had taken a special 
interest in me and wanted to give us a personal tour, Soon-Bok explained. 
He described the North Korean version of events to us, but again it wasn't 
hostile or even argumentative, more like he was just stating his govern
ment's position . And he asked me questions along the way-whether I 
knew the generals involved, where the Korean War Memorial was locat
ed, etc., with a clear amount of respect in his eyes. As we headed back to 
the bus, Soon-Bok, ever considerate, told me if it made me uncomfortable 
she could ask him to leave our group, but he didn't meet many Americans 
and was just curious. I told her no way, this guy wasn't just a tour guide 
but a living part of the history. 

When we boarded the bus again he grinned at me, saying "I blame the 
Americans too much ." I couldn't believe that at the most heavily guarded 
border in the world, in one of the most politically repressive and milita
rized countries, an officer would make such an admission to a group of 
foreigners accompanied by at least one spy. He asked me if I had served 
in the military, what I thought of the coverage of North Korea in the 
Western press, and requested that I pass along what I saw to the outside 
world. At the demarcation line, before taking leave of the group, he allowed 
us to take a picture with him, something otherwise forbidden to tourists. 

There are seven barracks at the demarcation line, four of them North 
Korean and three run by Americans and South Koreans . Whenever a tour 
group from one side arrives, that side's soldiers will march out of the bar-
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racks in formation and take position along the six-cent imeter-high cement 
line which literally separates North and South. They can't carry automatic 
weapons, only side-arms . The situation is so intense that a fallen tree in 
1968 almost sparked an outright conflict. We entered one of the North 
Korean barracks , listened to another lecture and crossed from North to 
South inside the barracks. 

On the ride back to Pyongyang , Soon-Bok began to open up, explain
ing very politely her view of the North-South split . If we could get 
Republicans and Democrats to discuss differences so reasonably Congress 
might actually accomplish something . Much of what she said was very 
sensible, some of it I didn't agree with but much of it I did. For example, 
the Korean peninsula is vulnerable to the influence of the Great Powers 
because of its strategic position between China, Russia, and Japan. For 
someone who had never left her country and had only the Party as a 
source of information , she was incredibly open-minded . It was a fascinat
ing exchange , especially because the Germans had a unique perspective 
given their country 's similar split and reunification. Bettina is a bit older 
and actually grew up in the former East Germany . 

The next day we visited the USS Pueblo in Pyongyang, a reconnais
sance ship captured off the coast of Korea in 1968. We then drove to the 
birthplace of Kim Il-sung , which cemented my view that the Kims are 
treated as religious figures in the country . The well where he used to draw 
water is preserved so that all visitors can drink from it. For lunch we had a 
picnic of Korean BBQ at the base of a mountain . The waitresses were the 
most outgoing Korean girls I met. Helen and I sang a few Chinese songs 
with them and learned some more Korean. In the afternoon we drove to 
the West Sea Barrage , a hydroelectric dam serving as a strange relic to 
Communist construction that every foreigner is forced to visit. Back in 
Pyongyang we toured the "Schoolchildren's Palace," a massive , accurate
ly-named learning center for gifted performers made out of the Great 
Leader ' s love for children. It was clearly meant to impress foreigners , as 
we saw several diplomats and were shuttled from one room after another 
of smiling children practicing under the portraits of the Kims. At the end 
we watched an incredible performance by kids as young as eight. I have 
no idea how much time they spend training ( our student-guide told us 1.5 
hours twice a week, perhaps the most ludicrous claim we heard all week) 
but they were unbelievable. It was eerie watching these kids sing odes to 
Kim Jong-i l or express their love for him via dance, but it was also 
impressive what they could accomplish. It reminded me of the Tiger Mom 
debate in the States and the questionable mindset in the West of telling 
kids how great they are even if they do poorly . Certainly North Korea 
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shouldn't be our child-rearing guide, but in Asia expectations are set so much 
higher, ifwe want our kids to compete they need to be pushed not pulled. 

For our last night we went bowling and then visited the Pyongyang 
amusement park. It was built in 2011 and, as Ms. Park explained, Kim 
Jong-ii was kind enough to close the park when it was completed and per
sonally test each ride to ensure its safety. The day before I made her 
promise to take a ride with us and the poor girl seemed nervous the entire 
day, telling us that when she woke up in the morning she felt scared but 
knew she had to keep her word . I'm not sure she will ride a roller -coaster 
again, but both of our guides seemed to have a lot of fun with our group. 

The next morning we flew back to Beijing. The only thing we missed 
was the shooting range. Unfortunately it was under reconstruction. 
Perhaps this was fortunate for some though; sorry, Rachel, but the guides 
told us that visitors can shoot objects or pay a small fee for animals. If 
you hit a chicken you can take it home for dinner. 

I collected some funky souvenirs but was glad they didn't stamp my 
passport. I decided not to tell the U.S. Embassy of my trip for a few rea
sons. For one, they don't have a representative in North Korea, and 
Americans are supposed to go through the Swedish Embassy. Second, I 
think it's important to go in with the mindset that I am responsible for 
myself rather than be one of these tourists who gets into trouble and then 
needs the U.S. to come bail them out, making God knows-what compro
mises to do so. Third, I don't feel like being pulled aside for questioning 
every time I fly to and from the States. 

This trip was an eye-opening experience for me, and I left with more 
questions than answers. As I said, the entire tour was a mind-game: How 
much of what they are saying is true? Do they actually believe it or are 
they only saying it because they have to? Is what they're showing us real 
or simply a modem -day Potemkin Village? This is clearly a horrible, 
repressive regime and one of the worst systems in the world. Millions 
starved to death in the 90s, and out of a population of 23 million as many 
as 1 million are in labor camps for the political crimes of themselves or 
their family members. But the people are also proud and carry themselves 
with dignity. Ms. Park showed us pictures of her small but immaculate 
apartment, and I've read that even in South Korea people respect the fact 
that North Koreans choose to rely on themselves. The government's pene
tration into every aspect of life and society is incredible. You can feel it 
weighing down on you. When we landed back in China we all agreed that 
we felt utterly free. It's as though history placed a glass dome over North 
Korea during the Cold War. Propaganda is ubiquitous-the people all 
wear the Kim pins on their chests, their portraits and monuments are 
everywhere, their books are the only ones available, and on TV news 
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commentators read their works . You can tell that people have turned on 
this switch when they first think about what is safe to say before speaking . 

Aside from leaving with an incredible amount of respect for the 
Korean people and an understanding that despite their political system, 
the ordinary people are not Communist robots or anti-American zealots, 
I'm not sun, how deep of an understanding I have of the country . I am 
still learning about China after two years of living here where I speak the 
language and can travel freely . In fact I think during my trip I learned the 
most about China. When I told young Chinese I was planning to travel to 
North Korea , they would say, "Why are you going there? It's dangerous 
and undeveloped ." But when I talked to the older generation they would 
say, "That's great, you can see what China was like before the reform and 
opening ." To a person, all of my older colleagues and friends with whom 
I could speak about politics, as well as the Chinese I met on the plane and 
at KTV ( one of whom was a government official), said that if Mao hadn 't 
died this is what China would be like. That makes the change China has 
gone through in the last three decades all the more incredible to me, and 
this is my problem with Western media coverage . They point out specific 
problems which certainly exist but have no concept of the unbelievable 
transformation my middle-aged colleagues have experienced in just one 
lifetime. If the Kim regime collapsed tomorrow you still couldn 't imple
ment liberal democracy overnight. People just don't have the mental 
infrastructure for it. They are used to the government's hands in every 
aspect of their lives, used to being told to serve rather than demand . The 
best hope would be that a Deng Xiaoping figure can come along and imple
ment gradua l change. Kim Jong-il studied abroad when he was young, 
and although I think nine out of ten people given absolute power would 
choose to keep it, perhaps there is hope that he will allow some incremen
tal changes. I have so much respect for East Asian cultures, for their prag
matism, work ethic and discipline, that I believe if tourism increases, spe
cial economic zones (there are already two) will develop, North Koreans 
will see a little more of the outside world, and the country will certainly 
open up. But when I zoom in and look at life there up close, I don ' t see 
any way sudden change could occur. The government is too omnipotent 
and omnipresent. 

I may continue learning Korean in Hangzhou. Studying a language is 
such a commitment that I need to be truly passionate about the people and 
culture to stick with it. And if you or any of your friends are looking for a 
trip that will change the way you look at the world, North Korea tops my 
list. If the country opens up a little more in terms of freedom to travel, I 
will definitely go back. 
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CHERYL PALLANT 

Ginseng Tango Lessons 
Every Sunday afternoon I meet Can, my tango teacher, at his web design 
office. Can is not his birth name but the one he adopted to help us 
Westerners avoid bungling the Korean names. When I arrive, I run my 
fingers through the thick fur of Chicho, his Alaskan malamute who is 
chained outside, and push open the glass door. Can gets up from his com
puter to brew coffee . 

Not quite brew. First he plugs in a portable burner to roast fresh beans. 
Then he crushes them with a hand cranked grinder. Next he presses the 
grounds through a manual espresso maker, a sleek but somewhat 
medieval stainless steel contraption that involves lots of pouring, rinsing, 
and pressing. There ' s more to this caffeinated version of a tea ceremony, 
but my attention has turned to surfing the Internet and viewing his tango 
videos. Forty-five minutes later, he pours us cups of espresso and we talk. 

Can and I are making "pottery." My Western colleagues at the univer
sity where I teach in the English Language and Literature Department 
suggested I use the term when engaging illegally in English lessons. 
Perhaps not quite so illegal. We exchange no money, therefore, there's no 
taxable income to report; we barter in tango lessons. By far, Daegu's best 
male tango dancer, a tanguero, Can dances with a grace most people are 
lucky to have while walking. He performs ganchos (leg hooks), boleos 
(swinging kicks) , sacadas (foot displacements), and other moves with 
fluid force and ease. He struts across the floor in simmering connection 
with each partner, their legs continually braiding and unbraiding . His 
lessons are expensive and he rarely teaches, so I'm honored to be his stu
dent. The coffee is good, too. 

Tango lessons take place at Salsita, a tango club in downtown Daegu , 
accessible via a narrow alley crowded by a tailor, small tucked-away 
restaurants, and shops selling shoes, children's clothes, and plastic house
wares. Salsita is a windowless room with mirrors , a bar with too little 
heat, few places to sit, and, like so many public places throughout Korea, 
a co-ed squat toilet. Patrons consist of professionals in their thirties and a 
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few university students brave enough to step outside Korean culture and 
embrace a dance of sensuality . 

Instructions begin with finger tips pressed against the mirror for ocho 
practice, the woman's main step, her feet making a figure eight. Always 
the torso faces forward, hips twisting after, legs following. Can's instruc
tions are precise. Continually he corrects the placement of my hand, the 
angle of my back, how we breathe together, the direction of my chest, and 
which muscles get used in which order. When he introduces a new move, 
I watch with the attentiveness of an interning surgeon, yet my cuts regu
larly miss the intended fold of skin. "Again," I request, needing to see 
how far one leg slides away from the other. "Again," I request, having 
missed how the toes point. 

Though my mistakes spill no blood, continually he stops me and says, 
"Your case." He then demonstrates how my kicks are too low on his leg 
or I'm using my thigh, not my calf. "Too strong," he says. Then to com
pare, he says, "My case." He shows the correct move, the swing ofmy leg 
aimed higher on his thigh, nearer his groin, gravity not muscle returning 
my foot to the floor. 

From years of dance training, I'm well aware of the gap between the 
image we have of ourselves, the movement we picture ourselves doing, 
and what the body manifests. Patiently he tries to get me to narrow the 
gap and erase it entirely. He taps my foot with his, then yanks it into posi
tion with his hand . He pushes my hips away from him or pulls me in 
close, then closer. I'm learning tango, but there's another subject I've 
unknowingly signed up for, and it's hard to distinguish one from the 
other. "Wait for man. Always wait. Give him complete attention," says 
Can. His chest faces mine, his black hair falling into his eyes. We're to 
dance like magnets drawn to each other. 

"You need not wait for the man," says Sung Ho, one of my dance 
partners who lived two years in Georgia and Virginia. "Tangueras 
(women who tango) in Korea abide by too many rules. Don't know how 
to feel free," he continues. 

Another partner: "It's your role to make man feel good about himself. 
He feel good, then dance well. Then woman dance well ." Arn I learning 
tango, male-female dynamics, or Korean culture? I suspect all of the above. 

Take Hauk, for instance. After watching me dance with Sung Ho, he 
escorts me to the side of the room for instruction . "You not follow well," 
he says unsmiling as if my failings will bring about the ruin of the entire 
club. He provides verbal instruction, then guides me around the floor. 
Mostly we walk with breath rhythmically synched-nothing complicated, 
something I've a good handle on. He gives me meager opportunities for 
ochos which I gladly take. "Oh. You learn quickly. Very good." I don't 
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explain that Sung Ho encouraged my bold moves and invited the spins , 
hip perches , and lunges. I also don't say that Hauk's signals conflict ; one 
moment his hand presses me left, but before my foot has lifted off the 
floor, he signals me to go right or straight , the equivalent of driving with 
the left blinker on but turning right at the corner. 

What prompted the spontaneous lesson? Was it genuine concern for 
my learning? Did the improvised moves disrupt his definition of tango? 
Did my seeming to break rules challenge the Korean proclivity for obey
ing authority? Or was he jealous that I danced two tercets in a row with 
another man, and he wanted not only to partner with me, but possess me, 
a behavior I've witnessed in many men and women off the dance floor? 

Tango is, after all, a dance of romance and passion. Where else do you 
hold a stranger in intimate embrace, feet sliding enticingly along a shin, 
legs twined, partners united in breath in time with music? For the duration 
of the music, every dance reveals a short-lived affair , a courtship , a 
glimpse of a life lived in union. A warm hand meets a sweaty hand. A 
forehead tucks against a neck. Hips graze. Feet commingle. Hope and 
attraction mix with fear and flaws, the tenderness or rigidity of each move 
hinting toward a relationship off the floor. 

Partner l: Our legs twine before he aligns his foot with mine, pushing 
it away from my center, extending my stretch . . .. We're seated in first 
class on an airplane headed for Maui. We leave our hotel bed only to 
watch the sun set or rise or to call room service to order champagne , oys
ters, steak tartar . Three months later, we meet in Nice, France, and sip 
wine on a patio while a violinist serenades us before we climb down the 
stone steps to the beach . 

Partner 2: We clutch hands and glide around the room, our torsos 
relaxed , our feet syncopated to the music .... We've parked our car and 
search the aisles at Target for the advertised sale on patio furniture . "It's 
this way," he says, motioning past the toy section . "Let's go to linens first 
and get the pillow ," I urge . He eyes the camera section yet gladly follows 
me. 

Partner 3: He pulls me in tight against his chest and steps on my shoe ... . 
We've gotten an apartment together. He spills his morning coffee . In the 
afternoon he's fired from his job . It's all my fault. Why didn ' t I pick up 
his shirts from the cleaners? Why did I arrive so late at the restaurant? 
What's wrong with me? Doors slam. Plates rattle in their cabinets . 

As they dance around the floor, partners date, marry, purchase cars, a 
house, dentures . Yin meets yang . Strength meets surrender. Leader bal
ances with follower. Male and female energies blend. Yet it's a dance, 
only a dance, muscles in musical simpatico . Compatibility on the dance 
floor, however elegant and pliant-or full of fumbles-likely does not 

21 



mirror a similar relationship once the tango shoes come off. After the 
third dance, the man escorts the woman back to a seat, a six-or seven
minute affair terminated. Upon her chair, she crosses her legs, eyes poten
tial suitors, and awaits the next invitation onto the floor. 

Yet there's much to be learned about relationships on the floor beyond 
the timing of muscles, and it has everything to do with your axis. Axis, 
your central support, the spine both stem and root, pliant yet firm, works 
with gravity. Knowing your axis helps position you in balance . 
Maintaining your own center, back straight, elongated toward the crown 
of the head and down to the tail bone, prevents toppling over. It keeps you 
squarely in yourself, not dependent on your partner. Lean into him, but 
not too much; he leans into you, but not too much. Feet slide, lift, and 
hook. Partners balance alone but also joined. In connection, partners 
respond to each other's subtle changes of motion and energy. 

It may sound like I know what's going on. Not fully. One evening 
Song Ho pulls me in tightly for the close embrace, and I follow reluctant
ly. His grip is firm. Too firm. My ribs press in rigid discomfort against his 
torso. "Lean, lean," he urges . 

"More?" I say. 
"Yes." 
I lean. 
"More," he urges again. 
"More?" 
He nods. I lean further, my back arcing unnaturally. 
"More," he repeats. 
My body, slim by American standards, is not as lithe as the rest of the 

women at the club. Two of their legs could fit into one pant leg of mine. 
My belt could round their waists twice. I don't feel him rooted in his cen
ter, but with his insistence that I lean further, I comply . Sure enough, with 
my shoulders wedged into his chest, the thrust of my weight upon him, 
his arms and back begin to shake as he struggles to steady himself and 
keep me on my feet. Like a drunkard who's imbibed one drink too many, 
I begin a slow, uncontrolled descent to the floor, he grabbing hold of my 
arms ever so ungracefully to yank me back up. 

Can is my sounding board. As we sip espresso in red and yellow 
ceramic cups and Chicho squeezes as best he can beneath my chair and 
rests his head on my foot, I share my questions: How do you do the close 
embrace? When is it okay to improvise? Is there ever a time when the 
woman can take the lead? Koreans, I tell him flatly, confuse me. What do 
you think about Americans anyway? 

I know I've leapt from talking about dance to discussing my difficul
ties in adapting to his culture, but my frustration needs voicing . In and out 
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of the classroom, on and off the dance floor, like a monkey learning 
through observation, I politely follow the lead of my native hosts . If they 
slurp their noodles, I slurp . If they excuse themselves to blow their nose in 
the bathroom, I similarly sniffle in private. (I refuse , however , to cover 
my mouth when speaking and lower my gaze, a gesture of femininity, one 
that, in all honesty, rubs my American female sensibility raw .) But when 
my hosts offer mixed signals or too many examples simultaneously, this mon
key doesn't know when to eat the banana and when to swing from the branch. 

How do you explain Da Ook, the professional photographer I met at 
Salsita? He speaks no English and phones Lily, who speaks English flu
ently, to ask that she call me about getting my picture taken on campus. 
It's through him, not a campus memo, that I learn about schoolwide facul
ty photos . I show up in the designated photography room in the Life 
Sciences building, sign my name on a sheet of paper, and watch one pro
fessor after another, all dressed in funereal black suits stare coldly at the 
camera. In my pine green corduroys and purple turtleneck, I await my tum. 
Once he snaps my picture, I thank him, he smiles, and we wave goodbye. 

A few hours later, Lily phones again . Will I go back at the end of the 
day? He didn't finish photographing me. What kind of pictures? She 
doesn't know. I ask her to phone him again, but the followup call provides 
no additional answers. I return to a cue of the black robed and watch the 
line shrink. When the last professor leaves, he grabs his camera and a lens 
big enough to view a night sky and motions for me to follow him to the 
honhak-chon, traditional wood buildings, a brief walk away . He sets up 
the camera on a tripod, then steps away to cross his arms, separates his 
legs, and angles his chin toward the sun. Good simian that I am, I ape his 
position, and he hides himself behind the lens. He assumes more positions 
which I imitate , and he clicks away . A few weeks later, the bartender at 
Salsita hands me a disk with the shots . I ask Da Ook to join me for coffee , 
but my invitation is declined. 

How do you explain the dean from the college who introduced himself 
immediately upon spotting me in the photography room? No other col
leagues , male or female, knocked on my office door to say hello. He 
phones a few weeks after our greeting to invite me to lunch. I accept, 
assuming we'll meet in the faculty lunch room, though aside from for
eigners, rarely do men and women sit together. He drives us to an expen
sive restaurant with a private room, ceramic vases boasting their crafts 
manship in illuminated cabinets . He offers to order me a glass of wine, 
which I decline. 

"How do you like Korean food?" he asks, the customary initial question. 
"I like it," I reply, which is mostly true . Once you venture away from 

campus , the culinary offerings are more varied . We talk about the Puccini 
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opera we both attended and Van Gogh, a favorite artist of many Koreans. 
We're laughing, he's telling stories about his children, and I ask him 
questions about his book on Christianity and economics, a topic that for 
some reason, he refuses to discuss. As our meeting continues, the aim of 
our lunch remains unclear. Do I exhibit American directness and ask? 

When the tea arrives, I find the answer, at least in part. "The president 
of the university asked me to learn what keeps our foreign faculty happy. 
Do you have complaints? What difficulties do you have? How's the salary?" 

My list is long . "A booklet provided upon arrival at campus with 
information about class policies, housing, shopping, hospitals, and immi
gration procedures would be very helpful," I begin. "Access to a computer 
printer, a calendar in English about events on campus, an unlocked class
room, a heater in my office, more female faculty .... " I stop after about 
the eighth item, unsure if lengthy grievances will lead to a termination of 
my contract, not improvements of conditions. 

It's when he asks me about my blood type that I suspect a motive 
beyond the president's request. His query is not about donating blood 
since blood banks refuse donations by foreigners . Koreans ask about 
blood the way Americans ask about astrological signs, to determine com
patibility . I avoid answering. He also wants to know if all American 
women are like those depicted in Sex and the City. "I watch only because 
my wife likes it," he says in likely cover of the truth, an admission like 
men who admit to enjoying Playboy primarily for its articles. He notes my 
similarities to the character Cary Bradshaw : writer, born New Yorker, 
curly-haired . When the plum juice dessert arrives, he asks about getting 
together again. "I would enjoy that." Then for emphasis, in case he has 
other ideas in mind, I add, "to talk." We drive back to campus. I don't 
hear from him again. 

"Poema," the Western nickname chosen because it's also the name of 
his favorite tango song, escorts me back to my seat. "May I sit next to 
you?" he asks shyly. For the next thirty minutes, he shares heartfelt stories 
about being an exchange student in New Hampshire, worries about the 
economy, his desire to buy a car. I don't know if he's interested in talking 
to me out of foreigner curiosity or wants a friend or a date . We punch 
each other's number into our cell phone. Such an exchange in the U.S. 
plants a seed of friendship, a followup meeting, yet few Koreans ever call, 
unless in need of English lessons. 

All Koreans know their place socially. Not only do they stay in touch 
with college buddies, but they also stay in touch with classmates from 
grade school. You honor not only your parents and grandparents but 
ancestors from hundreds, even thousands of years back, your patrilineage 
well documented, making the dinner table at holidays overly crowded. 
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Only in the last several decades has the Korean border opened to out
siders. But there's a huge difference between waving you in at the immi
gration counter with a passport stamp and welcoming you through the 
front door of their home . 

There's much that's confusing. Open displays of affection between 
romantic partners is frowned upon unless you 're a college student in your 
twenties walking around campus snubbing your nose at several hundred 
years of Confucian tradition . Young persons don't say the name of some
one who's older, even by a few years, nor call them a friend , a moniker 
applied only to people of the same age. Were Poema, who is younger than 
me, to maintain formality, he would call me Elder Sister. As the elder, I, 
however, get to call him Poema . So if someone shows interest , do I 
assume we're friends and only friends? If someone ignores me, is that a 
sign of romantic interest? It's like I'm back in fourth grade with Bruce 
pulling my pigtails and sticking a living mouse in my desk not because he 
hates me but because he wants to hold my hand on the playground. 

One night at Salsita as I await to be asked onto the floor, Can comes 
over with a plate of mondoo, dumplings. He plucks one with his chop
sticks and places it carefully in my mouth. He does the same with a straw
berry, except without the chopstick. I accept his offerings. I don't try to 
interpret his actions. 

Chicho, the dog, rubs his head repeatedly against my leg and whim
pers when I walk away. When I throw a rock in the street , he runs to 
retrieve it and returns with a lick to my hand. We've established an under 
standing and a familiar routine. 

Can agrees to answer my question about Koreans and Americans after 
smoking a cigarette which he does outside on the sidewalk . When he 
returns, I repeat my question, "So what do you think of Americans?" 

Can sits down before replying , "You white ." 
"And?" I say, not quite understanding the color reference. 
"Koreans," he starts, then turns to the computer to find the English 

words, "look up to whites." 
"What!" I say, astonished by the admission of racism and my own 

ignorance. 
"I afraid to talk with you." 
His fear is loaded. It was Americans who aided Koreans in fighting 

the Communist invaders from China and the North. It was America's 
model of democracy and progress they tried to imitate to lift them out of 
poverty when the Japanese occupation ended. Depending on the genera 
tion of the person you talk with , either we're revered or resented. The atti
tude becomes even more potent when you add educational pressures to 
the blend, that Koreans spend ten or more years of classes devoted to 
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learning English grammar and vocabulary from worksheets and text
books, followed by national tests. Rarely do students speak with native 
speakers unless parents save enough money to send their child overseas, a 
financial burden many parents accept. Low grades and failing is met with 
punishment by teachers and parents. Shamed students often resort to throw
ing themselves off the balcony of their high-rise apartment to their deaths. 

"Do you think I care if you mispronounce a word or mess up on gram
mar? I just want us communicating-somehow." Then I add, "I'm sorry I 
don't speak Korean." 

"Korea," he responds, "difficult." Because of varying levels of for
mality and formality dependent on age, status, and familiarity, a challenge 
even for native speakers, foreigners rarely figure out the proper noun and 
verb form to use with whom. 

A week later at a tango party in Daejon, a city two hours away by car 
from Daegu, Can asks me to dance. I'm tired from the ride squeezed 
between fellow tangueros in the backseat and his superior skill unnerves 
me. "Test," he says jokingly . I drape my hand in his, direct my torso 
toward him, and lift my right foot in readiness . That's about all I do well. 
When he sticks his foot against mine for the sacada, I hop over it-mis
take. I lean my torso back, also a mistake. My body is as stiff as a locked 
doorknob . Every one of his lessons seemed to have slipped out the car 
window somewhere along the highway. We don't dance again that night. 

After dropping off fellow passengers in downtown Daegu, he drives 
me to my apartment. We arrive at the guard house near my apartment 
building, and he gets out of the car to light a cigarette. I'm assuming our 
lessons the following day will be canceled; it's already 4 A .M. and he can 
blame tiredness rather than disgust in my lackluster dance for us not get
ting together. 

"Lessons tomorrow?" he says. 
"Really? After my pitiful dancing?" 
"Only two month you tango. Two years, no one dance with me. I terrible." 
"You want to continue?" I say. 
"Yes," he says without hesitation. 
The guard doesn't exit the building to ask for IDs. A spotlight illuminates 

our faces. Like Chicho running after a tossed rock, Can and I have a familiar 
routine. And some understanding. 
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YURIVAELLA 

Vaella's Visit 
(an excerpt from Threads of Kinship) 

A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION : YURI KILEVICH VAELLA 
(Aivaseda) was born in the village of Varyogan in West Siberia in 1948. 
He is of the taiga Nenets people, who historically lived along the Pur 
River. During the Civil War of 1918-19, however, growing increasingly 
destitute, the Nenets moved south from the tundra to the Agan River in 
the taiga forest and adopted the culture of the Khanty "reindeer people." 
Aivaseda takes his pseudonym-Vae lla-from an ancient taiga Nenets clan. 

Vaella's first teacher was his grandmother who introduced him to the 
oral tradition. As a teenager, Vaella spent a number of years in a boarding 
school and then went into the army, working as a carpenter. In the 1980s, 
he studied creative writing at the Moscow State Literary University. He 
began to publish in 1988, writing poetry, short stories, and sketches in 
both Nenets and Russian. A reindeer owner who spends most of his time 
in his ancestral deer-camp grounds, Vaella is the head of the Association 
of Private Reindeer Owners. His stand against the oil industry invasion of 
his native territorial grounds has always been strident. In 1989 he orga
nized the first picket line among Khanty hunters to protest the encroach 
ment of the oil barons. In his native village of Varyogan he established 
the Museum of Traditional Culture of the Taiga People. 

Vaella has written and published folktales, poems, and essays and 
recorded folksongs. His poetry appears in the leading Russian literary 
magazines. His volume of collected poems, White Cries, was published in 
Surgut in 1996, followed by three more books of prose and poetry . His 
works have been translated into English , Hungarian , German, French, 
Finnish , Estonian, and, recently, into the languages of Muslim Siberians. 
Most recently, his poetry and prose appeared in The Way of Kinship: An 
Anthology of Native Siberian Literature (University of Minnesota Press, 
2010), edited and translated by Alexander Vaschenko and Claude Clayton 
Smith, with a foreword by N. Scott Momaday. 
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"Vaella's Visit" is an account of the author's first journey to the 
United States, to the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, New 
Mexico, in April of 2010, for a series of programs with Native American 
students, writers, and scholars. He was accompanied by Alexander 
Vaschenko and two Khanty writers and joined in Santa Fe by Claude 
Clayton Smith and N. Scott Momaday. The prologue was added upon his 
rectum to Siberia. This piece was excerpted from Threads of Kinship, 
Vaella's latest book, which has been published in Russia, translated into 
English, but not yet published in America. 

-Translated from the Russian by 
Claude Clayton Smith and Alexander Vaschenko 

Prologue 

When I was very young I asked my Grandma Nengi a question: "Where 
did all the people on Earth come from-the Nenets, the Khanty, the 
Russians, the Tatars, the Americans?" 

She answered promptly and with certainty: "All people on Earth came 
from one Mother and Father." 

"Does that mean all people on Earth are related?" 
"Of course!" 
"The foreigners, too?" 
"First," Grandma Nengi explained, "this Mother and Father had their 

own children, their boys and girls. Then these boys and girls had children 
of their own. And so it went, on and on. And when there were so many 
children that the deer camp became very crowded, all the children decided 
to scatter. Some went North and some went South . Others went East 
toward the sunrise, and still others went West toward the setting sun. 

"When the entire land was populated, they began to build large boats 
in order to cross the seas and oceans. Newfound lands, with their different 
plant life and animals and climates, caused them to create new words and 
phrases. Take us here, for example. We live with the deer. So our lan
guage contains all ways to accommodate them, right down to words relat
ing to the birth of their young. A man who lives with cows and horses 
develops other words and phrases. And one who works with iron every 
day speaks yet another language . Different lands and different occupa
tions give rise to new langua ges . But all people are connected by tiny 
threads-the threads of kinship. Because we are all descended from the 
same Mother and Father." 

"Grandma," I asked, "does that mean that if we listen carefully, if we 
think deeply, we can understand any language and communicate with anyone?" 
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"Certainly! Therefore, be attentive to everyone who speaks to you." 
-May 21, 2010, Camp on the Tiyi-Tiakh 

The Raven: Notes of a Nenets on His Visit to Native Americans 

According to Grandma Nengi, my relative Hanya, her younger brother, 
didn't herd deer, didn't know how to hunt, and didn't like to fish. And so, 
in the eyes of the Nenets and Khanty along the Agan River, he was worth
less. Yet he was honored among the cleverest Reds and became a 
Representative of the People. At our camp he was the only one who had 
visited the bigger cities beyond Surgut and Khanty-Mansiysk. In his own 
words, he'd been invited "to drink tea and speak wisely" at the Czar's 
Golden Palaces in Moscow. 

When he returned from his trips, he told about his wanderings in a 
very elaborate way-explaining how he rose from an ordinary Communist 
to a Representative. And because throughout his life he never did any
thing for his camp, his family, his brothers and sisters, or his parents, and 
because he had a passion for traveling, and because he never went to war 
and, perhaps, lived a very long life on account of that, toward the end of 
his life he was called The Raven. His lifetime embraced the period from 
the beginning of the 20th century all the way to Perestroika . He even 
looked like a raven. He became smaller and walked about in a stooped 
manner , garbed in a tattered and hoodless coat ofreindeer hide. 

And I thought, what if he had visited America instead of me? What 
would he have said about his trip? 

Our little group of four consisted of two Khanty, one Nenets, and a 
Russian scholar of Native Siberian and Native American literatures who 
acted as our translator. We flew to Dulles Airport in Washington, D.C., 
but when we arrived we couldn't locate our suitcases. So I pestered the 
African -American attendant: "You must find our baggage!" 

As we made our way about the airport, we passed through customs. 
Meanwhile, our suitcases , as we learned, were elsewhere, being screened 
against terrorism. All the other passengers had left. This time I 
approached an African-American woman: "You must find our baggage!" 
Well, she did! But it was at another terminal, and we had to go there by 
train. The woman explained that our baggage bore the labels of the correct 
terminal, but our group had gone in one direction while the conveyor took 
our baggage in another. So we ourselves were to blame. But we were 
finally reunited with our suitcases. 
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Our little group was invited to the White House for tea, but I didn't 
accept. I chose not to share my ideas . The others tried hard to persuade 
me to go, but I rejected the invitation. Just didn't comply . Why, let them 
go to hell! "Because they don't have wise people of their own," I told 
them, "they're after somebody else's wisdom!" 

The hotel where we stayed was called The Two Swans because of the two 
swans in a small pond in the lobby. In the morning, at breakfast time, I 
approached them with a Siberian swan call. The male gave no reaction, 
but the female responded a bit playfully with her thin voice . Then I got 
carried away and she fell silent. She must have understood that I was a 
foreigner; that in Siberia there aren't many laws against sexual harass
ment. She spared me, retreating with a half-proud, half-modest air to the 
far end of the pool so the people in the lobby wouldn't think I was crazy. 

Yes, I stood on the high steps of the United States Capitol on Capitol 
Hill, and as I did so, a procession of monks went by, demonstrating. 
These monks, from India, were demanding an independent state for them
selves. Perhaps it's easier to do so in a foreign land than in your own. 

In Washington we visited the Kennedy Center. On a little stage within, 
Japanese dancers in native dress were rehearsing for a performance . One 
dancer was practicing beside the stage, keeping her balance with the help 
of a fan in her hand . Coquettishly she showed me her heel from beneath 
her kimono . It didn't look like the heels of our Nenets women but like 
those of the Khanty women . Yet her face was ours-a Nenets face. 

"Hello, kinsman!" I said. "So you, too, have come to the Land of the Free!" 
As we were standing on the balcony outside the Kennedy Center wait

ing for our guide with his car, the Potomac River flowed below us. A 
tourist boat came by, then a proud yacht, and a racing shell with twelve 
rowers. A two-oared rowboat was progressing awkwardly. Then a com
mon gray duck flew by, very close to us, and I greeted her in Nenets: 
"Nain to 'ova, tyampavityamp!" Yet, when I tried to greet her in Khanty, I 
couldn't recall the word for duck. When I get home, I told myself, I'll 
have to ask my Khanty relatives, for I've begun to forget the language. 

But that evening, just before falling asleep, I did remember the word: 
Tshotsh . 

A young man, a Yakut, was our guide and driver while we stayed in 
Washington-a Buryat-Yakut, to be exact, the son of a Russian Buryat 
and a Russian Yakut. A technical specialist, he looked more like a Buryat, 
but his character was that of a Yakut. 
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A young Yakut girl called Vera couldn't find a job as a specialist at 
home, after graduating from the university. But lo and behold! She found 
a notice on a website advertising for such a specialist-in the USA! Oh 
well, she thought: why not? So she sent in her papers and promptly 
received an application. One of the main requirements was a knowledge 
of English . Nobody cared about the color of her skin. In short, getting her 
passport took more time than the correspondence with her employer. 

Within the year, her boyfriend Zhargal took leave at home and came 
to see her. They got married, and he stayed. Young specialists seem to be 
in demand in the USA. Vera and Zhargal have three children now, and 
they go to an American school. But at home they speak Russian and Yakut. 

In the evening, before our flight to Santa Fe, New Mexico, we were 
guests of Marjorie Mandelstam, a Ph.D. in anthropology at Georgetown 
University. It appeared that we'd met before in Moscow . She remembered 
me, but I didn't recall her. Only after she reminded me of a tea party with 
Galina Starovoitova in the late 1990s-I have a photo from that meet
ing-did I begin to remember Marjorie. 

Her home in America is surrounded by a forest , and in that forest 
there lives a little rabbit. That evening he came out of a dry woodpile for a 
special occasion-to look at us. 

"Hello, you, Squint-Eyed!" I said. "The Squint-Eyed American! What 
a nosy person you are, brother, with those eyes and ears of yours! Don't 
tum your butt to me-that's not proper among the Nenets . Just press it to 
the ground!" And so the rabbit had to sit with his butt on the ground, 
although he wanted to run very much. 

At the airport in Dallas, Texas, where we changed planes, a young Native 
in Western clothes looked at me closely, then nodded slightly . He must 
have recognized me as his relative! And I greeted him, too . 

On board the plane , a respectful-looking Native Mexican in a som
brero also smiled at me. So it appears that here in America I' m recognized 
as a local Native, a representative of the First Nations. 

During our first meal at Santa Fe, at the native seat of our Pueblo ances
tors, we were served a kind of spicy soup and macaroni goulash. I'm not 
sure what it's called. But there was absolutely no bread on the table. 

I was facing the sunset through the window . To the left of the sun, on 
the horizon, stood Mother Mountain, the sacred place of the local Natives , 
and silently I dedicated the spirit of our meal to the local gods who dwell 
on that mountain, so that this land would be benevolent to us during our visit. 
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But after the meal was over, I couldn't restrain myself any longer. I 
asked our hosts to serve some bread next time. As I explained, although 
our ancestors didn't eat bread, we, the modem Nenets and Khanty, feel 
awkward without it, because today we live in the midst of Russians, and 
take up, albeit reluctantly, their way of life. And among Russians the most 
important saying is: "Bread is central to everything." 

Today I socialized with students and professors at the Institute of 
American Indian Arts, a tribal college for Native American students. We 
talked about Siberia-the land, our relatives, and rituals. We talked about 
the Khanty Bear Feast in detail, as an example of a drama that incorpo
rates separate little dramas wherein even we-the Nenets outsiders-can 
participate. We discussed the Bear Feast as an epic story about the origin 
of all life on Earth. At the end of our discussion they thanked me and 
praised our people, our relatives, and our gods. 

Many of the events here begin with a prayer. Silently I detach myself, so 
as not to be rude. According to Nenets custom, one should pray either at 
the new moon or the full moon. But right now the moon is in the last 
stage of waning. So I'll make my appeal to local gods toward the end of 
our trip when there'll be a new moon. 

At sunset a lonely black raven flew by our dwelling up the slope of 
the mountain, perhaps looking for a place to spend the night. He looked 
familiar to me. It must be the nestling that was born near our camp on the 
Tiyi-Tiakh two years ago. Last year, while flying overhead, he sent down 
his droppings and they hit me on the shoulder. But I understood him quite 
well-he didn't want to offend me. He just wanted me to remember him 
better. Since then he often follows me in my wanderings. 

At the beginning of winter, when I was visiting students and faculty at 
Naryan-Mar, we went on snowmobiles to see the local shaman. Well, a 
raven sat down on top of our tipi and sent his voice and droppings right 
down through the smoke hole-through the tipi's sacred throat-hitting 
the very middle of the hot stove. And as the stove hissed in anger, the 
shaman said it was a good sign, and everyone calmed down. But I was 
already familiar with the pranks of my little raven. He was simply saying 
to me, "I'm still here ." 

"Hello to you!" I said in Santa Fe. "So you've come here, too, follow
ing me across the ocean?" 

Today, early in the morning, I greeted the sun. It appeared on the moun
taintops beyond the valley where Santa Fe lies. Two ravens descended into 
the valley, flying right by our dwelling. The last one was my little raven. 
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"You rascal!" I cried. "You swift one! Already found a girlfriend among 
the locals? That must be her over there, taking you to breakfast downtown." 

At the Institute of American Indian Arts we discussed world poetry in 
the class of Professor Susan Scarberry-Garcia, addressing the importance 
of Native languages. And to a young poet who writes in English, ignoring 
his own language , I said: 

You know, ten thousand years ago in our civilization any person who 
could speak in measured words was considered a Genius. Five thou
sand years ago every poet was considered a Genius . A thousand 
years ago only one in ten poets could consider himself a Genius . 
Today, in the literatures of all the Great Languages , it's difficult to 
find a single Genius. That's because the poetical possibilities of the 
Great Languages are almost exhausted . It's become difficult to find 
new, fresh, unused poetic imagery. Today our oral languages , which 
have only recently been written down, can introduce to humanity 
fresh poetic images, a fresh poetic worldview, the new poetic Word. 

At lunch in the student cafeteria I piled a lot of food on my plate, 
preparing to please my belly . But it was all in vain! I had to leave half of 
it untouched. It was all too spicy. Which made me wonder: are all other 
activities of the local people as hot and spicy as their food? 

My American poet-relative Sherwin Bitsui , a Navajo , read his poems . His 
shortest one consisted of a single word in his native tongue : 

to' to ' to ' to' to ' to' to ' 

Then he repeated the word in English . It means water . Silently I 
expressed the same idea, seven sacred times, in my Nenets tongue: 

vi ' vi' vi ' vi' vi ' vi' vi' 

Then I pronounced it in Russian, again silently, and it became clear to me 
that in our obscure Native languages the sound resembles drops of water, 
trickling over the stones, pouring over the roots of trees. 

Later, between classes, in a friendly parody, I stood up, struck a pic
turesque pose , and repeated the same word in the Khanty language of my 
wife. When the moment is proper, I decided, I'll do the same for my poet
relative Sherwin Bitsui . 

During the day a sharp wind blows from the southeast. But it's getting 
cool. Since we're fairly close to the Equator , I figured that a warm wind 
should be coming from Mexico. So I asked the locals about it. It appears 
that the level plain on which Santa Fe lies is 7000 feet high-around 2500 
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meters . No wonder, I thought-that must be why it's difficult to breathe! 
We're on high ground, so it's cool, and there's a lack of oxygen . 

In order to keep the local germs out of my system, I always asked the 
waiter for a slice of lemon to put in my tea. And since I didn't know the 
language, I expressed my request by making a face. I tried very hard, so 
my face would express the exact effect of a lemon, a very bitter one, in 
my mouth. And since my request was always granted, I concluded that I 
express the nuances of a foreign language with great precision . 

In the evening we visited a restaurant on the main plaza of Santa Fe, by 
the very same name-PLAZA. At the restaurant I noticed that some of the 
visitors ordered wine with their dinner. People were happy, but I didn't 
see a single person stagger out drunk . 

Before going to bed I thought about my relatives, remembering the 
times when my ancestors were forcefully transferred from the nomadic 
way of life to the sedentary. In the spring, as soon as the ice melted and 
navigation became possible, the very first barge that would come to our 
village would bring vodka instead of flour and tea. How I cried bitterly 
when not a single relative in sight would remain sober. 

Today I was interviewed, and one of the questions was about the threads 
of kinship between the Native peoples of America and Siberia. Let's leave 
the genetic tests to the scholars . And the ethnographers and linguists, 
when comparing languages, often get entangled in borrowed words. Thus 
we writers must look for the relationships in Words. 

I think that the true relationship among the peoples speaking various 
languages lies in Poetry, not in individual words or lines, but beyond 
words and lines, where the poet hides his most sacred material, or chooses 
to reveal a bit of his mysterious and sacred self comprehensible only to 
elevated souls, irrespective of nationality. Let us communicate on this level! 

The poetry readings. Trying to outdo each other, we're reading our works 
at the meeting hall of the Institute of American Indian Arts-for students, 
faculty, and poetry fans of the city of Santa Fe. The hall is full . When my 
tum comes, I read in my own language, Russian, a friendly parody in the 
Kbanty language of my wife-a parody addressed to my Native American 
poet-relative, Sherwin Bitsui: 

yink, yink, yink, yink, yink, yink, yink, 

The audience reacts unanimously. They got it! And the young Native 
American poet shakes my hand. 
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My dear wife, after the evening of poetry , before going to sleep, I com
municated silently with you. Usually, after three days' separation , I begin 
missing you. So I begin to convey my thoughts in your language. And it 
helps! It first happened when I took my training at the Literary Institute. 
On the third day of our semester exams I addressed you in your own 
tongue. It isn't necessary to know a lot of your language-one word is 
enough. And I felt your touch so clearly. 

In response , I touched your shoulder, your hand, and farther on-to 
the very tips of your fingers . Here I always receive from you something 
like a mild electric shock. Then again: I touch your shoulder , neck , and 
the back of your neck with my middle finger, and with my thumb, the 
lobe of the ear. It's just the beginning, and then . . . 

When we reunited last time, you told me that on the third day after my 
departure you also silently communicated with me, and, as in a dream, felt 
my secret touches . This has happened often in our lifetime-while I'm 
hunting , on business trips, during visits to foreign countries. And I experi
enced it again right here in Santa Fe. 

Perhaps on opposite ends of our planet, thanks to magnetic fields, 
imaginary touches can be felt more clearly . Perhaps, there exist in the sur
rounding world such channels , such waves, such threads , through which 
two people can communicate with each other and feel these invisible mys
terious touches. This is not shamanism . This phenomenon exists between 
the species of different ethnic roots. These are ordinary capabilities given 
to Man by Nature. For, while the capabilities of physical touches are lim
ited, the capabilities of silent imaginary touches are limitless. They 
depend on the scope of your imagination. 

Last night I had a dream: I traded for a horsehide in order to make a pair 
of Siberian snowshoes . Yesterday , when passing through an Indian vil
lage, I'd seen some horses . But in reality , would they let me through cus
toms with a horsehide for snowshoes? 

The director of a reservation school at Jemez Pueblo told us that he 
knows a few things about Siberia. When he was small, he was told: "If 
you misbehave , you'll be sent to Siberia." 

Now he dreams of visiting Siberia. So I told him: "To do so, all you 
need to do is misbehave! " 

The pupils of his school laughed heartily. And the director applauded , 
overcome with joy. 

It appears they have many Presidents here . Recently, in a single day, I met 
quite a few: the President of the Institute of American Indian Arts , the 
President of the Creative Writing department, and the President of the 
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Indian village on the reservation. But in all of these establishments there 
are executive positions as well-for the routine workers. 

It's a good position, President. It's very prestigious. The respect 
comes from within-from relatives, tribesmen, and students-as well as 
from the outside world, the guests and business partners. No need to do 
physical work, but you must learn how to say prayers and offer greetings. 

A chief of some local tribe, out of pure affection, kissed my bald head 
all over. Later I got more kisses from the local beauties. All in all, I can 
say that I receive a great measure of respect here! 

When I return to my own camp, I will tell my relatives that now they 
should call me the President of our clan. 

Today the local people brought us to the Jemez Pueblo Walatowa Visitor 
Center. These are the lands of the Native tribe of Walatowa, who, they 
say, emerged from the Earth itself. At the entrance we were supposed to 
pay a fee for admission and the excursion. But as we took out our money , 
the local caretaker said: "Because of the visit of the representatives of the 
Native peoples of Siberia, the admission for the entire week is free." 

