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DANA SALVADOR 

Jimmy 

On August 1st, 2008, Jimmy drove his El Camino to the Pawnee National 
Grasslands in northern Colorado . I imagine he took one last stroll along 
the trail we'd taken ten years before. His body weakened, I doubt he made 
it to the Indian Rings or to the Pawnee Buttes. I hope the prickly pear 
were in bloom that day with buds of yellow, pink, and red strewn across 
the ground like broken pieces of stained-glass. 

When he returned to the gravel road, I bet he sat on the hood of the 
car and opened a Coors. I can see him taking sips and rolling a cigarette, 
slowly licking the white paper and twisting the ends. Toward dusk, when 
the sun dipped beneath the horizon, he put the gun into his mouth, tasted 
the nickel -plated metal, and squeezed the trigger. 

Ten years earlier, I was escaping troubles at home by working the summer 
on the grounds at the University of Northern Colorado. One Friday, a few 
student workers and full -time employees piled into the break room. 
Jimmy didn't show. 

"He went where?" I asked. 
"He ' s out on the prairie getting drunk," our foreman Gerry said, 

"Experiencing nature." 
"Jimmy gets naked and dances around like a wild coyote," someone 

else said. They laughed. 
I didn't know what to believe. Compared to the other year -round 

employees in plaid work shirts and boots, Jimmy stood out. He wore K
mart jeans, fraying T-shirts, and beat-up tennis shoes. His disheveled hair 
gave him the look of a drifter, and broken capillaries along his cheeks 
made me wonder if he were an alcoholic. So far, we'd only exchanged 
pleasantries-"How's it going" or "Have a good weekend." 

The following Monday, Jimmy and I weeded a flowerbed filled with 
marigolds. He'd stopped along his regular picking -up-trash route and 
kneeled down to help . 

"Where were you last Friday?" I asked. 
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He pulled a thistle and placed it on the sidewalk: in the pile of weeds. 
"I went out to the prairie for the full rnoon. It was amazing." He smiled . 
"There's nothing like watching that big old rnoon corning over the bluffs . 
All those stars. How could anyone rniss that?" 

As he spoke, I realized the color of his eyes didn't match . One was a 
rnuch deeper blue than the other. I'd later learn that while Jirnrny served 
in the Navy, doctors discovered a growth; they removed the tumor and his 
eye. More than once, I'd tell Jirnrny to fix his glass eye. The good one 
looked directly at rne while the other stared into the sky. 

"I thought the guys lied to rne." 
"What'd they say?" 
After I explained, Jirnrny said, "I suppose I do like to indulge in sorne red 

wine while I'rn out there." He winked then sat back on his haunches. He put 
his hands on his thighs. "I'll let the naked dancing be part of the folklore." 

Jirnrny and I began our friendship one conversation at a tirne, conversa
tions I wasn't having with rny own father; I'd decided rny father's betray
al of the family didn't earn hirn that right. 

Bit by bit, I filled in the pieces of Jirnrny's story . He'd graduated frorn 
Northern Colorado a few years before with a degree in gerontology . 
Jirnrny explained that the definition of gerontology is "to speak of old age." 

"It's one thing to talk about getting old," Jirnrny said as he untangled a 
vine weed attempting to strangle a juniper bush . "It's another to live it." 

I nodded, though what did I know about aging? I was twenty -two and 
thankful for the company, even if Jirnrny seemed quirky. 

The rnore I learned about Jirnrny, the rnore questions I had. Why 
hadn't he gone to college earlier? Why didn't he work during the rest of 
the year? Why didn't Jirnrny pursue a job at a nursing home or health care 
facility? Why was a 55 year-old guy with an advanced degree in gerontol
ogy pulling weeds? 

Like a lot of older folks, Jirnrny received disability. Unlike rnost aging 
people, he spent considerable tirne looking through garbage cans. He 
exchanged the alurninurn cans he found while picking up trash on campus 
for pocket change. I often heard about flea market bargains on tents, hik
ing equipment, or motorcycle parts. 

While pulling weeds, we talked about books and ideas, Zen medita
tion and Tai Chi, philosophy and poetry . He asked rne to bring hirn sorne 
of rny writing. I was nervous but brought a few poems. The next day, he 
walked into the break roorn, smacked his hand on rny knee, and said, 
"Girl, you got a talent, don't you?" 
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I knew the poems weren't that good, but the gesture seemed genuine, 
the way a parent might encourage a child. From that moment in the break 
room, I'd send Jimmy everything I wrote. 