Well, Obama-the-Left-Handed is a good guy after all! He certainly 
knows who should be respected! We aren't just a bunch of nobodies! And 
so if it pleases you, Mr. President, on our way back through Washington, 
D.C., I just might drop by the White House and drink some tea with you. 
To tell the truth, I've come to respect you as well! 

On our very first day in Santa Fe, our hostess, Beverly Morris, told us that 
the wire fence around her dwelling was put there for the safety of the deer 
that live in the wilderness and sometimes wander into the city. This morn
ing I took a walk behind the fence toward the spring. Along the creek, 
indeed, I noticed that a pair of hooved animals had descended from the 
mountain . 

To be honest, I must confess that I thought our hostess had been kid
ding me about the deer. 

The TV announces that a volcano has erupted in Iceland and a major part 
of European airspace is closed to flying. On our flight over, we crossed 
above Iceland and the southern tip of Greenland . Can it be that our plane 
disturbed the air so violently that it awakened the volcano? How will we 
get home? 

In the evening before going to sleep I thought about the influence of 
Man on his environment. Are natural occurrences always the result of 
unpremeditated deeds? The droughts and floods, tornadoes and earth-
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quakes-do these occur by themselves, without our interference? Is Man 
incapable of foreseeing volcanic eruptions and averting catastrophe? 

Today I met a Russian-American family . Andrew is a university pro
fessor; his wife Olga is an ethnographer. They told me about the tragedy 
ofKinyamin Forest. 

As it turns out, the municipality of the Surgut region and the govern
ment of the Mansiysk Yugra Autonomous Region, sold the entire territory 
of the Kinyamin Forest to a foreign logging company without the 
approval of the dwellers of the Kinyamin Native camps on the Yugan 
River. This means that the company will cut down the entire forest, and 
the Kinyamin Khanty will be left to live among the stumps, to gather 
berries among the stumps, to hunt and tend deer among the stumps . And 
in their amorous moments, they will have to make love among the stumps. 

The decision was signed and sealed by the Yugra Governor without 
the consent of the Natives . And I learned about it not in my native land, 
but here, on the American continent! And because the forests of West 
Siberia are the lungs of our planet, and because of the current oil and gas 
boom is relentless, and because the coal and the hydrocarbon emissions 
into the atmosphere are so harmful to our health, shouldn't the Governor 
have informed us, the Yugra Natives, about his plans? 

Finally, we have a spare moment to stop by the local river, the Rio 
Grande. I tossed in a coin for my travelling companions , my comrade
relatives, who are here with me in America, because our influence
traces of us-will remain. 

And I tossed in a coin for my family, at home on the Tiyi-Tiakh and in 
Varyogan, because I feel strongly that they, too, are here with me, tread
ing the local grasses, touching the local river, breathing the local moun
tain air. I am a middleman between two continents. I am a middleman 
between opposite poles of our Planet. I look at the local Sun, but feel the 
warmth of my tundra Sun . I wash myself in the coolness of the Rio 
Grande, but feel the coolness of the Tiyi-Tiakh and the Ob River. Thank 
you, oh Gods, for my very being, for the ability to feel the surrounding 
world, for the ability to love Life-still! 

Today, once again, I rose early to greet the sun. And again, two ravens 
playfully flew by our dwelling, heading toward town . Haven't you over
done it, you scoundvel? Isn't it time to quit? You had your fun-enough 
is enough-be decent! But what if it's true Love? Well, bring her back 
home with you, I don't care. Although, mind you, they say the princesses 
of the city are more scattered-brained than those of the forest and tundra. 
So think hard! Don't make a big mistake! 
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When we were in boarding school, our director, Victor Yakovlevich, 
had a speech impediment. He called my friend and me not "scoundrels" 
but "scoundvels," for we used to raise more hell than the other boys . We 
were constant participants in all the boarding school pranks. But coming 
from him, this nickname carried no insult. On the contrary, with the face 
he made as he said it, we always felt a kind of fatherly love. 

My father died early, before I left for school; yours, my friend, in your 
early school days . And so we two, being fatherless, accepted the direc
tor's salty words, even his slight shoves, as a kind of fatherly care. 
Throughout the school year, he was a father to us-strict, but just. Then, 
in fifth grade, you and I both fell in love with the same girl, whose father 
had died during her first year there. Every day you used to tell me how 
you felt about her. I kept silent. Because in fifth grade she and I had 
begun dating secretly . 

I didn't tell her anything about you . I was afraid if I said something 
about your feelings, she might stop dating me. You didn't open up either, 
and it suited me perfectly. But you learned our secret just before our 
eighth year at school. And you were greatly offended . You didn't talk to 
me for a month, but by that time she and I were not simply dating like 
children. We loved each other deeply. And nothing, not even a quarrel 
with a close friend, could break us up . 

Yesterday, she-my wife-called to say that you have died. Heart 
failure. Forgive me, because now, as our relatives are preparing you for 
your final journey, I'm not there. Forgive me, because in the past I didn't 
step aside and leave her to you. Although after the eighth grade you 
stopped telling me about your feelings for her, I knew by your eyes how 
you really felt inside, when the four ofus, with our wives, had evening tea 
together. And once, as we hunted together, having moved to the new 
hunting grounds of my ancestors-because the previous grounds, which 
belonged to your ancestors, needed to lie fallow-the four of us lived in 
the same tipi for an entire week, while we built a home for future hunting. 
By that time I'd told my wife about your feelings. And sometimes I 
noticed special glances exchanged between you two. I was je alous. I knew 
that your glances were pure and innocent, but I was jealous anyway. 
Forgive me for that, too! 

And just now, while looking at my raven, I called him Scoundvel
and thought of you, asking your forgiveness for all the troubles I've 
caused you. But I won't say farewell, for we'll meet again someday . Until 
then, the little raven that follows me in my travels will remind me of you. 
And from now on, I'll call him Scoundvel. This nickname becomes him, 
as it once did us. 
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On our return journey we spent a night again at The Two Swans hotel, 
and before checking in, I gave a swan call. The female called back imme
diately. Then we went for dinner at a Chinese restaurant. On our way I 
stopped at an electronics store and bought a computer with a battery that, 
according to the salesman, works for eleven hours. Dear salesman-it 
might be less! I understand you'd like me to buy this computer. But alas! 
I'm going to take it anyway, even if the battery will be good for only half 
that time. Because at my deer camp, I can't afford to run a portable gener
ator all day. 

The waiter at the Chinese restaurant brought in roasted sweet potatoes , 
and as I looked at them I remembered a story about Y allu: 

It was before the war with Hitler, when Y allu was studying at the 
Physical Training College at the city of Khanty -Mansiysk. At the 
end of the school year he was ready to visit his parents for vacation 
at their deer camp. But who would dream of going to a camp without 
presents? During the day , while walking around the city, Yallu 
noticed some men and women in their vegetable garden planting 
sweet potatoes. At night, he crept into the garden and dug out a few. 
As he arrived at the camp , he wasn't thinking of any elaborate 
recipe-he just boiled the potatoes without removing the skin. Old 
Man Tyaai, as he bit into this unknown produce, said, "Hey, Yallu! 
Please tell us again, what's the name of this vegetable?" And Yallu 
answered , as he had learned at school, by emphasizing every sylla
ble. He meant to say the Russian word kartoshka, but said instead 
kaa-al-to-o-op-ka! And to this day my relatives call sweet potatoes 
kaltopka. 

During the night, in my sleep, I kept hearing the voice of the female swan. 
She must have understood earlier in the evening that I'd returned to her 
hotel, and thus gave her call. So, my dear, even your life in this stone-and
glass building hasn't killed your natural instincts! This is the time when, 
in my own country, the swans return from the South, for it's mating time 
now. Why don't you quit hanging around this hotel? I understand that the 
swan beside you isn't your mate but your child. Forget everything, and 
let's fly homeward. Clew! Clew! At home now the swans are mating and 
preparing nests for their young ones. Enough of this stuffy hotel! It's time 
to enjoy the freedom of the spring! Call your son and join my raven! Let's 
fly away! Clew! Clew-clew! 

On our way back we were taken to Dulles Airport in Washington by the 
obliging Yakut Zhargal. 

"So, what did Obama do without us?" I asked him. 
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"He missed you, to be sure," Zhargal said. "The poor thing!" 
"Perhaps the deer of Obama-the-Left-Handed caused him to miss us. 

The best reindeer herders are always left-handed. It's easier to guide the 
deer that way ." 

"By deer you mean people?" Zhargal said. 
"Deer-people, deer-dividends, deer-technical and economic business. 

There's no lack of problems for real deer-herders." 

A few hours into our flight home over the Atlantic, we had to make an 
emergency landing in the Azores. I was groggy. I thought we simply had 
to take on extra fuel at the NATO military base. But our interpreter trans
lated for me the message from the captain: "Little problem with the elec
trical system. We must land so the mechanics can check our plane . Our 
landing has nothing to do with the Icelandic volcano activity." 

And so we landed. And with customs behind us, we settled into a 
four-star hotel at the airline's expense. 

After dinner at the hotel restaurant, we walked downtown. Once upon 
a time the Azores had been the relay base for ships bringing riches from 
the Americas as well as the Orient. On Santa Maria Island, Columbus 
prayed after returning from his voyage to America . Two Russian poets, 
Yesenin and Mayakovsky, passed the Azores in ships and later mentioned 
them in their works. On Terceiera Island, where we landed, there's an 
ancient town called Angra do Heroismo, with a citadel that defended the 
town and its port from pirate raids. The town is a resort for special visi
tors. It resembles the Crimean city of Yalta. Except that in Yalta you can 
always see the hotels, whereas here the churches and the fortress meet the 
eye first. And the streets keep the aroma of centuries past. I stood before 
the Church of the Immaculate Conception and prayed on behalf of my 
clan that it will never lose its ability to love. 

By the Church of Misericordia, which stands facing the ocean, I 
prayed that all people on Earth might lighten the burden of their lives. 
And as I was standing by the Chapel of the Convent of St. Gonsalo, I 
asked that the Earth maintain its gift of Motherhood-that the birds and 

beasts thrive, that the fish swim freely in the rivers, that the deer pasture 
freely in the tundra with their young finding the purest yagel -moss 
beneath their mothers' hooves. 
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PETER NABOKOV 

Interview with Alexander Vaschenko 

Alexander "Sasha" Vaschenko is renowned as Russia's point man when it 
comes to literatures of not only Native America but of the native peoples 
of Siberia as well. Chair of Comparative Studies in Literature and Culture 
at Moscow State University and senior researcher at the A. M. Gorky 
Institute of World Literature, Dr. Vaschenko has devoted his life to dis
covering, passionately supporting, translating and interpreting for stu
dents, fellow scholars, and general readers alike, the wealth of historical, 
poetic, and philosophical knowledge and experience of native peoples 
from both continents. To this end he has worked and travelled with writ
ers and scholars such as Pulitzer Prize -winning novelist N. Scott 
Momaday, Claude Clayton Smith, emeritus professor of English at Ohio 
Northern University, and New Mexican folklorist and ethnohistorian, 
Andrew Wiget. 

Sasha Vaschenko (left) and Peter Nabokov (right) 
Novoiyerusalmsky Monastery, Moscow Oblast 
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But he has always felt a special commitment to introducing readers to 
the unsung literary works of the native peoples of Siberia. After its initial 
presentation in a special 2002 (Vol. 69.3) issue of North Dakota 
Quarterly, Drs. Vaschenko and Smith's anthology on this broad topic, 
The Way of Kinship: An Anthology of Native Siberian Literature, was 
published in 2010 (University of Minnesota Press, First Peoples series, 
New Directions in Indigenous Studies). This landmark compilation of 
prose and poetry, selected from seven out of 28 distinct ethnic groups 
from eastern Russia, represents a pioneering glimpse of the artistry and 
wisdom of an ancient native world. 

After my brief visit with Dr. Vaschenko in Moscow in December 
2011, I wanted to learn more about his personal involvement in this schol
arship, and he graciously consented to the following interview via e-mail. 

When were you first aware of the existence of such a body of native or 
indigenous literature? 

It must have been my first year as a student at Moscow State University. 
And then, when I was able to make a brief visit to the United States, as a 
confirmed reader and writer, of course always I rushed for the bookstores. 
That was when I first laid eyes on an anthology by Margot Astrov, The 
Winged Serpent. I was immediately captivated, for my entire life, as it has 
turned out. So, it must have been specifically Native American literature 
that came to me first. 

Let's go back a bit: What initial knowledge did you have of the very exis
tence of native peoples, whether North American or Siberian? 

Of course, Russia has forever been multi-ethnic. In Moscow you are 
always bumping into Asians, peoples from the Caucasuses, Ukrainians, 
and a little more rarely representatives from the Northern ethnic groups. 
But when I was young, to meet these people was no big deal. They were 
always around . Being Russians, I think, we were even proud, because the 
Caucasians were the best wrestlers and spoke with their remarkable 
accent. As for the Ukrainians, they sang beautifully, and the Middle 
Asians often came in colorful dress and were associated with the exotic 
fruits that they grew and brought with them. I suppose we all felt they 
were part of some larger "family" of ours, so to speak. 

Do you recall any specific anecdotes or stories about how this interest 
first began? 
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I do recall various anecdotes or ethnic jokes-the usual stereotypical stuff 
within a multi-ethnic country that circulates all the time. As for American 
Indians, one must remember that there wasn't much talk about them at the 
time in the United States, let alone Russia . Of course, I read James 
Fenimore Cooper while at school. And actually , I'm still thankful to that 
first great American epic writer, not necessarily for the stereotypes he 
established, but for his fascinat ion with indigenous cultures and the types 
of native personality he began to explore in his fiction . Within me these 
readings meant that a bridge between the native cultures of eastern Russia 
and North America began to build. As for my deeper awareness of the 
spiritual dimension of their cultures, their different values, and so forth, 
that came gradually and much later. 

So when and how did it develop into a more serious or academic form 
of study? 

Ever since I was exposed to that Margot Astrov anthology, I grew amazed 
at the high aesthetic value of the narrative and poetic material and the pro
fundity of indigenous thought about the basics of human life. And I 
became equally surprised that so few outsiders seemed to know of or care 
for these ancient native traditions. I could not resist taking upon myself 
the task of studying them and giving them their rightful place among the 
cultures and literatures of the world. Luckily , my teacher-supervisor at 
Moscow University also believed in their importance, although she her
self, being a traditional Americanist by specialization, was far removed 
from this niche area . Much later , in the U.S., as I talked to colleagues 
there, some were bewildered when I said that I was the first Russian 
scholar of Native American literature . "If that's so," they asked, "who 
were your teachers?" By which they really meant, "If you were the first, 
what kind of an academic scholar are you, self-taught?" 

Another happy coincidence was that this was the late 1960s already . 
While previously we only had a few footnote mentions about early Native 
writers , now the novel House Made of Dawn by N. Scott Momaday had 
come out and won the Pulitzer Prize (1968) . So I defended my graduate 
paper analyzing Scott's next book, The Way to Rainy Mountain (1969), 
and also providing a literary chronology showing the evolution from tra
ditional Native culture and folklore to contemporary masterworks. At my 
defense, our Chair of Foreign Literatures said (for, indeed, there was too 
much material to deal with, and my narrative became rather ragged and 
eclectic): "Well, I see in this an application for a Ph.D ." and so began my 
postgraduate studies . 
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Can you give me a brief narrative account of your education? Any memo
rable moments? 

After eleven years of basic school, what you would call through high 
school, I was accepted into the Department of Philology (Humanities) at 
Moscow State University (MSU), with a specialty in Roman -Germanic 
languages. At my third year I chose for my specialization American 
Studies. After three more years of post-graduate studies, I wrote my dis
sertation on characteristic features of Native American literature based on 
material available to me then and defended in 1974. 

When did your focus turn to American Indian materials, and what were 
the first works you read? 

At this time there weren't many sources readily available. I remember 
exhausting the four main libraries in Moscow and the two in St. 
Petersburg, consuming everything that interested me-the Smithsonian's 
Bureau of American Ethnology bulletins and annual reports, classic narra
tors of course, like Black Elk and Charles Eastman (Ohiyesa), and all 
works on ethnology, history, and anthropology that I could find. I worked 
with not only English but also French sources. I was captivated by this 
material; I regularly haunted old book stores in Moscow and St. 
Petersburg where shopkeepers would set aside writings for me, even wait
ing for my visits . 

What first intrigued me were the folk lyrics that the Astrov work 
introduced me to and which I further explored in such works as Frances 
Densmore on Chippewa oral poetry . But I was also drawn to the myths . 
Native written fiction appeared later, was far less known, being less 
accessible to us. As my passion for all this material grew, I later tried to 
publish in magazines as well as in books. Before long I had compiled, 
partially translated, and published in Russian at least three anthologies of 
Native American literature and folklore. 

Then I embarked upon a teacher's career and have taught in many of 
the Moscow universities, even the provincial ones . I taught World 
Literature mainly, but four times I also taught Russian Classics abroad in 
the U.S.A. and Canada. I have never quit teaching, even after I became a 
member of our research academy, the A. M. Gorky Institute of World 
Literature . I was part of the Department of Twentieth-Century Literatures 
and joined a group of scholars in their project of writing our first academ
ic history of American literature . So far, five volumes are out, and we are 
completing the two final ones. 

44 



Meanwhile, I was thinking of defending what we call our "doctor
ate"-by now I was immersed in Native American folklore, specifically 
the narratives that related to the tribal Confederacies such as the League 
of the Iroquois, the Muskogee Migration legends, the Wallam 
Glum/Delaware controversy, and the Osage chants of the Dhegia 
Confederacy. This study was based on archival material and oral tradition 
I was lucky to have acquired during my first scholarly, three-month visit 
to the United States in 1979-80. Finally I defended in 1993. 

Who were your first favorite Indian writers? 

As I have mentioned, Scott Momaday , first and foremost, of course. I 
have read and reread House Made of Dawn and The Way to Rainy 
Mountain so many times , and I keep using them outside the literary cours
es as well. I adore everything Scott has written . My introduction to 
Momaday, as I look back, was a shocking revelation . Reading and reread
ing him, I was entranced; it was a drug, a kind of magic . Beyond his own 
narrative and poetic mastery, this man demonstrated to the world that 
Native American Literature is alive. And he also showed how its aesthetic 
power, its creative potential, was boundless. Here was also living proof 
that my early perception of the deep value of Native American Literature 
was right. 

I here must mention another great coincidence in my life-you can 
call it a miracle. That was when the first American Fulbright scholars 
came to teach at MSU , and who were they if not Robert Bridgeman and 
N. Scott Momaday! 

I remember meeting Scott at the airport, and the first question he 
asked me. "Tell me, why are Russians so interested in Native Americans?" 
After that I attended his every lecture. Each began with a new poem he'd 
written . I asked him many questions about his work. I regarded him as a 
deity incarnate, possessing so many creative gifts. This apprenticeship 
later turned into friendship as I translated his works into Russian. And 
Scott does mention my name in a few of his memoirs and essays as his 
friend in Russia. 

The rest of my readings were fairly predictable: Leslie Silko's 
Ceremony is fantastic, Louise Erdrich ' s Love Medicine is perfect as a nar
rative; but that came later. There are many others-The Sun Is Not 
Merciful by Anna Lee Walters is good. I was fascinated by Hyemeyohsts 
Storm's Seven Arrows, partially because it triggered such a controversy 
about the writer's identity and his approach to tradition , a debate that in 
general was not confined to the U.S. but continued in Russia as well. 
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Once I came to know quite a few Native American writers and poets 
through direct contact, I also became intrigued by their personalities. This 
relates to Maurice Kenny, the Canadian writer, and poet Jeannette 
Armstrong, who came to Russia at my invitation. Each was intriguing in 
his/her own way, distinct from everybody else in world literature. But at 
the same time, all were telling about such basic themes and values, and 
speaking in such a universal human way. Yet so few outsiders were read
ing them or listening to what they had to say. 

In a more scholarly vein, I became interested in how they managed, 
despite the differences between traditional and modem forms of life and 
thought, to become "ethnic writers," and what, specifically, did that mean? 
And weren't they and their role in contemporary society still enigmatic? 

How did your move from literary aficionado to literary scho lar broaden 
your perspective as a transat lantic intellectual? 

For me, this blossoming field of contemporary Native American literature 
led me to question its relationship to underlying traditions, whether 
ancient or modem. Gradually I also came to understand that within one 
country, like the United States, there existed many separate histories and 
literary cultures: Native American, Black, Chicano. This fed my long
standing appreciation for folklore, which is so basic to human life and 
self-understanding . We writers, mediocre poets, politicians, etc., might 
make mistakes about life, but how can you argue against the deep wisdom 
of centuries, verified by the lives and deaths of so many generations? 
Take proverbs, for instance, whose wise imagery cannot be altered 
whether the Sarni "Life is a boat that never casts anchor," or the Irish 
"Time is the best storyteller," or the Australian aboriginal image of time
space as "Alcheringa," also known as the Dream Time. These word 
images and profound analogies lead the way to eternal truths. 

After that came my exposure to issues of Ethnopoetics. In the States 
this term emerged to understand and interpret Native oral literatures, and 
then was applied specifically to North America's indigenous materials. 
This investigation next opened up what seems to be that universal ques
tion of our era-the problematic issue of identity. 

These issues and questions eventually led me to think of comparisons 
with Native Siberian literatures, which at the time was a separate and 
completely untrodden field. 

At many points the work of American academics was extremely help
ful, and I give credit to all of them. A special influence and contribution 
to my studies was my association of many years with professor Andrew 
Wiget (another stroke of luck in my life path). His expertise on oral and 
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contemporary Native literature, the comparative strategies for analyzing 
them, and his idea of "foundational texts" was extremely productive. 
Charles Larson was also important for his pioneering efforts to expose 
common ground not only within Native American literature but within 
Third World novels in general. For me Joseph Campbell was inspiring for 
his rendering of myth as a cross-cultural entity. 

When did you start introducing this material into the classroom? 

Here we have a problem. The Russian university curriculum recently has 
had a tendency to throw out literature as a discipline. Plus, remember, this 
is Russia, not the native land of your Indians. So, it is natural that even 
under benevolent circumstances, if one of our instructors has time for Poe, 
Melville, Thoreau, Twain, Hemingway, and Faulkner, that is usually con
sidered sufficient. At most, perhaps, one is permitted two lectures at the 
end of a course about minority or ethnic literatures. So it is less a matter 
of "when" than "how" to squeeze it into the curriculum . It's always the 
same problem, Soviet or post-Soviet. Then there is the other problem, that 
although I myself might have gotten fascinated by this material, it was not 
necessarily my students' pressing concern. However taken in they might 
be at the moment, they often lost interest once they were out of the room. 
The material remained rather marginal to them, and no wonder, for it has 
been very much marginalized (if recognized at all) for centuries in the 
United States as well, and like everywhere, only isolated individuals like 
myself get hooked by it. 

Is there a basis for a more general appreciation of American Indians in 
Russia? 

Ah, that is a different matter. Now we are referring less to students but to 
people who get "Indian-struck" for life; they are as various as people can 
be. Some of these Indian buffs stay simplistic, others move on to becoming 
deeply committed. For example, we have a sculptor from Penza who has 
made 80 bronze pieces inspired by Native American life and history. Others 
are prolific poets and prominent prose writers. Some organize their own 
drum groups and sing in cafes or at festivities. I see nothing wrong with 
this, especially when Indian cultures and ways of life become an alternative 
return to good, basic values and to strengthening their own personalities and 
heritage, too. For them, Indians represent a lesson, an example. 

Do these enthusiasts have the same sort of positive attitude toward the 
indigenous peop les of Russia? 
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We must keep in mind the drastic changes that took place in Russia over its 
evolution (through various social eruptions), from Soviet times to 
Gorbachev's roaring nineties, which today everyone remembers only in the 
negative, then to Yeltsin's self-righteous and autocratic "democracy," up to 
the contemporary era of corruption and turmoil. At first, in the 1990s, the 
young were even discouraged from getting a general education ("get a job ," 
they were told, "make money now"). Later the high tuition allowed only a 
chosen few to enjoy higher education. Then came the closing of the universi
ties. So what can one expect in an era of total manipulation with everyone 
acting on only their self interests? I think, nowadays mostly students don't 
care. In addition, lots of our own native peoples suddenly became foreigners 
after the breakup of the Soviet Union. Others live far away from the capital 
and power centers and are poor. And local people are too preoccupied with 
meeting their own basic needs to care about their indigenous neighbors. 

When, how, and why did your interest come to embrace Siberian or 
Mongo lian native literatures as well, or was that always there? 

Here I must clarify that I didn't study Mongolian literature, partially 
because it is Buddhist and written down, which puts it with a different lit
erary tradition, in my opinion. As to Siberian, my interest was always 
there, initially marginal. A new native Siberian literature began emerging 
in the 1960s. But in 1992, as part of a joint venture with Professor Wiget 
and Olga Balalaeva to establish an international research center on 
"Traditional Cultures and Their Environment," I edited a two-volume, 
cross-cultural literary anthology in Russian entitled In Nature's 
Heartbeat. One volume was to be devoted to Native American materials, 
a second to Native Siberian cultures. When publishing plans with two 
state-run houses fell through, I published it myself in soft-cover through a 
friend's private publishing house. Basically, that was a prototype for the 
present anthology, The Way of Kinship: An Anthology of Native Siberian 
Literature. 

Next, as part of our center activities, a joint Russian-American -British 
expedition to Siberia was arranged. There I have found local editions of 
works by various Native authors . I saw the everyday life of these peoples. 
I discovered parallels between the literatures and cultures of Native 
America and Native Siberia. And that began my regular studies in that area. 

Who were the first writers from native Russia that intrigued you? 

They were the Yamal Nenets woman writer, Anna Nerkagi, the taiga 
Nenets poet and reindeer herder, Yuri Vaella, the Khanty prose-writer 
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Y eremey Ai pin, and the Evenk woman writer Galina Keptuke, to name a 
few. Their writings spoke about essential human tragedies , struggles for 
survival, the necessity of human relationships, their support for each 
other, many of the same themes we find in works by Native American 
writers . For me it was like the 1960s all over again. Only this new wave 
of ethnic writing was born here . 

How did you come to make contact with these creative people , and what 
were your first impressions and experiences? 

Some, like the Khanty poet and folklorist, Leonty Taragupta , I met during 
that expedition . Others, like the Nenets poet and essayist , Yuri Vaella , I 
came to know at the First National Congress of reindeer herders . For oth
ers , like Anna Nerkagi or the artist Natalya Taligina , I traveled to the 
polar circle, the Y amal area. Behind each of these amazing individuals, 
one could sense a fantastic life story full of drama and life-challeng ing 
moments. I remember meeting Vaella at that Congress. Before me stood a 
short stocky man in native dress, a hunter's knife and attached bear claw 
at his belt, those intelligent , narrow Asiatic eyes staring at me. By acci
dent, I happened to touch his shoulder. It was sheer muscle . But as I came 
to know, this physical strength was matched by his inner spiritual power . 
For me he became a sort of symbol of many of his colleagues that I met. 

When did you begin to work on translating their material and why? 

The process began after I translated the Native American autobiography , 
A Quarter Acre of Heartache, which was narrated by Chief Big Eagle , 
then transcribed and edited by my friend Claude Clayton Smith. We first 
met with Bud Smith in Ada, Ohio, at a Hemingway symposium. This 
became a life-long friendship and collaboration. Once I suggested to Bud 
to try publishing the Khanty prose writer, Yeremey Aipin, in English , he 
agreed. We also initiated a project in 1995 to bring to Northern Ohio , 
where Bud taught , the Khanty writer Yeremey Aipin and the Bashkir 
artist Rinat Minnibayev. Through their university press, he managed to 
print an elegant little book, I Listen to the Earth , which contained eight of 
Aipin's prose pieces together with the native artist's illustrations and the 
author's portrait. Later Bud published two more pieces and some poems 
by Vaella in my translations, in various magazines. 

I did this to initiate the process of drawing an American readership to 
these Native people and make that audience aware of the many similari
ties in lifeways, values, and modes of expression on both sides of the 
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globe. And in this manner Native peoples themselves could experience a 
sort of handshake of brotherhood. 

How dijjicult was that process? 

One must bear in mind that Native Siberian writers are often bilingual. 
Some of their native languages are still alive. But they publish mostly in 
Russian to gain a larger audience. My task was to capture and translate 
the meaning and the spirit of the original from their ethnographic contexts 
( one of the difficulties) to the unique rhythms of a text on the page. 

Just as America was not interested in its Native literatures until they began 
to represent a good market, Russian governmental bodies, whether in the 
Soviet era or the later "democratic" ones, likewise did not care to publish a lot 
of Native American authors or indigenous Russian ones. They didn't, and still 
do not, see any commercial promise in this area. So that has always been a 
challenge to overcome. 

How did the idea for your trip to the U.S. come about, and what was that 
experience like? 

If you mean the first visit of Native Siberian writers to the States, it was 
my dream come true. And it never would have been possible without the 
help of my American friends, especially Dr. Susan Scarberry-Garcia, 
working through Santa Fe's Institute of American Indian Arts. She had 
already helped to organize a trip by Navaho students and Scott Momaday 
to Siberia where they met Vaella and Aipin. Later, at my invitation, 
Professor Smith and Scarberry-Garcia organized a "Survival by the 
Word" round table at the city of Salekhard, which stands directly on the 
polar circle. In other words, we had already travelled a long way in time 
and space before this journey was possible. 

But in 2010, for the very first time, not businessmen, politicians, or 
even academic scholars, but four Native Siberian writers came to the 
United States for an exchange of experiences with young Native 
American writers. This was a momentous event. Maria Vagatova, a 
Khanty poet, Yeremey Aipin, the Khanty prose writer, his daughter 
Marina, an editor of the Native newspaper, and Yuri Vaella, the taiga 
Nenets poet and storyteller, all of whom I translated for The Way of 
Kinship anthology. There were prayers and meetings, lectures and poetry 
readings, participations at seminars, visits to Native schools, and many 
other experiences and interactions. 

And, moreover, the Siberians were now authors in their own right, 
represented in this first standard anthology of Native Siberian writing, 

50 



which had just been republished by the University of Minnesota Press. 
Especially touching were the responses of the Native American students . 
One of them, Nathan Romero of New Mexico's Cochiti Pueblo , wrote a 
poem, "A Northern Triptych," celebrating Vaella , Maria and .. . me! At 
one of the panels I remember coining the phrase : "Storytellers will save 
the world." That represented, indeed, the spirit of the visit, as both sides 
saw each other and through that experience also saw themselves. 

Can you go back and describe the genesis of your book? How hard was it 
to put together? 

As I said earlier, it began with my suggestion to Bud Smith. After looking 
a long time for a publisher, through an encouraging response from the edi
tor of North Dakota Quarterly, Robert W. Lewis, it became a special 
Summer 2002 issue of this journal. But all in all, making connections and 
getting the right materials and translating them took eight years. We 
established a routine . I selected the authors and the texts, translated them 
from Russian into English, provided the writers' biographies and their 
photos, and Bud did the editorial work and helped to organize the publici
ty . Without his support, the whole venture might have collapsed. 

As for my hopes for its impact , as I said earlier , at a certain point it 
appeared to me to be a sad and broken situation. Two Native traditions, so 
close culturally, having survived so many of the same historical tragedies 
and challenges, and yet never knowing each other. I just wanted to do 
something about that. 

What are some of the major themes for these native writers in Russia 
today, and which pieces in the anthology exemplify them? 

As I also said before, they seem strikingly similar to those of your Native 
American writers. The destiny of the ancient grounds and sacred places. 
The freedoms for traditional land use. The threats to survival of Native 
languages. The ruthless intrusions by industry and technology to usurp 
their oil and gas resources. The need to hold on to traditional identity. The 
pride of belonging to an ancient ethnocultural heritage . 

Among my favorite pieces are those by Vaella, who is a fantastic story
teller. I would compare him to the Pueblo Indian poet Simon Ortiz 
because oral tradition is so functionally alive in his work, too. Aipin's 
narrative power can be crashingly bitter and explosive. Nerkagi is pro
found and mythic, but his long pieces must be read in full to be really 
appreciated. I especially like Keptuke's "Little America." As a narrative , 
it is flawless, truly, a masterpiece, painting a grim picture that almost 
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makes you shiver. I've written separate essays on many of these authors 
and pieces. But perhaps "Kakot's Numbers," the final selection, is my 
personal favorite for its skillfully rendered clash of values between tradi
tional culture and civilization as reflected through the psychological 
shocks to one man . 

What do you hope will be the future for the appreciation and study of 
Native Russian literatures? 

Native writings will always be in peril, in both countries. But in America, 
after centuries of fighting for cultural survival, native storytellers and 
writers face a brighter future. They seem to be acquiring a niche of their 
own. In Russia we do see the same process, which of course involves 
painful compromises and tentative arrangements between the traditional 
cultures and civilization. The publishing and translating of these works 
into English, making them available to broader audiences, remains a com
plicated labor of love for a few dedicated individuals . It will never be 
easy. In the academic arena I have been a proponent for free doctorates 
which were breakthroughs in the field. But as a rule, Russian academics 
usually know only Native Siberian materials and cannot bring in 
American counterparts for comparison or generalization, either because 
they don't know the language or haven't read the basic studies. And, on 
the other hand, specialists in American Studies who write about Native 
Americans don't know the Siberian material. The same is true for the 
United States. I myself have tried to blaze the way at broadening the dis
cipline, but it's long, slow, hard work . 

And yet, it has given me a lifetime of wonderful experiences . Let me 
remember just one: N. Scott Momaday was invited to Khanty -Mansiysk 
to celebrate Yeremey Aipin's 50th anniversary. At the airport in Khanty
Mansiysk, as I came to take the aircraft tickets for the group, while hand
ing Scott's passport into the window, I pleaded with the man in the office 
to be attentive in rendering his name properly, for the ticket control at the 
departure desk is very particular. We were in a hurry, the tickets were 
many . The man assured me, yes, of course, everything will be in order. I 
spelled it out for him to make sure. After that was over, I happily grabbed 
the bunch of tickets and passports, and rushed to our group. Handing each 
his documents, and taking a fleeting glance at Scott's, I went cold. The name 
read "Ivan Scott Momaday." To make a good face of it, later I told Scott, 
you see, out of special respect for you, now you've got a Siberian name. 

But in my own life, this double field has become my "land of love," to 
borrow the title of Vaella's latest book. You know, I remember, in my 
early approaches, a colleague of mine asked, "And what do you do in 
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life?" I replied, "I research Native American literature." And he comment
ed, using a Russian phrase, "What a hard bread." But for me this lifelong 
study wasn't any bread at all. It was just a life-craziness, my "land of love." 

Author's Notes: Folklorist and ethnohistorian Andrew Wiget and Olga 
Balalaeva, whose work is closely associated with Sasha Vaschenko's, 
recently published a book titled: Khanty: People of the Tiaga Surviving 
the Twentieth Century (University of Alaska Press) which draws on their 
nearly twenty years of fieldwork with the native Siberian tribe. 

Professor Aleander Vaschenko was born November 30, 1947, in 
Moscow. Both parents came from small villages in the Ukraine. A life
long military man, his father rose to the rank of Vice -Admiral in the 
Soviet Navy, his mother taught Russian to foreign students. His one 
brother is a security author. With his wife, Marina, he has two children, 
Anna and Vladimir, and two granddaughters, Katya and Elena. At 
Moscow University, where he served as Chair of the School of Foreign 
Languages and Area Studies and Cross Cultural Studies, he taught courses 
on Comparative Mythology and Aesthetic Trends of the 20th Century. 
His teaching goals were described in his introduction to his landmark 
anthology on Native Siberian literature, The Way of Kinship, which offers 
"a comparative teaching manual for courses in ethnic diversity, cultural 
understanding, cross-cultural studies, and ethnic literatures. Such courses 
are crucial to the survival of Native traditions in the twenty-first century 
and indispensible for our own physical and spiritual survival." 

Dr. Vaschenko died June 11, 2013, in Russia following a lengthy ill
ness. Despite his disease and complications following recent surgeries Dr. 
Vaschenko taught at the Moscow State University until the end of spring 
term in May 2013. On May 15th he gave a public lecture on the history 
and cultures of North American First Peoples sharing his deep, thorough 
knowledge and wide experience of the subject with young generations. 
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DONALD JUNKINS 

Picking Mulberries Outside the House 
Where Lamartine Stayed in 

Plovdiv, Bulgaria, 1833 
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Near the top of the steep cobbled street, we reach into 
the inside dark of the yellow-green leaves and pull 
satin wine globules from the early June shade, 
amulets from primer dreams, tinto 
vino of the local seven hills 
mirroring ancient Rome in this nectar glade. 
The cobblestones at our feet are stained with purple 
evidence of other walkers' pause, 
and minute seeds collect in rising grooves 
beside the smoothening stones. This moment in dappled 
heat disarms us as we delicately ease 
the long lush berries from their stems. One grave 
of his daughter, dead from cholera, must be here 
outside his window, from that one month year. 



The Day Kaimei Toured the Former 
Nazi Concentration Camp at Terezin 

I watched the small square from our hotel window 
in Prague where walkers rested on benches and passed 
on. Two young men shared a joint below 
my perch. Each dragged and tapped the ash 
twice, handing it over from the moist end. 
The one in blue was more serious and made 
the other laugh. When he laughed he would bend 
his head back without looking at the sky where a low cloud 
hovered near. When the joint was finished they left 
and a pigeon pecked at the cobbled walk where a man 
threw bits of bread. Then it darkened, students drifted 
by and dropped their bags . Two old women 
sat and talked with their hands. The students hoisted 
their packs and left, and the air was heavy and moist. 
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China: Yangzhou Peasant Fields, 
South of Guilin 

Walking the banks of the Li tributary, 
lingering in peasant lanes, the fields 
first and second green in the rain, shielding 
our strung cameras, umbrella cozy, we 
side-step water buffalo black as the looming 
Guangzi mountains into shadows past 
remembering, dark second-story frames cast 
in light with faces holding faces in 
light rain, no glass between us, and we share 
an early afternoon in passing ways. 
These lines will keep us in these fields, crayon 
shades of moistened green, the sound of water 
in June. A hundred miles south in Vietnam, 
these same fields gleam in the early summer rain . 



DULCE MARIA GRAY 

Two Easy Ways to Practice Global 
Citizenship in the College Classroom 

I am a global citizen. I travel the world as an American national, and if I 
wanted one, I could have a passport from the Dominican Republic, where 
I was born and where my grandparents were immigrants from France and 
Spain. My parents were pushed off the island by war and hunger and 
pulled to New York City by fleeting policies and the promise of being 
able to provide a solid education for their three children. I grew up sur
rounded by all types of diversity in the Bronx and then lived for extended 
periods of time in Indiana, Virginia, and now California, and in between, I 
attended schools in England and Spain where I cultivated long-lasting 
friendships. Voracious reading and wanting to understand how and why it 
is possible for me to be a "foreigner" and an "alien" in my own United 
States veered me to complete a doctoral program in cultural studies . And 
the convergence of these factors helped to shape me into a willing partner 
in a gripping love affair with traveling and exploring the farthest-flung 
tiniest comers of the earth. I am most at "home" traversing cultures and 
geographies . 

I am the product of the textbook version of"globalization": "the inten
sification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in 
such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many 
miles away and vice versa" (Giddens 64), and of the more progressive and 
current definition of "citizenship": "a particular facet of identity-a sub
set, so to speak, of the broader idea of identity-that relates primarily to 
sets ofrights and responsibilities linked to one's geographic locale and the 
global penetrations that in part help to define the range and limits of one's 
life across the key dimensions of social experience, namely, the political, 
economic, and social" (Rhoads and Szelenyi 16). I live "citizenship" as an 
overflow of the traditional geopolitically bound definition that seeps into 
porous and amorphous economic, cultural, and social transnational overlaps. 

Certainly, "going global" has always been an organic process for me, 
and a factor that has implicitly and explicitly directed my personal and 
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professional practices, choices, and sense of identity . Yes, "being" global 
has been personally consuming and wrenching at times . But despite the 
angst, or consequently, my professional life is also drenched in global citi
zenship. I have focused most of my scholarly endeavors, and have pub
lished two books, on wrestling with the formation of cultural-ethnic iden
tity. And I'm a staunch proponent of the stance that global citizenship is a 
necessary practice, and that therefore it is imperative that we make it an 
evident component of curricula and of co-curricular activities at all levels 
of formal education, especially in college and university, since as Rhoads 
and Szelenyi affirm , higher education plays a "central role" in shaping 
students' "ability to negotiate the political, economic, and social dimen
sions of human experience" (20), and in "forging more expansive notions 
of citizenship" (7). That's where most students hone and apply their criti
cal thinking skills before setting out to impact their communities . 

True : it is much easier to practice global citizenship in higher educa
tion when all stakeholders (from the community to the board of trustees to 
student support services and staff) in the entire institution participate in a 
comprehensive effort. Smoothing the way for practicing global citizenship 
are policies and mission and vision statements that highlight global citi
zenship; allocated funds, dedicated resources and incentives; acknowl
edgement of global competency as a significant accreditation criterion; 
focused faculty development; active recruitment so that all on campus are 
culturally, racially, and ethnically diverse; multinational partnerships; 
involvement with local organizations; robust study-abroad programs 
inclusive of the world beyond Europe; fully integrated international stu
dents; varied opportunities and the expectation for doing community ser
vice and volunteer work both locally and abroad; curriculum enhance
ment, as well as cohesive and consistent co-curricular activities . But that 
kind of support may not be available in these dire economic times or in 
colleges and universities that serve impoverished communities and undoc
umented students whose mobility is constrained by legalities . In such 
cases, especially, it is crucial to understand that the practice of global citi
zenship does not have to hinge on leaving the United States. 

Fundamentally, global citizenship is a voluntary attitude to learning, 
teaching, and recognizing that people, cultures, and our environment are 
inextricably woven and interdependent, and that therefore we must be 
empathic and arduous workers for, ultimately, justice, notwithstanding 
national boundaries. Hans Schattle asserts that awareness, responsibility 
and participation are the cornerstone of the concept and enactment of glob
al citizenship. He describes global citizens as being intellectually compe
tent and agile, "culturally perceptive," self-aware and outwardly aware: 
they are people who understand "complex issues from multiple vantage 
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points, " who recognize "sources of global interdependence" and the 
"shared fate" that implicates humanity and the planet , and who look 
"beyond distinctions , at least in one ' s mind, between insiders and out
siders in order to view the human experience in more universal terms" (29). 

During the last twenty-five years of teaching in English departments 
at public universities and colleges across the United States, with and with
out institutional support, it has been my pedagogical imperative to delib
erately infuse the formative precepts of global citizenship in all of my 
classes in order to enact global citizenship . Surely, there is no one fixed 
method, no "one size fits all" for all cultures and learning styles, but these 
two approaches-in concept and practice - are invariably effective and 
are easily incorporated at the classroom level without institutional sup
port: using discussions to link disciplinary content to larger questions of 
civic responsibility; and using technology to take students out of their 
local environment and into the world. 

Rhoads and Szelenyi remind us that global citizenship is about "citi
zenship in which the geographic reference point for one's sense of rights 
and responsibilities is broadened and in some sense complicated by a 
more expansive spatial vision and understanding of the world" (16). I use 
inquiry-based discussions to guide students to invest in increasing their 
level of curiosity and engagement, and to think about the course content 
as it relates to their own lives and cultures- to be purposely reflexive and 
reflective . Discussions spring from relevant and considered learner
centered core questions, which may be posed or coaxed by any of us in 
the classroom, for example: in this text/situation, and in a general sense, 
what does "global citizenship" mean both as one term and as separate 
words; are all of us global citizens, or just some of us; what do you know 
about this cultural practice; what role does socio-economic status play in 
this situation; what historical facts affect this issue/situation ; how do you 
and your family address a problem/issue like this one; how does your own 
tradition seem similar and different from what you encounter in this 
text/situation; what human rights are being violated in this situation; 
where else have you encountered a practice that is similar; what is the dif
ference between ethics and morality in this case; how does that decision 
impact others who are involved indirectly; how is ambiguity addressed in 
this text/situation? 

These types of questions push students to participate in more profound 
conversations and to thereby practice essential global citizenship skills 
such as: articulating ideas, being empathetic, tolerant, sharing, listening , 
stepping aside, understanding their local/nationalist concerns and ways of 
being, and examining how and why they are interconnected. These conver
sations help to reduce fear of the unknown and to highlight the importance 
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of forging common ties, growing solidarity, and seeking greater insights 
about global human rights . Participating in pointed discussions enlarges 
students' conception of humanity and their own ethical responsibility and 
involvement in politics. These generative discussions motivate students to 
sustain awareness and to think of themselves-and of citizenship-in 
more expansive terms . 

Using technology in the classroom functions in similar ways. Many 
consider technology to be yet another powerful tool for McDonaldizing 
and Americanizing education and the world , and so they resist using it in 
the classroom. But as Dailey-Hebert emphasizes, to "understand and 
embrace shifting paradigms in higher education, it is critical to acknowl
edge the new generation of learners and the symbiotic relationship 
between their learning and technology" (128). Besides, the train has left 
the station, per se. Our students live in network-based communities; they 
seek connectedness and find purpose in social media. In fact, they expect 
education on the palms of their hands, through their phones and tablets, 
anytime anywhere. Amplified massive mobility, rapid extensive exchange 
of information and knowledge, and exponentially increased cultural con
tact by mass media warrant the inclusion of technology. It is not just 
about being responsive; it is about meeting our students where they are 
and ascertaining that "the social environment in which learning takes 
place contributes to the students' motivation to learn" (Edmundson 30). 

Course management systems, the Internet and World Wide Web, 
search engines, videoconferences, synchronous and asynchronous threat
ened communication, discussion forums, texts, email, website, Wikis, blog
ging, electronic journaling, and other ever-increasing tools are extremely 
useful for guiding students to practice global citizenship. The virtual 
classroom, for example, is a microcosm of the globe, and a place and 
opportunity for both instructors and students to confront long-held pre
sumptions in the academy about professors possessing most of the rele
vant knowledge. Teaching in a virtual classroom, and/or using technology 
in face-to-face teaching, creates intrinsic opportunities for students to 
access information from different sources, to practice evaluating the cred
ibility of those sources, and to then synthesize what they learn with what 
they already know. Skyping with students in Iraq, for instance, helps to 
challenge us-versus-them kind of thinking; it helps students to communi
cate in a culturally mixed audience, to collaborate and negotiate with dif
ferent types of people, and to address a wide range of potentially con
tentious views and issues (e.g., reducing the digital divide, gender 
inequity, Islamophobia). 

Dedicating the time and energy required to prepare for class conversa
tions ( especially for those still lecturing), and to plan activities that inte-
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grate technology (particularly for those still resistant), may be demanding, 
but the results for both professors and students are well worth the invest
ment. For me, it is natural to use conversations and technology as means 
to help me enact various aspects of global citizenship without having 
institutional support. On a tiny scale, the approach allows me to show stu
dents how global citizenship "provides a guide for individual action with
in a globally oriented but still individualistic moral frame" (Cabrera 5). 
On a grander scale, the approach enhances my teaching as an activist act 
and that broadens my own existence. That alone is an immense reward. 
But the greatest of all returns is seeing my students reconceive themselves 
as global citizens. By creating a safe classroom space where silence is 
broken and where students confront and wrestle with difference , debate 
and analyze controversies, collaborate respectfully to solve problems , and 
develop critical consciousness of themselves as part of a whole, I am 
being a global citizen. 

When I think retrospectively about why I became a college professor 
in the discipline of English, my choices are clearly tied to the life I have 
lived (intentionally and unintentionally) as a global citizen. Among all 
contributing factors in the shaping of my personal and professional choic
es, immigrating to the United States has had the most salient influence . 
Living across cultures has widened my cognitive capacity, pushed me to 
participate more actively , to take on leadership roles, and to become fully 
invested in being the best teacher I can be; that's how "going global" has 
impacted me. I walk into my classrooms prepared to show and be shown 
the value of being well rounded and of practicing principled decision-mak
ing. My aim is to help my students develop a strong sense of ownership 
and belonging, to help them acquire the skills needed to sift complexities, 
to back up their stances, to feel comfortable with dissonance and ambiguity, 
and to perpetuate the transformative work of coexisting peacefully. 

I want my students to understand that "global citizenship" does not 
undermine national patriotism ; instead , it underscores the impetus to be 
actively engaged in their local communities, and importantly, to under
stand and strengthen global ties . I want students to "see citizenship as a 
form of identity linked to complex rights and responsibilities that increas
ingly must be understood in terms of the local and the global as well as 
individualist versus collectivist objectives" (Rhoads and Szelenyi 7). 
Being a global citizen drives me to create this kind of responsive, mean
ingful, futuristic, and applicable education. 
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CRAIG O'HARA 

The Corner 
Imagine seeing it through her eyes. Imagine it as I do. Every night, the 
same. The small triangle of gritty pavement separated from the sidewalk 
by a narrow curving tum lane. A big backlit plastic Coca-Cola sign in the 
middle, a traffic light everyone ignores. Red , green, yellow, red and 
always a tide of people turning from Cach Mang Thang Tam onto Nguyen 
Thi Minh Kai Street-people, Vietnamese and foreigners, on motorbikes, 
peddling bicycles, riding in cyclos. People in taxis . Imagine standing for 
hours with Hoa or Ngan or one of the other girls, waving and calling out 
to men who troll by on Hondas. Consider the young men , the old men, the 
flirting and the bargaining . The mini-hotel with lumpy mattresses and 
cold water for showering. 

Understand that it's the same almost every night. But tonight is 
Saturday , and on Saturday he comes for her. 

It's past nine . Maybe Phuong's stomach growls like some kind of 
caged animal. She hasn't eaten dinner , but she won't leave. Perhaps she 
doesn't want to miss him, doesn't want him to think she' s left with anoth
er man, so she stands on the dirty pavement in front of the Coca-Cola 
sign. The thought of him taking some other woman to his house in Thu 
Due, on the other side of the Saigon River, is something she can't allow 
into her mind. 

Phuong stares down Cach Mang Tang Tam Street and the traffic is a 
flood of faces rushing past her and into the chaos of Nguyen Thi Minh 
Khai. The smooth child-like faces of teenage boys racing past on small 
Japanese sport-bikes. The knotted brows of middle-aged women on tiny, 
fat Honda Chalys as the boys slice around them, their mufflers whining a 
high two-stroke note . Old men maneuvering rusted three-wheeled carts 
full of vegetables toward the open-air night market on the other side of the 
park , cyclo drivers perched high, squinting from the dark sweat pouring 
into their eyes, laboring to pedal whole families piled into the seat 
between the front wheels. All the faces are different yet all of them are the 
same to Phuong. The same in that none of them are his . 
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She looks at each one, waiting for that sudden jump of recognition, 
waiting for her heart to seize up in her chest when his Western features 
appear , waiting to hear the sound of his big, four-cylinder motorcycle 
blasting up the street. Instead she hears her roommate, Hoa, and the two 
new girls, on the other side of the sign, calling out to men, "You, you . 
Where are you going?" 

Across the tum lane lies the wide, French-built sidewalk and beyond 
that the crumbling, ochre-yellow north wall of Dom Sen Park. An old 
Communist Party mural shows a group of well-groomed schoolchildren in 
blue and white uniforms and red kerchiefs clamoring around their ao-dai 
clad teacher. White accents on the children's faces represent a pale light 
shining from somewhere behind the teacher and the lettering beneath the 
scene, in faded red and yellow, reads: 

Education-Enlightening the Future of Viet Nam. 
Phuong turns away from the mural and sees two young men have 

stopped . They wear expensive pants, stiff white dress shirts, and polished 
leather shoes . Astride their Honda Dreams, they talk to the new girls. Hoa 
helps with the bargaining . A price is agreed upon, the girls climb onto the 
backs of the bikes, and the young men, smiling, pull back into traffic . 
Binh has been reclining near the wall on his stripped-down Honda Cub. 
Now he signals one of his men who shuffles his feet into the plastic slip
pers on the pavement in front of him, pulls his red baseball cap down 
firmly on his head, kicks his bike to life . He follows the girls on the 
Dreams to make sure they get paid . 

Hoa, wearing a short denim skirt that Phuong loaned her while they 
were preparing for work, walks around the sign, barely keeping her bal
ance atop black, high-heeled shoes. 

Picture the upstairs room they share far from the city center. A tall 
narrow building near the end of a rutted street deep in the rough and 
crumbling neighborhoods of District 4, south of a small tributary of the 
Saigon River-a body of thick water sluggish with sewage and trash . 
Imagine the women trading clothes, applying makeup in a cracked mirror 
screwed to the wall. Notice the lack of glass in the windows, the wet 
smell of the river, the cinder-block walls peeling water-stained, aquama
rine paint. Hoa's baby on the tile floor eating cold, lumpy rice with his 
hands and Phuong choosing the dress she wears tonight, this dress that he 
likes. It's black with an open back and very short . Both women applying 
makeup to lighten their complexions, trying to create skin the shade of 
Thanh's. Little Thanh, who watches naked with rice stuck to his face. 

Phuong's stomach growls again. She continues to stare into the traffic. 
A group of young people on motorbikes-girls with their arms wrapped 
low around their boyfriends' waists and their chins on the boys' shoulders. 
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Hoa stands next to her and stares into the traffic too. "Maybe he won 't 
come this week. Maybe he's busy." 

A feeling in Phuong's stomach like flakes of dirt sinking to the bottom 
ofa washtub. "He'll come." 

Hoa takes a pack of 555s from her purse, lights two, and offers one to 
Phuong. 

"He always comes on Saturdays ." Phuong inhales, the smoke cleaner 
than the exhaust fumes and pollution of the street. 

Understand that the smoke soothes Phuong ' s stomach . She exhales 
toward the red-tinged clouds above her. This time of year , red clouds 
mean rain . He won't come in the rain . But before the rain; he ' ll come 
before the rain . 

A middle-aged Vietnamese man creeps past, smiling at Phuong and 
Hoa . Without meaning to, Phuong catches his eye. Maybe she feels angry 
with the man. Angry with him for not being the man she's waiting for. 
She scowls and sends him accelerating away. Hoa glares at Phuong who 
looks down at the pavement , feeling ashamed that she may have cost her 
friend a few hours work. 

"If you aren ' t working tonight, maybe you should go sit down. Have a 
coffee and let one of the other girls take your place." 

"I'm working ," Phuong replies and takes another pull from her 
cigarette. The faces in the traffic keep rushing toward her. Faces, traffic ; 
traffic, faces. 

Hoa caresses Phuong's bare shoulder and pulls the edge of the black 
dress back over her exposed bra strap. "You'll see him from the sidewalk 
ifhe comes ." 

She could sit down . Phuong looks across the tum lane at the little 
plastic tables, the cart under a greasy vinyl umbrella where old Bae sells 
cigarettes and coffee. Ngan and two others girls are crouched on small 
plastic stools around a table, playing cards. Yes, when he comes she'd be 
able to see him. 

The motorbikes swerve around Phuong as she wades through the traf
fic. The two girls sitting with Ngan, both wearing red, leave their card 
game to take Phuong's place . The girls, the clouds. Red; the rain will 
come soon . She goes to the cart-a small thing made of wood and 
Plexiglas with empty cigarette packs lined up inside as advertisement and 
orders a coffee and two, no, six, cigarettes. Con Meo brand. Bac's face is 
deeply wrinkled. She can no longer stand up straight. This makes her look 
like a tiny, dried shrimp. From her counterfeit Gucci bag with the stitch
ing just starting to come out, there , in the comer, Phuong takes a two
thousand dong note and gives it, with both hands, to Bae. 
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Imagine, as Phuong does some nights, what it must've been like dur
ing Bac's time. During the war with the French. Picture European soldiers 
wearing starched uniforms and smoking imported cigarettes . The side
walk cafes, Bae when she was young. When she was beautiful and tall. 
French bank notes and Dom Sen Park when it was new and the walls had 
not yet begun to crack and crumble in the humid air. And later, Americans 
with their hair cut short and close to their heads and their khaki ties 
tucked between their shirt buttons. All of them now dead or old and bent 
and shriveled with time. Decaying and losing their beauty bit by bit every year. 

Understand them waiting for some future life that would be better than 
what they had, only to find everything ground down by months and years. 
Everything shrunken, crumbled, fading. 

Phuong sits on the stool and straightens her short dress. Ngan, across 
from her, cuts cards . Bae shuffles over, bringing iced coffee in a tall glass 
and cigarettes on a small plastic plate . Maybe the coffee tastes cold and 
sweet and thick and Phuong tries to stop thinking about the past because, 
for some reason, the past always makes her feel sad and alone. 

"Are you still waiting for your American boyfriend?" Ngan asks, still 
cutting cards . 

"He's not my boyfriend," Phuong replies. 
"You are missing a lot of work waiting for him. Missing a lot of money." 
But what does Ngan know about how much money she makes from 

him? He pays two-hundred-thousand dong, much more than regular cus
tomers, and often he gives her something extra. Ten or twenty thousand. 

"You could marry him." Ngan smiles, still cutting cards. "It's easy. 
You only need to become pregnant. Pull him on top of you before he can 
put his little raincoat on." Ngan winks at her . "He's a man; he won't be 
able to stop until it's too late." 

Perhaps thoughts of his bed and the smell of the sheets find their way 
into her mind. Thoughts of how easy it would be. And maybe she thinks 
of little Thanh, Hoa's son. His father sometimes sends money. Hoa has a 
picture of him taped to the wall of their apartment. Tall and very blonde. 
Some day soon, he said before he left, he'd send for Hoa and Thanh, that 
they'd all live together in Sweden. Some day soon. Perhaps Hoa waits for 
his letters, races down the concrete stairs every day to meet the postman 
before he reaches the building . When a letter does arrive, she squeezes 
and feels the letters up and down hoping for something like an airline 
ticket. But he hasn't written or sent any money for six months. Hoa says 
this is because he's busy arranging visas and saving money for the tickets. 

Ngan lights one of the cigarettes from the plate. She takes a candle 
and a black vinyl pouch from her purse and invites Phuong to sit with her 
farther back in the darkness, in the alcove against the locked steel gate of 
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the park. From the pouch Ngan takes a small folded-over square of cello
phane and holds it up, trying to catch some streetlight through it. A piece 
of opium, round and flattened between the layers of cellophane . 
Translucent reddish-brown. 

Phuong thanks her but declines. She doesn't use opium. Anticipating 
her answer by a few seconds, Ngan is already carrying her stool, the can
dle, the pouch toward the rusty gate. As far back in the shadows as she 
can go. Bae places a battered metal teapot on the table in front of Phuong 
and returns to her cart. 

Understand that for some reason just seeing opium makes Phuong feel 
uneasy. Scared. 

Phuong watches from the table and Ngan lights the candle. Her face, 
illuminated in the warm red light, appears much older. Leaning over the 
flame with a spoon in her hand, Ngan looks like she's lighting some kind 
of incense, making a sacrifice to her ancestors or to the spirits that run 
wild in the countryside at night. Phuong ' s stomach growls again with 
nerves , but she can't stop watching. Ngan fills a dropper through a scrap 
of cotton. Phuong thinks about the hundreds of these scraps she's seen 
here, on the comer, and in her own neighborhood-dirty with tiny bits of 
straw and stone stuck to them. She wonders if the dirt is something inside 
the opium, strained out before injecting it into the body, or if it has col
lected on the cotton since it was tossed out onto the pavement. 

Maybe, when she was a young girl, Phuong's father told her he would 
kill her if he ever learned she was taking opium. Her father told her this 
late one night, his face close to hers, the smell of rice-wine heavy on his 
breath. Her father often drank wine, purchased in small plastic bottles for 
just a few hundred dong, with his friends after spending the day in the rice 
fields back home in Tay Ninh province. He was always dirty from the 
paddies-dirt under his fingernails, in the creases of his face. Even after 
his bath. It seemed the dirt was always with him. Perhaps she often thinks 
of her father, his face dark from the sun and the dirt. The smell of wine 
and him saying he would not let her dishonor the family. 

But back then, in the village, she knew nothing about opium. All she 
thought about was music. She loved to sing and had always dreamed of 
becoming a singer. But not a pop singer like girls in the city dream of. 
Phuong wanted to sing traditional songs. Slow songs with the rising and 
falling vowels of the Vietnamese language flowing through them . 
Flowing like the streams that feed the rice paddies. 

Later , when she was a young woman, she sometimes sang at the vil
lage coffee shop. On Saturday nights while her father sat at home drinking 
in front of their small house with his friends-other men with dirt under 
their fingernails and soaked into their shirts. Men who lifted small cups of 
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wine to their lips and talked of being young and fighting the Americans . 
Grumbling about how, after Liberation Day when the North came, they 
had ended up with nothing but the same fields, the same rice, the same 
water buffalo . 

But I can only fashion a rough image of the Saturday nights in Tay 
Ninh with red clouds hanging over the coffee shop-nothing more than a 
dirt courtyard behind the People's Committee building in the center of 
town. Perhaps you can picture clearly her sister, just back from university 
in Da Lat, and her mother in the audience. Tiny lights strung from the 
branches of an ancient tree behind the rough wooden stage. Picture lights 
like stars, Phuong's boyfriend , Kiet , wearing the only good shirt he 
owned, which she'd ironed herself. Everyone listening as she sings. 
Everyone except her father. Listen to the songs of love lost forever and 
sadness at the start of the rainy season. Such a beautiful sadness. Imagine 
the old man accompanying her on a slightly out of tune guitar , people 
afterwards telling her she sang so sweetly. So innocently. 

But Phuong always knew her Tay Ninh accent would be a problem if 
she came to the city to sing. People expect traditional singers to have a 
perfect Hanoi accent and Phuong knew she sounded like the daughter of a 
rice farmer. 

Understand that she would never be able to sing at a big coffee shop 
in the city without taking voice lessons. 

Maybe she told her father, one night after retuning from the coffee 
shop, that she wanted to go to Hanoi for lessons. Perhaps this was a wish 
she'd kept deep inside herself for a long time. Something she hugged 
close and never let loose enough to tell anyone . Almost as if it were some
thing that, shared with someone else, might fly away and be gone forever. 

"What use would these lessons be for you?" Her father would ask, 
standing at the water jars behind the house with his face dripping wet. 
"How will these lessons help you take care of your parents in their old age?" 

Phuong had no answer for him. 
He spoke of the money that the family spent to send her sister to uni

versity so that she could make a good living as an accountant. About how 
she could now be a dutiful daughter when the time came. There was no 
money left, he explained as he splashed more water onto his face and over 
the back of his neck. 

Perhaps, only days before, Phuong had surrendered her virginity to 
her boyfriend, Kiet, late on a humid night near these same water jars . It 
was a short fumbling encounter in the dark after both had snuck out of 
their houses while their parents slept. The stars shined deep in the sky, 
and Phuong lay on the moist compact dirt with Kiet breathing into her 
shoulder. In, out. In, out. Maybe both of these things-Kiet and her 
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father- made her feel somehow far from everything in her village , from 
everyone around her. Yet it was also these two very different evenings 
near the water jars that made her journey to Saigon to work and save 
money for lessons, just two months after she'd spoken to her father, much 
more difficult. They, strangely , also made her choice to work for Binh 
much easier. 

Phuong drinks the last of the coffee . Her stomach feels better. The 
dark sugary liquid quiets the growling and gives her a full, satisfied feel
ing that everything will be fine tonight , that he'll come before the rain, 
that she'll end up in his large house , in his bed with the sweet , clean
smelling sheets. Ngan is bent over injecting herself in the ankle, her head 
nearly in the flame of the candle. 

She first met Binh and Hoa at the coffee shop near the river in District 1 
where she'd found a job only days after arriving by bus from Tay Ninh. It 
was a huge, beautiful, outdoor place with wrought iron tables and chairs 
filled every night with well-dressed couples-the men drinking imported 
Tiger beer or scotch, the women , iced coffee. Phuong worked as a wait
ress and constantly bothered the owner to let her sing on the stage that 
backed up to the edge of the river. She was putting back money to travel 
to Hanoi to find a proper voice teacher, but between paying for her life in 
Saigon and sending money home to help her family when the rice harvest 
was poor, she saved little. 

It was two days after she'd received word that her former boyfriend 
had married another girl and received a parcel of land as a wedding pre
sent-two days of crying whenever she wasn ' t busy with something that 
distracted her thoughts-that the owner of the coffee shop finally let her 
sing. But only once, he said. And only one song. 

Picture the view from the stage with the river behind her- the crowd 
huge before her, but only the faces in first rows of tables visible, the rest 
stretching back forever into the darkness. Stage lights shining back into 
her eyes; the feeling like she might become sick disappearing as soon as 
she started the one lone song allowed her. She sang an old song about a 
woman who drowned herself in the river to save her three sons from the 
Chinese . After the song, after the meager pockets of applause had died 
down, Phuong was filled with a painful desire to continue singing, to keep 
singing song after song until every one she knew was exhausted , to stay 
with the lights and faces, to avoid returning to customers who paid no 
more attention to her than one would pay to a water buffalo as it pulls a 
cart of rice. 

Binh and Hoa were the only customers to compliment her on her 
singing as she delivered a beer and a coffee to their table . Hoa told her 
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how beautiful she had looked on stage, and Binh invited her to a late din
ner after she finished work. 

Imagine the bowl of noodles, the excitement still jumping through her 
veins, the compliments that Binh and Hoa filled her with. Feel the sensa
tion that came over her-a feeling like she were someone else-as if she 
were speaking from a body that was not her own as she agreed to meet a 
man the following Saturday at the coffee shop. 

This first man was middle-aged and spoke with a Da Nang accent. He 
wore a dark blue suit that hung on him badly and waited for her, drinking 
Johnny Walker with ice. Picture exactly how, later, in a small hotel room, 
he took his pleasure quickly and efficiently and hardly looked at her or 
touched her. Feel the small twinge of pain she felt for just an instant and 
then the numbness that fell across her body and mind and remained for a 
long time. A numbness that still hasn't completely left her. 

Understand that it was over before she had a chance to really think 
about what was happening. That afterward it all seemed so easy. With her 
portion of the fee he left on his way out the door, she bought high-heeled 
shoes and perfume in a bottle that looked just like Chanel. The rest she 
put back for her lessons. 

Each time was easier, and the money she made was so much more 
than her salary as a waitress that she hardly cared when her boss discov
ered what she was doing and fired her, sending her away from the coffee 
shop under a shower of filthy names and curses. The next day she moved 
in with Hoa and was working here, on the comer. But still she could never 
save much toward her lessons in Hanoi . Instead she bought clothes, sent 
more money home, and helped Hoa pay for the doctor when little Thanh 
became sick. 

Perhaps she felt, sometimes in the early morning, after all the men had 
disappeared from the street and her work for the night was through, that 
her dream, the dream she had held so tightly to herself through her entire 
life, was slipping farther and farther away . 

After a few minutes, Ngan returns to the table. She says nothing, but 
her face is slow and dreamy and her expression almost that of someone in 
love, someone who's found a person she thought gone forever. She looks 
straight past Phuong as if she's no longer there, looks to something out in 
the street or up in the red clouds . Her eyes say that she is somewhere else. 

Phuong pours tea into her glass and suddenly hears a loud engine rac
ing toward the intersection . She stands and her stomach flutters. After the 
seconds stretching out like hours during which she tries to get her legs 
moving toward the traffic island, she realizes it is only a taxi with a bad 
muffler racing up Cach Mang Thang Tam. It's not a large motorbike. Not him. 
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Look inside her mind as Phuong replays the night , six , no, seven 
weeks ago when he pulled up for the first time on his motorcycle. Bigger 
and louder than she had ever seen or heard . She was wearing this same 
dress with the low-cut back. She waved to him and, as he pulled to a stop 
in the turn lane, she saw how handsome he was. Like a movie star- hair 
almost blonde and with a high straight nose. He wore a strange brightly 
colored shirt and spoke Vietnamese with an accent-an accent she 
assumed was , like the shirt , something unique to Americans . Above 
everything else , she found herself intrigued by the soft-looking blonde 
hairs on his arm; she had to keep herself from the desire to reach out and 
touch them to see if they were real. 

The other girls looked envious as she pulled herself up onto that bike 
sideways behind him. He told her how beautiful she was in the dress, and 
she was so excited by the whole thing-him, his words-that she forgot 
to even set a price . With her arms wrapped low around his waste squeez 
ing him tightly, they swerved through traffic down Nguyen Thi Min Khai. 
He accelerated through the gaps in traffic, and it wasn't until they had 
crossed the Saigon Bridge that she noticed they'd lost Binh's man on his 
much smaller bike. 

Every Saturday since then has been the same-the sound of the bike, 
the ride, the house on the other side of the river. Except when it rains. He 
doesn't come when it rains. Binh has even become used to the routine, not 
even trying to send anyone to follow them. There ' s never any need for 
that. He always pays because he's a good man. Always holding the big 
glass door to his house open for her. 

Perhaps Phuong remembers the feeling that first night when she saw 
his house. It may have been the largest house she'd ever seen. The walls 
and floors shining clean and white . The marble staircase in the comer spi
raling up to the bedroom. Maybe she sat on the black vinyl couch against 
the far wall and thought about how lonely he must be living in this house 
all by himself, about how badly he must have needed someone to help fill 
so much empty space. 

They went upstairs and sat on his bed and talked . It was the longest 
she'd ever talked to a customer. But it was nice-the bed sheets soft and 
fragrant like some kind of flower. 

"Tell me about your life," he asked in his strangely accented Vietnamese. 
He reclined on the bed, holding himself up on one elbow and she told 

him about Tay Ninh and her family and the coffee shop where she'd 
worked. About how at home they believed she was still working as a 
waitress . But she said nothing about her singing or about Hanoi. She'd 
wanted to many times since then, but it always felt, like it had all her life, 
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that this dream was something hard to reveal, something that she needed 
to keep inside herself. 

The wind is picking up and blows Phuong's hair into her face as she 
sits down again on the plastic stool. Tonight, she says to herself and takes 
a drink of tea. Tonight she will tell him about singing and about Hanoi 
and he'll help her; he'll give her money for voice lessons. She feels 
they're close now, and he is a good man. A good man helps those he's 
close to . At least that's how it is in Vietnam. It must be the same for 
Americans. It must be. 

Feel her certainty as she decides he will come. He'll come before the 
rain and she will tell him . It's a feeling that calms her. It settles down 
through her from the very crown of her head, down through her shoulders, 
and through her empty stomach all the way to the soles of her feet. It's a 
feeling that is somehow necessary for her. 

She lights another cigarette and thinks about how it is when they make 
love-much slower and gentler than any of the teenagers or middle-aged 
men she goes with . About the slender words, both English and 
Vietmanese, that slip easily from his lips. Words no one, not even Kiet 
that night by the water jugs, has ever said to her. Words of love and lone
liness and beauty . Words she would never want to hear from any other 
customer. But he's different. 

After they finish, she goes to shower. Perhaps his bathroom alone is 
larger than the room Hoa, Thanh, and she share far away in District 4. A 
real bathtub and hot water from the shower that makes her feel that she's 
somehow melting right there and swirling down the drain. Maybe that 
feeling, the hot water drumming against her skin, is a wonderful, sweet 
feeling that she never wants to end. 

Sometimes she goes downstairs wrapped in one of the huge warm 
towels and makes tea that they drink in bed while talking about every
thing in the world . For long stretches of time she almost forgets she's 
working . It becomes, there in that bed with the tea and the sheets and the 
towel, some different world where Hoa and Binh and Ngan and the rest of the 
girls don't exist. Other times they lie side by side after her shower and the 
only sound is the humming air-conditioner. She always wants to stay, wants 
the world to stop and leave the two of them there together with the warmth of 
the shower still clinging to her skin, and the cool of the air conditioner. 

Understand that he never lets her stay. That every week is the same. 
He takes her back to the comer just before daylight, the park only a few 
minutes from opening its gates. 

But last Sunday morning was different. They arrived late and the park 
was already open. Parents were taking their children through the gates to 
stroll beneath the trees, Binh and his people were already gone, and Bac's 
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granddaughter had taken over the cart for the day and was serving coffee 
to three policemen in green uniforms sitting around a small plastic table . 
His face was blank and cold when she asked for a ride, Phuong remem
bers, but he took her because he's a good man and a good man doesn't 
make a girl go home by cyclo . 

Imagine how, on the way home last week , she hoped he'd accept her 
invitation to stay for coffee and noodles. How, in her mind, she saw him 
sharing breakfast with her and Thanh and Hoa, all sitting on the floor 
together, like some kind of family having a morning meal. Phuong hold
ing Thanh and feeding him broth. Hoa sitting on the hard wooden bed in 
the rear of the room. Picture, as Phuong does, him smiling, sitting cross
legged, chopsticks in his hand. Consider this scene that hovered in her 
thoughts as he drove her south through the city, across the small bridge, 
and into District 4. 

But he didn't stay. He dropped her off and left. Phuong wondered if 
perhaps he felt bad about the shabby apartment buildings, the gravel road. 
Maybe it was the trash along the streets in her neighborhood. Perhaps the 
smell of the thick rancid water. She knew with certainty only that he 
turned his bike around neatly and efficiently and disappeared up the thin, 
rough road. 

Hoa was asleep and the old woman from downstairs who watched 
Thanh during the night had already left when Phuong came through the 
door. Thanh sat on the bed next to his mother. He giggled and drooled and 
held up a wooden spoon he 'd been playing with . Phuong took the spoon 
away from him, scooped him up with her other arm and held him there on 
her hip, gently bouncing him next to her. He reached again and again for 
her other hand, saying, "Spoon, spoon, spoon." 

But Phuong was easily able to keep it just out of his reach . She put the 
spoon down on the bed and bounced Thanh and thought about what it 
might be like to have a child of her own. A boy with Thanh's light skin 
and hair and chubby arms. 

Ngan lights another cigarette and goes back to slapping cards into her 
hand, cutting and re-cutting the deck, and Phuong thinks about what she 
said earlier. Last week, she could've pulled him onto her. Perhaps she 
could've become pregnant. Then he would have to take her with him back 
to America . Because he is a good man. And they'd live together in a city 
with blue skies and clean streets . She pictures a city with snow on the 
ground, like the pictures of America she's seen in magazines and on TV. 
Snow and clean streets. And the sky. 

She remembers last week taking Thanh for his bath while Hoa slept. 
Maybe Sunday mornings it has become Phuong's job to bathe the little 
boy. Every week she takes a plastic tub and a dipper and goes into the 
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narrow street, draws water from the rusty public spigot in front of the 
building, the only spigot they have, filling the plastic tub . Perhaps every 
week she pours the water over Thanh while he stands in the tub . 
Sometimes he stamps his feet against the cold water and cries. But 
Phuong's singing always soothes him. 

Perhaps last Sunday she sang an old song. One her mother had sung to 
her when she was a child . Phuong started singing softly, and Thanh's 
tears were replaced by the open-mouthed wonder that only the very young 
can experience . She soaped his fine light hair and sang a little louder, the 
words becoming clearer. Thanh smiled and giggled and let Phuong wash 
his face and his tiny body as she sang to him. The sun would have been 
just above the horizon on the other side of the black water behind the 
building and maybe Thanh reached out to touch her lips as she sang as if 
he were trying to capture the words . He laughed and didn't care that 
Phuong sang with a Tay Ninh accent. He didn't care that it was a tradi
tional song many generations old. He didn't know it was a song about 
sadness during the rainy season. About love that is lost forever. 

Picture the first dark raindrops hitting Phuong's glass of tea on the 
table in front of her, the one cigarette remaining on the small plate, her 
forearm, the back of her neck. Listen to the song still reverberating deep 
inside Phuong, the notes still being sung in her head . Imagine, as Phuong 
does, that she's still singing for Thanh, still rinsing hirn with the plastic 
dipper. Remember the way he reaches and wraps his arms around her 
neck to be lifted out when his bath is done. 

Maybe the sky is no longer red, but dark, nearly black. The rain comes 
harder and perhaps Phuong continues to sing to herself, inside her own 
mind, as she, Binh, Hoa, Ngan, and the rest of the girls crowd under the 
large umbrella covering Bae' s coffee cart. The words of the last verse still 
ring out in her head as the traffic thins and then disappears, dwindling to 
only a few soaked cyclo drivers and taxis with their windshield wipers 
slapping back and forth. 

Look at it all through her eyes; listen from inside her. Create a life for 
her and experience it as if her mind is yours. Enter into her because I 
can't. I cannot enter her body except in the crudest fashion . I can't enter 
her heart and truly feel what Thanh's weight on her hip means as she 
climbs the stairs to her apartment on a Sunday morning. I cannot under
stand how the song in her head is all she has. I can't feel the silent musty 
closeness of bodies under the umbrella or the numbness that obscures the 
meaning of rain on a Saturday night. I can ' t see clearly the sky growing 
darker or hear the rain rising to a cold splashing crescendo all around her. 
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MELISA CAHNMANN-TAYLOR 

A Taste of War 
June, 2006 

We watch the World Cup in Bozica's village-Croatia down 
1-0. Red and white checkered hats droop because, as her cousin 

groaned, this country deserves a tie. We devour links of pork, 
mounds of fried lamb with bread. The civil war started on this border. 

Fifteen years later men crowd around outdoor television sets 
while women in church courtyards dance. After the war we work 

for Red Cross. Serbs, Croats, everyone. We have to work. 
There is much anger. Bozica smokes like a movie star. I want her 

to tell my new husband and me what she learned when forced to flee 
a burning house. I only know about missed ferries and burnt 

toast. I'd paid to see museum photographs, fifty kuna to walk 
the ancient port city's fortress, shoot pictures where arrows 

pierced Turks. Now windows open onto barefoot boys 
playing soccer, cherry gelato for sale. We drove to this border 

to hike Croatia's parks, lodge where grasses and small 
trees recovered, but what do the old women remember, selling 

spheres of cheese, honey, strudel? Pines can't help but grow back. 
So good, the Red Cross took care of them : murderers, mothers, all. 

Abundance of lavender, fish, ache. Our hostess offers brandy 
and lessons in good-bye , the syrup so sweet I can hardly taste it. 
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Two Moons over Tel Aviv 

I have special glasses, he says. 
I can see two moons. 

They walk the tideline and can't see the medusas, 
though they're there . Vaseline jellyfish bodies 
spread like hubcaps on cold sand, washed up 
with condoms and plastic Israeli flags. 

He's an ill-fit for her heart caught like a shoe 
in the deep brown pocket sand makes 
when water draws out to sea. 

They walk hand-in-hand anyhow, as if the sweepers had come 
and the beach were new and all the earth and sky 
could begin again, swept of doll parts , 
broken glass . 

A fat crescent splits into a thin double. 
They have two moons. He's given one to her. 
It comes on a small wave when her back turns, 
pushes her toward shore. 



1971 Traveler's Guide to Jewish 
Landmarks of Europe 1 

A women's ritual bath addressed at the ghetto ' s edge on Judenbadgasse 
(Jews' Bath Street) survived because stones stepped underground to 
dressing rooms and pool. Women humidified Dubrovnik sinuses. What a 
big nose you have! remarked the old Hungarian in Budapest near the stat
ue of the great Baron who freed Jews in 1867 to smell anything they 
wanted. Rhinoplasty hadn't been invented, and enemies had already 
stolen baskets of heirlooms. Visitors jubilate the living nose in Wiirzburg 
on Anne Frankstrasse where the famed Dutch-Jewish diarist didn't hide 
hers (that bump, illuminating Judaism's central core) in the attic . Still, 
today, whole families relax when one's numbed, unable to feel pain when 
incisions are made-only afterward: swelling, bruising around the eyes, 
umecognizable . Traveling for pleasure's a recent phenomenon for the Jew 
whose midline projections depict a war theme, recalling heroes , libraries, 
birthplaces, graves. 
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Dead Sea Vacation 

They say to be careful 
with preformed beings who cook 

in hot water, better to wait 
until pieces of finger and eye 

mix with melon in market 
explosions . Pregnant, she rides buses, 

opens satchels to girls in fatigues 
carrying AK-47s. Blame it 

on the Jews. Those Jews, the Jewish artist says, 
the one who broke bread with the most hard-boiled 

enemies . Does the woman's fetus 
know the heat he steps into? Humans, 

the only creatures to adapt to salt 
and death, float like corks on holiday . 

A mother of five from the Lebanese border 
labored leg after leg to the salty pool: 

You never get used to it, nu? 



Kuo 's First Attempt 

So nervous I almost forget key 
to my boyfriend car. He know best 
way to get there on Chinese 

time: early. Wait room still full, at least 
10 American in line at DDS. 
I so nervous, I almost forget key 

on plastic chair. My boyfriend tease 
me, say I forget right from left 
way, urge me think in Chinese 

all steps before say hello to White Lady. 
She famous on immigrant blog, detest 
foreigners. I so nervous, forget tum key 

for ignition. I look boyfriend way, freeze 
when she say blinker or braker, I make guess 
to move. Boyfriend in backseat whisper Chinese 

word. You fail! she say. You learn for speak 
English first! She not even give chance to pass 
test. So nervous, I almost forget key 
rule on U.S. road: don't speak Chinese. 
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Undocumented Youth March 
for In-State Tuition2 

You didn't bathe in our hospital registration lights or nurse in our fluoride 
waters. 

You, whose refrigerated parents slit our chickens' wings, trim our dirtiest 
windows, wipe our snottiest children, deliver our cheap muffins and 
exclusive auto parts, 

You, we pronounce, do not deserve to study here. 

You who've learned to speak "our" language, you who believed our 
gospel of Standardized Test. 

You've won! Good Citizen Award in third grade; Attendance Award, fifth 
grade; Leadership Award, tenth grade. 

You who didn't drop out or dope up or unleash the tiger of anger; 

You who didn't let prejudice's anvil crush your brown heart or "anchor 
baby" sink your forward motion cargo; 

You skipped a senior day in high school to march at this institution which 
banishes you from its arches, not for who you are but for who you are not. 

You whose anthems remind us that todos so mos immigrantes, you already 
know this isn't about you, 

but how we've over-drafted, 

how our weapons need both bullets and targets, 

and how we're afraid-that you 

full speed ahead, without papers or license, may accidentally forget to stop. 
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Dragon Fruit 
Among the milder cousins' familiar suits
bananas sewn in yellow or packaged plastic 
bags of Bartlett pears-lay these fresh recruits 

from faraway lands. Hot pink, fantastic 
leathery skins. Like mail order brides just landed, 
they surprise : exposed yet overdressed , drastic 

difference in taste and tint, stranded 
and browning alongside small baskets 
of spikey haired rambutan, lychee, five-handed 

star fruit. This daring, misplaced mascot 
of beauty might be savored in Thailand 
or closer in Mexican mercados , bought 

for its black-dotted, mildly sweet flesh. "Pitaya," 
Yucatan whisper turned alien traveler , grocery 
oddity . Better a navel orange, Walmart shoppers 

think, passing this exotic court . Such royalty 
a small child notices , perched like a quetzal 
at the shopping cart's front. Mommy, Mommy, 

I want THAT one! The spikey pink turtle! 
Mother 's distracted , selects a Liberty apple. 

Notes 

1 J 971 Traveler 's Guide to Jewish Landmarks of Europe by Bernard Postal 
and Samuel H. Abramson 

2"Undocumented Youth March For In-State Tuition ." March 2012 . The 
Georgia State Senate voted to ban undocumented immigrant students from all 
public universities . Undocumented students from Georgia were already barred 
from the state's five most competitive schools and were required to pay out-of
state tuition at other state schools. 
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KATHLEEN DE AZEVEDO 

Shifting Sands of Beauty 

The white sand dunes rise into spectacular drifts and flatten into stretches 
where the wind has blown a layer of brown sand on top, creating two-tone 
patterns of scallops and striations. These dunes along the northern coast
line of Brazil lounge like hips on the great bed of Parque Nacional dos 
Lern;:6is Maranhenses; the name "lenr;6is" in Portuguese means "sheets." 
This national park is located in the northern state of Maranhao , situated 
between the mouth of the Amazon to the west and the arid sertao to the 
east. Nestled among the dunes are clear pools of trapped fresh water. 
These pools can be small ponds or meandering lakes that, during the rainy 
season, sometimes flow into the ocean . The stark sandy banks drop into 
the water which can be crystal blue or grey depending on the color of the 
sky. The wind flicks up small fans of sand and wave after wave of shim
mering white rolls off into the distance, open for exploration. 

A beautiful landscape can be the object of desire, but everyone wants 
something different, as if the landscape could fulfill unspoken needs and 
expectations. In Brazil, this is especially true. A swath of pau -brasil trees 
can yield wood to make furniture and ceiling beams or the creamy sweet 
body ofmy husband's classical guitar. Those migrating from the drought
ridden countryside to the city may see the lovely hills overlooking the bay 
of Rio but only as a place to start their lives over, even if it means living 
in a slum surrounded by unspeakable violence and poverty. Others may 
look at the ocean but see potential offshore oil fields or clusters of condos. 
And still others want the land to remain completely untainted by humans. 
In other words, everyone wants the landscape for themselves in some 
way. I went to the dunes of Len96is to experience pure beauty, but I had 
no idea how complicated and unsettling the search could be. 

My journey starts in the nearby town of Barreirinhas, a community 
tom between being a tourist destination (with an inexplicably large luxury 
hotel) and being its more relaxed Brazilian self. The few cars that manage 
to drive the streets, bounce up and down over pot holes as the only pave
ment is along the block of restaurants on the banks of the Rio Pregui9a. 
There is one short stretch of store fronts, and from the street I can hear a 
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baby girl wailing from a drugstore as she gets her ears pierced . The small 
scattered houses hide behind bushes of wild bougainvillea and drying 
laundry on wire fences . One tourist from Sao Paulo relates the obvious to 
rne: "This town is falling to pieces." Because I arn both American and 
Brazilian, I want to defend that which is undeveloped and say there is 
something precious in its disarray, but I wonder ifl would have the patience 
to live in Barreirinhas once the feeling of adventure had taken its course. 

My father always felt at home in the backwoods. But even he saw two 
sides to nature: one which is admired, and one which is used. Before I 
was born, rny American father came to Brazil as part of the Inter
American Geodetic Survey, a program in partnership with the U.S. mili
tary and Brazilian government which sought to create maps of remote 
parts of Latin America, principally to spur economic development. At that 
time, most of Brazil's major highways hugged the Atlantic coast, as now. 
The maps he created enabled a boom of road construction which opened 
Brazil to the world, for better or worse. One result of these maps is that 
Brazil now has extensive roads cutting east to west. Interstates BR-324 
and BR-407, corning from Salvador, has turned Juazeiro, a small poverty
stricken town along the Sao Francisco River, into one of the major wine
growing areas in Brazil. But on the other hand, deforesting the Amazon, 
became a lot easier with dependable roads. Some of these roads no doubt 
started with the whisk of rny father's pencil on his compass and with his 
love for the outdoors. He was a city boy, and I can imagine any wilder
ness to hirn was exotic, even more so Brazil where half the country was 
still, at that time, uncharted territory. 

When the French colonized the Maranhense coast in 1612, no doubt 
they admired the long northern coastline of dunes and tropical wetlands . 
They held onto what is now the state of Maranhao for a mere three years, 
long enough to name the state's capital Sao Luis after the patron saint of 
France. Perhaps once the French captured their territory, they became too 
overwhelmed by its size to aggressively hold onto it. Perhaps the land did 
not present an obvious usefulness, and so, Lern;6is, like the powdery 
white sand of the dunes, slipped through their fingers and into the hands 
of the Portuguese. According to legend, King Dorn Sebastiao of Portugal 
ditched the Crusades in Europe and fled to these coastal dunes with a 
shipload of treasure which he looted while fighting the Moors in the battle 
of Alcacer Quibir. After his boat ran aground, he took his treasure and 
built a palace under the sea. It is believed that once in a while he emerges 
onto shore, disguised as a black bull with a star in the middle of his fore
head. For Dorn Sebastiao, the dunes were not so much a place of beauty, 
nor an opportunity to contemplate existential nothingness, but became a 
place where he literally (though mythologically) "reinvented" himself . 
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Brazilian film maker Andrucha Waddington uses the Lern;6is dunes as 
a metaphor for shifting desire in her film The House of Sand. When I first 
saw the film and its opening scene where the camera pans over the mean
dering lakes bleeding into the ocean, I instantly fell in love with the 
breathtaking starkness of the landscape. The movie is about a crazed 
patriarch who has brought his wife and mother-in-law to land he pur
chased along the coast, only to find he has bought himself "a wasteland ." 
The settlers who have joined him see his folly and abandon his foolish 
expedition . After a freak accident which kills the patriarch, the two 
women are left to fend for themselves and in doing so, form an alliance 
with a community of fugitive slaves. The women at first seem to drown in 
the isolation. They are almost rescued by a lively band of scientists com
ing to the dunes to create a map of the stars during an eclipse. However, 
the women's small hut is so hidden among the drifts, the scientists cannot 
find them and leave behind the women to a map-less existence. 
Eventually the dunes become all they know. 

A popular way to see the dunes is on a quadricycle . My husband and I 
decide to take such a tour, not yet aware of how these muscular machines 
tear up the landscape . One of our guides, a slender young man in bright 
shorts and a T-shirt, strolls over to show us how to work the machine, and 
when the motor kicks in, his shudder of delight reminds me of my brother 
fixing motorcycles in his man-heaven of grease and noise. Our group con
sists of three Brazilian couples, each couple riding their own quadricycle, 
and two guides each with his own quad. At first, I think "Thank God, 
maybe we are one of the few who trickle into the park from time to time." 
Later in the day, I see several tour groups of about twenty people each, 
and I realize we are part of a mob. However, we want to see the dunes 
from the middle of it all, to drop down into the heart of the space. We 
hope there is enough space to spare. 

For the first hour, the six quads jostle along a rugged dirt path, some 
gouges so deep the machines drive at a slant. Water coming from the 
nearby river and wetlands floods the trails, making large pools where the 
clumsy buggies rip big circles on the outer edges to dodge underwater 
potholes. The warm water washing up over our knees is so oily from the 
hundreds of engines that trek through here, I could be swimming through 
petroleum. When we arrive at a river, we put our quadricycles onto an 
orange barge that also smells of gasoline. As the barge pulls away, a rain
bow slick laps the trunks of the nubbly camauba palm trees growing a 
small distance from the riverbank. 

Once we arrive at the dunes, we take off along stretches of wind
carved ridges which sometimes dip so sharply I can almost feel my quad 
preparing for a flip. Fine white grains of sand stick to my skin like sugar. 
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We stop at clear ponds to swim and marvel at how deceptively deep the 
water is. My refracted feet float way above the bottom like a pair of pale 
dead fish. Our movements become tiny in the middle of nowhere. One 
woman holds up her batik wrap to the wind like a large sail. One of our 
guides perches on top of his quadricycle with his feet resting on the seat, 
waiting for us to finish . His bright red shorts and dark brown legs function 
like a "you are here" arrow in such whiteness . One man's muted laughter 
sounds like a child as he log-rolls down the dunes into the water. Two 
older women in bikinis, their bronzed stomachs crinkling into folds, talk 
about their lives in Sao Paulo, reducing the megacity into an anecdote . 
Our cameras swallow the landscape with tiny clicks. 

At one point , we stop near a small waterfall. I swim through the cur
tain of water that spills from a small ledge above and noisily clatters on 
the rocks below , but once I pull behind the falls, everything is oddly quiet. 
I feel my yellow scrunchy tear from my hair and tumble quickly down
stream like a small flower. Voices on the outside of the falls seem far off. 
Yet for all its remoteness, the faint smell of gasoline lingers on my skin. 

When I visit places like this, part of me wants to be as astonished as 
the first explorer. I think I am like my father in this regard. When my 
father went to Brazil to work, he married my mother, a woman from Rio. 
He talked about riding old buses into the interior where he sat among 
babies, goats, and cages of chickens. He described places so isolated , chil
dren had never seen a helicopter. Yet years later, when he moved his fam
ily to the Sierra mountains of California, we didn't leave for fourteen 
years . By then , adventure had exhausted him. Our lone house was at the 
end of a narrow wooded road where the loudest noise came from the 
creek rushing by our bedroom. Beyond our windows was a bird's -eye 
path to Yosemite. In spite of the beauty which even today draws hundreds 
to the mountains every year, I could hardly wait to leave. At that time, I 
thought if I could escape the trees, I could be free. I was no longer aston
ished. I was bored by the isolation and longed to be in a different place . 

The lighthouse at Mandacaru , a town at the edge of Len<;:6is 
Maranhenses, has an eye open to the sea. The radio station connects its 
residents with each other, broadcasting everything from deaths of commu
nity members to news of the world. On the porch of one small house, a 
woman washes laundry by hand, the tap water running furiously as she 
scrubs and dumps wet clothes into different buckets. The awning above 
her sags with the weight of two satellite dishes . Fish brought in from 
small boats are cleaned and salted and laid out on the pier to dry. A clus
ter of barracas sells jewelry made from artificial shells all the same size 
as if one could be fooled that sea creatures grow so symmetrically. I do 
not know whether these people appreciate their landscape . But there 
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seems to be a restlessness about it, or at least, a need to reach beyond such 
solitude. The dunes are for the tourists, she might think. She probably 
wants to hear what the rest of the world is up to, even ifit is less "beautiful." 