Jimmy and I worked together more and more throughout the summer. He 
helped me with the flowerbeds; I helped him with trash, changing out 
sprinkler heads, or trimming trees . It reminded me of working with my 
father on our family farm in northeastern Colorado. I liked the compan 
ionship, and I think Jimmy liked having someone to talk to besides the old 
guys on the crew. 

During one of our talks, I learned he and my father had more in com
mon than their age: he'd cheated on his wife and left his family, too. 

After Jimmy told me about his transgression, I kept pulling weeds, 
thinking. I'd learned about my father's affair a couple years before. In 
fact, that's why I was working on the grounds crew in the first place . 

My father had walked out on my mother after twenty -eight years of 
marriage and moved in with his mistress. Though I'd grown up in a har
monious home, things changed-most likely when my father met his mis
tress, though none of us could figure out the difference at the time. In the 
months leading up to his abandonment, I'd witnessed his unpleasant treat 
ment of my mother: ignoring her, belittling her, taunting her into argu
ments. Since he'd walked out, I'd rarely spoken to him. Previous sum
mers, I'd worked on the farm, but my home wasn't there anymore. My 
relationship with my father seemed like a pivot road, a dead-end. 

When I asked Jimmy how his wife found out about the affair, he said, 
"It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out what I was up to, Dana-girl." 

He kept pulling at the crabgrass along the edge of the concrete. 
"Lynda - my girlfriend-she'd call, let it ring once and hang up. 

When I heard the signal, I'd find some excuse to leave. 'Looks like we're 
out of milk. I'll get some.' I'd be gone for two, three hours and come 
home without any milk." 

Slowly, I learned about Jimmy's relationship with his ex-wife-how 
they were young and impulsive when they married, how he struggled to 
keep a job, how having children added tension to already strained ties. My 
parents' marriage wasn't much different, except my father hadn't strug
gled to hold down a job; he'd struggled to keep a farm running. 

I learned Jimmy's two daughters were about my age. Jimmy hadn't 
talked to them in years. Like my father, Jimmy tried to stay in touch
leaving messages and sending the occasional note in the mail. His daugh
ters acted like me-they didn't answer the phone, ignored messages, and 
didn't respond to letters. 
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While Jimmy's affair helped shorten an already floundering marriage, 
his girlfriend, Lynda, had her own set of drama. Jimmy explained she was 
paranoid, maybe even schizophrenic . Over the years, her mental instabili
ty caused her to believe their time together was televised. 

"Televised?" I raised an eyebrow. 
"You mean to tell me you haven't seen us on CBS® before? Eating 

dinner or washing dishes?" he laughed . "I've been interviewed by Dan 
Rather a few times now, but I always end up wearing the same damn 
thing." He motioned to his work attire . 

Eventually, Lynda pushed him out of her life . But Jimmy continued to 
check on her. 

I didn't know what to think about Jimmy's affair. I definitely didn't 
know what to make of Lynda, his girlfriend. My father's girlfriend, Susie, 
wasn't ill though I'd fantasized calling her a bunch of names: bar fly, gold 
digger, home wrecker. At the time, I could only see the world filtered 
through the injustice I felt at my father' s decision to cheat on my mother. 

Even though I knew the relationship had cost Jimmy his marriage, I 
found it sad that Lynda's condition ruined a shared future . While I under
stood Jimmy and Lynda loved each other, I couldn't make the same con
nection to my father . 

My anger and heartache toward my father was as endless as the hori
zon, yet overlooking Jimmy's indiscretion seemed simple. I realized he'd 
wrecked his marriage and his relationships with his daughters, but I also 
witnessed his remorse, though he never mentioned a formal apology 
offered to the girls. I saw him struggling to contact his daughters and the 
pain their silence caused, though secretly, I hoped my father felt the same. 
I could sympathize with Jimmy's side of the breakdown of his marriage 
even ifl didn't agree with his decision to have an affair. 

And when Jimmy cut out newspaper articles to show me, brought 
fresh fruit for my lunch, or discussed the Rockies game, it was easy to 
feel like a daughter again. 

Toward the end of summer, as Jimmy and I reached the break area, fat 
raindrops flecked the sidewalk creating a polka dot effect. 

Jimmy confronted our boss, "Dana and I are leaving." 
"What?" Gerry and I said at the same time. 
"That's right. We can't work under conditions like these." He pointed 

to the sky, which held one gray cloud. 
"It ain't raining any more Jimmy." 
"What do you call that?" Jimmy pointed to the specks of moisture 

drying on the sidewalk . "One, two, three, four, five-you're not going to 
make me count all of them, are you?" The guys on the crew who'd gath-
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ered for break laughed. "Dana-girl , run get your stuff. We 're leaving . No 
sir, they can't make people work outside on days like today." 