We take a taxi from Lern;6is back to Sao Luis, Maranhao's capital, 
and the route is beautiful, at least to me. The houses alongside the road 
are shaded by palms, some houses with a cluster or two of banana trees in 
their backyards. In front of some houses, women sit beside card tables 
piled with sweets for sale. They lean back, leisurely stretch out their feet 
nestled in rubber flip-flops and watch their children play. What is strange 
in this setting, however, is that in some places, its citizens have cut nar
row trenches across the asphalt road and stuck branches into the broken 
gashes. A man on a horse with a red flag also patrols the gouges to warn 
motorists. I ask our driver the reason for such meticulous damage to the 
roads. He told me that it was a way citizens could attract attention to their 
"compromised" infrastructure. The logic is that if an accident happens on 
the road, a TV crew will come to capture the drama for the nightly news 
and in the process, report on the ills afflicting the town. At one point, the 
taxi stops as a herdsman pushes his zebu cattle down the road. Seeing the 
road crowded with rumbling hooves and U-shaped horns, our driver 
throws up his hands, "Look at that! Look at that!" crying in dismay at his 
people's unapologetic "backwardness." 

It seems like everyone has ambivalent feelings about the land they 
populate. I remember from our quadricycle trek a woman and her daugh
ter selling manioc pancakes by the river, working at a butane stove under 
a small shelter. The mother threw some manioc flour in a small pan and 
stirred it with her fingers until she formed a pancake while her small 
daughter finished the task with a sprinkle of cheese or coconut. The 

woman must have noticed her kitchen smelling like gasoline but knew her 
livelihood came from the tourists on quadricycles slipping in and out of 
the oily river and so accepted-perhaps begrudgingly-the discomfort of 
doing business. Though I experienced a rush of adventure the dunes so 
generously afford, I could see the high cost of my presence. 

The solitude of the landscape, one lone figure on a dune looking out in 
the distance, a scattering of bleached bird bones in a whirl of sand, a clus
ter of goats chewing on grass growing from a reddish algae colored pool, 
all these took my breath away. Yet footprints wandering up the drifts and 
down to the pools are indicative of how restless we are, even in the face 
of beauty, searching for the one place that will finally offer us contentment. 
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THEA JOHNSON 

Ecua-vias 
Amid stories about tropical vacations taken and political views aired, my 
Facebook mini-feed recently informed me in real-time speed that Jorge, 
my ex-boyfriend, was in a relationship with a dark-eyed beauty named 
Ximena. It was perhaps the first time I had ever felt a wave of warmth 
come over me at the thought of an ex-boyfriend finding love again. Even 
with the exes I still admire and like, which is nearly all of them, I find it 
hard to be completely joyous about their new coupledom . Not with Jorge. 

A decade ago (before Facebook), there was Jorge. Jorge was a stun
ning young man of nineteen when I met him. He had amazing cheekbone 
structure and long, sinewy arms. He had perfect skin and teeth, though 
I'm pretty sure he rarely washed or brushed. 

I met him when I spent the summer volunteering on the Galapagos 
Islands in Ecuador before my senior year of college. I was teaching at a 
local public school. He was home from the capital, where he studied, to 
visit his family. Our first kiss was after a night of Bingo Bailable (if you 
can imagine mixing bingo and dancing-and apparently the people of 
Ecuador have no trouble doing so-that is Bingo Bailable) . We danced. 
We won a set of saucepans. He asked me, immediately after that, to be his 
girlfriend. I giggled and then agreed, also immediately . He was gorgeous 
and romantic, but also very thoughtful and smart. We fell in love, the way 
you do on a beautiful island when you're twenty-years old and absolutely 
everything-the sounds of trash being collected in the morning-can 
become romantic . 

When I returned to begin my senior year at college, we stayed in 
touch via weekly e-mails. I went back to Ecuador to see him twice . He 
tried to come to the United States, but visas were expensive and the 
United States government wasn't then, nor is it now, in the habit of giving 
visas to unemployed , twenty-something South American men . So, after 
two years of long-distance, I decided to apply for jobs in Quito. 

Perhaps sensing that the relationship was on its way out the door, I 
didn't discuss my grand plan with him. In fact, when I received an accep
tance letter from the American School of Quito, offering me a position as 
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an 8th-grade English and social studies teacher , I took it-also without 
discussing it with him. 

When I received an e-mail from Jorge breaking up with me, just two 
weeks after signing my two-year contract to move my world to Ecuador 
so that I could be a part of his world, I swallowed hard. He wrote that he 
loved me but had come to realize our worlds were too different-the 
Jewish, ambitious, do-gooder from Manhattan and the Catholic artist from 
the Galapagos Islands with no money and no hope of making any. He was 
sorry, he wrote. But this wouldn't work. Reading the e-mail, I remained 
oddly calm. I knew how much we loved each other , and all he needed was 
to remember what it was like when we were together (the deranged quali
ty of my thought process at that point was particularly impressive). I was 
perfectly convinced it would work, and with a sort of steely confidence, I 
decided to honor my contract and move to Quito. 

Shockingly, that's not quite how it went. I arrived in Quito, my heart 
open to accept him, and was promptly informed that he actually meant the 
whole break-up "thing." Did he understand that I was living here now? 
For two years? He did. It didn't matter. He had made up his mind and 
decided on a life that didn't include me. It was my second week in Ecuador. 

In order to get my mind off Jorge during those first few months, I tried 
to throw myself into things that were completely ecuatoriano. I wanted
in those terrible , lonely moments-to connect not with people I knew, but 
with people I didn't know in the most expansive sense of the word. 
People who didn't speak my language . People who didn't move the way I 
moved. People who believed in different gods and superstitions. Old 
ladies selling he/ados, boys waiting to give a quarter shoe shine, families 
out for the day, young men peddling wares by hand or cart, nuns walking 
to pray. I once saw a man in Quito selling puppies in one hand and batter
ies in the other. Sometimes I deeply needed to see a man who made his 
living off the combined puppy-battery trade. I would take the Ecua-via, 
the trolley in Quito, down to nearly the last stop and from there wander 
around the wondrousness that was Old Town Quito. I loved to idle in 
Museo de La Cuidad, shop along the square outside Iglesia San 
Francisco, and wind my way down Calle La Ronda. These were my 
favorite haunts, but I never ventured into Old Town without discovering 
some new comer, some tiny bakery, some religious shop run by the pious 
and the not-so-pious. I almost always left cheered or, at least, less sad. 

One particular Saturday, however, not even Old Town could raise my 
spirits. I had wandered the streets of Old Town in search of connection 
and found only emptiness . I boarded the packed Ecua-via with my chest 
feeling heavy from depression. I clutched my bag and looked down at the 
crowd surrounding me. I was several inches taller than almost everyone 
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else on the Ecua-via that day. I stood at a frightening height compared to 
the old man standing next to me. He was wearing a black Nike cap. Either 
he or I accidentally bumped into the other and his hat was pushed up and 
a little off his head. I apologized . 

The apology proved to be a window of opportunity for this old man to 
engage me . He peered up and said hello. He smiled with wrinkles folding 
around his wide mouth. I said hello back and smiled, apologizing again 
for tilting his (adorable) hat off his (adorable) head , and then I looked out 
the window. I was no longer in the mood for attempting connection no 
matter how adorable my travel companion. 

"l,De d6nde es?" he asked, getting my attention again. 
"Los Estados Unidos. Nueva York." I said without malting eye contact. 
Unperturbed by my half -hearted response, he continued . He wel -

comed me to Ecuador and in nearly the same breath asked if I was single . 
This being Ecuador, everything and nothing was truly private . People 
asked you the most intimate questions after hardly a moment's introduc 
tion. Now I looked down at him with his deep brown beaming eyes. I 
smiled, laughed a bit and said, finally , "si." He cupped his hand around 
his ear and asked me to speak up . I looked shyly around me and said 
slightly louder , "SI!" 

So, you ARE SINGLE! he yelled back to me. At this point , other pas-
sengers had begun to turn their heads toward us. 

"l,Por que?" Why? 
"Nose ." I don't know. 
"lQue?" He almost yelled at me . Then a command , "jMas alto! jPor 

favor!" Louder! Please! 
"NO SE." I shrieked back. I had not yet learned Spanish for : I fol

lowed a man who broke up with me to a foreign country where I have no 
ties whatsoever, so you tell me why I'm single , old man . 

"You're very pretty," he told me . I thanked him to the giggles of the 
crowd. I was beginning to get embarrassed, but I could hardly ignore him . 
Besides the fact that he demanded that every answer be louder than the 
last, he came no higher than my chest and seemed genuinely concerned 
with my romantic life. A little Jewish grandmother in the form of a little 
Ecuadorian grandfather. I'm also fairly certain he was oblivious to the 
attention we had drawn. He was turned toward me and could not hear the 
chuckles of the fellow passengers. 

"Do you find Ecuadorian men handsome?" 
I paused . "Yes , very. " 
Now everyone was laughing out loud and unabashedly . 
He finally asked me my name. I screamed out, "Thea ." He didn't hear 

or, more likely , had never heard the name before and so I said it again. 
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Now, assuredly, every person on the Ecua-via that day knew my name, 
my nationality and marital status. It was like going through customs . 

He told me I should marry an Ecuadorian man. And I told him I 
thought it was a good idea. More laughs from the crowd. By this point, I 
could not stop myself from giggling with them . 

And then : my stop. I hated to leave, but this was my exit. I said as 
loudly as possible that I had reached my stop but had really enjoyed meet
ing him. He looked up at me with a wide, welcoming smile and shook my 
hand. With his voice loud, he wished me great luck with love . While he 
still held my hand, I thanked him very much, between smiles and my own 
laughter. 

As I walked off the Ecua-via that day, I heard my fellow passengers 
also yelling out their hopes and wishes for love and luck. One passenger 
even called out to me by name: "iBuena suerte, Thea!" 

My spirits were lifted high into the Andes. 
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JOHN ROBINSON 

Notes on the Bohemian Life 
"Poverty in youth, when it succeeds, is so far magnificent that it turns the whole 
will towards the effort, and the whole soul towards aspiration. Poverty strips the 
material life entirely bare, and makes it hideous; thence arise inexpressible yearn
ings towards the ideal life." 

-Victor Hugo, 
Les Miserables 

In Edinburgh, Scotland, we lived simply. We lived on $4,000 dollars a 
year, my first wife's salary for teaching occupational therapy at a local 
hospital. Although it was the early 1970s, this was considered meager in 
both Europe and America. We ate our meals at home and borrowed books 
from the local library. We owned no television. At night, we either read or 
conversed until bedtime. My sole extravagance was the purchase of a liter 
of Coca-Cola which was to last for an entire month, and I dreaded the 
final week when, even after careful rationing, the carbonation was gone 
and I drank flat syrupy cola. 

Shopping for food was once a week, and this sometimes included 
stops at the meat monger and the green grocer. Even here the bohemian 
lifestyle was accommodated. Edinburgh was filled with discount coopera
tive grocery stores like St. Cuthbert's, and customers brought their own 
artfully designed carrying baskets to the market as there were no paper or 
plastic bags supplied by the store. Scotland, like the rest of the United 
Kingdom, was not noted for the quality of its food so the temptations to 
dine out were few and easy to resist. After all, the Scots' most famous 
dish was haggis, consisting of a sheep's heart, lungs, and liver ground and 
cooked in a dead animal's belly. If that was a tum off, there was always 
tripe: the dull-white, chewy inner lining of a cow's stomach. 

Weekends we explored the historic and literary sites of Edinburgh on 
foot, and later, after purchasing a car with some money received from a 
tax refund, we toured the storied highlands and islands of Scotland, with 
occasional trips into London. The car, a Holland -made vehicle called a 
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DAF, reached a top speed of 65 mph on the highway but gave us 50 miles 
a gallon . 

In the beginning I was surprised at what I could get along without. I 
took that temporal deprivation as part of my overall strategy as a writer: it 
became part of my artistic discipline . Overindulgence slackened resolve. 
By depriving myself of pleasurable excess I slashed the fat from my soul. 
I was paring down my life to the essentials, and it was from those essen
tials that I vaingloriously believed art would be created. 

We stuck to the basics. The important thing was to create and to learn, 
and whether that meant writing a novel, or exploring a castle, or journey
ing to the art museum was inconsequential because of the ruling assump
tion that what was valuable in life was either free or cost very little. This 
view was in concert with the countercultural philosophy of the late '60s, 
and we embraced it, at first, with sectarian zeal. 

When my father arrived in the spring to tour London and Paris, he got 
a raw glimpse into our grim circumstances, and I sensed his discomfort 
bordering on alarm. Therefore, I shouldn't have been surprised when he 
unexpectedly dropped a wad of cash into my impoverished mitt at the air
port just as he was about to board a plane home. I immediately and pro
fusely thanked him for the unexpected and unsolicited windfall and drove 
home with a free-spirited exuberance I'd seldom experienced on foreign 
soil. But when I returned to our flat and informed my wife of the good 
news, I saw the look on her face and instantly had second thoughts about 
accepting the money. Her look accurately reflected what I felt inside : 
accepting this money was a clear violation of our commitment to this new 
life. As difficult as it was we returned the money to my father with our 
thanks. He took the news well enough, although a little disappointed he 
couldn't have helped and thereby had a role, however distant, in our expa
triation . Nevertheless, he wrote and told us how proud he was of our deci
sion, although admitting as a child of the Great Depression, some bewil
derment. For the first time we had been challenged in our beliefs and had 
held firm against temptation. 

However, over the course of the next eighteen months, in Scotland 
and in Spain, cracks began to appear on the holy tablets where our ethos 
was writ large. No matter how penuriously we lived, money-or rather 
the lack of it-plagued our daily lives by eliminating the one irreplaceable 
asset of freedom: choice. It's one thing to announce to the world you are 
free of the pursuit of material possessions, but it's quite another to pro
ceed as if everything you'll ever require comes at no cost. Broken things 
could not be replaced; dirty clothes were indefinitely detained from their 
trip to the laundromat; and unexpected expenses like car repairs sharply 
lowered an already low standard of living . Even bathing cost money . We 
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literally put change- "pence"-into a machine attached to a corridor wall 
("immersion," the word our landlady used in her thick Scottish accent) 
near the bathroom to obtain hot water. Soon I could no longer afford my 
monthly ration of Coca-Cola. 

Rather than liberate, the lack of funds incarcerated us. Each hour con
tained what was not possible and what could never be obtained. After a 
time everything felt rigid, predictable, repetitive, and dreary . Of course , 
the poor who don't choose their poverty feel this way all the time and 
don ' t romanticize their destitution . To them , misfortune is not inspira
tional. We, however, who voluntarily took an oath of poverty , eventually 
achieved unhappiness through guilt: we thought choosing penury would 
somehow lead to bliss simply because we selected it. Instead, the denial 
of goods and services to which we once had easy access created a friction 
between us which neither dared mention. To avoid this uncomfortable 
truth we kept moving. We attended more and more historic sites and 
panoramic vistas, went to more free concerts and lectures , met more and 
more colorful natives . If bodies stayed in motion, the tacit belief was that 
we might elude the ever narrowing choices of our lives. If not, our stay
along with our resolve-would be dramatically abbreviated. 

I purchased no clothes while I lived in Europe. I wore what I brought 
from the U.S. I usually dressed in black pants, a brown corduroy sports 
coat over a white dress shirt and cranberry sweater. This outfit was com
fortable almost all year long because the temperatures in Edinburgh never 
fell below 40 degrees Fahrenheit during winter nor rose above 75 degrees 
during the hottest daylight hours of summer. Winter snowstorms in 
Edinburgh produced nothing beyond an inch of whiteness that was gone 
before you got used to it being there . I thought I was living in Camelot. 

Cold air highlighted most of the year, and at first I found it invigorat
ing. The weather carried a heartiness that aided, I believed, the purpose I 
had been brought to Scotland to accomplish. But that slowly, almost 
imperceptibly changed. A damp chill settled deep into my bones and 
remained there even in summertime when the temperatures moderated. 
Six months into our first year, I found myself staring at pictures of 
Mediterranean seascapes in display windows of travel shops, longing for 
the searing, penetrating heat I had experienced there only a summer 
before , something I never did in the States even after the coldest of win
ters in my hometown Chicago. By the end of our first year we desperately 
searched the newspapers for winter rentals in Italy, Greece, and Spain. 

But in the beginning I loved the weather-sunny or overcast- and I 
hiked everywhere I needed to go in the city even after the acquisition of a 
car. As time passed and my artistic commitment weakened, I walked to 
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elude my persistent, all-consuming writer's block: the dread of returning 
to my desk where sterility and despair battered the barricade of my 
resolve. Despite my ardently held beliefs in the power of abstinence and 
meditation, I struggled mightily with my novel. All my insecurities, 
shielded at first by the relentless idealism of my lifestyle, sallied forth at 
first in small waves and then in powerful surges. It was one thing to love 
literature and to embrace artistic hardship; it was quite another, I quickly 
learned, to write worthy prose. I was confronted with the unsettling reality 
that I was living on my partner's hard work while discovering, like so 
many other bohemian artists before me, that my talent-if it existed-was 
not precocious. Each passing day reconfirmed one simple fact: I was a 
charlatan. 

After we moved from one side of town to the other, the geography 
changed, but the distances of my perambulations only increased. Every 
morning I trudged, I took a different route. One morning I walked past the 
home of Robert Louis Stevenson; on another I walked past the monument 
to Sir Walter Scott, and on another, I walked along an ancient Roman 
road beside a river ( a "bum") that ended at a medieval village at the edge 
of town. Some mornings I walked all the way to the Scottish National 
Gallery and spent hours looking at paintings . When I could not work, I 
found strange comfort looking at museum art; as I strolled the huge silent 
hallways, and quietly sat down on observation benches, the anxiety born 
of ineptitude and futility slowly retreated, and I achieved a temporary 
truce from the exigencies of creation by seeing what others had created. It 
seemed possible that I, too, would return home to my writing desk and 
finally find my way into my story and its significance. 

But for real inspiration I turned not to painters, but to other writers
most of them long dead-and their work. I attempted intimacy. While I 
lived in Europe, I visited every famous writer's home I could find in 
tourist guides and historic documents. In Scotland, I traveled to the majes
tic home of Sir Walter Scott located along the banks of the River Tweed 
gorged with long -necked swans; in London, at the home of Charles 
Dickens, I touched the only thing in the place of interest, his writing desk, 
simply because a sign commanded: Do Not Touch; in Paris, I visited 
Victor Hugo's two-story apartment and, while no one watched, furtively 
stuck my finger into his empty inkwell hoping that some vestige of the 
magic once stored there a century ago might still be stirring and upon con
tact would release into my hand, travel up my arm, finally settling into my 
heart and brain. 

And as I wandered Edinburgh, I searched for ways to lift my despera
tion and confusion. Nothing seemed to work. Then one day as I walked 
down Princess Street in downtown Edinburgh, I began to silently recite 
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great lines from literature I had memorized , _and almost instantly I felt a 
surge of confidence which had long eluded me. The lines I repeated gave 
me tremors, and reminded me why I was so ardently attracted to literature 
and the objective which had brought me to Scotland. What I selected from 
memory depended on mood. For instance, ifmy spirits were high, I chose 
lines from the tragedies of Shakespeare, however dark and chilling, to add 
a touch of gravitas to the moment. For a shot of rhetorical adrenaline, I 
might choose a passage from Macbeth, reacquainting myself to the beauty 
and power of the English language : "Come thick night / And pall thee in 
the dunnest smoke of hell / That my keen knife see not the wound it 
makes/ Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark/ To cry, 'Hold, 
hold!" ' 

But because I regarded myself a modem writer , more often than not I 
chose a passage from a recently published novel or essay from a contem
porary master. On one of my first treks, I chose for recitation the final 
paragraph of Gore Vidal's iconoclastic novel on ancient Rome, Julian , for 
its power , its lyricism, and its strange hope emerging from despair. In the 
novel , one of its three protagonists , Libanius, reflects on his loss and 
Rome's end as the barbarians seize power and begin an Age of Darkness: 

"The wing has indeed failed. One sinks. Defeat is certain. Even as I 
write these lines, the lamp wick sputters to an end, and the pool of 
light in which I sit contracts. Soon the room will be dark. One has 
always feared death would be like this. But what else is there? With 
Julian, the light went, and now nothing remains but to let darkness 
come, and hope for a new sun and another day, born of time's mys
tery and man's love oflight." (Vidal 502) 

Vidal ' s elegant and visceral words struck something primal in me . 
Though I never articulated this to myself , I wanted to stay close to that, so 
close that my proximity to his writing-and others I admired-would 
strike a similar chord in my own work. 

Memorizing and reciting lines from celebrated literature cost nothing , 
and feed the hungry artist's soul. A great quote can be self-sustaining for 
days, sometimes weeks . It is akin to prayer. It is an essential activity of 
any expatriate bohemian writer : the holy and incantatory recitation of 
artistic language and along with it the reinforcement of values, especially 
those values regarded as blasphemy in the artist's mother country. 
Repudiation is at the center of it. There is a dispute, and it is bitter. The 
writer with an enduring grievance is the one most likely to succeed, less 
deterred by early failure, and fired by the unrepentant necessity of chang
ing the world he has known, a world which both bores and alarms him. 
He has a score to settle, and he fights for every bit of space in the often 
contentious and relentless creation of art. Just as Hamlet knew there was 
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something wrong in his world , and sensing that rendered his life meaning
less unless he could discover what it was and destroy it, so too, the writer 
believes "How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable [are] all the uses of this 
world!" until he uncovers the truth in the act of writing a story , and in the 
process, slays that which haunts him and torments the world. 

The war is against orthodoxy, or as Martin Amis put it, against cliche. 
Probably no better apotheosis of this can be expressed than in that most 
expatriate of all novels, Henry Miller ' s Tropic of Cancer. I still possess 
the paperback purchased shortly after my arrival in Edinburgh , one of the 
few books I bought while abroad . It was issued by a British publisher, 
Panther , and it appeared simple yet striking on a bookstore shelf: a pitch
black cover with an orange circle bisected just below the top of the arc by 
a red line . On the bottom of the first page Miller wrote-and I committed 
it to memory the next day-"lt is now the fall of my second year in Paris 
. ... I have no money, no resources, no hopes . I am the happiest man 
alive. A year ago, I thought that I was an artist. I no longer think about it, 
I am." Then a few sentences later Miller, after declaring "there are no 
more books to be written, " spurns the orthodoxy of the literary establish
ment: "This is not a book. This is libel , slander, defamation of character. 
This is not a book, in the ordinary sense of the word . No, this is a pro
longed insult , a gob of spit in the face of Art , a kick in the pants to God, 
Man , Destiny , Time , Love , Beauty .. . what you will." 

It is important to note , and not surprising , that so many writers living 
in and out of the impoverished and fragile ateliers of the world found 
inspiration-and their own voices - from Miller's infamously rebellious 
novel , a book first published in Paris in 1934, but not allowed (and this is 
philistine reaction to treasonous artistry at its censorious worst) on book
store shelves in the United States , his homeland, until thirty years later. 
He had created a style of writing - and a lifestyle-outside the parameters 
of conformity and decency. In the decade after the Lost Generation vacat
ed Paris, Miller's life and work defined, uniquely and precisely and 
indelibly-in spiritual and surrealistic language-what it meant to be an 
expatriate bohemian artist. His was one of the first books I read abroad , 
and it served for a time as both an inspiration and a liberation . 

There were many others whose splendid and resonant lines I memorized 
during my desperate and indigent days as an expatriate writer wandering 
foreign streets. Much later I discovered the writer considered one of the 
greatest novelists of all time , Marcel Proust , and I recalled reciting the 
final lines of Swann 's Way as I strolled down the Gran Via in Madrid on 
my final day in Europe : 
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"The places that we have known belong now only to the little world 
of space on which we map them for our own convenience . None of 
them was ever more than a thin slice, held between the contiguous 
impressions that composed our life at that time; remembrance of a 
particular form is but regret for a particular moment; and the houses , 
roads , avenues, are as fugitive , alas , as the years." (551) 

On the fugitive paths he once journeyed, the bohemian expatriate 
artist finds memory and regret in the places where he struggled to find 
beauty. He may return to that struggle again and again, but never with the 
same form, or fervor, or purity. Whatever his fate, he will never forget, 
nor regret , the time spent pursuing-even in a life of deprivat ion and dis-
appointment-a dream. · 

Though I never completed the novel started in Scotland , I never 
stopped dreaming . Years later in my own country, I finally found my own 
voice, and along with it, the courage to let it be heard. 
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NATASHA LVOVICH 

La Rue Des Disparus en Russie 
"Jusqu' a cejour ii m 'arrive d'attendre la France, ce pays interesssant, don't 

j 'ai tellement entendu par/er, que je n 'ai pas connu et que je ne connaitrai 

jamais-car la France ... avait fini par devenir pour moi un mythe fabuleux, 

entierement a I 'abri de la realite, une so rte de chef-d'oeuvre poetique 

qu 'aucune experience humaine ne pouvait atteindre ni reveler." 

- Romain Gary, La Promesse de I 'Aube 

... languages serve to act out and work through conflicts whose origins lie 

elsewhere, in groups and individuals who not only speak a given language but 

for whom that language speaks." 

-Gustavo Perez Firmat, Tongue Ties: 

Logo-Eroticism in Anglo-Hispanic Literature 

"Oh, wow! I didn't know you speak French so well!" someone in the 
English department dropped casually, on the way from a copy machine. 
Oh, the happy innocent monolinguals who don't experience constant elec
trical jolts of deja vu or jamais vu and out of body experiences! Oh, the 
naivete of the idea of "language learning" with vocabulary lists once-a
week in high school, the simplicity of perceiving their mother tongue as a 
flat unperturbed given, glued to their bodies! Oh, the freedom of not look
ing back, inside and outside at the same time, of not being haunted by 
compulsory introspection! I "speak" French? How vexing! I lived it. I 
breathed it. I was IT, for as long as I could remember ... until I emigrated 
and became an English professor. This is what is bizarre, not the other 
way around. 

There is a distinct sense of cut-off, of separate linguistic lives-of 
separate lives and of separate beings. "In my previous life .. . " I often 
say, referring to some pre-emigration event, as ifl am talking about some
one else or as if I am miraculously aware of my own reincarnation . What I 
ought to say instead is "in Russia," but that would designate time in spa
tial terms, with geographic attributes, like lines and borders. How would I 
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refer to my French life then, since it doesn't have a territorial foundation, 
it didn't take place "in France"? 

In Russia indeed and in Russia again, during my return visit to 
Moscow, in my dear friend Katia's kitchen I exhumed the dead French 
"body" vanished in Russia. It is while listening to my friend's "French " 
accomplishments, her professional achievements that I am genuinely 
proud of, that the anesthetized French life started kicking and stirring , 
stinging my dignity with a suspicious feeling resembling a sharp pointy 
envy. It was unthinkable to feel this way vis-a-vis my beloved friend , 
Katia, who had made incredible strides , had invested all of her energy , 
learning, and ingenuity to become a founder and a director of the Center 
of Quebec Studies at the University of Liberal Arts, a program of study of 
French-Canadian culture, history , and language-the very first academic 
program of North American Francophone studies in Russia . 

Although Katia branched out of European French studies , her engage
ment with all things French continued with the same intensity as it had 
begun in specialized schools that we had attended, with books we had 
read, mentors and peers we had shared , and courses we had taken at 
Moscow College for Foreign Languages, along with shared "French 
lives" outside of schools and institutions. Katia teaches French classes , 
listens to French music, and continues to socialize with Francophone pro
fessionals in Moscow, our former common milieu . 

Most importantly , with the opening up of Russia and free travel, 
France has become a real country for her after decades of "theoretical " 
studying- now a place for vacations and student study abroad. The absur
dity of Soviet life, which made us experts in a language and culture with
out contact , "ministres sans portfeuille" (ministers without a briefcase), 
was over. France no longer had to be artificially created or rather, individ
ually re-created, as a mental bubble. As it should be, traveling has become 
a norm and a routine for Katia, who made new French connections and 
consolidated the old ones, some of which she had "inherited" from me, 
including my friend, Dominique, her mother , and a few others. 

Katia is talking about the latest Grand Prix des Lettres , Michel 
Houellebecq's book (that I have not read), a new musical , Le Petit Prince 
(that I have not seen), Georges Brassens ' s songs translated into Russian 
by our common friend (that I have not heard), and her recent visits to 

· France with Dominique , Marie Therese, and Nathalie (all of whom I have 
not seen for years) . A few of her old friends come, and the conversation 
goes on, about their teaching and dissertations, Jean Cocteau translated by 
a friend, and Georges Moustaki ' s concerts in Moscow-where they 
bumped into this professor and that old friend .... 
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I sit there silently, completely left out. Surprisingly, nobody expresses 
any curiosity about my American life or THE American life, and when a 
polite question comes up, I defensively brag about my little victories: my 
latest article, an experimental curriculum, my newly designed American 
literature course, and the literature itself, of course, that I have appropriat
ed over the years: Flannery O'Connor, Raymond Carver, Toni Morrison, 
Barbara Kingsolver. When I talk, I feel proud, but I can't quite tell if I am 
proud of the writers or of myself-or is it the same thing? 

It used to be an absolutely normal thing in Russia to casually discuss 
books, but the room is dead silent, and I smell hostility, a thick wall of 
alienation being erected between me and them, between literatures, lan
guages-or egos that they stand for? I must have overdone my counter
attack, my defensive offensive, because here it comes, uttered innocently 
and casually, a stab in the back, a killer: "If you had not left, you would 
be doing the French thing now, the French translations, teaching, and 
research . Everything has changed, you know . ... " 

Apparently, so have I. How come I lost all connection to this? It didn't 
even ache ... except for barely discern ible bee stings overhearing French 
spoken in New York streets , reading a French book, or watching a French 
movie. In my car, when Leonard Lopate and John Shafer are off air, good 
old Moustaki, Brassens, Renaud, and Gainsbourg are on, and I test 
myself, with masochistic urgency, making sure I still understand, as if 
measuring the pulse of a comatose body . 

"Do you mean that back then you imagined yourself French?" Katia 
asks. "You actually pretended to ... to be a French person? Hmm ... 
This is so bizarre. My God! I had no idea! I have never thought of myself 
as French . Maybe I fantasized a bit-oh so naively!-about those beauti
ful French people in their beautiful country with their beautiful literature, 
but I never went as far as living in their skin. And then everything 
changed once I started going there every summer. Listen, they are people, 
like everybody else, with "issues," needs, and some quite pathetic prob
lems . They are not Gods! And France is a country, not an idea. Why ide
alize or demonize it? This is one of the reasons I became interested in 
Quebec . And you know what I found? That reality may not be less inter 
esting than a fantasy! But you live in America, you must know that." 

The apricot jam was bright orange and transparent like amber-colors are 
so much brighter in France! The croissant was crisp outside yet warm and 
puffy inside . They said I was supposed to dip it in coffee ( "il faut trem
per ! "), in a big bowl with weak watery liquid (cafe au lait) that you nurse 
in your hands. Dipping the buttery croissant in coffee, oily circles floating 
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on its surface, seemed a bit disgusting-degue/asse/-but how could it be 
deguelasse if it was French? 

I was better off with a more standard French coffee ritual, a strong 
espresso served in small elegant cups in cafes throughout the day. Tiny 
round tables, resembling tambourines, right on the sidewalk, under a bur
gundy canopy-no, cancel that!-forest green canopy, with the dear 
French round letters: Chez Le Pere Simon or A La Votre, where you could 
also order a snack-un petit true a manger-a sandwich, half a baguette 
with ham or with brie, or un croque-monsieur/croque -madame, toasted 
bread with grilled cheese or with cheese and ham . You could have a drink 
(allons prendre un pot!): a beer (un bock), or a red (artificially colored?) 
kirsch, or a glass of water for free, which would entitle you to use the 
bathroom, which may not be free, pas forcement. 

You could read- a book or a newspaper (Le Monde or Le Figaro, not 
L 'Humanite!)-or you could write-a long love letter or a poem-or you 
could have a dialogue with a friend and discourir for hours about the lat
est Rivette film, Michel Toumier's novel, Saint John Perse's poetry, or 
the politics of course-la greve du RCF or la situation des emigres 
d'Afrique du Nord. 

I am elegant, tall, and slim. Am I wearing a hat? Am I blond, like 
Catherine Deneuve or Emmanuelle Beart? Am I a young sophisticated 
aristocrat de souche who lives and paints in one of those medieval 
chateaux? Am I a promising poet or a writer who has just stepped out of 
Gertrude Stein's autobiography? Am I simply, tout court, an idle French 
woman, an enigmatic "passante" "que l'oooon n 'a pas su .. . rrretenirrr . .. "?1 

My voice is full and clear, high pitched and ample, murmuring like a 
village fountain in Chabrol movies, oh oui, my voice-going up, up, up, 
as if every statement is a question: "Ah ban? Qui t'a dit r;a? Tu crois? 
Mais c'estfabuleux c'bouquin? On va s'ballader? C'est pas vrai? Mais 
qu 'est-ce que c 'est que cette histoire?" 

Like in Eric Rohmer ' s movies, the dialogue is as airy and as philo 
sophical as it is incomprehensible; it is part of a cinematographic close up, 
along with light background music and a still-life with a cigarette left in a 
triangular white Cinzano ashtray, the smoke swirling up spirally (close
up)-meaning something, but what? Peu importe. My interlocutor is 
obscure, obscured by the camera, the camera obscura-it is the perspec 
tive that it captures, a different perspective of me. On discute- and the 
sounds, the music of these sounds fills the air, the theater, the life. 

My house on Lenin Avenue in Moscow is filled with high pitched French 
voices, question marks, smoke swirls, and a new Alain Souchon freshly 
arrived from Paris. I am whirling like a bird in the spring garden in my 
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living room and in the kitchen where my friends Dominique, Julia, and 
Marc, all teachers at various Moscow colleges, walk back and forth with 
plastic bags, dishes, and bottles, laughing and joking with each other and 
with my husband, whom they call "Pavlique." My daughter, Pauline, a lit
tle bug, is running around in her new French clothes, the cutest blue jeans 
never seen before in ravaged-by-shortages, un-aesthetic Russia. She is a 
very pretty child, with her curly dark hair, light grey eyes, and olive com
plexion, and when she is paraded outside in her pink winter jumpsuit 
trimmed with white fur, sent by Dominique's mother, Marie Therese, 
everybody stares at her, a "foreign" colorful child, a striking contrast with 
Soviet grays and browns. Beauty and color generate desire, dissidence, 
rebellion. 

Dominique, whom we call Domka a la Russe, is a talented photogra
pher, and, with a serious professional demeanor, she keeps busy taking 
snapshots of Pauline, trying to catch the right moment, the right move, 
and the right light. It is that ray of sun that makes the red velvet shirt soft 
to the touch; it is its contrast with a shade that makes her golden cheeks lit 
from the inside; it is a sunny grid of swinging branches in the window that 
evoke Serov paintings. Among our photographic memorabilia, our black
and-white past, Dominique's photos, the only ones in color, stood out as 
the transgression of time, flashing with an oracle vision into my child's future. 

When Domka is here, my daughter becomes her shadow, her tail. She 
follows her everywhere and uses her body, the pure physical contact to 
express her adoration and her curiosity : she leans against her, she sits on 
her lap, she hugs her from behind, her neck or her waist, she crawls at her 
feet, she cuddles with her on her chair, and she pets her, like a beloved but 
slightly exotic animal. She may be taking her for another child, somehow 
different from other children, since Domka is tiny, playful, and humorous 
and knows her ways around kids. 

In the festive mood that my French friends bring to my household, my 
husband, whose French is limited to a few years in high school, seems to 
be fully engaged in the casual chit chat and the va-et-vient of this French 
party in progress. He and Marc exchange jokes back and forth and discuss 
the latest Claude Nougaro, the mix of jazz and blues with java and chan
son, and while they speak, half in Russian, half in French, they tango to 
the comer of the living room toward "Pavlique's" semi-professional audio 
equipment, his precious, most expensive toy, bought at the black market 
via a series of complicated financial moves, that my French friends are 
part of, too, as they gladly contribute to Soviet shadow economy-for 
humanitarian reasons of course. This comer, with the reel-to -reel tape 
recorder, a cassette deck, an amplifier, and who knows what else is my 
jazz musician husband's "France," his fantasy world and his self-identifi-
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cation, that will ultimately collapse in spectacular ruins during the real life 
test-the test of emigration. 

As usual, we have an eclectic dinner, whatever I was able to assemble 
as a result of my "hunt:" vinegret, a routine Russian salad out of "winter 
survival vegetables," red beets, potatoes, pickled cabbage, pickles, onion, 
and peas; some cold cuts; and a khachapuri, my specialty, a very popular 
in Moscow warm Georgian cheese pie, whose simple ingredients have not 
disappeared from stores yet, although the cheese part requires constant 
experimentation. Traditional pickled vegetables come from the kolkhoze 
market (farm market), an expensive treat that every family usually makes 
at home: pickles, pickled green tomatoes, pickled garlic, and sauerkraut. 

But the main, the most important dishes, the plats de resistance, come 
from Beryozka store (a special store for foreigners selling goods for for
eign currency): a canned pate, the surrogate of Joie gras, some pasteurized 
camembert, whose taste and smell is a distant replica of the fresh one, and 
two bottles of Beaujolais that I immediately call "Beaujolpif," stunning 
my friends with a spontaneous quote from San Antonio, my favorite mys
tery series which is written mostly in argot and exhibits vulgar humor. 

Julia and Dominique roll their eyes. Easy for you to say! You have 
learned it naturally, in the streets and in summer camps, socializing and 
playing-while here, on Lenin A venue, my only source is the literature 
you had brought me, plus the legendary chanson: le loubard, Renaud, 
with his banlieue songs, the mystificator, Serge Gainsbourg, with his 
Franglais, and the disenchanted left radical, Bernard Lavilliers. You don't 
speak the language of Flaubert and Balzac in real France, do you? 

Painstakingly and inexhaustibly, I toil to make these words, along 
with ideas, mine, even if it takes me hours to contextualize them in books, 
songs, and dictionaries, and I fill tons of notebooks and pads with notes. 
This is the difference between acquiring a "second language," filling the 
air and streaming into the mind in a pre-fabricated authentic form, and a 
foreign tongue, whose elusive ownership in the cultural vacuum demands 
hard explicit effort and emotional force. Like a convert who vows to 
embrace a religion, I make the French language my own ( or quasi my 
own) through work, effort, and sheer desire; I build it and sculpture it, as 
Pygmalion made Galatea, and of course I fall in love with it. 

What I shall do with this creature that learned "beaujolpif," I have no 
idea. What do these "surrogates," words, foods, or friends do for me, in 
my Soviet life, I don't know. I discard the "missionaries'" condescending 
smiles, rolled eyes, raised eyebrows; I ignore incomprehensible discus
sions about 365 brands of cheeses, annotations de vins, tax documents, 
sold or inherited property, and a myriad detail of inaccessible French exis
tence. I don't ask myself what the architects of my France seek in our 
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Russian wilderness. I don't see them doing exactly the same thing I do
romanticizing Russia of course-which brings them meaning, social 
cause, intellectual life, togetherness, and solidarity. How boring is indi
vidualistic life in the West, how selfish and self-contained, how repulsive 
is the materialistic consumer culture! And how attractive it is to be 
immersed, even if temporarily, into a fantasy of the barricades, a French 
idea of egalite et fraternite conjured up from the Soviet nightmare. 

Here is the latest Brezhnev joke: A man turns on his TV, and on chan
nel one, it is Brezhnev's address at the 25th Convention of the 
Communist Party . He turns the switch to channel two, and of course it is 
Brezhnev's address there, too; he turns the switch again to channel three, 
then to channel four-and on the screen a nasty little man is wagging his 
finger at him: "Ah! Playing with the channel switch? You will be playing 
with it in Siberia .. .. " 

Marc, a linguistic virtuoso and a Soviet life veteran, cracks up first. 
He is more than twenty years older than his wife, Julia, his former stu
dent, and he says he knows why he loves Russia and keeps coming 
back-because he is nostalgic. Nostalgic for what? we ask. Of my child-
hood, he says, my childhood under German occupation . . . life in fear .. . 
rationed food .. . black market ... reprisals ... surveillance ... danger .. . 
and of course this togetherness that is only possible during hard times. 
You know, there is nothing like that now in France! 

But of course we don't know. For us, it is a given, the only life we 
have . "Hard times" implies something temporary, but for us, this tempo
rary condition is absolutely permanent. There is nothing in our visible 
past or in our parents' or grandparents' history that indicated the differ
ence, unless one takes seriously some folks' nostalgia for "good old 
times" under Stalin, when caviar was sold in every store, or the never ful
filled hope of Khrushev's "thaw." At least today-what an improve
ment!-! can have French people in my house! Though I know that they 
are watched-and we are with them-I am learning to tame the dark 
whisper of terror and anxiety and to claim my dignity. How lucky I am to 
hide in my heavenly secret non-Cyrillic place, where salvation envelopes 
me from fusion with nature on an inhabited island from the pages of Les 
Limbes du Pacifique, 2 or being part of sweet-and-sour Jewish immigrant 
life in between-the-wars Paris in Adieu Volodia, 3 or discovering 
Durassian textual eroticism. 4 This is my reward, a projection of me in the 
flight, an imaginary flight to the West, and I take off, beating my wings 
against my cage of Soviet, Russian, and Jewish imprisonment. If I can't 
soar, then my mind can-this is why I must embrace the language of the 
"missionaries ." 
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When Marc and Julia leave, I put Pauline in her crib and sing to her 
Frere Jacques. I read to her a Caroline book, one of the series that 
Domka brought for her, along with plastic panties, bright colorful clothes , 
and the pink winter jumpsuit. Which one should we read today? And we 
pick Caroline en Vacances. I read and I point to the pictures: C'est Minou 
etc 'est Noiraud, and Pauline repeats after me, giggling and playing with 
the pretty sounds. In my France on Lenin A venue, I hope to raise my 
child miraculously bilingual-and multilingual she is, miraculously 
indeed , Russian-English-Spanish-French: gifted for languages, gifted for 
writing, with an impeccable French pronunciation coming out of nowhere 
.. . can it be from Lenin Avenue? 

In the morning I have two French lessons to give-this is my bread
and-butter, the most profitable thing a good language teacher can do, and 
my clientele is growing in the Soviet shadow economy . At night , I teach 
French at a language school, the best job I could get in the foreign lan
guage market, considered "the ideological front" carefully guarded from 
Jews . That teaching job offers no academic or financial growth , and 
thanks to that, it is less policed, and so we can have fun! I bring to class 
largely unknown and "ideologically foreign" texts, like this one: 

II etait un dadaiste 
Quin 'etait ni gai ni triste 
Et aimait une bycicliste qui n 'etait ni gai triste . .. 5 

or play cute easy songs like Serge Gainsbourg's Laetitia: "L, A, E dans 
I 'A, T, I, T, I, A . .. " I feel like God, too. 

Sometimes Dominique, Marc, and Julia take me to visit their friend , 
an outcast post-modem poet, Gennadyi Aigi, who seems determined to 
drink and to smoke himself to death , and, more often, his divorced wife, 
Masha , with four kids and a cat, who survives on donations in a half
empty apartment. We get home late at night, in a cab, Domka holding lit
tle Pauline, fast asleep in her arms, and me holding Domka, who has not 
perfected her alcohol training yet , as we Russians have. 

When it is nice outside, we go all together for long walks in the park 
on Lenin Hills, which overlooks Moscow river, or we get together with 
other friends in the cobblestone streets of old Arhat. My French friends 
learn to stroll in the cold-strolling being the main leisure activity in 
Russia, in the absence of cafes , bars, and affordable restaurants. 

We visit my parents, who usually make a big dinner served in the din
ing room with my mother's famous pirozhki (knishes, usually with 
ground beef) and my dad's favorite dessert, "Napolean" cake . 
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And so, my French life goes on-until one by one, my French "Gods" 
have made up their mind to exit. The adventure has to be over one day, 
and it is time to establish themselves at home, have children, careers, 
apartments, financial investments, retirement plans, and all that is general
ly conceived in the West as living and planning for the future-a non
existent notion in unpredictable Russia . Time appears more like the "pre
sent indefinite," a messy snowball rolling in orbit, with the past in its 
core. Equally difficult is the concept of rational decision-making colored 
by another messy cultural entity, dusha (soul), the entangled knot of femi
ninity, emotion, agnostic spirituality, and intellect. Life is a stream, a tor
rent of "what happens." In short, we had no clue what my French friends 
meant when they tried to explain their decision. Why couldn't they just 
stay here, in Moscow? 

The Nice airport seems tiny. Cars and buses are small. It is August, but 
there is no air conditioning anywhere . After an exhausting connection 
flight from New York and a cab ride, my cousin and her three girls, my 
younger daughter and I are dragging our luggage to the hotel which hap
pens to be an old-fashioned resort place, packed with vacationers and 
crowds of children . Narrow sidewalks, a tiny elevator , racket, and sandy 
bodies take over the space in which to breathe, to feel, and to be me, a 
civilized American woman . 

There is no air conditioner in the hotel either; we are told that condi
tioned air is bad for our health and the environment-and besides, it is 
never that hot in Cote D'Azur. (To me, it is as hot as it is in New York.) It 
is implied that unlike in Europe, my unbalanced American body is fed on 
chemicals and hormones and is used to artificial air. 

The question is not whether or not one can step in the same river 
twice, but from which shore one is stepping there. This is my first time in 
France after I had left Russia for good and the second time after my 
"French dream" trip in 1988, when Soviet borders began to open . At that 
time, coming out of hungry miserable Russia at the first signs of pere 
stroyka, I was equally enchanted by a yogurt as by the Eiffel Tower. In a 
sweeping fairytale of that stay, I lived up to my dream in Dominique's 
apartment, puzzled every night by a complicated system of assorted color
ful bed sheets, bewildered by franc bills falling out of machines in the 
walls, and overwhelmed by museums, cafes, dinners, and bookstores. 
Every flower was a painting; every vegetable stand was a movie . As I 
walked into my dream, I oriented myself in Paris streets with my eyes 
closed, as if reading a familiar map from my fifth-grade textbook . 
Bursting colors blinded me to occasional unaesthetic sceneries or sad 
social realities. I was sleepwalking in the land that had been hammered 
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into my mind by a force stronger than any ideological propaganda - self
brainwashing. At least one real victory came out of it: my fluent accent
less French. 

When I boarded the train to return to Russia , I had already emigrated. 
Life in the West was just like I had imagined. Shortly after the trip, I gave 
my husband an ultimatum: we would start packing together or I would do 
it by myself. Curiously, France was not my destination: besides practical 
and political realities, tough battles of immigration were simply incompat
ible with it. We would move to America-that way I could preserve my 
France ; I would easily travel there . That same year we left Russia. 

Strolling on La Croisette in Cannes some twenty years later, I am 
sneezing, coughing, and tearing . My vision is blurred, and the famous 
Carlton Hotel does not seem to come from Belmondo movies. The Palais 
Des Festivals is equally unimpressive and dull, and the gilded merry-go
round that I had brought about a hundred pictures of from the previous 
trip is not very different from the one in Prospect Park in Brooklyn . 

Crowds at a tiny swimming pool , crowds at the beach, crowds in 
restaurants and in the streets, in museums and in stores. French crowds, 
but somehow I don't feel elated. I am tired, I am hot, and I am squashed. 
This hotel was a wrong choice. August was a wrong choice . Going with 
the kids was a wrong choice. Why didn't we go to Alaska? For some 
strange reason, Alaska has become a priority on my travel list. 

This is France, I keep telling myself , la douce France . But it is not 
MY France anymore. Yogurt , it is true, tastes better than in America , and 
the greens and fruits have a more pronounced flavor. Wine is good, and 
cheese is delicious, but none of it is as heavenly as the taste in my mind
the textual taste. It is all in your head, as they say : to my dismay the 
Proustian "madeleine " does not work in reverse , from fiction to reality. 

I lose sleep, I can't breathe, and sound is muffled . Pressure builds up 
and becomes congestion in the chest. My senses get completely jammed 
to prevent further disenchantment-with France , with myself, and with 
my disastrous language performance that infects my bronchus and my 
sinuses so that I can be "excused" for being such a disappointment. I drag 
myself around, to the beach, to Cannes, to Nice , to Antibes, to museums 
and stores, to real France, which doesn't fit mine, and every time I attempt 
to speak, I hear people in the street think, "Why is her French so poor?" 

I had not seen Dominique for all these years since my move to 
America . She had her own transformations going: for one thing, she final
ly came out of the closet. She works in an after-school program for chil
dren and teaches Russian in a language school for adults, a similar job to 
the one I had in Moscow . With all her interest in Russian literature , her 
outstanding doctoral work on Isaac Babel, and all her immersion in 
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Russian affairs, intellectually, emotionally , and socially, Dominique did 
not have to extend herself, as I did, to become a different linguistic per
sona-to pretend to belong to an "indigenous tribe," with grand literature 
and inflated "soul issues" (yet without toilet paper). Remaining French 
must have been a protective factor: perhaps that explains why she never 
got rid of her accent. 

Her mother , Marie Therese, has us over for dinner in her cozy apart
ment in Cagnes-sur-Mer. She is warm and affectionate, and we dine on 
the terrace overlooking cypresses and palm trees covering the hills with 
an ancient church perched on the top, amid clean white cottages and 
orange roofs. The canopy over the terrace is also orange, so is the light of 
the sunset, and we bathe in orange, in real life and on Dominique ' s pic
tures. Marie Therese is spoiling us with the most delicious pates, sauteed 
aubergines, une bonne salade toute frafche, and delicious cheeses, and we 
talk about our American lives and careers, about our mothers, and how 
everything worked out so well. It is amazing, she says, that you are teach
ing English and have a book out. Who would have thought? You are so 
talented for languages, and your French was incredible too, almost undis
tinguishable from native . 

My head spins with fever, since the only word I hear is "was"-or 
should it be "had been" to refer to my "trips" in the mind and in real life, 
the "trip" before that trip, including this trip? Ah the knot, not an axis and 
not a continuum! I want to run, to flee the concordance des temps
present dans le passe, passe dans le passe, the dam France, a silly pink 
balloon deflating in front of my eyes into a wrinkled rubber pear. 

By the end of our stay, Dominique takes us to Tende, a border town, 
which I stubbornly and vengefully pronounce in Italian. The train is wind
ing up the mountain, the conductor is yelling in piercing Italian , 
"Attenzione! Biglietti per favore! Grazie, Signora!" and all of a sudden I 
begin to breathe freely-is it the mountain and/or Italian air not imbued 
with relationships and dramas? Tende is a medieval Italian town, dating 
back to the 11th century, the domain of Count Lascaris, excluded from the 
reunion with France in 1860. It wasn't until the peace treaty with Italy in 
1947 that Tende was reattached to France. 

We climb crooked cobblestone streets , more like corridors, of an 
ancient fort and see houses grouped tightly together on the flank of the 
mountain; we stop at a 13th-century chapel and at the church of Notre 
Dame de l' Assomption. In one of the vaulted passages, I notice a curious 
sign which says, "La Rue Des Disparus en Russie" (the street named 
after those disappeared in Russia). What does this remote French-Italian 
mountain place have to do with Russia? Who were these Tendiens miss
ing in Russia? 
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During World War Two, when Tende was still within the Italian bor
ders , Mussolini drafted soldiers for the Russian front, including some 
Tendiens. Some were killed , some returned, and some were missing under 
unknown circumstances , in most likelihood taken prisoners. Their fate 
remains unknown-hence the name of the street. Perhaps they have sur
vived the gulags and lived in exile ; perhaps, after the iron curtain fell, 
they married Russian women, had families and children, and embraced 
Russia, for all we know? 

When I get back home to New York, I am miraculously cured . The 
bronchitis , the sinus, and the French disease quickly recede within a few 
days. How fragile we are!-and I get back to my routine , my teaching , 
my writing projects, and caring for my daughters. On my night table is a 
book that I got in France on Dominique's advice-Dora Bruder by 
Patrick Modiano . I am instantaneously pulled in by the story investigating 
the disappearance of a Jewish girl in Nazi -occupied Paris, a factual , at 
times lyrical, at times introspective , and quietly accusatory description of 
the dark submissive city. Via diary entries, archival explorations , and 
numerous textual associations with eminent hommes de lettres, like Victor 
Hugo and Jean Genet , linking time, collective spirit, and several French 
generations, we "meet" scores of anonymous people interned at the camp 
of Tourelles . One of them, Dora Bruder, whose ordinary-therefore even 
more tragic-Jewish story will remain a "precieux secret, " is only one of 
many protagonists, echoing the author 's own past and present: disappear
ances and restorations. 

I read- and I find myself back in France , back to the language , and 
back to the beauty. I recognize MY France , appeared and "disappeared in 
Russia," restored on these pages , restored in my mind . 

Notes 

l"Les Passantes," a poem by an obscure poet, Antoine Pol, set to music and 
performed by Georges Brassens. 

2The novel by Michel Tournier. 
3The novel by Simone Signoret. 
4Fiction by Marguerite Duras . 
5 Tristan Tzara, La Chanson du Dadaiste. 
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NANCY ARTHUR 

Communion 

The time is 1998. The day is the eve of the Orthodox Christmas . We have 
been attending a Teachers' Conference in Ryazan, Russia. If this seems a 
strange time for a conference, we chose it because this is one time when 
all teachers are on holiday at the same time so it is relatively easy to meet. 
The Conference ended at about four in the evening and we went to cele
brate with dinner at an inn in the countryside . 

The room at the inn is long and narrow, too narrow for the table in the 
center. I wonder how we can fit all 15 of us into the space . The heat feels 
good, though-especially after the cold of the Russian winter. I stamp the 
snow off my boots, squeeze along the side of the table to my appointed 
chair and wait, unzipping my boots quietly under the table. Christmas din
ner is a bowl of stew; the meat is of unknown origin but very tasty. We 
sing, toast (we are Russians), and take endless photographs (we are 
Americans). The five of us who are English speakers try to follow the 
conversation but gradually settle for the fellowship and drowsiness that 
warmth and vodka brings. 

Natalia, who left for the ladies' room earlier, rushes back into the 
room. "They want us out there. They're dancing!" she says. "Who's 
'they'?" I wonder. My hand is grabbed-I think by Gallia next to me
and suddenly, I find myself in a strange Russian version of a conga line. 
Everyone else is doing a toe-front, heel-back shuffle. My own feet reverse 
it to heel-front, toe-back. No one notices or cares . Up from and around the 
table the line moves out the low wooden door frame, through the kitchen, 
and onto the dance floor. 

The Russian army greets us-not quite the whole army, rather a group 
of transport officers who are also celebrating Christmas at the inn. They 
have a band but no women; we have a few women but no band. Perhaps, 
we should work together? We communicate through pidgin versions of 
Russian, English, German, and sign language. For all I know there may be 
some Danish or Swahili in there, too. It doesn't seem to matter. The music 
is straight out of the 1960s: "Blueberry Hill," "Rock around the Clock." 
We dance; our faces grow flushed; my feet are sweating in the boots, even 
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with the zippers undone. The sweater, jersey , and skirt that seemed so 
right for a night trip to a snowbound village have grown terribly warm . I 
am glad that I wore my Christmas sweater. Although it has grown too 
warm, at least it is slightly festive. Eventually Natalia, our leader , orders 
us back to the dining room; we 're tired enough to comply meekly. 

Midnight strikes, the horses return to mice, and we return to our chari
ot- now in reality a WW II vintage bus. Their Commander asks Natalia 
for permission for us to accompany his men to a monastery. They argue 
about whether or not it is a good idea. We can 't go; we can go; we can't 
go; finally, we go. Their jeep pulls out in front of our bus . We follow it 
through the woods ; we must be on a road, but with the snow I can't tell. 
We must be going to the monastery for midnight mass. No one has told us 
that, but it is Christmas Eve ; why else would we be going? 

The road narrows; the snow deepens. A light, night snow mist is 
falling. It is Vermont; it is the heart of a snow globe; it is Russia and we 
are on our way to the Monastery of the Holy Spring. 

Finally, the drifts are mounting up beneath the chassis of the truck. 
We park at the top of a hill. Natalia tells us that it is the custom to visit the 
Monastery at Christmas where people begin the year by dipping in the 
Holy Spring. To dip beneath the waters three times will bring health and 
protection for the year ahead. The soldiers may have grown up in an offi
cially atheistic country but soldiers need health and protection regardless 
of the source, or perhaps their grandmother's fables made a difference . 

From the crest of the hill, we see a small wooden outbuilding , a 
stream threads alongside . The snow, undisturbed since it fell, is heavily 
glazed with ice. We run, slide, and stumble down the hill, our fall periodi
cally broken by the birch trees that surround us. At the bottom , we stop to 
drink from the spring, a coward ' s way of insuring a good year. The offi
cers have already reached the cabin that shelters the spring. They taunt 
those who do not wish to dip-we learn that to receive the full blessing, it 
is necessary to enter the unheated cabin, strip, walk to the ladder by which 
we will enter the water then one by one climb down into the rocky pool 
containing the spring. The water in which we will submerge ourselves 
three times is cold and deep, the rocks slippery. My image of a Christmas 
cathedral with choir and a warm and fragrant midnight Mass dissipates 
into the cold night air. 

The men go first into the shed over the spring. The women wait on the 
porch that is no warmer than the hillside down which we have just come, 
but for those inside , the shed offers some shelter from the wind and 
falling snow. It is almost our turn. The Russian women will dip. Mattie 
and I are the only American women ; we want to go with them . Andrew , 
the senior American professor, has been trying to talk us out of this fool-
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ishness. Now he reassures us that we should not feel pressured to partici
pate; in the morning no one will remember who dipped and who did not. 
His arguments fail-we still want to dip. Next he tells us that it is cold 
and we have no towels; we already know that. We tell him that we each 
have a scarf and a few pieces of Kleenex so we will manage; we still 
intend to go in. Finally, he offers his last argument; he says that these men 
are hardened Russian field officers; we are American women. That settles 
it; the gauntlet is down. Our honor as Americans and more importantly as 
women, is involved; we enter with our Russian friends. 

Once inside, the darkness is thick. Our only light is a slight gleam 
from the water surface about four feet below the top of the ladder. One at 
a time, we strip in the darkness, leaving our clothes in a pile where we 
hope to be able to find them later. One at a time, we descend into the 
gloom. The water is cold, cold enough to bum; as we sink beneath the 
surface it forces the air from our lungs . When it is my tum, I duck under, 
bum with the cold, surface, then duck again. This time it doesn't seem so 
bad, only freezing . The third time, it is exhilarating, I want to wave my 
well-being like a flag, to shout my amens and dance my hosannas; I want 
to slow time and linger coming up the ladder. 

While we dress, the men have magically produced a feast. We join 
them seated on the snowy hillside . They offer us vodka-not only vodka 
but also glasses and clep, the dark Russian rye of my childhood. We
Americans, Russians, teachers, soldiers-toast. We toast each other; we 
toast God, life, health, each other, world peace-who knows or cares. We 
are together; in the dark, we have become We. In a non-cathedral, I learn 
what it means to be "in communion." 
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REBECCA RODGERS 

Once upon a Castle 

"But it's a castle," Herr Bradley repeated over my parents' cordless 
phone. I was pacing around the garage in my bare feet and a tank top, 
partly considering his argument, and partly amazed at the fact I was actu
ally speaking to a man all the way in Germany. I wondered how many 
international phone calls made it to my small, insulated county in 
Pennsylvania each day. 

"I heard that Studentendorfis kind of nice, though," I said, thinking of 
the single rooms , large windows, and private bathrooms my classmates 
had told me about when describing their homes in Marburg's Student 
Village. After two years in communal underclassmen housing at the top 
of campus, I hesitated to apply for a room in the castle where I would still 
have a roommate, a shared bathroom, and a daunting climb home every day. 

"Rebecca," Herr Bradley said, sighing. I had never met him, nor seen 
a photo, but in my imagination I could see him remove a pair of glasses 
and rub his temples. He had worked for years as the American exchange 
student liaison in Marburg and was presumably used to dealing with irra
tional concerns from those preparing to spend a semester or two abroad, 
but this might have been the first time he had to talk someone into living 
in a castle. "Listen to yourself. They're voting on new residents at the cas
tle in a couple weeks, and tomorrow is their deadline for applications. 
Please consider applying . I just e-mailed you the application." 

"I'll think about it." 
We hung up and I took a walk through my backyard, sinking my toes 

into the lawn thriving in a Pennsylvania June and watching the robins and 
chipmunks flit through our ash tree . The opportunity to live in a castle 
was so attractive that I had .written it off as impossible, too much to hope 
for, despite the shared quarters. I was spending a year in Germany, being 
independent abroad; shouldn't that be enough? But as I considered Herr 
Bradley ' s phone call, my reasoning began to sound absurd even to myself. 
How many opportunities pop up in a lifetime for living in a medieval 
German castle? How difficult could it really be to have a German room-
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mate? And after all, I reasoned with myself, still convinced that I was ask
ing for too many blessings, they could always vote against me. 

I e-mailed Herr Bradley the application that night. Three weeks later, 
the votes were cast and notices sent. I was in. 

I had seen photos of the Marburger Schloss online; in fact, as far as it's 
possible for a person to stalk a piece of architecture, I had stalked the cas
tle that summer, finding as many different photos from as many different 
angles in as many different seasons as possible to get an idea of what I 
was getting myself into. But no number of digital pictures framed in bare 
tree branches or backed by blue sky could prepare me for the feeling that 
washed over me when the bus from the Frankfurt Airport rounded a bend 
in the highway and the fortress of golden stone came into view, glowing 
pink in the light of sumise . 

From that distance, it looked more like a theater backdrop or like an 
imaginative train set than something from real life. It rose from a hill of 
half-timbered houses striped in the shadows of morning sun. The lime
stone walls tiered like a wedding cake with green ivy cascading over each 
layer. Sunlight reflected from dozens of dormer windows in the gray slate 
roof. On the clock tower, golden hands winked at me against a blue clock 
face. Maybe I was still tired from the journey and my jetlag only made me 
believe, deliriously, that I had been accepted for a year in the Schloss. I 
was nervous. I didn't know what to do with my hands, my feet, my knees. 

I had a crush on the castle. 

The students who live in the castle are part of a community called the 
Collegiurn Philippinurn der Hessischen Stipendiatenanstalt (Philipp's 
College of the Hessian Scholarship Institution), which has existed for 
almost as many decades as the name has letters. Although today its resi
dents tend to use the terms Collegiurn Philippinurn and Schloss inter
changeably, the two were distinct entities for most of their history. Philipp 
the Magnanimous, Landgrave of Hesse, established the Collegiurn 
Philippinurn in 1529, only two years after he founded the University of 
Marburg itself . Originally, the Collegiurn Philippinurn accepted fifteen 
students from around the German state of Hesse to study at Philipps 
Universitat . Over the centuries, the community grew in purpose and num
ber and claimed many different buildings in Marburg as its own. During 
the years that Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm benefited from the scholarships 
provided by the Collegiurn Philippinurn, the community lived scattered in 
different apartments throughout the town. 

After the Second World War, the Collegiurn Philippinurn moved into 
the Schloss . Shortly afterward, it became a self-governing community 
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resembling, in some ways, an American fraternity or sorority. The current 
members of the community, now numbering thirty-eight, began to vote on 
students applying for the rooms vacated by senior residents after gradua
tion. A few years later, they reserved two spots in the castle each year for 
American exchange students . In 2004 , four hundred and seventy-five 
years after Philipp created the Collegium, the members chose me. 

When I had wondered how hard it could possibly be to live with a 
German roommate, a German who, since grade school, had been learning 
English and was probably more fluent in my native language than I was, I 
had not anticipated the possibility of other foreign students also applying 
to live in the castle. As it turned out, the only other incoming female resi
dent, assigned to share my little comer of the castle , was not German , but 
Romanian. Black-haired and goodnatured, Nadia had learned English 
once, but remembered none of it since learning German. 

I had come to Germany, ostensibly, to learn German , but a roommate 
who didn ' t even know English seemed a little overkill. But only at first. 
Nadia couldn 't understand English and spoke fluent German: two ingredi
ents that forced me to master the language. The cherry on top was her 
undying patience as I mucked through the swamp of irregular verb forms, 
subjunctive tense, and prepositions. 

"I remember learning German , too," she would remind me whenever I 
collapsed in the rubble of whatever sentence I had just tried- and failed
to build . "I sat around my host family's table ," she told me, "and listened 
to their conversation and thought , every day , I don't think they even 
understand each other!" 

That's exactly how I felt outside the haven of our shared room where 
Nadia let me speak whatever German I could and never tried to fix it. 

"Was ist las?" my neighbor Utte asked me one afternoon a month or 
two after I had moved in. What's the matter? She was tall and forbidding , 
a true rules-driven Prussian, and had come to our room to borrow a book 
from Nadia. I sat at my desk, hands in my hair, mumbling over a declen
sion chart of adjective endings. 

"Sprachenlernen ist schwer, " I replied. Language-learning is hard. 
"Welche Sprache lernst du?" she asked. Which language are you 

studying? 
I looked up in disbelief. What other language would I be learning? 

"Deins I " I said. Yours I 
She laughed . "Deine, " she corrected me. Sprache is feminine, chang

ing the ending from s to e. 
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As I recall, I simply rose from my seat and left the room in incensed 
silence. What would possibly compel me to attempt conversation with 
anyone if all they ever did was correct me? 

For the first few months of my residence, the castle building was all 
that kept me from insisting to Herr Bradley that he find me a new room in 
Studentendorf During lunch under the wooden beams in the Speisesaa l, 
where our cook Elsa had a warm meal ready for us every day, I ate slowly 
so my mouth would never be idle, and I prayed with each bite that no one 
would try to speak to me so I wouldn't have to reveal my ignorance of the 
language. On Monday night meetings in the same room, with moonlight 
shining through its casement windows, I played memory games with my 
housemates' names and faces because I couldn't follow what was going 
on. The one time I tried socializing over coffee and cake after lunch, I 
escaped after five incomprehensible minutes and cried out my frustration 
in the Schlosspark rose garden . 

My happiest moments at the beginning were moments of quiet, 
moments when the linguistic dust inside my head could settle into calm. I 
had a favorite window in the stairwell where I would sit in the meter -deep 
windowsill and watch ravens in the Schlosspark rise and fall like a cloud 
of smoke, understanding each other without the need for words. I took 
walks around the castle, feeling the bend of my sneaker soles over the 
uneven cobblestones, running my hand along the rough stone walls, clos
ing my eyes and feeling the clock bells ring through me when they 
chimed the hour. Outside of language, the Schloss spoke to me across 
time . It taught me to listen through my skin, to hear through my eyes, to 
trust my understanding of images and tastes and smells rather than the 
temporary meaning of words . It taught me to live outside of language, 
outside of Self, outside of time. 

One sure haven, from the very first day, was Jeremy's room. A dark
haired Californian with a ready smile, Jeremy was my male American 
counterpart in the Schloss community. Although our housemates assumed 
we were together, my relationship with Jeremy never bordered on the 
romantic but was based firmly in the need for survival. Our position at the 
top of the hill-that is, one hundred and sixty-nine steps and an elevator 
ride above the rest of the town where most other students lived-meant 
that when we craved Anglophonic company, and weren't feeling very ath
letic, we sought each other. What began as a simple means of English 
expression evolved into an unlikely but unshakable friendship between 
my typically introverted, straight-laced self, and his pack-a -day, free-and
loose West Coast personality . 
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One late autumn evening, I had just topped the one hundred sixty
ninth step and was heading through a streetlamp ' s pool of light illuminat
ing the final cobblestone rise to the castle courtyard, when I heard a voice 
calling, "Oh , Be-cher!" I looked up to see Jeremy, cigarette glowing in his 
hand and guitar on his lap, waving to me from the castle steps . He had 
recently taken to calling me Becher, the German word for mug, in imita
tion of our German housemates' way of saying my name. 

I lifted a hand in greeting, still too out of breath from my hike up the 
steps to shout any words . 

"Come sing with me," he said, patting his guitar. When we weren't 
discussing our real lives in the States, or trading tips on our translation 
homework, or lovingly making fun of Nils's taste in '80s music or the 
way Kristopher said toe-mates instead of tomatoes, Jeremy and I made 
music. Easily the best guitar player I've ever met, Jeremy enjoyed playing 
as much as I enjoyed listening, and occasionally he convinced me to sing 
along. I never sang in public, unconvinced of my abilities, but tonight, we 
sat on the castle wall, away from our housemates' windows and high 
above the rest of the town, until the castle clock chimed 1:00 and the 
floodlights, lighting the building like the biblical city on a hill, went dark. 
On these evenings, I sang to the castle, my lungs opening and a voice I 
didn't know I had rising up from my toes, echoing with the guitar off the 
castle fac;ade. We sat on the wall for hours until the cold of the stone 
seeped through our jeans, and we let the smell of moss and smoke and 
climbing roses blow through our hair , and the languageless music pour 
from our bodies and fly with the bats weaving their carefree dance among 
the turrets and towers above. 

One of the terrible things about studying abroad is how temporary it all is. 
I was afraid to put down roots in Marburg and call the Schloss home 
because I had a deadline. My boarding pass said July 29, and on July 29 I 
would return to the States and leave that year behind. This probably 
explains why many Americans, myself included, gravitate toward other 
exchange students . We're all expatriates, we're all uncommitted, and 
when we leave, we leave no one behind. 

I was afraid to grow close to the people in the Schloss, at first, because 
I didn't want to sound like an idiot with my imperfect German or frustrate 
them with my lack of understanding when they spoke . Then, I was afraid 
because I didn't know whom I could trust, unsure which housemates 
could, or even would, see past my accent and my imported peanut butter 
to honestly be a friend. Ultimately, however, I was afraid because I didn't 
want to miss them when I went home . 
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But as time passed, it was growing increasingly more difficult to keep 
myself set apart from my temporary home, to keep myself devoted only to 
the building but not to the heart of the Schloss . I loved to listen to the cas
tle bats and clock tower, and I loved my friendship with Jeremy and 
Nadia, but I had thirty-five other housemates whose endearing and infuri
ating quirks, sought-out or not, combined to give the castle its rhythm and 
personality. The people in this community gave the castle its heartbeat, 
turning it from a structure of stone into a living home, a place that was 
distinct, not for its turrets, but for its residents. I didn't want to make 
friends whom I would love and have to miss when I left in July, but in the 
end, it seemed, I really had no say. The Schloss had stood for centuries, 
had seen people come and go, and had survived reformations, wars, and 
renovations . It was wise. It would be heard . It would have its way . 

For a year, I lived in a castle. 
I still write this sentence often and consider its hyperbolic appearance

its metaphoric probability-and how easily an incurable dreamer like me 
might convince herself that she lived in a castle after, say, reading a book 
about medieval architecture or Grimm fairy tales or the bubonic plague. 
In kindergarten, my teacher noted on my report card that I had trouble dis
tinguishing between fact and fantasy, possible from impossible. And 
although in the years since kindergarten I had learned the difference, the 
year I lived in the castle, those distinctions blurred back into one. The 
impossibility o't'the German language took on the same proportions as the 
impossibility of living in a castle until suddenly I forgot I was temporary 
and embraced my new home . 

At some point, slowly so I didn't even notice, my affection for the 
castle building grew to include its residents. One spring afternoon I under
stood a joke at the lunch table; one evening I trusted myself to make a 
short speech at the weekly meeting; one night I went out for drinks and 
darts with a handful of housemates, learning German slang until the clock 
tower chimed 2:00. Bastian and Karolin and Tobias were no longer faces I 
merely asked for more potatoes at lunch or passed with a shy smile in the 
narrow hallway outside the laundry room, but companions on this adven
ture, characters in my real-life fairy tale. By April, Bastian had convinced 
me to trade language lessons with him, and he was nicer about grammar 
corrections than Utte was and loved learning American slang like "Yo" 
and "Dude." Karolin invited me to play flute and oboe duets in the castle 
chapel, our connection coming through a musical staff penned by Haydn, 
our instruments blending into another piece of the timeless medieval 
mosaic tiling the chapel floor. And Tobias, after discovering my love of 
the night sky, brought me to the castle overlook to view the stars through 
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his telescope, surrounded by his jungle of potted geraniums. Somewhere 
between autumn and spring, I had stopped relying solely on Nadia and 
Jeremy for castle company, and the friendships I had thought were impos
sible with other housemates-friendships I had actually feared-became, 
like the fantasy of living in a castle, at once real and true. My fears shat
tered, the only thing that was impossible was that something could be 
impossible, and life's options shined large and beautiful like the castle 
over Marburg . It was a glorious feeling of being the Pauper, who for a 
short time may play the part of the Prince . 

It was June, and Jeremy and I sat on the castle wall, together with Jonas 
and Steffen and Lukacs and Tobias, and Jeremy played his guitar, and I 
never sang in public but I sang that night. I sang to the castle, words I had 
never learned, to a melody Jeremy made up on the fly. We improvised, as 
we had so many times and in so many ways in our castle-dwelling lives, 
and the song was one I would forget by morning, but one that the castle 
would soak up and remember forever. My voice bounced off the stone 
walls and returned, the voice of the castle, and together our voices were 
loud, and clear, and confident. 

Later, we followed our full-moon shadows back to our rooms, Jeremy 
carrying his guitar and I still humming quietly to myself as we passed our 
reflections in the cars parked in the cobblestone courtyard. My voice 
blended with the stone and the bats and the crisp hilltop breeze. 

Steffen caught up to me and tapped my elbow. "Du hist eine echt gute 
Siingerin," he said to me. You 're a really good singer. My voice and the 
castle: an unforeseen duet. Not only did I love the castle, but it loved me 
back and, with the help of its residents, gave me a confidence that turned 
me into the woman I was always meant to be. 

The clock struck 10:30, but twilight still hadn't given way to nightfall on 
this clear July evening, and castle-dwellers past and present milled about 
the private garden, gathered into little knots catching up over pretzels and 
beer. It was a good-bye party for the resident pastor whose two-year term 
with us came to an end a week before my own departure, and former resi
dents who lived nearby had come to mitfeiern, to celebrate along with the 
rest ofus. Momentarily unfixed in conversation, I looked at the unfamiliar 
faces of castle grads and wondered if any of them had once called my 
room theirs. I wondered if any of them missed the castle the way I knew I 
was going to when I left in one short week. 

"Video! Video!" Gabi was clapping her hands and raising her voice, 
and conversation fell to a murmur as we all turned our attention towards 
her. She stood beside an old television set that Bernd had dragged outside 
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and placed on the garden wall, and I moved toward Jeremy and sat cross
legged beside him on the grass under the linden tree. Its perfume bathed 
the whole garden in honey, the air like mead mellowing us all. Gabi began 
to explain the video to the pastor, its intended recipient: a collection of 
short good-byes and so-longs she had recorded from each of us over the 
past two weeks. 

She hit play and we all settled down to watch. I had expected thirty
eight clips of various forms of Tschiiss and Aufwiedersehen, as Nadia and 
I had provided, arms around each other's shoulders, standing in the door
way of our room, but as the video progressed, I watched Jonas juggle 
eight balls and then four knives in the castle dining room, and Lukacs 
break-dance to Hungarian techno music in the common room. Gabi and 
Anije sang a medieval duet a cappella, and Tobias led the camera around 
to each of the plants in his garden on the castle overlook. Thomas and 
Bastian played a game of pool, apparently recreating an epic moment they 
had had with the pastor in a tournament two years before. On and on the 
video played, with the familiar faces of my housemates saying goodbye in 
their own unique ways. 

Jeremy put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. He whis
pered in my ear, so quietly that no one else could hear, "We live in an 
amazing place ." I leaned my head on his shoulder and tried to soak it all 
in, each of these final moments, hoping they could last me a lifetime. 

I returned to Pennsylvania three days after my twenty -first birthday, the 
goodbyes and departure and flight blurring into one unclear memory 
viewed through a mind's eye full of tears. The grass was still green in my 
backyard; the chipmunks and robins still coexisted in the ash tree. My 
home was just as I had left it in September, but I saw it through the eyes 
of one irreversibly changed . 

Lying on my deck in the early afternoon sun, I faced east toward 
Europe and thought about my friends in the castle. It was twilight there, 
and they were probably grilling in the Schloss garden. I could almost 
smell the little Wiirste Jonas was turning on the charcoals, taste the hot 
Schokolade Tobias was pouring into mugs, hear the '80s pop music Nils 
was cranking up on his iPod. We live in an amazing place, I thought, then 
corrected myself : lived. I had left the castle in Marburg, left it behind to 
live forever on that German hilltop, with new students coming in to take 
my place. I inhaled the humid summer air of Pennsylvania tinged with 
honeysuckle and freshly cut lawn and remembered the heady smell of cas
tle moss mixed with Jeremy's French cigarette smoke. These were smells 
I couldn't bring with me, but, just like the castle, they would remain in 
Marburg for a new wave of exchange students to soak in with the lessons 
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of the Schloss : live outside of language, outside of Self, outside of time. 
Trust in senses over words. Survive. Thrive. 

Once a member of the Collegium Philippinum, always a member : a 
truth we all believed and had lived out and would continue to live out for 
as long as we lived at all. Every member, from the first students chosen 
by Philipp the Magnanimous , through the Brothers Grimm, all the way 
through to me and Nadia and Jeremy , had left a part of themselves in the 
Collegium Philippinum that would continue to live as long as the commu
nity itself lived on. In exchange, the community left its mark on everyone 
who lived there. Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm had switched from studying 
law to collecting fairy tales; it remained to be seen just how far I would 
take the changes stamped on me. 

I was now a young woman who would not only sing in public , but one 
who could speak another language . I could throw darts and tell jokes in 
German and listen through my skin, hear through my eyes, and taste a 
world outside of time. Above all, I was part of the Schloss, no longer con
vinced the community would vote against my application for residence, 
but rather a friend of the very people who had welcomed me inside. 

Maybe that was what the castle was telling me on my first morning in 
Marburg when it reflected the September sunrise and gave me goose 
bumps. When I had fidgeted in its shadow unsure of myself , it had been 
giving me a warm hug hello and softly whispering, Don't worry. Your 
story's only just begun. 
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DEBRA GINGERICH 

Aman plants 
a common tree 
in a place that already 
has trees, mountain grass 
and a sharp climb 
to the main dirt road . Then 
he leaves to die in a war. Years later, 

his son cuts a sprout 
from that tree and roots it 
to a not-so-distant 
mountainside that will later 
be severed from the first 
by a border crossing and 
passports caused by a war. Then 

that man's son leaps 
an ocean and back again 
to take a photograph 
of the original tree while his nephew 
lags behind on the tractor path . 
Further down the trail 
are unmarked graves 
and others too weathered 
to read. Above, the stars 
swallow the darkness 
for a moment and the tree 
still has years to grow . 



Crisis after Crisis or Visit to Serbia 
There are too many 
to save. Sooner or later, 
you will have to do something 
cruel: toss newborn 
puppies in the Danube, 
quit upkeep of the playground . 
For me, it's returning to America 
with some money still 
left in my pocket. 

While the gold mine strips 
the mountain down to its knees , 
families pile into studio apartments 
and raise pigs on land the state 
still owns . Everyone I meet holds a cigarette 
in one hand and Turkish coffee in the other, 
while they offer me delicacies 
left behind from conquerors. 

It ' s been a thruway of civilizations: 
Lepenski Vir , the Romans , 
Turks , the Communists . 
In the end all that is different 
are the relics tagged 
in museums . The same people 
tend roses in their window boxes , 
toss chicken bones 
to stray cats and feed visitors 
plump tomatoes plucked from vines 
strapped to the loose soil of mountainsides . 
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Witness to a Beheading 
Gather up your forces take the bread and wine, 

For all shall perish, perish utterly. 
-From The Batt le of Kosovo, Translated 
by John Matthias and Vladeta Vuckovic 

The last supper painting of Prince Lazar 
draped by his twelve loyal lords 
was our final stop at the museum 
before leaving Belgrade along the Danube. 
The road ducked under the archway 
of castle ruins with language still held 
between its walls. Earthly kingdoms 
are such passing things and I asked 
to stay a while and imagine it 
inhabited again. Zvonko wouldn't stop for fear 
our luggage would get stolen. 

After the fated defeat~when they cut off 
Lazar's head upon the Blackbirds' Fie ld-he was made 
a saint. Serbs prayed that death's eternity 
would give him time to produce a miracle. 
Five hundred years of the Ottomans proved 
Lazar chose heaven, not the earth. 

Down the street from the castle, 
we toured an excavated civilization 
seven thousand years old. They used 
mathematics to arrange their huts 
along the river. They performed 
funeral rites with the dead laid out 
in a fetal curve to rest in earth's womb. 
On the walk back, we were trailed 
by two stray dogs with jutted ribs 
thankful for our leftover lunch. At first 
I questioned them, What misfortune leads you 
to this plain? But who can blame a dog 
or human for where they live and die. 



Back in Belgrade , Saint Lazar is painted 
on the church's wall holding his head 
on a platter-message after message 
after message. Blackbirds nest 
in the cathedral's domes , crying 
their constant mournful call-Those 
you came to find have fallen. Generation 
begets generation and still few years pass 
when no tears rise at all, and no tears fall. 
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RAYMOND FLEISCHMANN 

Speechless 

They ate an early breakfast at a cafe down the street from their hotel. Still 
jetlagged, neither of them had slept the night before or, at least, neither of 
them had slept very well. Lying in bed , listening to the whir of the fan 
above them, Jack had worried that the morning would find them exhaust
ed, burned, reluctant to leave the room. 

Yet here they were, sipping coffee and eating little cheese-filled 
cakes, rasgulla, they were called, if Jack could remember correctly . He 
and his wife, Elizabeth, sat at a table outside . The street was bright 
beneath the sun, and the air was sparkling with bits of dust. Cars clamored 
down the road. Scooters tumbled through the sidewalk gutters. India was 
alive all around them, full of noise and energy and commotion. Jack felt 
good. A wake. Connected. 

He sipped his coffee. Beside him, Elizabeth flipped through a newspa
per. She couldn't read Hindi-neither of them could-and Jack could see 
from the easy motion of her eyes that she was only looking at the pho
tographs. He settled back in his seat, watching the shop across the street. 
Beneath a sign in Hindi, a man lay half-reclined on a table just inside the 
open door of the shop. Another sign was posted on the wall beside him, 
this one in English . "Xerox," it said. 

But, if the man made copies for a living, he wasn't doing very well. 
Wrapped in a tattered white dhoti, the man was little more than a skeleton, 
so skinny that Jack could see all the places where his ribs met his sternum, 
a washboard of rounded bones and drum-tight skin. He leaned his back 
against the plaster wall and stared into the street, his gaze as fixed as the 
eyes of a shellshocked soldier. · 

"That guy doesn't look too good," Jack said. 
Elizabeth lifted her eyes from the newspaper. "Who?" 
"That man over there." Jack nodded , pointing with his chin. "The guy 

in the copy shop. The skinny guy." 
Elizabeth watched the man for a moment. Then she turned back to her 

paper. "He looks fine," she said. "He 's skinny. Everyone here is skinny." 
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"He looks sick," Jack said. 
"We're in India," Elizabeth told him. "Everyone is sick." But then she 

glanced up again. "Well, not everyone," she said. "Almost everyone." 
Jack waited for a second. He swallowed. "Should we buy a few copies 

from him? Should we give him some money?" 
"Do you need copies of something?" 
"No," Jack said. "But I want to make sure he's okay." 
Elizabeth turned a page of the paper. "So, go over there and ask him," 

she said. "Give it a shot. Ask him how he's feeling ." 
Jack shook his head, letting the suggestion fizzle away into the air. He 

studied the man, studied the shop. A phone number was written above the 
shop's name, those six squat numbers a mismatch for the Hindi figures 
beneath them. Leaning to the side, Jack reached into the pocket of his 
jeans and retrieved the clamshell cell phone they had bought at the airport 
in New Delhi . American cell phones didn't work here, not even in the 
major cities, but a temporary contract and disposable phone were both 
inexpensive , about six thousand rupees for five hundred minutes . They 
had used the phone only once, to call their daughter in Los Angeles and 
let her know that they had arrived all right. Jack dialed the number on the sign. 

"Who are you calling?" Elizabeth said, looking up. With the brim of 
one hand, she shielded her eyes from the sun. 

"I'm calling that store," Jack said, and he lifted the phone to his ear. "I 
want to see if he ' ll get up." 

"Are you serious?" Elizabeth said. 
"Quiet. It ' s ringing." 
It beeped a few times in the earpiece. Then the noise started coming 

from the shop itself, a long loose rattle that reminded Jack of a fire alarm . 
Even here , across the street, separated by cars and scooters and chattering 
crowds of people , the ringing of the shopkeeper ' s phone was as clear in 
the air as it was in the speaker of the phone against Jack ' s ear. 

The two of them watched the man. Slowly, he turned his head in the 
direction of the ringing, but then he relaxed again, gazing once more into 
the street. The phone continued to ring, but the man didn't rise. 

"Come on," Jack said. "What are you doing?" 
Elizabeth clicked her tongue against her teeth , lowering her head to 

the paper. "Just hang up," she said. "He's not going to answer it." 
"He has to," Jack said. "A phone is ringing in his shop." 
"Maybe it's not his shop," Elizabeth said, turning another page . 
"No," Jack told her. "It's his shop all right." The phone continued to 

ring . "Come on. Get up. Answer the phone." 
But the man never moved. He stayed on the table, his body leaning on 

one elbow. Later, back in Cincinnati, Jack would call that number again 
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and again, letting it ring for entire minutes. The man never answered-not 
then, not now- but, even ifhe had, Jack knew how much he'd struggle to 
speak with the man, how speechlessly he'd fumble with words, phrases, 
questions . In the end, he knew how little he'd have to say. 

Closing the phone, setting it down, Jack turned once more to 
Elizabeth. She was still busy with the newspaper , scanning its pages with 
quick, sweeping glances-browsing but not reading, not able, completely 
at a loss . Jack sat forward . 

"Can I have a section?" he said, but the drone of a passing motorbike 
washed out his voice, and Elizabeth didn't seem to hear him at all. 
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GAIL FOLKINS 

Laundry Lessons 

My neighbor, Coronado, doesn't understand my laundry troubles. With 
laughing eyes and hair that's just as wild, he catches me studying the 
laundry chart posted on the second floor landing of my Swiss apartment 
complex. 

"When's your laundry time?" he asks. He smiles and leans against the 
outdoor railing. Thin trails squiggle up the hillside behind him, lined with 
neat benches and people out for a stroll on this sunny day. 

I turn towards Coronado's forty-something, Italian good looks. 
Although I try to follow my appointed laundry time in this year of work
ing and living among the Swiss, I often throw in a load of clothes when 
need coincides with an empty space. "When I run out of clothes." 

Coronado stares at me. "You don't have a laundry time?" 
"I do, but I'm flexible." 
He stares at me harder, and I feel my face warm. I hope I haven't 

stolen his space. Worse yet, I don't want him to think I'm an arrogant 
American , above having a laundry time. I point to the chart before he can 
scold. "I have Monday evenings." 

Coronado studies the chart. "You have Monday mornings, Frau Folkins." 
With my face growing pinker, I refocus on the square. I'd signed up 

for 7:00 A.M. , mistaking it for 19:00 hours evening. No wonder I some
times find another pile of clothes atop the washer after my own load is 
already in progress. While Coronado leans back further and grins, I take 
the pencil tied to the chart and erase the faint script, searching in vain for 
another evening spot. 

"I have two laundry times," Coronado says, "because I've lived here 
so long. Six years, I've lived here." 

I glance at him for any sign he resents the rigidity of this system, but 
he looks unruffled and gives me a smile tinged with pity, as if I'm the 
problem. He hums his way downstairs while I struggle to find my laundry key. 

A few days later, with my time on the chart adjusted , I open the laun
dry room and find the machine stuck mid-cycle. A crumpled sock, an 
escapee from my laundry bag, lies in front of the machine. I pick it up and 
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try to open the washer. The door won't budge-the harder I pull, the more 
it sucks in its breath . I push more buttons , trying to fool the machine into 
shutting down altogether , but the washer refuses to waver from a pro
grammed setup, a built-in decisiveness . I feed it a few more coins until it 
rumbles back to life, and I retreat upstairs with my sock . 

In the morning , the apartment caretaker meets me on the landing. Frau 
Schraner 's eyes , the color of dark chocolate, size up my hair, straggled 
from stay ing up too late . "Someone said a young blonde woman was 
doing laundry at 11 P.M.," she says, her words firm. "The curfew is 10 P.M." 

"It was me," I tell Frau Schraner , although I know she already knows. 
"I didn't put enough money in the mach ine." I conside r which neighbor 
has grown weary of me traipsing up the stairwell or fumbling with my 
keys against the metal door , someone tired of this person who doesn 't 
understand the unwritten rules . 

"We'll need to discuss the laundry," Frau Schraner told me the day I 
moved in. We'd just been through a precise, lengthy description of mail
box and parking regulations. 

I wondered how difficu lt laundry could be in a small Swiss apartment 
complex. Fourth floor location and fifty -six stairs aside, it should have 
been a simple matter of clothes, soap , and dryer sheets. My gaze traveled 
from the hillsides and back . I thanked Frau Schraner for her help but 
didn't rush to make a laundry appointment. Distracted by my new market
ing job in a branch office along with the soft green mountains outside my 
window , I didn't think about her advice at all until I ran out of clean clothes. 

Frau Schraner , unsmiling behind her wire-frame glasses, once again 
agreed to share the laundry guidelines . The day of our lesson , she waited 
for me on her second -floor landing, a row of potted plants in front of her. 
"Where is your laundry?" she asked in formal German laced with Swiss 
dialect. My tardiness for our appointment wasn't forgiven. 

"It's upstairs," I said in quiet German . Between a day of flurried work 
and a missed bus on the way home, I'd hoped to pick up my laundry 
undetected , bringing clothes and apologies in a single offering. In my zest 
to make a good impression at the office , I'd made a blunder at home . 

Frau Schraner acknowledged my mistake with a shake of her head, an 
unspoken sigh. I'd been ready for the visible differences in Switzerland, 
abundant flowers and tailored black clothing but not for the tangible orga
nization, a thread that tied the country into firm knots of efficiency. While 
I ran upstairs to grab my clothes, Frau Schraner turned my lateness into 
fresh purpose by stabbing the soil in front of her, every motion decisive . 

Armed with my laundry, I met Frau Schraner again on the second
floor landing . She ignored the overstuffed bag at my feet and handed me a 
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modern key. "This is your key to the laundry room." Next came a 
medieval-style skeleton key. "And this one is the drying room." 

I ran my finger along the first key's plain but symmetrical edges. My 
boyfriend, Aaron, would later tell me contemporary Swiss keys worked 
no matter which way you inserted them in the lock, another nod to the 
country ' s pragmatism. Sure enough, the laundry room door clicked open 
with ease, revealing a sweet detergent scent. 

Frau Schraner stepped inside without flicking on the light and ges
tured at the glinting machine. The washer perched on its wooden base like 
a spaceship, chrome-trimmed with the dancing lights of a control panel. 
Machine options included the usual cold, warm, hot controls. For cycles, 
it offered slow spin, some spin, and no spin. There were trays to place 
detergent , fabric softener, and pre-wash liquids. It also had slots for coins, 
along with a door that shut with a loud and definitive locking sound. 

Tired from the day's structure , I wanted to throw in the soap, unload 
the clothes, and have at it. I longed to escape upstairs and watch German 
television , a sure way to relax and build my vocabulary . But Frau 
Schraner's demands were more immediate. 

"The temperatures you're familiar with ," she said, looking at me to 
make sure I understood. 

"Yes ." 
"The spin cycles are a little different. Spin gets most of the water out. 

It's best for clothes that can handle it, your whites and cottons. Some spin 
is a moderate setting . You use that for your blends. No spin is for delicate , 
clothes you don ' t want to damage. For the soap settings . . . " 

I muffled a sigh and tried to hide the international look of impatience 
on my face. Frau Schraner had to know I'd done laundry before. 

"Frau Folkins , are we tired from work?" The lilt faded from the apart
ment caretaker's German. 

"A little," I said without looking at her. I resolved to be more polite . 
Frau Schraner skipped over the soap explanation and helped me start a 

load of whites in warm temperature , with some spin, using liquid deter
gent. When the washer began churning , Frau Schraner guided me to the 
handwritten laundry chart posted outside . "You ' ll need to pick a laundry 
time," she said. Most weekday and Saturday squares were already filled. 

"What about Sundays?" I asked . 
Frau Schraner shook her head. "No laundry on Sundays-it gives a 

day of quiet." 
I followed my apartment manager and her no-nonsense tone toward 

the drying room. The skeleton key opened a basement full of clotheslines 
and pins. A miniature, ground-level window shared a sliver of cloudy sky. 
I watched raindrops bead on the grass. 
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"How long does it take the clothes to dry?" I asked. 
Frau Schraner walked to a large fan at one end of the room and fed it a 

few coins until the blades spit out a chilled gust. The breeze grew into a 
roar, ruffling the lone dishtowel clipped on a line. "This will dry your 
clothes very quickly ," she yelled over the fan. 