I grabbed my keys and jacket from the break room and raced to catch 
up to Jimmy. 

I knew he'd caused such a scene because he'd noticed my exhaustion. 
As we drove down Eighth Street , I thought about how hectic my 

schedule had become. Attempting to save money to complete my student 
teaching in New Zealand , I didn't just work on the grounds. I also worked 
evenings for a survey company, calling people who didn't want to answer 
questions. 

By the time I rode my bike to my apartment , it was 9:30 P.M. I'd eat, 
sleep, and wake in time to be at the university by 7:30 A.M. Though the 
schedule was frenzied, it left little time to dwell on the heartache at home . 

Jimmy pulled into a parking lot, and we entered a small tavern. An 
older woman in jeans and T-shirt walked from behind a long-wooden bar 
and asked if we wanted to play pool until the grill was ready . We ordered 
beers , burgers , and fries then picked out our cues. Jimmy asked that the 
beers be brought out right away . 

As he glided around the table, and corrected my form, Jimmy told me 
stories . He started with when he graduated high school and moved to 
California to live with a brother . He was supposed to get a job but hustled 
pool instead, which was never enough money to satisfy his brother. 
Eventually , his brother "suggested" he join the Navy . Jimmy told me 
about life on the submarines , the excitement of getting back to port, and 
his eventual return to civilian life. 

He told me about riding his motorcycle along back roads, camping 
under the sky, and drinking binges that lasted too long. 

When our burgers arrived, we gave up the pool table and slid into a booth. 
"What's that saying," he scratched his chin, thinking. '"A good travel

er doesn ' t have plans and is not intent on arrival.' That's how you need to 
be in a few weeks when you land in New Zealand , Dana-girl." Jimmy 
dipped a fry into some ketchup. 

"All those new places and experiences are going to be great for your 
writing," He finished his fry before he picked up his half-empty glass. 
"Even better for your spirit." He toasted me then finished the beer before 
raising his forefinger to get the waitress ' attention . 

My father and Jimmy were much different people , but listening to 
Jimmy's stories and encouragement made the place where I missed my 
father ache a little less. While Jimmy tended to wander, my father's life 
has played out almost entirely in a thirty mile radius; he's anchored to the 
ground like a windmill , his decisions made by the weather and a long his
tory of successes and failures . Though they never met , I like to think my 
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father and Jimmy would have respected each other in a way that people 
who approach life in disparate ways can see the benefit of alternatives. 

After we finished lunch, Jimmy and I spent the day drinking beer and 
playing pool. When Jimmy dropped me off, he asked if I wanted to go to 
the prairie sometime. I told him to let me know when; I'd be there . 

At a cafe in Nelson, New Zealand, I wrote Jimmy a postcard, one of many 
I'd write in the coming years . Nearing the end of my trip, I woke, wrote 
for a few hours, and wandered around the small town. I'd read through the 
afternoon then meet friends in the evening . 

Jimmy had supported my adventure by giving me money for a back
pack, a going away present. The backpack-crammed with clothes, 
books, journals, food-and I trekked the Milford, Routebum, and Kepler 
trails. It was on my back when I first stood awestruck by the lncredibles, 
and the bag stayed on the beach while I swam in Golden Bay . Tucked 
beneath busses in the storage bin, we traveled from Queenstown to· 
Christchurch, Wellington to Roturoa, Auckland to Taupo . 

Here, among miles of golden beaches, where I didn't belong and 
couldn't recognize landmarks, things seemed serene . The seascapes and 
mountainous landscapes didn't remind me of home-this both comforted 
me and made me intensely homesick. 

I sipped at the last of my hot chocolate and watched people pass by 
the cafe. I couldn't wait to tell Jimmy about my adventures: skinny dip
ping at the millennium in Lake Taupo, crossing over suspension bridges 
hundreds of feet above the ground during my hikes, and hitchhiking to the 
East Bay lighthouse. After nine months away, I felt more confident, more 
open to other people and different ways of living in the world. I felt 
Jimmy was right, travel had been the best thing for my spirit. In the post
card, I told Jimmy to keep an eye out (the good one), he'd see me soon. 

One winter evening in 2003, after my husband and I had been married 
almost two years, Jimmy introduced me to Lynda. I'd returned from New 
Zealand three years earlier and drifted to Nebraska to take a teaching 
position and found a husband . Jimmy had moved to Ft. Morgan to care 
for his ailing mother, inheriting her trailer when she passed. 