The breeze blew hard, but its air stayed cold, and I wonderesi how my 
clothes would ever dry. On our way out, a damp lilac smell through the 
open window gave some consolation . Despite the adjustments I'd need to 
make living here, at least my clothes would come out fresh. 

"This is the drying room," I say in English to Jill and David. Just as Frau 
Schraner taught me, I share the laundry room guidelines with my 
American visitors. I stuff a few coins in the slots beside the fan and wait. 

David frowns at the resulting breeze. "That air's cold," he says. "It's 
not doing much ." 

I motion to the open window , which now offers a dusty drift of sun. 
"It's not bad . .. the window helps out." 

We collect their clothes from the washer, filling the drying room with 
light and dark silhouettes . Jill crowds more clothes on the line while 
David, still shaking his head, inspects the fan. In my friends I see earlier 
versions of myself, newcomers who struggle to make sense of everyday 
tasks. They, too, expected the flowerboxes and the hills but not the laun
dry rules, differences that with time tum into a new version of normal. I 
watch their faces crease ever so slightly, just like mine must have during 
my lesson with Frau Schraner 

Happy with the imagined progress I've made, I run into the apartment 
caretaker on the stairwell a few days later. "Hi, Frau Schraner." 

"Good evening, Frau Folkins." Her tone is all business. "Frau Folkins, 
you realize you can only keep your clothes in the drying room for two 
days-no longer. You share the room with two other people, and you 
have the only key." She shifts her plants on the landing outside her apart
ment without meeting my gaze. 

I pause at this latest laundry blunder, unsure why I've been given the 
only key . "I'm sorry, Frau Schraner. I didn't know." 

Frau Schraner keeps focused on the blooms at her feet. "Well, just 
make sure to move your things when they're done." She stirs the soil with 
her trowel, glancing away from me. Shadowed hillsides harden into a bar
ricade, a stifling I need to escape. 

At my bus stop, Coronado follows me across the street to my apartment. 
The overnight bag I grasp, listing sideways from its one good wheel, 
keeps me from looking back, but a loud "ciao" reveals who it is. "You're 
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always traveling," Coronado says in German , gesturing with tanned fin
gers as he speaks. 

I wait and smile back but don ' t answer right away. It's a topic we've 
discussed before over stairwell laundry trips or bus rides to work in Baden . 

"Where to , this time?" Coronado asks during our hillside climb to the 
apartment bu ilding we share . An Italian accent weaves between the 
German words he speaks . Without asking , he takes the handle of my wob
bling bag . 

"I spent the weekend in Germany ." Right after Jill and David's Swiss 
visit, I'd met them in Aachen for a short getaway, only to find I missed 
my apartment landing's row of plants, their ordered presence growing on 
me just as fast as the geraniums they contained. 

Coronado and I pass the family-owned grocery store, closed, like the 
laundry, for Sunday. I glance at the upstairs windows where the storeown 
ers live. Over time , I'm learning about Sunday in Switzerland, which isn ' t 
for working or for household chores . Most Swiss spend the day with fam
ily and friends , either cooking at home or taking day trips in the moun
tains . I wonder if Coronado's just returned from visiting friends in Baden , 
but before I can ask, he faces me at the ground floor of our apartment 
complex . 

"Are you from Germany?" he asks . 
I shake my head "no," though I'm pleased I might pass for German, if 

not Swiss . 
Climbing up the stairwell, he sets the black bag down midway and 

gives me a determined look . His eyes narrow as if considering where his 
neighbor must belong . "Dutch, then ." 

"I'm American ." 
Coronado gives me a stricken look. "An American? No." 
"Yes." 
"No ." 
"Yes, from Seattle." 
My bag topples over from its place against the railing . Coronado 

props it up again with a quick save . "You're too thin to be an American! " 
My smile disappears . It isn't the German I speak that makes Coronado 

believe I'm from here, but my appearance. My vision of fitting in retreats 
as fast as my understanding of Swiss rules. "Why would you say that?" 

"In America," Coronado says, "there's so much food. It makes you large." 
Coronado's view of America, an image perched between Hollywood 

glitz and junk food excesses , follows me upstairs. I'm guilty of my own 
generalizations, expecting the mountains but skirting laundry -room prac 
tices-knowing a place means loving it for more than its promises . 
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At the top floor, Coronado rolls my bag to the door with a twist that 
makes the shaky wheel quiver. He reaches for my hand and kisses it. "I 
live below," he says, pointing to an apartment several floors beneath 
mine. "Maybe we can have dinner sometime, as neighbors." 

I take his invitation as an impromptu housewarming gift, a way to 
make amends for assumptions we've both made . It's an act more friendly 
than flirtatious, I decide, after he waves and heads back downstairs . Inside 
my own studio, the broken bag spits out its contents, all jumbled from 
travel and ready for washing. 

Frau Schraner, her glasses poised close to the paper's humidity-curled 
edges, stares at the handwritten chart posted outside the laundry room. 
Wearing thick-treaded boots, she'd just returned from a hike on the forest
ed trails behind the building. Her reddened cheeks and wind-swept hair 
make her look younger than her years, less of an authority figure and 
more like a neighbor. 

"Good day, Frau Folkins." She takes the paper off the wall and frowns. 
I step beside her to have a look. 
"I drew this chart by hand, but it'd be nicer on my computer." She 

shifts her glasses, letting her guard down . "My son gave me a laptop, but I 
always have questions." 

Her puzzled face holds a loss of control I've never seen before. 
"I'll help you, Frau Schraner." 
She grasps the folded paper in her hand and looks at me hard to see if 

I mean it. "What about right now?" 
I follow Frau Schraner into her apartment where her husband watches 

television. He greets me from the couch with a half wave. Unlike the 
Swiss programs I scrutinize for language practice, a game show blares 
across the room for pure entertainment. Contestants' random outbursts 
spill across the unblemished wood floor of the apartment, bouncing 
against furniture arranged in careful angles and figurines placed in dust
free alignment. The television show, a nod to disorder, gives me hope for 
my own inexact ways . 

Frau Schraner leads me to her office, a separate room with a computer 
and fabric samples sorted by color. She guides me in front of the laptop 
and points at the buttons, just as she'd done with the laundry machine. 
"Here's how you tum it on, and here's the program you open." With more 
casual Swiss dialect punctuating her formal German, she shows me a tem
plate with her favorite background colors and typefaces, from sharp blues 
and yellows to bold lettering. 

I nod at her choices. "We can put all the names in a table, and if any
thing changes, I can update it and print out a new copy for you ." 
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Frau Schraner eyes each square of vibrant color and script as if they're 
magic. "Let's move Ingrid and Michael to Saturdays at 10 A.M.," she says. 
Her demeanor grows more animated with every tenant name I type. 
"Coronado," she says, pausing. "He needs two laundry spots." She nods 
as if there's no question . "He's been here six years." 

I type Coronado's name in two boxes with bold, decisive lettering . On 
a recent bus ride to Baden, he'd asked me to go to Milan with him . He'd 
probably been looking for anyone to go, even his crazy American neigh
bor, with or without a boyfriend . 

"Milan sounds nice, but I can't today ," I told him. 
"Going to see your boyfriend?" Coronado's look turned sly. He'd 

spotted Aaron on the stairwell a few weeks ago and lingered on purpose 
until I introduced them. 

"No, I have errands today ." 
Coronado shook his head at me as if he were worried about my 

romance with an American I'd met overseas. "That one's friendly," he 
said. "Too friendly." 

I leaned against the bus seat and smiled . Though Coronado probably 
thought I should spend less time traveling and more time with my 
boyfriend, I was figuring it out along the way. Maybe my neighbor wasn't 
used to shades of gray, for laundry rules or relationships. Navigating the 
borders of places and people, I wanted to tell him, was sometimes the best part. 

After scrutinizing a few attempts at the chart, Frau Schraner and I 
print out a final version of distinct laundry times bound in soft margins. 
The order around me keeps a firm hold, but for now I breathe easier. 
Under the purple glow of a desk lamp, Frau Schraner and I admire our 
new laundry table, function and creativity linked in colored rows. 
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MARLAINA NUGENT 

Written Lines 
When I wrote last, 
I spoke of how I missed 
the murmuring language of pine and wind, 
the woods of Maine where sounds drop 
like pebbles into a quiet pool. 

Two years ago when we were together, 
we listened to your horses whinnying in the fields 
as we picked tiny blue globes 
from the tangle of blueberry bush . 
Later we would make a pie. 

I do not walk through forest paths 
but on cart roads, sugarcane flanking either side . 
Limbless palm trees flag the sky 
and the ocean is behind, 
around me . 

Here at the top of the road 
I stay to watch the sunset. 
A large steamer crosses 
followed by a cloud similar in shape only 
ten times more massive. Sun drops into sea. 

What is it that makes us love? 
Is loyalty to land, to one another 
based simply on circumstance? 
Do you remember how we once laughed and said 
we would marry the first man we understood? 
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White in the West Indies 
The woman with blond hair 
tracks each obscure road through the island. 
By the end of the month she will no longer be ignorant 
of her environment. Control, she believes , comes from knowing. 
Villages pop out from stretches of cane like jumbled sentences. 
Loose verbs of children dash out then back 
behind fences of corrugated tin . 
Girl children wear outgrown cotton dresses 
and the boys are shirt-less. Everyone is barefoot. 
Their faces register blank as the white woman drives past, 
smiling at them. Why aren't they in school? the woman worries. 
Other faces just inside the darkness of shutter produce more metaphors. 
The woman searches for clarity in the literary equation . 
Rounding the bend, a sound like a cornered animal hisses out at her. 
Young men expel their hot breaths through clenched teeth. 
The sound means nothing more than the cat-call whistle 
used in her own country ; something construction workers always did. 
The woman resists the desire to roll up her car window . 
Those who look at her sit passively in front of the local rum shop. 
Her car is locked. Does the history of enslavement 
raise them to higher status? They are orphans of this world, 
the woman contends. Still, she sees only 
their blackness, her whiteness. 
This woman wants to go into one of their houses . But she doesn 't carry 
any special medal for suffering. She is guilty in this awareness 
then quickly remembers how as a child she suffered a kind of abuse . 
She knows then of pain, does she not? She can relate 
her measure against theirs. What is it I really want? she thinks. 
Here in the Third World where she cannot say she rightly belongs 
she hates the complicity of her whiteness , and yes, of their blackness. 
Taking herself inside a chattel house, she imagines sitting 
at a wrought iron table on chairs cushioned in red. 
An old woman talks with her gently. Perhaps an old man is sitting 
in the background nodding at certain disclosures as he rocks in his rocker. 
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He is honored to have the white woman in his house. Does the white 
woman want these occupants to tell their burdens, their sins 
while she like a Catholic priest umbrellas them with a sublime ear? 
Horrified at the implications of her imagined scene, she remembers 
that she would not have the screened partition of the priest's confessional. 
All sets of eyes, listeners' and tellers', would be nude 
like a light bulb which hangs on bare cord in an unadorned room. 
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Guest to the Scene 
The little girl needs to use a bathroom . 
She cannot wait until they get home . 

The mother looks for a public facility . 
Only buildings in third-world decay abound. 

Instinctively the mother chooses the largest , 
most public looking of the buildings. 

A small sign on the outside tells her 
that she has entered the old district hospital. 

Inside there are plastic orange couches . 
Otherwise the place is empty of comfort . 

There is no one to ask . The mother feels 
the silence like a net dragging her body under. 

Again the child urges , becoming desperate . 
She expects the mother to know what to do. 

The mother walks down a narrow hall. 
Doors on either side have no handles . 

She comes to a square room ; three windows face 
an ocean unbearable in reflected light. 

Opposite sea are more doors. One, a bathroom. 
The mother guides the child inside, stands guard. 

The room is small, perhaps six feet by four. 
It seems to sway and undulate like a boat. 

The mother is off balance within herself . 
There is a sound of water dripping . 

The mother worries she has entered a private place . 
She fears where she hears water , someone showers. 
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Calling softly to her child, she asks is everything all right. 
The child says she will be longer. 

Encouraged by the familiar sound of voice 
the mother peers into the other door. 

She sees a shower stall, dripping in steady stream. 
There is no sign of occupation . 

Now that the mother knows she is alone 
she walks to the windows pitched over the sea. 

A small fleet of fishing boats rock in the water. 
What looks like men's heads are floating buoys. 

The sun, already low in the sky, 
shatters its light against the flat surface . 

The ocean is a silver body laughing . 
She squints, a guest to the scene. 

The mother's head feels spongy. She searches 
for human life and sees a man bent over the stem . 

His shape is a moving blackness . 
The mother pulls her focus back inside. 

A window opened the breadth of three fingers 
carries no sound of ocean, oflife . 

The woman leans to the edge of the window. 
She feels as though she will fall. 

As she takes several small steps back 
she again pulls her sight in close . 

On a pane of glass is a small spider. 
She recognizes this spider from her childhood . 
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It is one she often saw at the sea's border. 
But that was a different place, another sea even. 

Only the spider is the same. 
The child emerges and the mother goes to her. 

They retrace their steps . Back on the street 
they make their way to the bus stand, and home. 
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Too Long in the Tropics 

(I) Dawn/Tropics 

Grey rain strokes grey light. Dawn on the whooshing of sudden wind 
breaks the night. 
She wakes, shucks the pale anxiety of half dreams, 
hears rain and prays for continuum. 

With rain there is the single choice to stay indoors, to stay within 
a repercussive mind. 
And those things she cannot do will not haunt her. 

(II) Early Day/Tropics 

Invigorated by breeze, a benevolent cool, 
she puts all questions aside. Under the broad wings of the flamboyant 
tree she feels a tentative ownership. 
She looks out, sighs. The grass is green with pearls of dew throughout. 

Close by a sparrow carries twigs and dried grasses in his mouth. 
His mate joins him at the nesting site. An unmusical trill ensues. 

Supplies are good after the night of thundering rains 
the full moon turning clouds to sails and illuminating the sky 
into a phosphorescent sea. 

She stands eye level to the making. Her cat, her dogs, all could jump 
the manageable distance from ground to branch 
where the nest is being built. 

Later she will watch for the eggs: one, two, or three. 
She will watch for the hatchlings. 
She will worry for final flight. 

142 



(Ill) Days/Tropics 

You sit in the "Fernery" at the planter's table mesmerized by the greens. 
Wind circles. Your ears are filled with the grey persistence. 
Finally a part of you closes down. 
You are submerged within the image , there but not there, 
as if in a dream . 
An inner world speaks now . 
Unconnected parts of you hear , begin to speak back. 
You do not recognize the language. You are aware that a kind of death 
has happened, a kind of rebirth as well. 
It is a state of ecstasy but without the joy . 

After some time you re-enter the scene, see 
what is before you, hear as birds chit back and forth. You feel protected 
by the trees: the silver mahoganies, the evergreen, the black willow , 
even the ones you cannot name. It is beautiful. 
No, you do not want to leave. There is no better place. 

Your mind wanders to the many roosts around your two-hundred-and 
fifty-year old Great House (You prefer "Great House" to "Plantation" 
skipping over all messy histories) . 
There is the gully on the south side, this Fernery on the west side , 
the shadowed lawn beneath the row of frangipani trees. 

These hidden places, deep in the bush, entangled by vines 
and giant elephant-ear philodendrons, remind you still of other places . 
Dark, cool, and fuzzy in outline , they are only partially remembered
like the paths in the forests of Massachusetts 
and Maine. 

(JV) Late Morning/Tropics 

Clouds, low in the sky, move ominously forward. 
Like locusts over a field they set the ground to concern . Sky is forgotten . 
Morning goes on. 

By noon the clouds push aside . 
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She feels the blue inappropriate . 
There is everything to this blue, and nothing- no streaks of dark hue, 
no hint of other color; the white of a black and white photograph. 

There is something false to the sky today. 

She decides the blue wholly illusionary. 
And the wind meddling with her hair, the exacting call of the birds, 
even the rock where she sits-illusion. 

The clouds gather strength once again. 

(V) Late/Tropics 

The fan cools her feet that are always hot while thunder in the distance 
grumbles the discontent of heat. 

It is years she has lived where she lives. She loves her house, grounds 
and trees. Mute like her they are forever speaking in metaphors. 

Everyone is far away speeding towards death or separation. She thinks 
about a few who are dear. She will write although they have the quality 

of apparitions and old memories . She is not sure if their love 
can be sheltered from the confusion that has become her mind . 

Sometimes, when she is feeling brave, or angry, she walks beyond her 
four acres into cane fields alive with abandonment. 

There she thinks differently. She might discover a blossoming tree, 
a swatch of light that harmonizes some aspect against which it falls . 

And there are the birds- their unguarded language. And the perpetual 
growing -shedding to dormant to alive again. She will stay the watch. 

She listens now to the thunder and it vibrates into her a delicious 
mixture of anxiety and excitement-her association to true love. 

Against pillows soaked for hours in the sun she pleasures her face, 
smelling the warmth of something consumed. 

She thinks about sleep. Slowly, she makes herselfrise up 
from the bed. Dinner must be made . 
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(VI) Dusk/Tropics 

You watch as a deepening dusk invades your room. 

The sun from the western sky once searching with bright fingers a far 
wall, the greenheart floorboards, has left with no filtering trace. 

You are alone in the large plantation house, scared but not scared. 

Outside your window, on the lawn that has forgotten green, 
a toad jumps. At first you think it is blackness jumping then you 
remember, name it, and feel relieved. 

Cankerous shadows inside and between bushes are more real 
than they were at day. 

You are responsible now for what will emerge-phantom or 
substance. Before others saved you if only by the weight of their 
voices, their sturdy clinging to a day's routine. 

Tree frogs bring in the night. Their chaotic din obliterates. 

(VII) Night/Tropics 

Her husband (who is not who she thinks he is) locks up the house. 
She waits upstairs. 

He closes windows, louver doors, doors between 
the rooms. He shutters the windows (hurricane shutters now used 
for protection) and then bars the shutters. 

The downstairs is entombed. Only the upstairs breathes. 
It will take all night for the exchange to happen, all night for the stale 
overbaked day to be replaced with a frangipani-scented night. 

The children sleep in their rooms. She checks on them. 

Walking on her toes down one cavernous hall to another she doesn't 
trust what she might find. 
She smashes any "mahogany birds" (giant roaches). She sprays with 
more chemicals the huge field spiders that have come in. 
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Her children sleep well. 

In the middle of the night the electricity goes off. 
She wakes when the blank lullaby of spinning fan stops. 

Hot, she picks herself up and walks to the window. 
Leaning out she is surprised to find the stars. They have come down 
from the heavens and speak now with the trees. 
There is no moon. Blackness is host. 

Above the ground and among the trees are other bits of stars. 

Lime-green fireflies spiral, fall, ascend. 
She watches until the world is upside down 
and all that lives is untenable. 

(VIII) Tomorrow/Tropics 

You find yourself sitting at the kitchen table . What comes through 
to you first is the throb of sunlight , the dimming to brightening . 
You feel it on the back of your head, capture it vaguely on your left side 
as it enters from west-faced windows. You notice shadows on the cabinets 
of ecru with gentian blue trim-two straight lines and a curve. 

Half shadows pass over the full shadows-over the full light. 
You listen to the refrigerator with its mechanical panting, 
the rhythmic in and out.You hear a hated blackbird in the tree outside, 
its uncultured speech in four parts, as haunting as a taunt. 

Slowly it penetrates that the shadows on the cabinets are from 
the objects on the table against which your elbow rests, against which 
your cheek rests, against which everything feels heavy. The solid lines 
with flame heads are the twin stalks of the amaryllis plant brought 
back from the States. The curved line is the basket in which it grows. 

You know then of the solid things that create the alter image and 
wonder briefly-as you finger your hair behind your ears-
how long you have sat there focused on the temporary, the fleeting, 
the metamorphosing. It seems to you it has been a long time. 

Maybe eight years. Maybe ten. 
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You know it has been too long. Dangerously so. 
When had it been time to leave or was it the coming that had been wrong? 
Your stomach puckers into itself feeling small and pithy 
like the remains of a fire. The blackbird is gone. 
Shadow images have changed . 

The sunlight passing in from behind, passing by you, 
squares itself flatly against the kitchen. 

Dimension is lost. 

The faucet drips.Your daughter would chastise you for waste of water 
but you cannot lift yourself and tighten it off. 

Your husband calls on the phone. 
You are ambivalent, distant-clutching. 
You can't make sense of what he asks of you, what he wants from you . 
The reverse is also true. You hang up, breathe back in your sigh. 

The smell of sun from the line-dried sheets floats upward . 

You look at the neat pile at the edge of the table and think: 
I have done that. 

I folded those. Something has been done after all. . 
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DONNA PUCCIANI 

The Memory 

The coffee here is strong and hot. 
Seagulls have rediscovered the piazza. 
Morning opens over the church 
like a pale and holy visage. 

I can see the place on the steps 
where you stood yesterday 
as light drew aside 
the curtain of darkness. 

I imagine your stance, 
the way your hands hang loose 
at your side like odd flowers, 
the curve of your chin 

catching the dawn, 
and how your eyes drift 
like fog across the valley, 
how today you vanished 

like a lost bird. My hands 
shake from the cold, emotion, 
or the cup of Arabica, 

a small white anchor 
for my ship of sorrows. 



I teach my Italian cousin 
two meanings for "still" -

Still 

"as always" and "without movement." 

Still here, I say, though we 
could die any time at our age. 
We think of this at the cafe, 

sometimes aloud. 
The inexplicable benediction 
of some faceless God 

will decide when and who 
submits to the scythe . Meanwhile, 
we ponder how to let the sun 

enter in as before, 
let the rain and the hills 
keep on feeding the soul. 

On the piazza 
pigeons peck at crumbs. 
Their iridescence flits 

between black and green 
with violet silks. Tourists 
come and go like so many sailboats 

dotting the lake. How to be still 
as the harbor at dawn, to remain 
unmoved and unmoving , 

the still life of a bowl of fruit, 
of the mountain in whose shadow 
we speak? 
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Languages 

I have swallowed the seed of languages. 
It grows in me like the tree 
my mother promised me 
when I swallowed the pips 
in the orange juice. 

Little words sprout like aliens, 
spawning a jungle around themselves. 
I will not speak English 
in this country of sun and stone, 

where the scent of tanned leather 
bursts from the shops, and pasta 
blooms inky black 
with the blood of the squid. 

On the tongue, 
each day begins with bright vowels 
buttering the dark crusty bread 
of consonants . 
Chew, savor, speak. 
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Assumptions 

At the Church of the Assumption 
in a small town in Italy, 
the heart of the Madonna glows purple, 
bleeds red among her blue robes. 
Her cloud-puffed feet ascending, 
she will soon vanish from view 
to become one with the God-child 
whom she bore, wept over, 
and sought at the empty grave. 

From the pews, one observes 
the white-garbed arm of her Christ, 
barely visible, like truth, lies and incense, 
its broken blessing made whole 
by believers, who never tire 
of praying under the unmoved, 
unmoving plaster hand . The rest 
of His body hides behind the cement 
arch, playing the game of faith, 
His presence flickering in the echo 
of hymns, genuflections, and bells . 
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Rain 
When the curtains close 
around the coffin of his kid brother, 
who was sixty-one and dissolute, 
his shoulders tremble. Later , 
he asks , Where is Leo? 

The priest has intoned, 
In the arms of the Lord, 
but then admits, 
Death is a mystery . 

The integrity of a raindrop , 
how it shivers on a leaf, 
gives its own sermon. 

Unable to hold on any longer, 
it joins the flow 
through air, gutter, and grass, 
rushing over stones 
down the boulevard of trees 

past the concert hall where 
the local symphony plays 
into the dark, into the storm. 



ROBERT LACY 

On the Dangers of Hero Worship 

"No man is a hero to his valet." 
-French proverb 

In late November of 2003 we in Minnesota awoke to the news that 
Charles Lindbergh, perhaps our most revered native son, had fathered as 
many as seven children with three different German women over a period 
of some seventeen years, beginning in the late fifties . The news came in 
the form of a brief wire story, on an inside page of the St. Paul newspaper, 
saying DNA tests had confirmed that the children in question were his. 
We were shocked, of course, but being Minnesotans we tried not to show 
it. The local media, having dutifully carried the story, quickly moved on 
to other, more seemly, matters. We don't like anything ruffling our calm. 

But still. Seven children! With three different women! Secretly, and 
over a period of seventeen years! You couldn't make something like that 
up-could you? What on earth was going on here? 

All sorts of things in Minnesota are named after Charles Lindbergh . 
We have a Charles Lindbergh State Park. In it sits the Charles Lindbergh 
Boyhood Home. The main terminal at the Minneapolis -St. Paul Airport is 
called the Lindbergh Terminal. It features, hanging from the ceiling in the 
departure area, a full-sized replica of The Spirit of St. Louis, the little sil
ver monoplane that carried "Lucky Lindy" to transatlantic glory back in 
1927. Elsewhere, high schools all over the country are named after 
Charles Lindbergh, grade schools, tech schools, airfields. For a time there 
was even a dance step . Remember the Lindy Hop? 

What were we-as Minnesotans and as a nation-supposed to do with 
this new information? It was all coming rather late in the day. Couldn't 
very well rename the state park, raze the boyhood home, take down the 
monoplane. Or could we? Nobody seemed to want to talk about it. 

Of course, Lindbergh's reputation had already taken something of a 
drubbing due to his America-Firster stance and his alleged Nazi sympa
thies back before World War II. But we in Minnesota, and most people 
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elsewhere , had come to terms with that. He'd made a mistake; mistakes 
were human. Besides, he'd redeemed himself with years of environmental 
work and nature conservancy. And don 't forget the terrible tragedy of the 
Lindbergh kidnapping. The poor guy had been through a lot. Prior to his 
death in 1974, he'd come to seem to most ofus like a nice old man. 

But seven children? With three different women? And nobody knew? 
Someone the news really must have rattled was A. Scott Berg . Berg 

had published a new, "definitive" biography of Lindbergh in 1998, just a 
few years before the revelations broke. He 'd spent more than ten years on 
the book-making the phone calls , doing the traveling , conducting the 
interviews , organizing his research, writing up the results, seeing the 
whole thing through to publication-and for his efforts he'd been award
ed inl999 a Pulitzer Prize . "A magisterial work," Kirkus Reviews had 
called the book back then, " ... a superb job ... With Berg's access to 
previously unavailable documentation , this is sure to be the definitive 
biography of Lindbergh ." The Los Angeles Times had also pronounced it, 
"The definitive account . .. One of the most important biographies of the 
decade ... an extraordinary achievement." 

Well, maybe. 
When did Berg first learn about what would come to be known as "the 

secret German families"? Several of the German children had apparently 
made the claim in the summer of 2003 that Lindbergh was their father, 
and there had been an AP story in August of that year (which we in 
Minnesota never saw) in which Berg was quoted as saying, in response to 
the claim, that "it would have been out of character" for Lindbergh to 
have fathered them . But after the DNA results were made public, he 
quickly changed his tune. "I always thought he was a deeply troubled 
man," he told the Boston Globe, "and this reveals how troubled ." 

It's easy enough to sympathize with Berg. What does a biographer do 
when confronted with inescapable evidence that he has somehow missed 
a substantial part of the story? What can he do? If you read the Berg biog
raphy, you are bound to notice that the years in question, from 1957 to the 
time of Lindbergh's death in 1974, are rather sketchily dealt with. They 
occupy only a few more than 50 pages of the 562-page book. Berg quotes 
Lindbergh's wife , Anne Morrow Lindbergh, as complaining to her diary 
in February of 1959 that "C. is not going to change his pattern of being 
away from home most of the time." But the biographer is vague as to 
where, exactly, Lindbergh was spending that time, and what he was 
doing. "As each of the [American] children left his dominion," he writes, 
"Charles became increasingly independent, footloose. Barnstorming the 
world, he had not seemed so vigorous since his youth." Then, with uncon-
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scious irony, Berg adds, "Psychiatrist John Rosen believed he was 'run 
ning away from old age' and 'intimacy ."' 

In 2005 another book appeared, this one in Germany, detailing the 
existence of the secret families. The book's title was Das Doppelleben des 
Charles A. Lindbergh , or "The Double Life of Charles A. Lindbergh." It 
appeared under the imprint of German publisher Heyne Verlag and is yet 
to be published in translation in the U.S. Its author, Rudolph Schroeck, is 
described as a Munich screenwriter and publicist. Schroeck also wrote an 
article in June of 2005 for The Atlantic Times, an English-language news
paper based in Berlin, in which he summarized his book's contents. The 
article can be found on the Internet. Briefly, it states that Lindbergh met 
two sisters, Brigitte and Mariette Hesshaimer, at a party in Munich in 
1957. The sisters were pretty and single and each was more than 20 years 
his junior. Lindbergh was 55 at the time. He began affairs with both 
women. Brigitte bore him three children: Dyrk, Astrid, and David . 
Mariette bore him two more : Vago and Christoph . A third woman, identi
fied only as "Valeska," who was Lindbergh's private secretary at the time, 
also bore him two children whose names aren't given. Lindbergh visited 
his German families in Munich several times a year, according to 
Schroeck, but never for more than a few days each visit. He was a doting 
father while there. The children knew him as "Careu Kent." After her 
mother's death, the daughter Astrid discovered some 150 letters to her 
mother from Lindbergh hidden away in a garbage bag, the last one dated 
just ten days before his death. 

(Question : if a man, even one as secretive as Charles Lindbergh , visits 
Munich, Germany, three or four times a year for seventeen years, isn't he 
bound to leave a record of some kind? Airline tickets? Passport and visa 
entries? Credit card receipts? Something? "Munich" does not even appear 
as an entry in the Berg biography's index.) 

In her 2008 memoir Forward from Here, Reeve Lindbergh, Charles's 
youngest American child, writes about how she felt when she learned in 
the spring of 2003 of the other families. "My anger," she says, "was all
consuming, a satisfyingly fiery and righteous rage, very comforting while 
it lasted. Unfortunately, it lasted, in full force, for only about a month ." 
Further on she writes, "Anger, bitterness, outrage, all were with me for a 
while. Then, one by one, they went away. I can still bring any of them 
back if I try, but I can't maintain the feelings for long. This I find very 
interesting." By September of 2003 she's able to write in her journal , 
"God help me, I'm beginning to get used to this!" And eventually she's 
even able to joke about it. She gets a lot of mail, she says, and, "It helps to 
hear from the humorists : Gee, this will come in handy if any of you needs 
an extra kidney!" 
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What had triggered her "righteous rage," Reeve Lindbergh makes 
clear, was not so much learning that she and her American siblings had 
been deceived but her father's colossal hypocrisy in doing so. This was 
the man, after all, who had written a scalding letter of rebuke to Reeve's 
sister Anne, accusing her of flirting with "promiscuity" because of her 
dating behavior in college. Anne had died of cancer in 1993; her daughter 
found the letter among her belongings after her death. She had kept it for 
thirty years. 

Over the years Charles Lindbergh had become something of a nut on 
the subjects of eugenics and world population trends. He seemed to be 
worried that the black, brown, and yellow races-Kipling's "lesser breeds 
without the law"-were going to push all the white people off the planet. 
Reeve writes in her memoir of his "endless lectures on the Population 
Explosion, with all those graphs and charts on 'exponential growth 
curves ."' In fathering thirteen children of his own, counting the kidnapped 
baby, was he embarking on a one-man mission to counter the non-white tide? 

"I keep thinking," Reeve writes, "that by the time he died in 1974, my 
father had made his life so complicated that he had to keep each part sepa
rate from the other parts, the way a finicky child will divide the food on a 
dinner plate so the meatloaf never comes into contact with the carrots or 
the mashed potatoes." Then she adds this : "Now that the sensationalism 
has diminished and my own emotions have calmed down, what remains 
with me is a sense of his unutterable loneliness ." 

I moved to Minnesota in 1972 and have lived here happily ever since. One of 
my earliest friends here was a St. Paul advertising man with political connec
tions who was a font of knowledge when it came to Minnesota history and 
politics . He had a number of Lindbergh stories. He called him an "odd 
duck." The story of his that really struck me, and has stayed with me over 
the years, was the one about the cross-country trips Lindbergh used to make 
in a little VW Beetle from his home in Connecticut to Little Falls, the site 
here in Minnesota of the boyhood home. According to my friend, Lindbergh 
was in the habit of jumping into the VW from time to time and driving 
straight through, stopping only for gas and maybe a nap, to this little white 
frame house on the banks of the Mississippi. Once there, he would climb in 
through a window, unroll the sleeping bag he'd brought with him, and bunk 
down on the back porch where he used to sleep, summer and winter, as a 
boy. The caretakers and other park employees got used to having him show 
up like that, unannounced and incognito. "It was just the kind of thing 
Lindbergh did," my friend said. "Standard practice." 

Lindbergh has had several biographers. All of them dwell at some 
length on the pleasure young Charles took in sleeping, semi-outdoors, on 
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that unheated, un-insulated back porch, even in 20-below-zero Minnesota 
winter weather. In fact, especially in 20-below-zero weather. Cozily bur
rowed in beneath a heavy pile of coats and blankets, he could feel himself 
safe and secure, they tell us, a prince of his own little domain. 

"I was in close contact with sun, wind, rain , and stars," Berg quotes 
him as saying. "My bed, a wide, folding-cot affair, was in the northwest 
comer. On stormy nights rain blown in through the screen would mist it. 
Some of the valley's treetops rose slightly above its level." That porch 
overlooking the river, says Berg, was to young Charles "the only part of 
the house that felt like home." 

Little Falls is about 75 miles north of the Twin Cities, where I live. I 
drove up there in the mid -70s to see the boyhood home . And , sure 
enough, there parked in a basement room was the VW Beetle, which the 
tour guide said had been "purchased in Germany" and shipped to the U.S . 
It had been left in Little Falls after Lindbergh's last visit there when he'd 
been called away unexpectedly to an important meeting elsewhere. The 
little VW sat stripped down to its essentials, the passenger seat removed 
(apparently so that Lindbergh could roll out his sleeping bag for quick 
naps en route), tins of sardines and other canned goods laid out in sight, as 
well as a flashlight and other small items. It immediately put me in mind 
of the stripped -down Spirit of St. Louis Lindbergh had flown to Paris in 
1927. The same spartan simplicity, the same need to be free of anything 
not vital to the mission. "No hat and two sandwiches," was Buckminster 
Fuller's happy phrase for all Lindbergh had taken with him on that epic 
flight nearly fifty years earlier. But, of course, there had been good aero
nautical reasons for flying the Atlantic like that. He'd needed to be rid of 
everything he didn't absolutely have to have in order to lighten the 
plane's load, and to make room for more gasoline . These things weren't at 
issue in the VW trips . The paring back seemed to be more an aesthetic 
choice now, a zen-like clearing of the decks for its own sake. Or just pos
sibly, either consciously or subconsciously, Lindbergh in these cross
country drives was trying to recreate that earlier experience, and in so 
doing to take himself back in time and space to a less complicated exis
tence, one that wouldn't require him to keep separating his carrots from 
his mashed potatoes. The Little Falls trips appear to have coincided more 
or less exactly with the secret -families period of his life, after all. The VW 
had been "purchased in Germany" because he was spending a lot of time there. 

It's tempting to picture him driving through the night across Ohio . . . 
Indiana ... Illinois ... Wisconsin ... his hands on the wheel, his gaze 
straight ahead, an elderly man with a sense of mission in his posture. He 
would have had lots of time to think during those drives. Alone in that lit
tle car, what must have gone through his mind? He was destined to die of 
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cancer fairly soon, at the age of seventy-two. Had he already been diag
nosed by then? Were there intimations from his body of what was com
ing? Would his spirit be weighted down by all he'd been through, all the 
places he'd been, the things he'd done? Here was a man who had con
ceived and executed, at the tender age of 25, the single greatest act of 
individual daring of the 20th century . Nothing else even came close . 
Edmund Hillary's conquest of Everest? At best a distant second; and 
Hillary had had a companion . Amundsen's race to the South Pole? 
Amundsen had had an army of helpers, not counting his sled dogs. 
Lindbergh had been the most famous man in the world for a time . With 
Charlie Chaplin, he had ushered in the Age of Celebrity~and had lived 
much of his life in a fishbowl as a result. Would he, as he drove west now 
in his VW, be feeling a certain sense of despair over what it had all come 
down to, all the complications he had created for himself? Would he be 
worried about the situation in Germany? Wondering when, or if, he might 
be found out? Was he feeling the effects of age, as well as illness? Did he 
have occasion to ponder the sad truth of what William Butler Yeats had 
called "the foul rag and bone shop of the heart"? And was his own heart, 
like that of the aging poet in Yeats's greatest poem "Sailing to Byzantium," 
"Sick with desire and fastened to a dying animal"? 

One can imagine him, then, at three or four in the morning, after hours 
and hours on the road, turning into the clearing where the little house sits 
by the river, pulling up out front, removing his sleeping bag from the car 
and heading up to the porch. By now the window would have been left 
unlocked for him by well -instructed park employees. There in the waning 
moonlight he might be seen to struggle just a bit as he hoisted himself up, 
sleeping bag in hand, and eased himself through, and found that spot, his 
spot, over in the comer, where he'd spent so many happy nighttimes so 
many years ago. 
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PAMELA HULL 

Powerless, Or Not 

After 36 years together, just at the age when I needed him most, my hus
band died, leaving me bereft and fearful, adrift on a berm of enduring sor
row. It was unthinkable that in my lifetime I would shake myself loose 
from that perilous perch, or so it seemed at the time. 

A few years after the funeral, trouble arose at the gym. 
I noticed a young woman-was she 24 or a sweetly-endowed 39-

working her heart out on those machines that would keep her svelte and 
toned. A widow on the cusp of a sixty-plus birthday, I glanced at the 
steamy glass door as she threw off her towel and entered the shower. But 
the door was not steamy enough. There were outlines. Insinuations. A 
seductive form with sleek edges curving gently from perky breasts on 
down to tidy hips forming size six thighs. No bump outs on that ride 
down, no irregular fleshy outcroppings. Not a jot extra, all perfectly aligned. 

Prepare for the funeral of middle age, I told myself. We now bury illu
sion. Oh, I know about the lures and enticements of a woman's body. 
Haven't I run my hands over my own a thousand times since that first sur
prised look in the mirror at age twelve, those female contours of ours that 
often entice men to ruinous falls from grace? But such intriguing thoughts 
failed to fill my curious head this day as I stared at the shower door. 

Gone, that mirror as ally. Not gone until this afternoon when my 
errands are done. Not gone until next Tuesday when a youthful visage 
would find its way back. But gone, now, and gone forever. 

"Tight, sleek, flat," depictions now useless . "Loose, thick, more," 
their replacement. Arriving with the stealth of a cat were upper arms 
whose skin resembled wavy sea markings left behind in the sand. No 
longer would dresses be sleeveless or fall above the knee. Straight away, a 
glut of bottles and salves and creams, cabinets replete with anti -aging 
applications for face, feet, arms, hair. Pricey, hapless lotions. Oh, signs of 
seniority had begun appearing a few years earlier in bearably minute 
increments, but I now watched helplessly as the calendar and marital loss 
led to a full-on eruption-the thickening, the layering, the drooping, the 

159 



puckering . There in that dressing room, right between the bins of used 
towels and piles of hair dryers, it happened-a deluge of truths invading a 
wobbly life ever on the hunt for serenity. 

Fearing others' scrutiny in the gym, I took my showers at home, yet 
my attitude remained pivotal-I had not yet totally forsaken the inclina
tion for deception nor begun to seek acceptance. Engaging with all, from 
street vendors to professors, my heart yet pumped as of old. I still 
"thought young." But when did many of the men with whom I spoke sud
denly appear younger than I? Were opinions of my place in the pantheon 
of aging naive? Self-serving? My thoughts turned grim-death waited on 
the far shore, looked my way, felt personal, knew my name. 

On the other hand, lust was still strong despite my aloneness, despite 
the flesh that was loosening and flailing on its bony ridges . And plucky 
me, the spirit still sailed. 

I live! 
I will fight, I decide. I will not succumb to diminishment. The aching 

joint will cower beneath my resolve to overcome, the facial crease will 
define wisdom and wit. Despairing, I tell myself! will find beauty in change. 

There will be no discussions about the cunning with which time rear
ranged my unwary body. No analogies to the falling leaves, the setting 
sun. Nor will I indulge in banal complaints : "Botox is so expensive ." Like 
a million other desperate women, I will not belabor my declining state as 
if it is mine alone . 

But who would not lament? 
Who would not mourn when absence occurs? When fullness thins out? 
It is too much work, I think . Growing old. 

Still, there are good days, such as the Sunday on which I attended the bar
mitzvah party for a friend's young son. 

I thought I looked better than ordinary . 
The color of plum wine, a long skirt from my daughter's closet some

how made it over my hips, some small bone of ankle showing. A provoca
tive black j ersey and around my throat, a gray pearl drop ringed by tiny 
diamonds. 

I smiled as I heard it from the sidewalk. The music, a jazz beat tinged 
with samba. Were there maracas? 

Two musicians, one a young man with thick brown hair slicked 
straight up and very white teeth, ruled the synthesizer. The other, fifty-ish, 
carried the sound and was master of trumpet, sax, and clarinet, switching 
instruments as the beat shifted or the tone flashed a change in mood. His 
fingers . How would they move over a woman's body? Swiftly on the run? 
Or, strumming andante? 
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Mediterranean , I thought , surely from a dark, mysterious town where 
alleys of intrigue wended their way and hidden entries were latched with 
iron . And beyond, you would know the sea waited . Shimmering blue, it 
would be . All this skittering over my brain as I entered the ballroom and 
looked around. 

Raven eyes a-gleaming set into olive skin. A tangled head of gray/white 
swirls, as lush as any on a Roman principessa, flying about like twittering 
blackbirds as his shoulders swayed to the sounds of his flute. 

Moshe was his name, and he just appeared , an angel in a tuxedo. 
As he walked over, his sexy baritone tackling something from Guys 

and Dolls, he looked at me fiercely, then asked, "Will you dance with 
me?" The guests were fixed in their chairs, eyes wide, the dance floor, empty. 

I slid into his arm which he tightened around my waist, holding up 
high the microphone with the other. A showman , hired to do this . 

"Do you know what a beautiful woman you are?" he whispered . "Do 
you? Do you know how beautiful you are?" 

I smiled . A very good showman , indeed. 
"Are you Italian?" I asked . 
"No , I am Israeli ; my name is Moshe . And yours? What is your name? 

Aah , Pamela . And where are you from, Pamela? New Rochelle. Aaah. 
New Rochelle ." 

Stupid woman, I scolded myself. Why didn't you answer Paris? Sao 
Paulo? Budapest? 

And then, "Why aren ' t you dancing with someone?" 
"My husband died," I said. 
"Aaah, a shame. You should be dancing with someone. You are a 

most beautiful woman, " he repeated, sighing, his sigh deep , rolling up 
from the bottom of his chest to the lips hovering near my ear. 

The cuff of his sleeve brushed my breast. I looked. He looked. 
No one else dared take up the surrounding air. The couples nearby 

gaped and gawked. Ruthie nudged Norman-is this our Pamela? A 
Jewish woman at a bar-mitzvah celebration? Moshe pulled back slightly, 
a mere hitch, to readjust our fit. At the song's finish, he breathed, "This is 
for you," and sent "I Love You, Babe" into the room, raising his fist with 
such gusto that the guests looked up from their gefilte fish. 

My friends fidgeted and coughed and stammered , mustering their 
composure to a lively discussion of soup, chicken, women's hats . When 
later he again strolled over, they looked alarmed and started playing with 
their forks, adjusting their napkins. 

"Here he comes," they murmured as he touched the side of my face, 
tucked my hair behind my ear, a dove lifting its wing. 

"You are the one, beneath the moon and under the sun." 
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A conga line was forming as I moved toward the door. My 
Mediterranean sabra raised his hand-was it, stay, or rather, farewell
but I gave only the slightest of gestures, a shoulder shrug, as I walked 
away. I thought he might leave his trumpet in the middle of "Bei mir bist 
du schon" and follow me, but he did not. 

Driving home, I wondered, did the evening really happen to me, "a 
senior woman," as others politely call us? Perhaps such moments were 
still possible . Could I cobble a few together like a string of pearly shells to 
wear across my life? 

Let's find out, I decided . 
When I entered my house, I lit the lamps, tossed off my shoes and sat 

down at my desk, starting an Internet search for a springtime appartamen 
to in Rome. 

When you are over sixty, however, or alone at any age, doubt can easily 
subvert fancy. Setting in place the details of a trip, I then reconsidered. 
How would I feel dining in a romantic trattoria as the waiter removed the 
second set of cutlery? When I viewed Bernini's folds without sharing my 
enthusiasms? Or sampled pistachio gelato untouched by a lover's tongue? 
No Paul's grin. No Paul's eyes. And I stacking lotions and unguents on the 
shelves of a foreign living space without knowing a single word of Italian? 

And yet, I was now seated in 11 H, belt fastened, American Airlines to 
Brussels. Change of planes, then on to Rome . Six weeks in a studio apart
ment in a 17th-century villa, antico, magnifico, Centro Storico. 

How had I fashioned such a plan? 
Several years earlier when my husband Paul died, I had fallen into a 

rhythm of quiet relentless anguish, flaunting my contempt for the passing 
hours, days, months. Grief made me do it. But, I was lucky. I caught myself 
and drew up a list, essentials for survival, directives for finding a toehold: 

Find a good therapist. 
Call a best friend night or day. 
Pull out your talents and interests. Use them. Seek new ones. 
Never succumb to inertia. 

Moshe helped. "Only you beneath the moon . ... 
Friends helped . "Wish I were daring like you." 
A counselor helped. "Your feelings are normal." 
And Paul's voice, "You can do it, Pammie." 
A new contract with life had to be drawn. A new context, birthed; and 

boldness was the prod. Despite the exquisite awareness of minute bodily 
shifts, of unfamiliar pangs and limitations, recovery was about piss and 
vinegar, as they say. Had I simply resurrected my former moxie, dormant 
these last few years? 
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"I am off," I said, hugging a dear friend. 
He has cancer. Pancreatic, not a fair fighting kind but the same one 

that killed my husband , the one against which you can hardly mount a 
battle. Would I see him again? I ask this many times now with acquain
tances and neighbors as our youthful props of certainty slip from arthritic 
fingers. No more can we expect sure answers or explanations for apparent 
bad turns . No angel awaits with beribboned and scented revelations. No 
kind soul rakes your path or offers you surcease from the crucial pursuit 
of courage. Living with the thrill of unlimited possibility collapses into 
narrow , finite choices and you tend to falter. Shall you then follow the 
familiar furrowed path, your feet mired in sludge? Is that the best we can do? 

You talk to strangers, my friends said, so of course you can fly off to 
Rome with assorted odd bits of confidence. 