I stopped by to see him whenever I could. Though I'd called ahead to 
ensure Jimmy's presence, I wasn't prepared to meet Lynda. She'd recent
ly been released from a mental hospital and had moved in. Her gray, 
scraggly hair stretched down her back, long enough to sit on. She had the 
look of a beautiful woman in her day, though now she seemed anorexic. 
Her skin was blotchy and dry, and her collarbone shone through her long
sleeved T-shirt. 
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At first, we carried on a general conversation-the weather , my work 
as a teacher, her move to Ft. Morgan . Suddenly , she started speaking 
rapidly . She rubbed her hands against her thighs rhythmically before 
wringing them in her lap. Repeating these motions several times, Lynda 
expressed happiness that I was an artist. Yet, she stated concerns that out
siders might program my mind . 

Jimmy had shared my poems with her. She hoped the government 
wouldn ' t interfere with my work. I figured the government wouldn't be 
too concerned with a farm girl using cryptic metaphors about social injus
tice and teenage angst. I nodded with her worries , growing more and more 
uneasy . 

"Come on Lynda, let the girl alone." 
"You just don't believe me, do you?" Lynda said. "Don't you know 

they're listening to us right now?" 
"Lynda gets a little excitable , don ' t you Lynda? " He smiled and 

winked at me. "I tell her she needs a hug once in a while. It'd do her good." 
Lynda excused herself. 
"Come on Lynda , don't leave in a huff." Jimmy laughed . He turned 

and said, 'TU be hearing about this one in the morning ." 
After we'd exhausted all topics of conversation, including if I 'd seen 

or spoken to my father lately, Jimmy would say, "I guess that's about it. If 
I had anything else to say, I would . Have a good trip. Say hi to the family 
for me. And stop by again when you can." I never took offense at his ush
ering me out the door. As I look back, maybe Lynda embarrassed Jimmy. 
I found out, years later, that Lynda's family had disowned her. They'd 
refused to pick her up from the mental hospital. The only other number 
she knew was Jimmy's. 

The next time I visited, Jimmy ' s trailer was filled with newspaper. 
Sheets of paper towel hung off the lamps, filled space under the refrigera
tor, and in the tracks of the windowpane. Newspaper covered the win
dows. When Lynda entered the room, she wore slippers made of paper 
towel and masking tape. Jimmy later told me he'd bought her slippers, but 
she believed "they" were tracking her through devices sewn into the fab
ric. We laughed at the absurdity, though now I see more clearly Lynda's 
fragility- Jimmy's, too. 

Lynda surprised Jimmy when she came out of her room to see me 
when I visited. She would go days without leaving her room. As far as 
Jimmy knew, she never left the trailer the entire time she lived there. 

I' m not sure why Jimmy put up with this. I knew he was too kind
hearted to throw her out on the streets or into another mental facility. 
Besides, he'd have to pay for it. And she'd proven herself stable enough 
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to leave the state-run asylum. The next step might have been to contact 
Lynda's parents, but they'd given up on her. 

Lynda first met Jimmy while she worked as a secretary at a meat 
packing plant and he slaughtered cows; her parents hadn't approved of 
their relationship. They knew about the affair and had encouraged Lynda 
to stay away from Jimmy. He was either too proud to convince Lynda's 
affluent family to reach out to her or too proud to admit he couldn't han
dle the situation. 

Before Lynda moved into the trailer, I'd knock on the door. If Jimmy 
weren't home, I'd grab the key from the mouth of a ceramic frog next to 
the door and let myself inside. I'd leave some writing on the table, maybe 
a bottle of wine, or just a note to let him know I'd been there. 

Once Lynda moved in, I wouldn't enter the house alone. I knew 
Jimmy owned guns. I feared she'd get scared and shoot me thinking I was 
an agent of evil forces. I thought about bringing Lynda a present, but I 
didn't know what she might accept besides paper products. I figured 
Jimmy would appreciate my humor. Lynda might not. 

When he wasn't being a caretaker, Jimmy's life consisted of the regu
lar tedium: chores, errands, bills to pay. He spiced things up with a few 
too many drinks at his favorite pool hall. If Jimmy wasn't at home or at 
the bar, he was probably at the grasslands. 

He often rode his motorcycle out to the trails, using the gravel back 
roads. He'd spend the night, go birding, or hike trails . He craved the wind 
rushing against his face, the sound of the engine droning beneath him. 
And yet, from the stories he told, he returned again and again to the trailer 
and to Lynda. 

On the phone, he once told me, "She may not be much of an interior 
decorator, but I figure ifl leave her to cook for herself, I might find she's 
a worse chef." He laughed, "Who knows? She could bum the whole place 
down." I joined in his laughter, though an undertow of seriousness tugged 
at the punch line. 