Assorted odd bits? Do you think it was easy for me? Do you think I 
entered a shop and asked for three kilos of chutzpah? Oh, I tried with the 
ferocity of a bull in a pen of cows to locate such a place, but I could not. 

Inside myself, the inward tum, that was the only place to go. I went to 
Rome howling and cursing because I was alone, but I took the turn . I 
learned to write a book because I wanted to-much later sent off hun
dreds of boxes to auction because it was right for me to move to an impor
tant city, but fearing regret more than the unknown, I took the tum. 

Boarding the plane, I met a man in a wheelchair , his crutches across his 
lap. A big man with sweeping shoulders , a large head and wire-rimmed 
eyeglasses . I could tell by an awkward though purposeful settling into his 
seat, that he had lived long with his infirmity . 

"Are you a writer?" he asked, overhearing me on my cell phone read
ing a new first paragraph to a friend. 

"I'm a physical chemist," he told me, adjusting the lights, the air 
vents, the pocket pamphlets, chatting the whole while, "prying secrets 
from cells and enzymes and molecules . Worked as a top researcher for 
Fortune 500 companies. On September 11th I was in my office on the 
29th floor of the World Trade Center. How would I survive among a 
thousand bodies frantically screaming for light? 

"A burly man appeared," Walter continued, "a man who had just 
adopted two little girls from Russia , one with a cleft palate , the other with 
bone deformities. Such a man would stand firm, would not desert a trem
bling cripple . Behind me, a grandfather with four sons and six grandchil
dren and a wife with a disabling illness. Such a man would also stand 
firm. And then, Al, a plumber , and George, a stockbroker, moved front 
and back; and so, four good men brought me down. 
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"On that day, I quit the scientific firms and academies, left the analy
sis of chemicals and molecules to others and established a foundation for 
medical study ofmy neurological disease ." 

And what brought this man to me at Gate 3 7 in the JFK International 
Terminal? Before the encounter in the gym, I might have considered this 
simply a compelling story from a fellow passenger. No longer . My new 
friend Walter was divinely inspirationa l that day. Now I imbue such an 
interaction with the mystery of insightful unfolding . Was it coincidence, a 
random act or somehow fated that the husband of my friend on the cell 
phone was a professor of neurology interested in research? That I had 
Walter's business card in my purse? That in my life I was granted 
reprieve from such dire physical limitation? 

Later in the flight, somewhere between the coastline of Nova Scotia 
and the cliffs of Dover, I strolled to the back of the plane for a stretch. 
There I spent the next three hours with charming 38 year-old Hans from 
Antwerp, photographer of the edgy and occult. Our words tumbled and 
jumbled as we laughed in a dark cabin where all but we two were deeply 
asleep . The years between us did not divide or intrude though I was grate
ful the lights were dim and I had been faithful to the Stairmaster . 

However , as wisps of femaleness are aroused and the old senses 
return, settling for the leavings of fate is no longer enough. One is left 
floundering like a bird fallen from a nest , home no longer. Doomed to 
alight on this branch or that. Doomed to an eternal search for the sense of 
how the heart finds its place , its connection . We women wonder if it is 
enough belonging to ourselves . Is it? 

Must the search for a husband be the ultimate goal? Is a man my age, 
serious illness more than likely lurking, the reward for diligent application 
of a dozen lotions as I pray for the efficacy of the alchemist's touch? I 
think about this dilemma, this struggle between self-containment and the 
yearning for a good man's devotion. 

One must be strong indeed to withstand the onslaught of such lonely 
ambiguity, to make sense of an older body in a younger spirit. But push
ing on is all we have. And in the end, there are Moshe and Walter and 
Hans, who belong to us. 

Living in Roma for six weeks, I walked far, muttering to myself, turn
ing over choices and options, seeking definition and clarification-how 
should I form my future and is that power of shaping mine? No answer 
made sense, none fit comfortably and at last, I relinquished the godlike 
task of conjecture and prophesy and simply gave up the internal dialogue, 
accepting the moment and the offerings of a good life. Grateful for this 
emotional truce, I happily meandered up the Palatine Hill and over the 
Ponte Sant'Angelo, through Domitian's palatial fragments and the royal 
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stones of Septimus Severnus. Down the Tiber's embankments, down into 
the Baths of Caracalla with their ghostly vaults, down into the Circus 
Maximus where lingering echoes of thunderous hooves hovered. 

The Romans in their piazzas and on their mopeds, haranguing in their 
Senates and scrambling over their monuments, provided sublime , 
grandiose theatre . As they sashayed confidently before me , I was 
entranced by the charming insouciance of style and history. Amore della 
vita . The nonchalance and panache ofltaly where every footstep lures you 
into an eternal poem . How close I came to sending for my clothes, never 
to return to my own home in my own country . 

Rome is much too beautiful a city in which to be alone, but the spirit 
is nevertheless incapable of ennui in that place . When my friends asked, 
weren't you lonely there by yourself, I answered, yes, of course, but it is 
better to be lonely in Rome than lonely in a New York suburb surrounded 
by McDonalds and car washes. 

And there is this-as I wandered about, I tried not to think of Hans, 
those youthful decades still ahead for him. Instead, I thought about 
Walter, who cannot stand . 
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ERIC TRETHEWEY 

Oh! No! Canada 

Although Gwen had a decent job with Head Start in the spring and sum
mer of 1966, just after Natasha had been born, and I was making steady 
money on the Gulfport waterfront, we decided early in the fall that it 
might be a good idea-safer at least-to make another try in Canada, 
Halifax specifically , the closest place I had to a home town. In Gulfport I 
had been attacked on the street by a couple of white guys brandishing fists 
and racist epithets, and there were other signs of hostility to our interracial 
family. I had escaped, it is true, the street altercation with nothing more 
than cuts and bruises. I might not be so lucky next time. And I was not 
prepared to have my daughter, Natasha, scarred by racism further than 
what I couldn't prevent. My family circumstances back home in Nova 
Scotia were not ideal-everyone was poor, and there were frequent 
episodes of drunkenness and violence-but even that was an improve
ment on the murderous racial violence all around us in Mississippi. At 
least the terrain was familiar. And perhaps the family situation had 
improved since I was a boy. When I was there in the spring briefly before 
leaving for Mississippi, Stu, the man my mother had lived with for many 
years, seemed to be more agreeable . There were no outbreaks of violent 
behavior. Again, I went first to see if I could find a place to live and a job 
of some sort. So I bought a bus ticket and embarked one more time for 
the North . 

Back in Halifax, I found an inexpensive, two-bedroom apartment 
almost immediately, albeit in a slummy neighborhood down on 
Brunswick Street. An advantage of the place was that it was really two 
self-contained apartments with a shared kitchen; the only drawback was 
that one had to go out into the hallway to reach the kitchen and the other 
bedroom . An unintended benefit was that my maternal grandparents, who 
also were looking for a place to live, could make a bed-sitting room out of 
the second bedroom and share the kitchen, thus saving significantly on the 
rent. They were retired and owned a small house out in the country but the 
weather conditions were too harsh for them in winter. So each fall they 
moved into the city. This time they moved in with Gwen and me . 
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Gwen and Tasha arrived in Halifax in late September, I think. I had not 
yet moved into my apartment-I was staying temporarily in my mother's 
flat while I tried to assemble some furniture. They had been on the bus for 
two days and nights, and Gwen complained that their pores were filled 
with the grease of diesel residue. She said that when they pulled into the 
Acadia Lines bus station in Halifax, they were too tired even to feel relief 
that the trip was over. When they emerged from the crowd of jostling pas
sengers disembarking, we embraced . Then she said she had to take Tasha 
to the bathroom to change her diaper. I stood beside the bus waiting for 
their bags to be unloaded. 

Carrying the bags I caught up with them inside the station and while 
they stood by the luggage I ducked into the men's room. As I stood in 
front of the urinal I was amused by a graffito on the wall: "Australian's 
[sic] are living proof that aborigines still fuck kangaroos ." 

Then I grabbed the bags, and my wife and daughter followed me out
side where I hailed a cab. The ride to my mother's place was not more 
than ten minutes. She was expecting us when we came up the stairs to her 
second floor flat. Rather than make two trips from the street, I had put the 
smallest of the three suitcases under my left arm and wrestled with the 
larger suitcases, one in each hand. Gwen, carrying Tasha, went up the 
stairs first, and I followed, bumping the luggage against the banister on 
one side and the wall on the other. 

When they reached the landing they were swept up in Mom's 
embrace. Mom picked Tasha up to hold the little girl, her first grandchild. 
She and Gwen had never met before , though they had seen photos of 
each other. 

My mother had once been a beautiful woman with long black hair, an 
aquiline nose, a resplendent smile, and darker than usual skin after her 
father. She still had the gorgeous smile but her face was now scarred in 
several places as a consequence of beatings she had endured by Stu. 

They were standing there laughing and talking when I made it to the 
landing and put my burden down . Taking a deep breath, I flexed my 
hands and arms to relax the muscles. The bags had been heavy and 
unwieldy. And then my sisters were suddenly there to be introduced and 
begin to hug and caress Tasha. Elise, the middle sister, sixteen at the time, 
confessed to me later how breathtaking she found Gwen's appearance to 
be, her beauty and her stylishness: She was tall and slender with her hair 
straightened and upswept, and she was wearing heels and a brown leather 
coat with fur on the collar. Eventually, when they got to know one anoth
er, Gwen loaned her the coat one night to wear on a date. It was a gen
erosity she has never forgotten. 
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Morn was still with Stu-in fact, had married him by this time-and 
he came out of the bedroom near the top of the stairs. He was visibly 
drunk, staring through rne at Gwen. His face was flushed, and he wavered 
slightly on his pins. 

Gesturing toward him, Morn said to Gwen, "This is Stu." 
Stu nodded in our direction but said nothing. 
Gwen said "hello" in a small voice. She had heard a few things about Stu. 
Morn said, "Well, let's not just stand here. Corne on, I'll show you 

your room, and then we'll have a cup of tea." 
It was at that point that Stu, reverting to his old self and being a bigot

ed asshole, said loud enough for all of us to hear that no "nigger" was 
going to stay under his roof. 

I knew he was a prick but I had no idea that he would be nasty in such 
a barefaced way . He had seemed somewhat reformed when I was here in 
the spring. 

So much for the absence ofracisrn in Canada! Gwen, the Mississippian, 
must have felt right at home. 

Morn reminded Stu that the apartment was hers, not his. 
He threatened violence, roaring and cursing at her and gesticulating 

with his fists. 
Angry and out of patience, I said, "Just shut the fuck up. No one wants 

to hear your dumb crap." 
He looked shocked at first, but then he came at rne, both arms flailing. 
I instinctively stepped back and to the side and cold-cocked him dead

on with a single right hand. 
He collapsed in a heap, unconscious as he went down and stayed there 

for a couple of minutes. Eventually, shaking his head and rising to his 
hands and knees, he appeared ready to stand up again. Morn told him to 
get the hell out. He lurched to his feet and stumbled through the door, still 
flurnrnoxed no doubt, his mouth bleeding, sputtering threats. 

We had fought a number of times when I was a boy, and he had 
whipped rne decisively. The only time I had bested him back then was the 
night I came close to blowing him away with the shotgun . But this time 
was the first, as a grown man, I had taken him on-a grown man who had 
experience in the ring. Clearly he had misjudged the situation. 

"Howsornever," as rny grandfather used to say, in other respects it was 
not an auspicious beginning. 

Gwen, who had secretarial skills, found a job almost irnrnediately in an 
insurance company downtown on Barrington Street while Morn looked 
after Tasha in the daytime. Gwen would pick her up after work, and fre
quently Morn would ask Gwen to stay for dinner. In this way they got to 
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know each other and gradually became friends. Mom adored Tasha, par
ticularly because she was her first grandchild. 

The strangest eventuality issuing from my mother ' s babysitting Tasha 
was that Stu began to play with her in the afternoons before Gwen arrived 
to pick her up, and thus he became attached to the child in spite of his 
drunken avowal of racist sentiments. He even took her out in her stroller 
and introduced her as his grandchild . Once in a while it happens that peo
ple, in spite of themselves, can be other and better than their professed beliefs. 

I found work as a radio journalist at a station, CKCW, in Moncton , a 
small city in New Brunswick, a little more than 100 twisty -road miles 
away. In order to see Gwen and Tasha I was obliged to commute back and 
forth by plane-since I didn't have a car-between there and Halifax on 
the weekends. I would fly home late on Friday and back on Monday 
morning. It was not a happy arrangement but it was the best we could do 
at the time. 

In Moncton I rented a room in a boarding house just offBonaccord Street 
and spent most of my time by myself . Whole days went by during which 
the only times I heard the sound of my voice, up until the time came to 
read the evening news, were the occasions when I ordered solitary meals 
in restaurants. In the mornings and early afternoons I explored the city 
and usually ended up in the library to read newspapers and literary maga
zines . Since it was autumn, the season of melancholy, I was moved to 
work on poems, but they were not good and after each attempt I would 
feel sad frustration. The red and gold leaves , the clear October air, the 
almost complete isolation of my days made it seem that there was some
thing, some lost essence I must retrieve from the mystery of time, an 
insight that would fulfill the moments and make them feel less bleak, 
enable me to feel less forlorn. But my poems failed me, and each day I 
felt loneliness sprout inside me like a bitter weed up out of the dark. 

Around four o'clock each afternoon I visited a diner where working 
men fed themselves and for less than a dollar I would eat roast beef , 
gravy, mashed potatoes , green peas, mashed turnips, bread and butter. 
This meal, it seems, was the high point of my day. After a cup of coffee I 
would go to work. 

At the radio station I enjoyed monitoring the teletype and for the first 
time in my life felt close to being abreast of the news. This was the most 
pleasant activity attached to the job . 

After midnight when the final news had been read I would walk back 
through the autumn darkness to the rooming house . The dead leaves rat
tling and the occasional passing car made the only sounds disturbing the 
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stillness . On the dark street, stepping on fallen leaves, I would let go and 
surrender myself to isolation's ache. 

My job paid well enough but I didn't get along with the station owner. 
Apart from the fact that he spoke and carried himself in an annoyingly 
self-important manner, he claimed I spent too much time on air-even ifl 
made no more than a passing allusion-talking about the Vietnam War 
and the American Civil Rights movement. (I still think these two issues 
were the defining ones of the 1960s and not just in the U.S.A.) He wanted 
more strictly Canadian and local news, as if Canada itself was without a 
racial problem. It wasn 't as though I didn't address local news but that I 
wasn't sufficiently exclusive in presenting it that didn't suit his taste. 
Eventually he fired me, but another opportunity presented itself almost 
immediately. 

My grandfather had seen an advertisement in the Halifax newspaper solic
iting young college graduates to join the Royal Canadian Navy . If they 
were in good health and qualified on paper they would be commissioned 
immediately and then sent to Officer Training School. From my point of 
view the pay seemed good, the best regular salary I had ever been offered. 

I ag@nized about joining up because I didn't want to be away from 
Gwen and Tasha for long periods of time, at least at the beginning of our 
marriage . But I needed a job and more than that, a career. Furthermore , 
having i~ersed myself in the work of Joseph Conrad for several years, I 
was enchanted by the romance of the seafaring life. Still, the necessity of 
a job was my foremost consideration. Here was the best opportunity I had 
encountered so far. I applied, was awarded a commission , and by January 
had been sent to a training base, Esquimalt, near Victoria , British 
Columbia, on the Pacific coast. 

Before I left for Esquimalt, in celebration of my appointment, my 
mother held a small party at her flat with family and a few of my friends 
in attendance. 

Stu, as usual, proceeded to get drunk, but along the way he seemed 
more expansive and friendlier than usual. At one point he asked me and 
one ofmy friends ifwe knew how to finger wrestle. We both said we had 
never heard of it. 

"Here," he said, "I'll show you." He extended his hand, second finger 
bent into the shape of a hook . "You hook your finger to mine, and we 
both begin to twist them in opposite directions until one of us says 
'Uncle .'" 
- He seemed jovial, certainly more pleasant toward me than usual. 
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So we hooked fingers but before I could begin to exert pressure he 
violently twisted his wrist and snapped the bone of my finger between my 
fist and second knuckle . 

I should have known better. He had always been sneaky , devious as a 
weasel , and spiteful to boot. No doubt he thought if he could talk me into 
playing the stupid game by mutual agreement then I wouldn't have the 
moral justification for retaliating. I wanted to hit him but I decided my 
inevitable chance would come under circumstances more favorable to my 
sense of fair play . Though Mom raised hell with him, and Gwen was hor
rified , I did nothing but let my buddy jerk the ends of the broken bone 
into realignment. It hurt like a hammer blow . To this day my finger up to 
the second joint turns approximately fifteen degrees away from the rest. 

After I left for my first posting, Gwen became a friend and mentor to my 
younger sister Elise, who stayed with her sometimes and helped her with 
Tasha. By this time Tasha was moving around in a walker . She chugged 
everywhere around our apartment and my mother's . She also had a worri
some rash on her cheeks. They remained red and inflamed even after the 
doctor prescribed some medicine . It seemed to take a long time for them 
to clear up . 

Predictably, there were occasional problems with my grandmother 
Kate, but no more than Gwen could handle . When it turned out that Kate 
was something of a closet racist-despite my grandfather being half 
Mi'kmaq Indian-we thought, perhaps foolishly , that we could keep her 
mouth in check. Sober she was a kind soul who would never deliberately 
wound anyone's feelings . Apparently she had sincere empathy for all. 
After a few beers or glasses of wine , however, she was capable of making 
unintentionally rude, thoughtless , deeply annoying comments - the way 
unconscious racists will do. When she had first found out from my mother 
that I had married a black woman and that we had a child she remarked , 
according to one of my sisters, "Oh, the poor children!" 

Since I was sent to the west coast for training and then to sea on the 
Pacific, the job more than I expected, was something of a strain on our 
marriage. All told we were separated for close to two years, during which 
our primary communication for the most part was by letter , only occa
sionally by telephone. Some of the letters were unsettling, such as the first 
one she wrote to me at Esquimalt mentioning a worsening cold Tasha had: 

After you left Saturday your morn and I cleaned our apartment, and 
then I took it easy for the rest of the weekend. It was relatively quiet 
around here too. Tasha 's cold turned into a bad cough. She would get 
choked on the cold in her throat and throw up. I thought I would have to 
call Dr. Hunter, but yesterday she got a bit better. 
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Monday was quiet too. Tasha and I have been going to bed around 
8:30 every night. The magazines with her picture came and also a letter 
from Nanny T. [My paterna l grandmother.] I answered it and sent a cou
ple of Tasha's photographs. Oh, I've been trying to show your picture to 
her, but she always finds something more interesting to look at. Today she 
was reading MAD, looked at Alfred E. Newman, and said "DaDa. " 

[This last sentence was an allusion to my stupid stunt, signing a test 
paper with that name in an Economics class when we were students at 
Kentucky State.] 

A subsequent letter from Gwen was even more unnerving: 
Tuesday : Things livened up a bit around here. The lights went out 

shortly after I got home from work, and your grandmother, half looped, 
walked around crying that we were in a war, alternating with "the black
out in Paris and London . " Then she helped me eat my can of spaghetti. 
Off of my plate, even. 

Wednesday: More of the same . Only the green -eyed monster was out 
in full force-simply because your grandfather and I were talking about 
what you were doing. Later, I heard the woman accusing him of trying to 
rob his own grandson of his wife. I was awakened around midnight with a 
radio blaring. I wasn't concerned, but then Tasha started to wake up. So I 
did the unforgivable . I asked her to turn it down. She did-for all of two 
minutes. (Your grandfather had been asking her to turn it down as well.) 
When he asked her to turn it down, she jumped on him about "pushing 
her away for that immoral colored girl. " Earlier she had referred to me 
as a black something-or-other. It took all of my will power not to go over 
there and curse her . (When she called me the "immoral colored girl" 
your grandfather told her to keep her voice down, but she just screamed 
that she :wanted me to hear.) 

Today she called me at work-got my number from your mom-to tell 
me I had a letter from you. Actually , she called to see if I would give her 
permission to open it because she complained, "I guess we'll have to wait 
to hear what he said. " 

I answered "I'll be home this evening." 
Did t au know that Tasha has a top tooth? She had it before you left, 

but I didn't know until Saturday evening. 
I went back to the doctor yesterday. I had cramps, but my period 

didn't come Sunday. He gave me another prescription, plus my pills, and 
that should take care of it. I haven't had them fi lled. I can 't until tomor
row. Nd money . So many things I'd like to get-mainly undies while 

- tiwy',re;n sale-but the bills I have to pay plus $5.00 to go in the bank will 
total $80. 00. I probably will clear $9 5. 00, and I still have to buy groceries. 

The gas ran out Sunday. I called and they came over immediately. 
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I had one of my bad headaches today. It feels better now that I've eaten. 
All the snow disappeared Monday, and it was beautiful. It started 

again last night, and it is very cold today. 
Your grandmother just came over and said your grandfather wants to 

know if we are legally married. I told her if he wanted to know, tell him to 
ask me. I just did a little eavesdropping myself When your grandmother 
went back into her room, I left the kitchen and went into our bathroom 
where it borders on their sitting room. She was telling him to go into our 
apartment and talk to me because she wanted the truth. Just as I suspect 
ed, he didn't know what she (here comes your grandfather) was talking about. 

Your grandfather and I had a long talk. He's very, very unhappy. He 
feels in the way. She says she would be working and having her friends 
over if it weren't for him in the way. He told me yesterday that she puts 
all of "his" army and old-age pension in the bank under "her" name. 

Tasha might write later. She still calls you in the morning. 
[Many squiggly lines J 
That's her message. I can't understand it. We love you . Please write 

to us soon. 
Love, 
Your Family. 

Gwen had told me in one letter of moderate length more than I had ever 
known about my grandparents' domestic life. Although I knew something 
of my grandfather's army service during WWI-he was wounded in a 
cavalry charge at the Battle of the Somme when his horse was shot from 
under him, and he was gassed at Ypres-I had no idea how little access he 
enjoyed to his blood-bought pension. Gwen's complaint about her short
age of money was another common aspect of the letters. I always sent 
money, but it never seemed to be enough. Of course I invariably felt 
guilty but I didn't see how I could provide more than I did. What was 
never alluded to in her complaints about money was that she was an invet
erate clothes horse . I loved it when we went out together but underwriting 
her taste wasn't ever easy. 

In February of 1967 Gwen wrote : 
Honey, this letter might not be very intelligible. I am so tired I can 

hardly see straight. Yesterday, I had a busy day, and last night I was more 
than happy to fall in bed. 

Then, at I :00 a.m. the doorbe ll sounded-your mom and Stu. I let 
them in, and they went in to see your grandparents (who were sober and 
sleeping). But at 1 :30 your mom knocked on my door to tell me that Stu 
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was insulting her son (you) and had said that I wasn 't woman enough to 
come out and stand up to him about it. 

Well, I didn't mind him insulting you, but when my womanhood was in 
question that 's another matter. Eventually, your mother made him leave. 
Then we talked until 5:30 this morning. 

Elise is pregnant. Here is the whole story: You know, I think, that 
Elise and her black boyfriend Bruce broke up, and then she started going 
out with John, Stu's younger brother. It seems they were getting pretty 
serious; John began to spend more time with Elise than he did drinking 
and carrying on with Stu- which Stu didn't like. Apparently, he used to 
bug John about it all the time. John asked Elise to marry him, she said 
she would, and, as the story goes, he made love to her. 

John quit drinking and everything was fine until one night, Elise and 
John were watching T. V at your mother's flat, and Stu was drinking 
alone in the kitchen . John went to get something from the refrigerator , 
and Stu started bugging him about being "tied to Elise's apron strings. " 

John tells big brother, "There's nothing between Elise and me. We 
don't even go together anymore . " 

During this speech, Elise walked into the kitchen and said, "John, I 
wish you had told me." 

So, she was hurt, and the little fool went right and called Bruce . Went 
out and slept with him. The doctor says she couldn 't have gotten pregnant 
after a certain time, so it is probably John's baby-which still gives John 
an out because there 's even a shadow of a doubt. 

Now he denies ever having asked Elise to marry him-Elise had told 
your mom when he asked her, so that was not in doubt . As far as the baby 
is concerned, Stu and John say they 'll wait and see-if it 's white, okay it 's 
welcome, if not, out it goes . 

Bruce wants to marry Elise, anyway, rather than see her hurt. Now 
Stu has been telling John that he already has a family and he ought to get 
straight with Sylvia, the black girl he was recently involved with . Your 
mom got a call Friday night from Stu's mother who told her that Sylvia, 
her baby, and Stu 's sister, Ethel (I think), were on their way to Halifax. 
Nobody knew Sylvia was coming. So, for the time being, she's staying at 
Stu's other sister's (Jean's) house. 

Your mom asked John to move-told him the sight of him made her 
sick and she felt like poisoning him. 

He keeps saying he's going "tomorrow. " Stu, of course, insisted it 
was his house and told John he could stay as long as he wanted. 

Your mom has a feeling (although she can 't cite any definite grounds 
for it) that Stu is going to bring Sylvia and her baby into the house to live. 
Even now, Stu and John ignore Elise . If she's in a room when they come 
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in they'll speak to everyone else and ignore her. When Stu gets drunk he 
calls her all kinds of sluts and whores. A mess, huh? 

Sheila thinks Elise should go to a home for unwed mothers. Elise 
thinks the family is ashamed of her and wants to put her away out of sight. 
Sheila and her husband said they would help out financially. I said we 
would too, and when I got out of school [Gwen and I decided that she 
should go back to finish her undergraduate degree while I was at sea.] I 
would give Elise a beauty culture course if she wants me to. Under the 
circumstances I can't see her keeping the baby, although that's what she 
wants to do. Your mom wants to know what you think. Call and let us 
know. Call or write, but please be calm whatever you say. 

I didn't know all of the things Stu did, but when your mom said he 
used to hit Sheila in the face ... well I'm afraid for Elise to stay there. I 
would like to have her move in with me. I'd get a smaller furnished 
place, though. 

Darling, you know your wife has wanted another leather coat for a 
long time, and I always said that if I ever saw one of them reduced as low 
as $50.00 that would be it. Well, last Wednesday a girlfriend and I went 
into Dalmy 's. They were having a sale on suede and leather coats for 
$38.00! That was too good to pass up. I put one on lay-away. It's brown, 
suede at the top and leather at the bottom, double breasted with a leather 
collar and buttons. It's really sweet. So, send the money to get it out. 

That reminds me: when I go back to school you should arrange to 
have the Navy send my money directly to me. You'll be in the South 
Pacific by then and it might take weeks, if you send it, for it to get here for 
Tasha and me. And that's the only money we'll have. 

I guess I'll go. Tasha said she loves her macaroni and cheese. It tastes 
wonderful. I expect to hear from you via money order on Thursday. 
Love you. 
P.S. Elise is three months. Your mom has to steal money out of the gro
cery budget to buy medicine for her. 

I can't remember what advice I gave Elise and Mom but I do recall that I 
was heartsick at the situation and also angry. I knew that ifl had been in 
Halifax rather than 3,000 miles away I would probably do something vio
lent to Stu and his brother. I was still seething and a bit nauseated when a 
second letter from Gwen came the next day: 

I'm going to type this as quickly as possible at work before everybody 
gets back from lunch. Excuse the errors. 

Today is Friday, and I haven't seen your mom since Wednesday. 
Wednesday, when I went to pick up Tasha at her apartment, Gordon 
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somebody was there, your mom's former boss at the R. C.M.P. It was 
snowing, so I tried to get the taxi right away. Elise came along with me. 

Anyway, we had supper and were gabbing away around 10:30 when 
your grandmother came home. She had been at your mom's place . She 
and your grandfather had a fight so she left him there. She told us that 
Stu's sister, Barb, had been called to come over and play cards. After 
learning that, Elise said she didn't want to go home. I said she could stay 
here, and then we went to bed (because your grandmother, buzzed, was 
bugging the hell out of us). 

Around 1:30 a.m. your mom called. Stu had just beaten her up. She 
said she wouldn't be able to keep Tasha the next day because her face 
was so beat up. (The next day she was so sore she didn't even get out of bed.) 

So I stayed home from work. Elise is still at our place. She is looking 
after Tasha today. I don't know what I should do. Perhaps I should quit 
work altogether since it won't be all that long before I have to leave to go 
back to school anyway. 

Of course, Stu took off after the beating. Elise asked your mother if 
she was going to press charges, and she said she wouldn't. She even got a 
bit nasty, asking Elise where the money was coming from to support them 
if she did. 

I don't know when your grandparents are moving. Your grandmother 
said the end of March the other day, and now she has changed her mind. 
I'm going to go look for a furnished place, anyway, since Elise is minding 
Tasha. Your sister is so much company for me. We ate a dinner of steak 
and baked potatoes last night . Tasha is crazy about her. 

Your grandmother just won't leave us alone. We can be gossiping in 
our room and she comes in with the weakest, most transparent excuses in 
the world. I could brain her sometimes. She and your grandfather haven't 
been sober a single day this week. Their check came in. They've been 
going over to your mom 's frequently, so that at least gives us some peace. 

The money you sent is enough for me, but I want to pay your lay-away 
suit off as well . It will cost $39. 00. I couldn't pay that off and get my coat 
too, so you know which one I did. 

Please write and tell me what to do. I don't feel good about leaving 
Tasha up there anymore . 
Love you, 
Gwen 
P.S. Did I tell you that Stu beat Elise in the face when he found out Bruce 
might be the father of her child? 
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What was wrong with my family? Drunken anger, violence , and outright 
perversity were apparently endemic . Perhaps it would have been better to 
stay in Mississippi after all. 

In another letter Gwen recounted a further sordid evening . She had 
walked from her office on Barrington Street against a biting wind, and 
worse , she had slipped on the ice, twisting her ankle, so that when she 
arrived at my mother's house she was limping and far from being in a 
good humor. She was not surprised to find Stu and John half-drunk in the 
kitchen . Stu was arguing with Mom. 

"Bonnie, I'm fuckin' tired of listening to you telling everybody your 
son' s an officer." 

John, self-importantly, said, "There are only two kinds of cadets , 
junior and senior. Rick's a senior cadet." 

Stu looked at Mom knowingly. "John ought to know . He's been in the 
Navy ." Gwen took Tasha up from her walker. She wanted to leave as 
soon as possible. 

Mom was angry by now. "I saw the letter of appointment. He's a Sub
lieutenant and not a cadet. A Sub-lieutenant in the Navy is the equivalent 
of a lieutenant in the army. What in the hell do you assholes know-a 
couple of useless drunks ." 

Stu grabbed a plate from the kitchen counter and attempted to smash it 
over Mom's head . Fortunately she ducked and missed the full impact. It 
just grazed her temple . 

Gwen didn't want to leave Mom alone but she was afraid for Tasha, 
so she turned and went down the stairs to the street. Then she heard Mom 
call out to her, asking her to wait. She wanted to go home with her, for a 
few hours at least, until Stu and John passed out-as was usual on such 
occas10ns. 

One good thing about my Navy enlistment was that eventually it 
enabled Gwen to get out of Halifax, away from the family mess , while I 
was at sea. She could return to Kentucky State and complete her under 
graduate degree . 

But what would become of Elise? How would she manage to endure? 
As it happened she did, ending up eventually marrying a decent husband 
and managing to raise two lovely, successful daughters- the oldest one 
Bruce's child-and a handsome successful son-in a home free of 
domestic violence. 

After my Pacific cruise Down Under was over I was posted to Halifax. 
Without a family to spend time with-Gwen and Tasha were in Frankfort, 
Kentucky , by this time and Gwen was back in school-I threw myself 
back into boxing . A manager named Bob Talbot took me on and I sparred 
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regularly with local professional fighters, particularly Stu Gray and Dave 
Downy, in the gym he and they worked out of. Bob Talbot resembled Mr. 
Buckner, my former landlord in Frankfort, in that his skin was basically 
white and spotted with dark freckles. 

I had several fights, all of which I won by early-round knockouts. A 
couple of those fights remain vivid in memory, or I should say that the 
evenings during which they happened remain vivid. 

One occurred at the Dartmouth Memorial Rink. I was fighting a white 
guy named Bob Arab, heavily muscled and of a size to make me nervous. 
He looked significantly bigger and heavier than I was. I fought as a light
heavyweight and he looked like a bona fide heavyweight. My mother and 
Stu had come to see the fight. Mom said she was nervous but Stu, half 
drunk, was in high spirits. He liked the look of Arab, particularly when he 
charged out of his comer and was all over me like a hound on a hambone. 
Mom later told me that Stu was cheering wildly for the first half of the 
round when it looked as if I was being beaten. The next day, however, 
The Halifax Chronicle Herald saw it this way : "Rick Trethewey stopped 
Bob Arab at I :40 of the second round in the first preliminary. Arab was 
down twice in the first round from long lefts to the jaw and down twice 
again in the second when the bout was stopped at 1:40." After I knocked 
him on his ass for the second time in round two and he didn't get back up, 
I felt more at ease than I ever had in the ring. Mom said that Stu didn't 
make another sound for the rest of the evening . 

The other fight happened in New Glasgow. I was on the undercard, 
fighting a local black guy named Henry Jackson who, though several 
inches taller than I, didn't look, to me at least, very intimidating. I 
knocked him out in the first round. The main-event fighter of the evening 
was an experienced black featherweight named Jo Jo Jackson. He won a 
hard-fought ten-round decision. When the bouts were all over and several 
of us were standing outside on the street, an attractive black woman came 
up and complimented me on my fight. Jo Jo, cocky as a rooster after his 
victory, was standing around out there with us and for some peculiar rea
son, perhaps a proprietary interest in the woman, he took exception to the 
fact that she was talking to me, however innocently. So he walked over 
and started mouthing off, telling me I "punched like old people fucked." 

"Screw you and the horse you rode in on," I said, and he came at me 
with a flurry of punches. 

Because I was so much bigger and stronger, though far less experi
enced and not as good a fighter pound for pound, I managed to stand him 
up with a hard left. And then he tried an old familiar move that I had 
never had the occasion to practice or defend against. He slipped under my 
left jab, put his left arm around my waist, and slid around behind me, 
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clasping me then with both arms. It was a move that wouldn't work in the 
ring because the referee would break it up immediately. But there was no 
referee here on the street. I tried to shake him off but he held on like a rat 
terrier. Then he sank his teeth in my back and didn't let go. Realizing I 
wasn't going to get rid of him by twisting and shaking, I hit upon another 
strategy . There was a fire hydrant almost directly behind him . With my 
greater weight (I had over fifty pounds on him) and strength, I maneu
vered him over and then pushed backward as fast and forcefully as I 
could. The hydrant nut was a direct hit to his back . He howled in pain, let 
go, and collapsed, squirming, on the sidewalk. I considered kicking him in 
the head for good measure but instead I called him a punk and invited him 
in as insulting a tone as I could muster to get off his ass and mix it up with 
me some more. But he had had his dose of pain for the evening . I still 
have the scar on my back where he bit me-though it is worth it for the 
payment I exacted. 

I had a couple of Navy buddies, but I spent much ofmy remaining months 
in Halifax by myself. I did a lot of reading which combined with my job 
and boxing and running kept me busy. I might have stayed in the Navy 
longer, but I missed my wife and daughter and there was no chance of 
them coming back to Canada even after Gwen had graduated. Her anthem 
had become Ohl Nol Canada. Gradually it was becoming clearer to me 
that in order to keep my family together I would have to return to the U.S . 
In the larger sense, even considering the positive things I had experienced, 
coming back to Canada had been a failure, our retreat from Mississippi to 
Halifax mostly an exercise in false hope and self-delusion. I had made one 
more naive mistake in my life. Did I learn something from it? I hope so. 
Too frequently, I doubt it. 

Several months after witnessing at sea and ashore a couple of serious 
incidents involving racism dressed up in naval uniforms, I resigned my 
commission and left the Royal Canadian Navy with no regrets except for 
those racial incidents I had witnessed. I returned to the U.S. At least I had 
the small consolation of having learned one more lesson about the value 
of a wise skepticism regarding the fit between publicly declared values 
involving such issues as race and class and the actual behavior of individ
uals and institutions. 

It's a lesson I don't expect ever to have the luxury of forgetting. 
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EUGENE DUBNOV 

from Never out of Reach: A Memoir 

On the whole we were fortunate enough in the people we had to share 
with in Riga. In spite of all their shortcomings-one a thief, two of them 
half-insane, another an alcoholic, and so on-they were not without 
warmth and decency, they appreciated my mother's intelligence and from 
time to time asked her for advice or confided their troubles to her. But it 
was my easy-going father they really warmed to. "We all respect Ida 
Solomonovna, but Leonid Abramovich-there's a really big-hearted man 
for you." (My mother liked to quote these words as further evidence of 
my father's spinelessness, usually adding one of her stock of Jewish, 
Russian, Belorussian, and Ukrainian proverbs, such as: "It's the bent tree 
all the goats go at." Later I discovered that she also knew another saying 
which had passed into common currency from The Wisdom of the 
Fathers, a collection of Talmudic lore: "God loves whom men love." But 
it never would have occurred to her to consider applying these words to 
her own husband.) 

In the course of our eleven-year stay in apartment eleven at eleven 
Rupniecibas Street some rooms in it changed tenants. The Lyolya and 
Valdis family moved to another part of town, while Sofya Samuilovna 
had to move even further-she died. 

I still remember her with some uneasiness, for she really did look like 
an old witch-albeit 20th-century style . She was a chain-smoker and 
coughed continually. My mother referred to her as "the lumpenproletari
at. " I did not know what that meant, but I gathered it alluded to the old 
woman's one time participation in the revolution and in post-revolution
ary terror. My mother insisted that Sofya Samuilovna's total loneliness in 
her old age served her right-especially as she was Jewish, and according 
to my mother, it was none of her business to get mixed up in that sort of 
thing . "That's just the way those trollops who interrogated innocent old 
men and women looked and behaved," my mother would say when Sofya 
Samuilovna made one of her appearances in the communal kitchen. She 
always wore some kind of leather jacket over her rags; her lips would be 
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painted bright scarlet, with a cigarette casually dangling from them. She 
lived just behind the partition wall, and at night I was sometimes awak
ened by her rasping graveyard cough. Then one day a gloomy hush fell on 
the whole flat and some men appeared with an oblong wooden box which 
they trundled into the old woman's room. My mother burst out crying 
along with one or two other neighbors, "Sofya Samuilovna has passed on." 

Lyolya was the mother ofValdis, a boy three years my junior. They were 
a Latvian family, and as Latvians don't use patronymics I had no way of 
addressing her. To call a woman old enough to be my mother by her first 
name only would have sounded over-familiar, while Auntie Lyolya would 
have been childish. As for her patronymic, nobody knew what her father's 
first name had been, and she herself, when asked how one should address 
her, would say, "Just call me Lyolya ." On official documents and at their 
place of work everybody in the Soviet Union without exception had a 
patronymic. At school we naturally addressed our Latvian teachers by 
their name and patronymic, and later on when I was working at the State 
Latvian Institute of Urban Construction Planning I could not conceive of 
talking to my Latvian colleagues except with the same form. But among 
themselves they called each other by their first names or surnames only. 
Having an alien custom imposed on them must have been for many yet 
another unwelcome reminder that they were not masters in their own republic. 

Valdis had a father too, but I hardly ever saw him and didn't even 
know his first name. He was some kind of state, or Party, official and 
seemed to me to be a highly important person. He gave this impression by 
his embonpoint, deliberate way of walking, taciturnity, and the fact that 
he was often late returning from work. I realize now that he could not 
have been all that important. Had he been, this family would hardly have 
been living three to a room . But at that time the deference which Valdis 
clearly had for his father spilled over onto me. Valdis really did hold him 
in awe and the following scene remains clearly in my memory. That year 
I had had a chess set for my thirteenth birthday and quickly learned the 
moves from a book (at that time I learned everything from books) . Valdis 
already knew how to play, and we had games together which he mostly 
won. His father took an evident pride in his ten-year-old son's victories. 
Sometimes, coming home in the evening, he would look in at the kitchen 
where we played, in order to appraise the situation on the chess-board. On 
such occasions he would usually stand there for a minute or two without 
uttering a word and then go back to his room. Once, when Valdis was los
ing, his mother told him that it was time to go to bed. He must have been 
very eager to get the better of me and told her that he would come in a 
minute. A little later she again called him, and once more he answered her 
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in the same way. Then his father appeared . Without raising his voice, he 
reminded Valdis that his mother had told him to go to bed. Suddenly turn
ing pale, Valdis jumped up and began to mutter something about how des
perate he had been to finish the game. Without even arranging our next 
meeting, he trotted along the corridor, continually justifying himself and 
saying he was sorry. His father followed him unhurriedly . 

My mother would point to this kind of discipline as a good example 
for me. I had no such awe for my father, but instead I was afraid of his 
sudden outbursts of passion-his "kicking over the traces," as my mother 
called it. These tantrums usually happened as a result of her nagging . One 
typical small scene from our Tallinn days stuck in my mind. 

"Ivanov's little girl trembles at her father's every word, even though 
he's just an ordinary fellow, not a journalist let alone a Party member. But 
in our family the children don't take any notice of their father," I heard 
my mother's voice in the corridor. 

"Where, who takes no notice?" my father raised his voice in assumed 
sternness. 

"That child is taking a whole hour to put one sock on," she continued 
as if she had not heard him. "He's been told that he's going to be late for 
school and that Father will be here in a moment. Why, he couldn't care 
less. He just goes on taking his own sweet time with his sock and singing." 

"I'll show him, just let me get my hands on him!" My father "kicked 
over the traces" and rushed into the room. I was stand ing on a chair 
pulling my trousers on and singing at the top of my voice the song we had 
just learned at school: 

It's fun on skates, its fun on a sleigh, 
It's fun on the mountain to tear away
But much more fun, with laughter and glee, 
To dance around the New Year Tree! 

-Translated by John Heath-Stubbs and Eugene Dubnov 

"Here's fun on skates for you!" My father gave me a painful slap on 
my behind. "And here's fun on a sleigh!" He gave me another. "And 
that's for tearing away on the mountain"-the last one was almost unbear
ably painful. I burst out crying-and soon enough, toning down my sobs 
in order to listen, could hear my mother berating my father for always 
working himself into tantrums instead of taking a firm hand with his chil
dren. According to her, by beating me up so cruelly and unexpectedly he 
was sending me into veritable crying hysterics ("Can't you hear the child 
is having a fit?"-and I would immediately tum up the volume to prove 
her right) and in general ruining my mental health . ("No wonder the child 
is growing up different from everybody else!") I was glad to hear my 
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father so scolded, because it served him right for punishing me, but I also 
wished my mother had not egged him on to begin with: she must have 
known only too well what his reaction to this would be. 

Mother and I both genuinely regretted Lyolya's family's moving out. 
But no one could fairly say that the Orlovs who took their place were less 
interesting . For one thing, there was somebody ofmy own age group, and 
a girl to boot. She was called Klava and was only a year younger than I. 
Although she went to a different school, we still had enough common 
ground to discuss homework, lessons, and teachers together. Sometimes 
we played japes-as for instance, once when the doorbell went out of 
order and we were asked to write a note to be placed on the door, inform 
ing callers of the fact. We spent a whole hour drafting it, and it ran some
thing like this : "The buzzer has konked out, having done so much service 
to mankind. Would -be wayfarers are kindly requested to plant their weary 
bums on the floor. In case of emergency please knock with your head ." 
Once on the door, this note's life-span proved to be short. No sooner had 
the first caller come than we were each summoned by our respective 
mothers and given a dressing down. (I can only guess what her mother 
said to her, but mine , as usual, attributed the affair to my weakness of 
intellect.) 

Alik, Klava's brother (actually half-brother: they had different fathers, 
neither of whom was around) must have been in his late twenties. He had 
been married but was now divorced. Alla , his ex-wife, occasionally came 
with their little daughter to see him. I thought Alla very pretty and 
couldn't understand why he should have divorced her. I heard Lyuba, 
Alik's and Klava's mother, saying something to my mother about Alla's 
having been unfaithful but I was rather hazy as to what that meant. Some 
attempts were made to bring them together again, but although she 
remained fond of him, she had too many boyfriends, and it all came to nothing. 

He was hardly a model of virtue himself. Once, sitting in the lavatory, 
I overheard a conversation going on in the kitchen between him and 
Tanya . She was the daughter -in-law of Zinaida (a very stout but energetic 
woman who made the floor shake whenever she walked down the corri 
dor). Tanya was married to Zinaida's son Sergey, a young officer who 
was away most of the year doing some kind of paper work in Egypt. 
Tanya was attractive in a typical Russian way: she was quite tall, opulent
ly proportioned and often wore her hair plaited in one rich dark braid. 
Sergey was decidedly on the short side and seemed rather puny, especial
ly when standing next to his wife . (Zinaida said that he took after his 
father, her own late husband-and I couldn't help laughing trying to 
imagine what that couple must have looked like when they went out 
together, as Sergey was only about a quarter of his mother ' s dimensions.) 
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Alik, on the other hand, was built like a guardsman and as handsome as 
one. At the time this overheard conversation took place Sergey was in 
Egypt but I think he was expected back any day. 

"Whatever are we to do, then?" asked Tanya . (She sounded almost 
in tears.) 

"Why , nothing," Alik replied with a laugh. "We were just ships that 
pass in the night." 

"But it just can't be like that!" Tanya said pleadingly. 
"Why not? That's the way the cookie crumbles ." When I emerged 

from the toilet into the kitchen, they stopped abruptly , for reasons I did 
not understand . 

Lyuba was a veritable battle-axe . On two separate occasions she nearly 
killed first the older and then the younger Kvele. These two Latvian 
women, mother and daughter, moved into the room which had been Sofya 
Samuilovna's . The daughter was an old maid of about forty to forty-five, 
called Skaidra. Her mother must have been in her sixties. Both always 
seemed to be suffering from various ailments . Skaidra's face was usually 
puffy, while her mother had swollen legs and walked with difficulty . 
Before they were allotted Sofya Samuilovna's room they had been living 
in some kind of basement which was regularly flooded when it rained. For 
them moving from a place like that to such a posh house-with a spiral 
staircase covered by a glass dome-must have been a real step up in the 
world. That being so, the fact that the mother with her swollen legs had to 
climb four flights of stairs paled into insignificance. She worked in a 
cigarette kiosk on Suvorov A venue . Occasionally I would encounter her 
moving at a snail's pace along our street or up the stairs, stopping every 
few steps. Once, after having bought a glass of beer from a beer tanker 
parked near her kiosk, I went up to it to get some matches . She was gen
uinely pleased to see me, and her face became wreathed in smiles. This 
moment remained one of my most vivid and moving memories, since in 
all those quarrels and shifting alliances that went on at home our families 
happened at the time to be on different sides and I had more than once 
been intentionally rude to her, just to keep our end up. 

It was because of Lyuba we were at odds with the Kveles; indeed, 
later on when she moved out, we became friendly with them. We could 
hardly refuse Lyuba our support, for our family and hers were on good 
terms. In every apartment dispute she took our side, and as all were afr::;tid 
of her tempestuous disposition she was a useful ally. The fact that she had 
a young and muscular son made her position even more formidable : 
although Alik usually did not get involved in these feuds, he was still a 
force to be reckoned with. On the few occasions when he did involve 

184 



himself it was for some major cause, and then his entry on stage would be 
really impressive. 

Maria also had a son-Victor-who was likewise young and broad-shoul
dered but he was often away at sea and anyhow lived elsewhere and only 
visited his mother occasionally. 

Maria must have been getting on for seventy. She was a quiet old 
woman, but she had a mind of her own. My mother said that when it came 
to intelligence she could knock spots off everybody in the place. Victor 
must have inherited his mother's laconic manner: except for "hello," I 
hardly ever heard him utter a word, either to me or to the others. Indeed, I 
had the impression that even to his own mother, he said nothing but 
"Hello, mother" and "Goodbye, mother." Like Alik, he was quite hand
some, and in addition to his wife he had a mistress . Sometimes he would 
come to visit Maria not on his own but with one or the other of them. Each 
of them tried to get into Maria's good books by bringing her various gifts. 

"Ida Solomonovna," the old woman would say, "look what an expen
sive Orenburg kerchief my daughter-in-law has given me-how much 
could a thing like that cost? And these fur boots-Victor's girlfriend 
bought them for me. Which do you think are nicer?" 

"Why, both presents are equally nice," my mother would answer 
diplomatically . 

Maria was in the habit of stealing things now and again . Once, when I 
was in our smaller room, deeply immersed in a book, she tiptoed in, evi
dently believing there was no one there . Imagine her surprise when she 
saw me! Muttering something like "I keep on calling: 'Ida Solomonovna, 
Ida Solomonovna,' but I get no answer." She beat a hasty retreat. On 
another occasion, when she had invited my mother and me to admire the 
new mirror which had been bought for her by Victor's mistress, we 
noticed something familiar on her table. It was a table-runner which we 
had brought with us all the way from Tallinn and which had then disappeared. 

"It's a lovely mirror," my mother said, "and I like this table-runner 
too . I wonder where such a nice one could be got?" 

"Oh, I really don't know," answered Maria without batting an eyelid. 
"It was Victor who brought it for me from abroad, years ago." Mother did 
not inquire further exactly in what foreign parts one might find a table
runner with an Estonian national design. Instead she told me off for 
neglecting to lock the door when going from one of our rooms to the other 
or to the telephone. But it wasn't just me-all ofus, including herself, fre
quently forgot to do this . It was hardly practical to lock the door and take 
the key with you every time you had to pop into the other room to fetch 
something. I also felt slightly embarrassed doing this in front of our co-

185 



tenants, as if they could not be trusted. And when the phone was ringing 
and you had to rush to answer it before it stopped then there was simply 
no time . But if that same phone call turned out to be for oneself then the 
room could remain unwatched for some considerable time. Although we 
hardly had anything worth stealing, some articles-pieces of cutlery, 
small plates, doilies and little vases-would regularly vanish . To be fair, I 
have to say that some of these might have been stolen not by Maria but by 
Zinaida, Tanya's mother -in-law . Whereas Maria I called the professional 
thief, Zinaida was in my eyes no more than an amateur. It is true that she 
likewise was not above filching other people's property. She too strolled 
into our room once, and according to my mother on more than one occa
sion she helped herself to our meat from the pot cooking on the stove . But 
she lacked Maria's persistence and finesse-not to mention her audacity. 
Indeed, would she ever have had Maria's nerve in sequestrating potatoes 
from the communal larder? 

These potatoes-five kilos-had been bought by Lyuba at the local 
shop in Janki Kupala Street in the morning and by early afternoon half of 
them had vanished. But Maria had not reckoned on Lyuba's fighting spir
it. For, having a pretty good idea who the thief was, Lyuba quickly orga
nized a posse to go through all the rooms in search of the missing pota
toes . Sure enough, they were found under Maria's bed, and a hilarious 
exchange took place between Maria and Lyuba. 

"Here they are!" shouted Lyuba triumphantly . "These are my potatoes!" 
"Nothing of the sort," answered Maria in a sweetly reasonable voice, 

"I've just bought them at the greengrocer's by the post office." 
"Y olr e a liar! This is just the amount that went missing! And they're 

the same color!" She rushed back to her room and returned with a speci
men potato so that everybody could observe the similarity . (It was a sorry 
reddish object, as potatoes in the Soviet Union generally were, half-rotten 

I and half-frozen). 
"All potatoes look alike," answered Maria, not at all put out. 
"And why do you keep potatoes under your bed then?" 
"Why, it just happens to be a habit of mine ." 
"Okay, just you wait," said Lyuba. "When Alik comes home he will 

sort it out." Alik got back from work a couple of hours later. The whole 
apartment could hear Lyuba briefing him on the situation; the word "pota
toes" continually reverberated in their room. 

"I'll kill her if she doesn't give them back," said Alik, coming out of 
the room and heading for Maria's door. Lyuba ran after him, begging him 
at the top of her voice to try not to use force-unless he really had to. 

But it was not for nothing that my mother had such a high opinion of 
Maria's resourcefulness-it turned out that the old woman had already 
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found time to summon her son Victor. No sooner had Alik started bang
ing on her door shouting, "What's all this business about the potatoes?" 
than the flat bell rang twice . (Each family had its own number of rings , 
and each new set of tenants inherited the code of its predecessors. For us 
one had to ring no fewer than five times.) 

"That'll be Victor!" cried Maria gleefully as she went to open the door. 
"What ' s this potato business?" asked Victor of those gathered in the 

corridor. "Why can' t you leave my mother alone?" 
"We'll have to find out whose mother it is that can't be left alone," 

Alik rejoined and went on to suggest: "Let's take a little walk together
we'll leave the women out ofit." 

They returned after half an hour, and that marked the end of the mat
ter. Later Lyuba told my mother in confidence that she had got her pota
toes back . This had to be done discreetly because part of the agreement 
between Alik and Victor had been that the affair should be settled in a 
quiet way so that Maria should not lose face . Victor must surely have 
known about his mother's little ways , and I think that it was not just 
Alik ' s superior physique that made him concede the point. 

Alik did not intervene in Lyuba ' s skirmishes with the Kveles, but this 
did not stop her from holding the possibility of his intervention over them. 
They, for their part , threatened to complain to the police that they were 
continually intimidated by the prospect of physical violence. 

I could never understand what the whole thing was all about. I now 
think that it was mainly a matter of the disparity of their temperaments 
Russian and Latvian. This national difference was aggravated by Lyuba's 
being naturally headstrong while the Kveles were not a little dotty. The 
older of the two would occasionally , in the middle of an argument with 
another tenant , break out into a weird loud laugh. Sometimes she would 
do this for apparently no reason at all, except that she found herself alone 
in the kitchen with someone from the enemy camp. This laugh was meant 
to express her total contempt for them. Skaidra the daughter ' s behavior 
was even more interesting . Once , when I was about seventeen, at the 
height of our feud she failed to call me to the phone but slammed the 
receiver down before my very eyes (nobody ever phoned the Kveles , so 
she could afford this tactic without fear of retaliation) . Having done this, 
she retreated to her room which was just behind the telephone . After a 
few seconds the phone started to ring again, and I lifted the receiver. It 
was a friend of mine who said that he had just rung and asked for me but 
somebody had cut him off. The K veles' door opened slightly- Skaidra 
clearly wanted to hear what was being said . "I know very well who it 
was," I replied in a deliberately raised voice, "and I'll make sure, right 
now, they ' ll never do it again." 
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So saying, with a heavy tread I approached the Kveles' door-which 
immediately shut-and banged on it loud enough to waken the dead . 
Skaidra and I were the only people in the flat at the time. 

"I'll send for the police!" she shouted in response to my banging . 
"Why the hell didn't you call me to the phone?" 
"And I won't call you next time either!" 
"So that's the way it is? Just you wait!" And I opened the door of her 

room. All I wanted was just to scare her a bit, but she began to squeal so 
loudly that I was terrified myself and left her to it. 

After that she would regularly appear clad in nothing but a very short 
nightie at her doorway whenever I, or for that matter anybody else from 
our camp, happened to pass. No one knew exactly why she did this, but 
we conjectured that it was simply to annoy. If so, surely this was not very 
effective, since the light bulb in the corridor was so dim that all one could 
make out was a vague pink and white blur. 

"Aren't you ashamed of yourself?" my mother would say to her. 
"Fancy doing that kind of thing-at your age too! Just what are you trying 
to get out of it-to tempt someone with your flabby body?" 

"Why, your own son enjoys looking at me!" Skaidra would answer. 
"My son?" my mother laughed . "My son can look at young girls with 

young bodies. He doesn't have to gawk at an old hag like you." (I consid
ered this sadly ironic, for already my mother's jealous attitude to my most 
innocent and tentative relationships with girls was quite intolerable .) 

Then, after a few days of Skaidra's exhibitionism, Lyuba decided that 
the joke was over and complained to Alik. 

"Where, where did you say she stands naked?" he thundered coming 
out into the corridor. (There was dead silence in Skaidra's room .) "Just let 
her try it on again!" She never did. 

Sometimes the seeds of a political drama could be discerned in this farce . 
"Why don't you go back to Moscow where you came from and leave 

our Latvia to us Latvians?" old Kvele would occasionally mutter in the 
kitchen. 

To which Lyuba invariably replied: "When was Latvia ever yours? 
It's always been Russian!" 

One evening the whole flat was aroused by wild shrieks coming from 
the kitchen. We all ran there and saw old K vele lying in the middle of the 
floor with her feet waving in the air. Skaidra who was in the bathroom 
immediately began joining in her mother's screams. Together they made 
such a hullabaloo that even people from adjoining flats came rushing in to 
see what was the matter. 
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Lyuba, who continued to occupy herself with her cooking, as if noth
ing had happened, eventually told us what it was all about. "I was making 
some soup and never touched her, when all at once she began to say under 
her breath, 'Go back to Moscow, what are you lot doing here , go home!' 
Well , finally I got fed up. So I shoved her nose in her own frying-pan. I 
did it quite gently, just to teach her a lesson, but straight away she started 
screaming blue murder. The bloody shammer!" 

For a long time after this the Kveles kept threatening to take Lyuba to 
court but never did so. They must have realized that Lyuba had a trump 
card in her hand-namely, old Kvele's anti-Russian outbursts. They like
wise failed to take legal action on another occasion when she might really 
have killed the younger Kvele. But that was Skaidra's own fault. The 
thing was that she sometimes listened at Lyuba's keyhole. Precisely why 
she did it is still a bit of mystery to me. Nothing anti-Soviet could possi
bly have been said in that family and anyhow I doubt whether Skaidra 
would have gone as far as to inform on them. My guess is that she lis
tened to try and find out what moves her chief enemy was planning . She 
had nothing to do, and in her empty life any triviality could grow out of 
all proportion and lead to paranoia. 

"I hear every word you're saying in there ," she would sometimes 
remark in passing to Lyuba and on one occasion she even spelled it out: 
"We know very well in what connection you mentioned our names yesterday." 

At first Lyuba paid no attention to these insinuations , putting them 
down to Skaidra's muddled mind. But once, coming out into the corridor , 
she saw her jump back and then run to her own room. "It looks as if the 
bitch really is listening at the keyhole!" she said with surprise . "Never 
mind, I'll teach her." 

A few days later Lyuba managed to catch her enemy in the act- she 
must have heard Skaidra or perhaps saw her standing there through the 
keyhole . She suddenly flung open the door. The door-handle was quite a 
massive one, and Skaidra was really very lucky not to get her skull 
cracked. As for Lyuba, nobody could blame her: hadn't she got the right 
to come out of her own room whenever she felt like it? And how was she 
to know who might be skulking there? 

Apart from matters of life and death, the struggle between the warring 
factions was also conducted in a multitude of minor ways. Thus, once 
L yuba refused to pay her share of the electricity bill after the K veles had 
bought two new bulbs to replace the burnt-out ones in the communal cor
ridors. These new bulbs were a hundred watts, whereas the old ones had 
been only sixty watts. I delighted at this brightening up of the dark 
gloomy corridors along which all of us were obliged to run backwards 
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and forwards over and over again every day. And surely the difference in 
the bill, as against the sixty-watt bulbs, after it had been divided between 
five families would have been negligible. 

But for Lyuba the thing was a matter of principle . "They'll bedizen 
themselves with light bulbs, and I shall have to pay!" she fulminated. 
"Isn't it enough that the younger hag sits at home all day when everybody 
else is out working and bums up electricity in the loo! And the older hag 
keeps forgetting to tum it off after her! And we all have to pay for those 
madams!" 

I believe that if it had been put to the vote, the majority of the tenants 
would have been in favor of the hundred-watt bulbs. But as Lyuba refused 
to pay for the extra power, to work out her share of the bill according to 
the old system would have been well nigh impossible . So the flat relapsed 
into its former state of dimness. 

The K veles, for their part, tried to annoy all of us in matters pertaining 
to the bathroom . This needs explaining. One of the happiest events of my 
teenage years was the inauguration of a new water tower in Riga . This 
now meant that the water was on tap about the same number of hours per 
day as it was off. (On average, that is: it did not mean at all that it would 
be on, say, for two hours at a time and then off for two hours. Such a 
timetable we could only dream of. In practice the water behaved with total 
unpredictability, appearing whenever it felt like it and treacherously van
ishing at crucial moments.) For me personally the improvement in the 
water supply meant that I was much less often obliged to carry buckets of 
water up the back stairs from a lower floor. Everybody in our flat still 
found it advisable to lay in stocks of water ( drawing them when the pres
sure was highest), but now there was less need for this, and it was only in 
very rare emergencies that one had to make calls on neighbors on the 
lower floors. (We were lucky, because our floor was the highest which the 
building of the new water tower affected for the better. For those who 
lived above us on the fifth floor nothing changed .) Another reason I wel
comed this advance in Soviet technology was that the atmosphere in our 
flat became rather less tense ; my mother almost completely stopped 
shouting out, "The water's running! Quickly-fetch a bucket!" and then 
scolding me for being too slow . But in the matter of taking a bath these 
bonuses altered nothing . It was still impossible to have one at normal 
times, because the water could not be relied on. It might be off, or it might 
stop just when you most needed it. 

I am talking, of course, about cold water-there was no running hot 
water in the flat at all. If you wanted to have a bath, the water had to be 
heated up beforehand on the stove in a number of saucepans, kettles, and 
cans . And if after all this trouble there turned out not to be enough cold 
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water to add to it for a decent bath with a rinse afterwards , then the whole 
operation would have been a waste of time. So it made more sense to have 
a bath as late at night as possible when the water would be available . 

Skaidra must have expended an enormous amount of time and energy 
on spying out the enemy camp's intentions in this matter. But it must have 
been worth her while, and indeed, on one or two occasions she succeeded 
in frustrating us . This was by her occupying the bathroom- having made 
a dash there from the kitchen with a kettleful of hot water just before we 
were about to use it. This kettleful would have only sufficed to wash her 
hair, for which purpose she would hardly have had to wait till two in the 
morning. What's more, she remained in the bathroom for over an hour with 
this single kettleful--obviously just to keep us waiting as long as she could. 

When my mother told Lyuba about this, the latter was triumphant. 
Skaidra would never have had the nerve to play such a trick on her, and 
she had repeatedly reproached my mother for taking too soft a line with 
the Kveles . But it was not only by her being in a position to say "I told 
you so!" that Lyuba was elated. She saw the incident as clear confirma
tion of her views on Skaidra's fitness for work. Everybody in the flat 
knew that Skaidra had a heart condition but opinion was divided between 
those who thought that she was too ill to work and those who put it down 
to sheer laziness . "So when it comes to helping out her elderly mother by 
sitting half a day in the kiosk she's too ill, but as for being on her feet all 
night in order to play a dirty trick on people-all of a sudden she's spry 
enough!" 

Human nature being what it is, one should not so much wonder at the 
fact that such overcrowded conditions brought out the worst in people as 
appreciate that with all this they still retained some measure of common 
decency . Thus, it now seems to me that Lyuba had a degree of compas
sion for the older Kvele . How to explain otherwise her condemnation of 
Skaidra ' s failure to contribute more than just a couple of hours a week in 
helping her mother out in the kiosk? My own mother , at the height of all 
this intolerable squabbling, would sometimes say that the Kveles were 
more to be pitied than blamed. 

"The things they get up to are both despicable and silly," she 
remarked, "but they 're sick, the two of them, the old woman can hardly 
drag herself along. To have lived for years where they were before , in that 
damp cellar, would be enough to drive anyone mad." 

The Kveles themselves, after we became reconciled with them, 
showed likeable traits . The old woman every now and again would treat 
me to sweets from her kiosk, while Skaidra went out of her way to be par
ticularly polite and helpful on the phone when the call was for us. We, for 
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our part when going out shopping, often asked if we could get anything 
for them. 

My mother was on good terms with all the tenants, and both Lyuba 
and her predecessor Lyolya, after they had moved out, would come to 
visit her. Neither of them showed any desire to see any of the others. 

The Petrovs-husband and wife-moved in to take the place of the 
Orlovs . It was difficult to judge their ages: the wife always seemed worn 
out by work and her husband's excessive drinking, and as for him, I hard
ly ever saw him standing upright and so didn't really get a good look at 
his face . He couldn't have been more than about fifty, but everybody 
called him "old Petrov." He worked in Riga's famous radio and gramo
phone factory VEF- the same one where Alik Orlov had worked and 
where I was to spend one of the ghastliest periods of my life. (A term of 
industrial or agricultural labor was obligatory in Soviet schools.) Old 
Petrov drank all the time, but especially at the end of the week. Then one 
could hear his wife's shrieks coming from their room. Occasionally I dis
tinguished something about the miserable life she led and threats to do 
away with herself. She would emerge in tears, trying to sneak along the 
corridors as quickly as possible to avoid being observed. On pay-days and 
for a couple of days afterwards old Petrov moved exclusively on all fours, 
and instead of uttering articulate speech he mooed or giggled. His wife 
kept running after him in the corridors to retrieve him. Once she managed 
to catch him in the nick of time as he was muttering "sonny" and offering 
me vodka. 

"Haven't you got enough pals to drink with? Leave the boy out of it!" 
she scolded, dragging him back by the scruff of the neck. (They had a 
long way to go because while she had been complaining to my mother 
about her lot he had succeeded in crawling almost as far as the kitchen.) 

"He'll drink with you, to be sure-that'll be the day! He'd rather read 
a good book," she added, obviously in an attempt to please me and thus 
make up for what she saw as her husband's assault on my refined sensibil
ity . Little did she know that I had already started my training as a 
drinker-part of the initiation of almost every Soviet youth- and that "a 
good book" was much less of an attraction than going to a bar with my 
friends . Only a month or so later I came home totally drunk for the first 
time and collapsed in the doorway of our room. 

"Go to old Petrov- that is, if you can get that far-and kiss him on both 
cheeks," said my mother, shaking her head. "You 're two of a kind now." 
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Reviews 
Blaine Harden, Escape from Camp 14: One Man's Remarkable Odyssey 
from North Korea to Freedom in the West. New York: Viking, 2012 . Pp. 
224, $26.95 hb. 

If the Korean word pair jeongchibeom suyongso were an inch shorter, it 
would surely replace the Russian acronym gulag in our dictionaries. For 
though the terms are synonymous, Harden's book about a North Korean 
prison camp escapee suggests that the very worst of any forgotten soul's 
days in Stalin's gulag would have been a good day, a day to rejoice over, 
in Kim Jong-lI'sjeongchibeom suyongso. 

The protagonist ofHarden's book is Shin Dong-hyuk, the only prison
er from birth ever to have escaped one of North Korea's officially nonex
istent political prison camps. Indeed, he escaped the cruelest, least breach
able of the penal territories, the no-exit Camp 14. 

In his account of himself to Harden, Shin was born to prisoners mated 
as a reward for good behavior. Very likely, one or the other or both had 
reported another prisoner's misdeeds, for snitching was just about the only 
way prisoners could earn sexual, familial opportunities. 

From birth forward, his life's chief properties were hunger , cold, dirt, 
and a perverse system of moral instruction that reminded him constantly 
of his worthlessness. He ate rats and insects, picked through dung for com 
kernels , lived with lice, wore clothing peeled from corpses, watched exe
cutions, bathed in the rain, and snitched on his male and female fellows as 
his deformed conscience and his survival required. 

At age thirteen, he was forced to watch as his mother and elder broth
er were publicly executed. He was unmoved by the experience . Indeed, he 
had ratted his familiars out. What else could he do? They had talked of 
escaping, which was against the rules, conscience told him. Also, succeed 
or fail, the attempt would result in his torture and death as a blood relative 
of the schemers. So he snitched. 

And he was tortured anyway. On the worst of those days, his jailers 
suspended him from the ceiling and gradually lowered him into a fire as 
they tried to get from him a confession of his complicity in his mother's 
escape plan. He passed out before he could yield the confession, which 
would have been meaningless anyway. 

Appointment as a slave laborer in a dam construction project and a 
later assignment feeding swine kept him alive as a teen. The dam was 
considered important so its workers were fed to live rather than to die. On 
the pig farm, he could scavenge. 
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In his moment of truth, Shin's hunger saved him. For the whole of his 
life up until that moment, hunger had been the monster inside him. In his 
twenty-three years, he had never once entirely placated it, never once 
stood up to its bullying . So when a new prisoner told him of foods outside 
the fence that he strained to imagine, his hunger compelled him to join the 
fellow in an escape attempt. 

Next, when the fellow's headlong rush of the camp's electrified fence 
resulted in his being snared and scorched to a writhed crisp, Shin's hunger 
told him to follow regardless. He shimmied over his colleague's corpse 
through the gap in the fencing created by the dead man's weight. The 
electricity seared him, but not lethally, shielded as he was from its killing 
impact by the other man's body . 

And, thus, Shin was out, running and hobbling as his injuries allowed, 
stealing, hiding, begging, lying, and day jobbing through frontier China 
and eventually to South Korea where, in 2008, Harden is introduced to 
him, the clueless, paranoid, unemployable but otherwise healthy ward of 
the South Korean resettlement agency responsible for North Korean 
defectors' material and psychological care. 

As a journalist should, Harden tells this story circumspectly. He is 
careful to embellish nothing. He fact-checks the details of Shin's narrative 
that he can, and he finds others' corroborating historical contexts. Without 
question, however, he trusts Shin's stories of torture and abuse. The 
young man's scars are too many and too various to be doubted. 

Harden's book of nonfiction appears in the 50th-anniversary year of 
Solzhenitsyn's fictional One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich's first 
publication. History says that the Russian novella did much in terms of 
raising awareness in the West of the Soviet state's institutionally criminal 
political prison system. Indeed, it made more urgent and necessary the 
USSR's dismantling . We pray that Harden's book has the same effect in 
North Korea's regard. 

John Cussen 
Edinboro University 
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Kenneth Rosen. The Shadow Knows: A Novel . Denver, CO.: Tattered 
Cover Press, 2012. Pp. 414, $19.00 pb. 

If you believe, judging only by the title, that the intent of The Shadow 
Knows: A Novel is to entertain you with a light, quick, and casual reading, 
you may have to attune your initial presumption because as Rosen is 
vividly unfolding scenes and plots taking place mainly in Central America, 
Europe, and Asia, readers may have to rethink, in a macro-sense, the signifi
cance of the seemingly peripheral issues embedded in that story. 

Divided into three main parts describing memories and events hap
pened in Panama, Greece, and China, with flashbacks to present times in 
Cambridge , England, the novel starts when the main character "he ," a for
mer member of the Special Forces and later a professor of American 
Literature, in a quiet pub during his break in Cambridge enjoying his 
spare time had received a plain envelope delivered to him personally and 
learned about an offer presented by one of his unidentified former superi
ors about a mission to an undisclosed location abroad. As he is pondering 
whether to accept the offer, he begins confusing reality with fantasy, tom 
between imaginary and factual events in the past. The flashbacks to 
Panama , Greece , and China start to emerge. 

Having been trained to cross jungle rivers as a member of the Special 
Forces in Panama for almost a year, he opted for a change from the 
monotonous daily routines to participate in several short training sessions 
with the Army Security Agency in Georgia and Arizona before being sent 
to Ft. Gulick. During his time in Colon, Panama, after the trainings in the 
States, he was befriended by Ray Torres, a Sergeant , with whom he 
attended an Inter -Amer ican conference in Davis. From there , the story 
takes an unexpected tum: at the conference, he was introduced by Ray to 
Carlos, a Cuban Captain , who later surprised him with his superior quick 
martial art moves to overpower several people in a violent, bloody brawl 
at a local bar , and then during a seven-day assignment with Ray as a two
man observation team for an international conference of selling and buy
ing military weapons in Havana, Cuba, he met with Carlos again and was 
invited to tour Havana by Jeep. The contrast between what he viewed 
with his own eyes as the scene of poor living conditions and what Carlos 
viewed as the dramatic improvements after the revolution made him won
der about the fairness of the U.S. propaganda campaign and the economic 
embargo. Then, he was shocked not only to learn from Ray the true iden
tity of Carlos as an intelligence agent , but also to find that Ray had 
worked for Carlos as a double agent for years and they had schemed to 
recruit him. 
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Different from his experience as a member of the Special Forces sta
tioned in Panama, he worked as a university professor teaching American 
literature in Northern Greece after the Vietnam War. His civilian occupa
tion in Greece, however, did not consequently lead him to a peaceful 
civilian life. Instead, he was asked by American Information Agents to 
watch for any suspicious actions at the university and to assess Greek uni
versity students' reaction toward increasing U.S. pressure on Greeks to 
not close U.S . military bases there, which might have led to the death of 
the CIA station chief at the embassy in Athens. His lecture of American 
literature in Nicosia, Cyprus, made him uneasily aware of the effective
ness of U.S. foreign policies in the region, including the questionable 
involvements in diplomatic issues, and the self-perceived image as a 
peace-maker or freedom fighter, as his lecture was regarded as an insult
ing act to local people right after the Turks' invasion . Such thoughts 
intensified further as a result of his adventurous tour of the cease-fire zone 
secretly hidden in a vehicle with assistance of two UN patrol soldiers and 
witnessing the tormenting scene from the Turkish side. Additionally, he 
experienced the tension of using English only at the department meetings 
between just two American professors and the rest of the Greek faculty 
and teaching assistants and had to deal delicately with the resentment 
from his Greek colleagues. 

His experience as a visiting university professor in Beijing , China, 
around 1980 is much more eventful than what he expected as simply a 
change of life from what he had encountered in Panama and Greece. 
Invited to teach literature as a professor in Beida (Beijing) University, the 
best university in China and treated as "a friend of China" by both the 
Chinese government and the university, he learned more insider informa
tion, mostly from Mr. Ma, his guide, colleague, and friend, about the 
Cultural Revolution, the consequences of criticizing the Four 
Modernizations or top leaders, the legal practice in China for hundreds of 
years that the accused guilty unless proven innocent, and some common, 
and yet socially important practices and concepts in Chinese culture, such 
as Ganbei, Guanxi, Houmen, and Danwei, and the importance of saving 
face and the embarrassment of losing face in different situations; experi 
enced unusual scenes that only happened in China, such as massive mov
ing waves of bicycles during morning rush hours in Beijing, the disaster 
with a domino effect in a bicycle accident, and the magic healing power 
of the practice of acupuncture; gained a better understanding of some 
well-known instructions of Chinese leaders, such "white cat and black 
cat" from Deng Xiaoping and the metaphoric meaning of "eating a pear" 
by Mao Zedong. More intriguingly, while working as a university profes
sor of literature, he was surreptitiously recruited by either the manager of 
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the Hong Kong branch of the Bank of America or the first secretary of the 
American Embassy to China for several secret missions delivering either 
so-called sensitive bank documents or secret military information to his 
contacts in several distant cities in China. Thinking over all of these events 
in Panama, Cuba, Greece, Cyprus, and China made him finally decide to 
decline the offer to carry out another mission of unknown nature abroad. 

One theme readers may find in the novel is that it seems he always 
rubs shoulders with American intelligence agents, either superiors or sub
ordinates, from the very start of the novel when he was offered a contract 
of undisclosed nature abroad from one of his previous bosses in intelli
gence who chose to remain anonymous, to all other events and the mis
sions of different kinds he took either voluntarily or unknowingly in 
Panama, Greece, and especially cities in China including Harbin, 
Shanghai, Guilin, Jinan, and Huhehot. Another characteristic theme is that 
dark clouds of danger and conspiracy seem always lurking menacingly 
above him wherever he goes, as unexpected mishaps, mysterious disap
pearances, and even deaths have befallen his acquaintances, colleagues, 
friends, and especially contacts of his secret missions. The most precipi
tous surprise of all is when his closest friend and colleague, Mr. Ma, who 
seemed slick and tactful in every situation and a skilled survivor through 
thick and thin in different phases of the Chinese revolution, was also mur
dered mysteriously in a way beyond any imagination toward the end of 
his trip to China. Finally, a recurring theme weaving through the novel 
concerns descriptions of his mind constantly confusing events of "reality 
and fantasy, truth and lies, what he actually did do in the past and what he 
fantasized or imagined he had done" (8) or wondering which option 
would be more appropriate to take in awkward predicaments described as 
the situation as like riding on the back of a tiger (347), resulting seeming
ly from his sign of Pisces, vacillating, susceptible to change, and capable 
of moving in opposite directions simultaneously . 

Despite all these intriguing eventfull memories, readers may question 
the authenticity of some of these events, as they seem to be imaginary if 
not contradictory given the political climate as well as the social norms at 
that time. For instance, while other foreigners were followed or watched 
closely everywhere they would go in China, he could, more than once, 
walk alone, sometimes at night, delivering secret information to his con
tacts in different cities. Among them also is Ma's experience that he 
fought shoulder to shoulder with Lin Biao, the top military commander of 
the People's Liberation Army, in the south during the Liberation War in 
1948 and later had tea with Lin Biao personally in Shanghai. 
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Though just a few characters are introduced, with its intricate and sus
penseful plots full of unexpected twists and turns as well as its episodical, 
yet engaging style, plus a larger font size, readers should find it as absorb
ing as thought-provoking, making their spare-time reading well spent. 

Xiaozhao Huang 
University of North Dakota 
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Editor's Notes 
One of our colleagues suggested we do a special or thematic issue on the 
global. That soon led to suggested topics and adding the word "Going" to 
"Global." The alliterative verb would sweeten the title and suggest a 
desired verbal impetus, an energy to be hoped for if not always realized . 
And suddenly we seemed to have an infestation of the word global in 
sundry contexts as in this random sample: 

The USPS announced a new international "Global Forever" 
stamp which will mail a one-ounce first-class letter to any coun 
try in the world -or a two-ounce letter to Canada -for $1. 10. 

"UND scientist part of global team probing mysterious dark 
energy ,"Grand Forks Herald, 16 Jan 2013, Bl. 

Our Global Kitchen in an advertisement for the American 
Museum of Natural History in The New Yorker, 3 Dec 2012, p. 35. 

"The Global Farmland Rush," headline in The New York 
Times OP-ED section , 6 Feb 2013, p . A23 . 

"A Global Family : UND 's EERC works hard to make foreign 
workers feel at home," Grand Forks Herald, 2 Feb 2013, p . 1. 
Funding for "Global Hawks," unmanned aircraft for Grand Forks 
Air Force Base, approved by the U.S . Senate, Grand Forks 
Herald , 27 Dec 12. 

Sparked by the realization that the term global was everywhere and 
nowhere , we decided we wanted , nevertheless , to try in this issue to 
advance human awareness that could begin with the immediate and local 
but also has a consciousness and sentience for an all-encompassing hope 
and love for the distant, the generic, the biological vast wholeness of the 
known and unknown. 
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Global Friends Coalition : Building Friendships 
with Refugees in the Grand Forks Community 

The Global Friends Coalition is a non-profit organization with the mission 
of bringing together individuals and organizations to foster refugee (New 
American) integration through work with New Americans and the Greater 
Grand Forks community. 

It is anticipated in 2014 that over 80 refugees will be resettled in 
Grand Forks through Lutheran Social Services New Americans, the reset
tling agency in North Dakota. Secondary refugees, primarily from 
Somalia, are also moving to Grand Forks . In response to this flow of 
refugees, Global Friends Coalition has evolved as a community-based 
volunteer organization to help New Americans integrate into the commu
nity. We have three main programs : the Family Mentors and Adult 
Literacy Program, the Resilient Youth Program, and the Community 
Outreach and Advocacy Program . 

When New Americans arrive in Grand Forks, they come with little or 
nothing and are eligible for only eight months of modest financial assis
tance. At the beginning the emphasis is on becoming financially indepen
dent, but there are many challenges. New Americans' level of literacy 
varies; some come with no literacy in their own language and others are 
highly educated in their countries . Some speak very little or no English; 
others are quite proficient. Global Friends Coalition volunteers serve as 
tutors to New Americans who need help learning English . 

Many New Americans in Grand Forks struggle with aspects of inte
gration that long-time residents take for granted such as knowing how to 
use electric appliances for cooking . Global Friends Coalition mentors help 
New Americans adjust to living in the United States. Mentors also pro
vide information about the culture in Grand Forks, helping them to be 
more connected to the community . 

In July, one of the New Americans with whom we are helping prepare 
for the citizenship test prepared a seven -course Nepalese meal that Global 

Friends Coalition co-hosted at a small, local restaurant. Nineteen people 
enjoyed this special meal prepared by Tulsi. Tulsi lived in a refugee camp 
for twenty years prior to resettling in Grand Forks . To watch Tulsi cook, 
one would never know that he was most experienced cooking over fires in 
the refugee camp with the limited ingredients of rice, lentils, a little oil, 
salt and sugar. Those of us who have tasted his chicken curry with rice, 
his roti (similar to a doughnut), or his momo (similar to a dumpling) have 
been privileged. Global Friends Coalition hopes that in the future Tulsi 
can achieve his dream of opening up a restaurant of his own . Global 
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Friends Coalition is here to help him and all of the other New Americans 
achieve their dreams. 

Cynthia H. Shabb, Program Director 
Global Friends Coalition, 600 Demers Avenue ; 406 A, Grand Forks, ND 
58201 ; Telephone 701.746.8233; Website: www.gfcoalition.org ; E-mail: 
info@gfcoalition .org 

G\1 

Cover Date 

Yes, our calendars , probably like yours, read 2013, and this double issue 
of NDQ is the second and third of four in Volume 78 of 2011. All sub
scribers 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 . 

G\1 

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. 

G\1 

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 
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gratis by postal mail to any address in the world, though modest cash 
donations are always welcome. 

Editor: Fred Whitehead, P. 0. Box 5224, Kansas City, KS 66119 USA. 
Telephone: (913) 342-6379. E-mail: fredwh@swbell.net. 

G1 

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 
of1their readers. They produce fundamental reorientations of belief, under
standing, and purpose. North Dakota Quarterly publishes occasional 
accounts of books that mattered, books that produced a sea change in their 
readers . These personal essays have been about well-known books like 
Jack Kerouac's On the Road and lesser known ones such as George 
Morgan's The Human Predicament. As one contributor has proposed, 
books that matter "liberate the reader from a parochial view of experience 
... and usher their readers into a fuller understanding of self, society, and 
culture." NDQ continues to invite contributions of personal essays on a 
book or books that mattered. 

Explore ... Endure ... Evolve ... 
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Contributors 
Nancy Arthur has written and published textbooks or academic papers 
but this article is the first submission of fiction or creative non-fiction. 
She is a professor, a former programmer/systems analyst/project manager 
and an avid traveler. She has spent time in Russia, Lithuania , and Israel 
and the West Bank. She has traveled to Russia several times and is cur
rently working on a creative non-fiction account of her first trip to the for
merly closed city ofNizhniy Novogorod in 1994. 

Kathleen de Azevedo's novel of Brazilian American immigrants, Samba 
Dreamers (U of Arizona P) won a 2007 Pen Oakland-Josephine Miles 
National Literary Award. Her short stories and articles have appeared in 
many publications including Los Ange les Times, Americas, Boston Review, 
Michigan Quarterly Review, Greensboro Review, Cimarron Review, Gulf 
Coast, Gettysburg Review, TriQuarterly, New Stories of the Southwest 
(Ohio UP) and Latinos in Lotus Land (Bilingual Review Press) . She was 
born in Rio de Janeiro and currently lives in San Francisco . 

Melisa Cahnmann-Taylor is Professor in the Department of Language 
and Literacy Education at the University of Georgia. She has published 
two books regarding the use of theatre, poetry, and the visual arts in edu
cation research and practice . Her poetry has been recognized by the top 
prize in the Dorothy Sargent Rosenberg Foundation, the Leeway 
Foundation, and the Waging Peace Poetry Prize. Her poems appear wide
ly in national literary magazines such as APR , Quarterly West, Puerto de! 
Sol, Barrow Street, Mom Egg, and Bellevue Literary Review as well as in 
a chapbook of poems titled Reverse the Charges. She is a 2013-14 
Fulbright Scholar to Oaxaca, Mexico. Her poems, prose, and pedagogy 
can be found at <www.teachersactup.com>. 

Eugene Dubnov's collection of poetry, The Thousand-Year Minutes , has 
just been published by Shoestring Press, UK. 

Alex Fettering is a young American based in China where he works for a 
local tech company. When not travelling to rogue states he is busy study
ing Mandarin, exploring the Chinese Internet, and planning his next trip. 
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Raymond Fleishmann's short stories have appeared in Iowa Review, The 
Pinch, Los Angeles Review, and River Styx, among many others . He 
received an MF A from Ohio State University and currently lives in 
Seattle where he's completing a collection of short fiction and a novel set 
in 1940s Alaska. 

Gail Folkins often writes about her roots in the American West. Her cre
ative nonfiction book Texas Dance Halls: A Two-Step Circuit (Texas 
Tech University Press) was a popular culture finalist in ForeWord 
Review's 2007 Book of the Year awards, while her essay "A Palouse 
Horse" was a Notable Essay in The Best Amrican Essays 2010. 

Debra Gingerich received an MF A in Writing from Vermont College. 
Her poems and essays have appeared in Mochila Review, MARGIE: The 
American Journal of Poetry, Whiskey Island Magazine, The Writer's 
Chronicle, and others. She is the author of a collection of poetry, Where 
We Start, and coeditor of the anthology Shifting Balance Sheets: Women's 
Stories of Naturalized Citizenship and Cultural Attachment. Gingerich 
won the John Ringling Towers Fund Individual Artist Award and serves 
on the editorial advisory board for the Wising Up Press writers collective. 
She lives in Sarasota, FL, where she works in communications. 

Dulce Maria Gray is a faculty member of the English Department and 
Women's Studies Program at West Valley College in Silicon Valley, 
California. She is actively involved in the college's eLearning and Global 
Citizenship committees. She earned a MA in 19th-Century British 
Literature, a Ph.D . in English/Cultural Studies with an emphasis on 
Composition Pedagogy and Contemporary US Latina/o Literature, has 
been awarded a Fulbright-Hays to Egypt, an NEH grant to Central 
America, and has participated in Yale University's PIER Institute to 
Turkey and the Global Citizenship Program for Faculty and 
Administrators at the Salzburg Global Seminar in Austria. She is an avid 
photographer and traveler and enjoys publishing travel narratives . 

Interior designer and painter Pamela Hull is the author of Where's My 
Bride? a memoir about marriage and her physician husband, Paul, who 
died in 2001 of pancreatic cancer. A novel, "Dandelions Endure," is under 
editorial consideration, and she is working on the nonfiction "Walking 
into Firenze : Making an Adventure of Living Alone after Sixty." Her 
essays have been published in various literary journals such as Lumina, 
Ars Medica, and Alimentum, and her "You Never Know" won honorable 
mention for nonfiction in The Bellevue Literary Review's yearly contest. 
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Thea Johnson is an attorney and writer living in Northern California . 
Currently, she is a fellow at Stanford Law School. 

Donald Junkins is the author of seventeen books, the most recent is 
Buster's Book, a letters/memoir collection of family correspondence from 
two world wars, Korea, and Vietnam. He has won several National 
Endowment for the Arts poetry awards and two major poetry awards from 
New Letters. He is the poetry editor of North Dakota Quarterly. 

Robert Lacy is the author of a collection of short stories, The Natural 
Father (New Rivers Press). His short fiction and essays have appeared in 
The Best American Short Stories, The Sewanee Review, Ploughshares, 
The Antioch Review , Southern Review, Oxford American , Minnesota 
Monthly, and elsewhere . He lives with his wife Susan on Medicine Lake 
in the western suburbs of Minneapolis . This is his sixteenth appearance in 
North Dakota Quarterly . 

Natasha Lvovich is a writer and scholar of second language acquisition 
and bilingualism. She teaches at CUNY and divides her loyalties between 
academic and creative writing . She is an author of a collection of autobio
graphical narratives, The Multilingual Self, and of a number of articles 
and essays . Her creative nonfiction recently appeared in academic jour
nals (Life Writing, New Writing, Lifewriting Annual) and literary maga
zines (Big. City.Lit, WHL Review, Post Road , Paradigm, Nashville 
Review , Two Bridges). Her essay, "Balakovo," was nominated for 2011 
Pushcart Prize. 

Timothy L. Marsh is a doctoral candidate in Creative Writing at 
Aberystwyth University, Wales. His stories and essays have appeared or 
are forthcoming in Ninth Letter , Barre/house , Evansville Review, Los 
Angeles Review, and New Quarterly. In 2012 he was awarded scholarship 
residences from the Can Serrat International Arts Center and the CAMAC 
Centre d' Arts . His work also has been nominated for the Pushcart Prize 
and Best of the Web anthologies. 

Peter Nabokov is professor of World Arts and Cultures and American 
Indian Studies at UCLA. His forthcoming books are "The Journey to 
Ha'ako" and "How the World Moves: The Odyssey of an American 
Indian Family ." 

Marlaina Nugent is a writer of poetry, prose , and memoir. Publications 
include work in Poetry East, Kalliope , Confrontation, Seattle Review, 
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Caribbean Writer, Bad Henry Review , New Press Quarterly, and BIM, 
the National Literary Journal of Barbados. She is the author of a chil
dren's book, The Joy-Joy -Joy Song (A. A. Daveen Publishing) a story
song celebrating the bluebirds that now thrive along the Connecticut 
River. She has an MF A in Interdisciplinary Arts and has exhibited her 
work in both the United States and Barbados. Her exhibitions are multi
art presentations with studies in textile arts, photography, and poetry . She 
works as an adjunct professor of English/Drama. Her first book of poems 
Past the Light is forthcoming from Finishing Line Press. 

Craig O'Hara grew up in southern Indiana. After attending Indiana 
University, he lived and worked in Vietnam and the Northern Mariana 
Islands. He later received his MF A from the University of Arizona. His 
stories have appeared in a number of magazines and journals including 
Confrontation , Sonora Review, and Dos Passos Review . He currently 
lives with his wife in Muncie, Indiana, and teaches writing at Ball State 
University. 

Cheryl Pallant has published several poetry books, chapbooks, and a 
nonfiction book on dance. Her most recent work is the poetry collection 
Continental Drifts (Blaze Vox Books 2012). "Ginseng Tango Lessons" is 
from her manuscript "Ginseng Tango." Other work has been anthologized 
and published in numerous online and print journals in the United States 
and abroad. She taught at the University of Tulsa and Keimyung 
University in South Korea and currently teaches at the University of 
Richmond in Virginia. 

Donna Pucciani is a Chicago-based poet whose work has been published 
on four continents in such diverse journals as International Poetry 
Review, Spoon River, The Pedestal, nebu[lab], Italian Americana, 
Journal of the American Medical Association, Poetry Salzburg, Shichao 
Poetry, Istanbul Literary Review, and Christianity and Literature . Her 
poetry has been translated into Chinese, Japanese, and Italian . A four-time 
Pushcart nominee, she has won awards from the Illinois Arts Council, the 
National Federation of State Poetry Societies, and Poetry on the Lake. Her 
books include The Other Side of Thunder, Jumping off the Train, Chasing 
the Saints, and To Sip Darjeeling at Dawn . 

John Robinson is a novelist, playwright, essayist, memoirist, and short 
story writer who lives in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. His work has 
appeared in Ploughshares, Sewanee Review, Cimarron Review, South 
Dakota Review, Hawaii Pacific Review, Rhode Island Review , Epiphany, 

206 



Bitter Oleander, theNewerYork, Colere, and The Writer and has been 
nominated for the Pushcart Prize . He has contributed political commen
tary, created award-winning drama, and written and lived in three differ
ent countries: Scotland, Spain, and the United States. 

Castle magic led Rebecca Rodgers to sing in a variety of choirs , translate 
German materials for a software company, and pursue a career in writing . 
She has bylines in several magazines such as German Life and 
Westsylvania, but this is her first creative publication . She holds an MF A 
in creative nonfiction from Chatham University 's low-residency program. 

Claude Clayton Smith is professor emeritus of English at Ohio Northern 
University . With Alexander Vaschenko , he is co-editor/translator of The 
Way of Kinship : An Anthology of Native Siberian Literature (University 
of Minnesota Press, 2010). His latest book is Ohio Outback: Learning to 
Love the Great Black Swamp (Kent State University Press , 2010). 

Eric Trethewey is the author of six books of poetry . His poetry , fiction, 
creative -nonfiction, and criticism have appeared in many magazines , 
including the Atlantic Monthly, The New Republic, and Paris Review. He 
lives in Roanoke , VA, and teaches at Hollins University. 

Born in the village ofVaryogan in West Siberia in 1948, Yuri Kilevich 
Vaella (Aivaseda) is a reindeer breeder who spends most of his time in 
his ancestral deer-camp. He is of the taiga Nenets people and takes his 
pseudonym-Vaella-from an ancient taiga Nenets clan. Vaella has writ
ten and published folktales, poems , and essays and recorded folksongs . 
His volume of collected poems, White Cries, was published in Surgut in 
1996 , followed by three more books of prose and poetry . His work 
appeared in The Way of Kinship : An Anthology of Native Siberian 
Literature (University of Minnesota Press , 2010). His latest book in 
Russian is Threads of Kinship. 

Alexander Vaschenko passed away June 11, 2013. He was a former 
senior researcher at the A. M. Gorky Institute of World Literature in 
Moscow and, most recently, chair of Comparative Literature and Culture 
at Moscow State University. His latest publication, in a Russian maga
zine, was a series of poems exchanged between Yuri Vaella and Native 
American author N. Scott Momaday . 
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