Tom between freedom of the open road and caring for Lynda, I won
der what ~ade Jimmy stay. So much of Jimmy's life had been a compro
mise betw1een independence and responsibility, between what he yearned 
for and what was needed from him. Maybe what we think ties us down 
actually allows us to become who we are, who we're intended to be. But 
isn't this a hard lesson for all ofus? 

When I visited in the fall of 2005, Jimmy seemed anxious. Before I 
had a chance to ask what was wrong , Lynda said, "Did you tell her?" 

"I would if you'd let me ." He looked at his hands before he told me he 
had prostate cancer. Though I could read his nervous energy, he seemed 
hopeful. The cancer had progressed far enough he'd continue chemothera-
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py the rest of his life. In my naivety, I believed everything would be fine . 
Even though chemo is horrible, I thought he could manage to live com
fortably. Wouldn't the advancements in science make it easier? I also 
knew Jimmy wasn't adverse to herbal medication; he could smoke pot for 
pain relief. 

But I underestimated the severity of his cancer. 

In July 2008, Jimmy called and asked, "How much longer until those 
twins show up?" Rubbing my swollen belly, I said, "Their eviction notice 
says two weeks." He laughed. 

During our conversation, Jimmy said he 'd begun to stay in Cheyenne 
overnight after his treatments in the VA hospital because he didn't have 
the energy to drive home. I didn't push for details like if he'd lost more 
hair or how often he needed to self-medicate. 

I asked about his girls . He planned to meet one of his daughters and 
grandson at the zoo. I felt happy he'd reconciled with them; yet, it was a 
tentative reunion. 

"Talk to your dad lately?" he asked. 
"Every couple of months now." 
"Good ." 
Like Jimmy's daughters, I'd begun to take cautious steps towards my 

father. I'd started answering the phone, and once in a while, I'd even call. 
After so many years of sporadic contact, I sensed that if I waited to for
give my father until I understood his flaws, I'd never move on with my 
life. Maybe Jimmy's daughters felt similarly. Perhaps a type of healing 
came in letting go of some of our anger, our disappointments. 

We hung up with a quick good-bye, but I didn't think much of it. I 
knew I'd call him in a few weeks, once the babies were born. 

Two weeks later, Jimmy's daughter called to tell me they'd found his car 
in the Pawnee Grasslands. I stumbled to a chair feeling a similar shock I'd 
felt two years earlier when Jimmy called to tell me about Lynda's death . 
Jimmy had seen Lynda asleep in a living-room chair when he left for a 
chemo treatment. Later that afternoon, she was in the same position. For 
weeks, Jimmy had tried to entice her appetite while his own cravings 
dwindled. Lynda refused. She thought "they" were trying to poison her. 
Without food, her heart couldn't continue. 

Jimmy's daughter explained that the following Saturday, the family 
planned to spread his ashes at Devil's Backbone, along the foothills. I 
wanted to protest, to tell her Jimmy's ashes should be placed in the 
Pawnee National Grasslands. But I wasn't family. 
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I told her I couldn't make it to the memorial because I was expecting 
any day. After finding out about my condition, she was upset. 

"I shouldn't have called and told you." 
"No, I'm glad you did." 
"He left a list, and your name and number were on it. I remember he 

talked about you at the zoo. He said you were like a daughter to him-I 
was angry because I thought, 'I'm your daughter."' 

Feeling both honored Jimmy would compare me to one of his daugh
ters and knowing he never meant to hurt her, I tried to explain how I'd 
been estranged from my father while she was at odds with Jimmy . The 
words fell like rocks from my mouth. We hung up with promises to talk 
soon. That was over five years ago. 

A few days after I learned of Jimmy's death, I walked to the mailbox. 
Among bills, I found an envelope with Jimmy's handwriting. I stood 
frozen in the August heat. I pulled out a card with a cartoon picture of a 
mother duck and two baby ducks around a pond . Inside the card was a 
hundred-dollar bill. In scrawling letters, Jimmy wrote: Buy the babies 
something cute from me. Love, Jim . The money is still tucked in the enve
lope inside my dresser drawer. 

The last week I worked on the grounds crew, more than ten years ago 
now, Jimmy picked me up at my apartment. We headed northeast from 
Greeley to the Pawnee National Grassland. I'd grown up with sparse 
views filled with buffalo grass . I missed the open area; I think Jimmy 
knew this. 

I'd never visited the national grassland, which contains roughly 
190,000 acres of preserved short-grass prairie . The area was once part of 
the ocean's floor. When the water receded and the earth's crust moved, 
streams eroded the land and slowly formed the Pawnee Buttes. The buttes 
rise 300 feet in the air-evidence of another space and time. 

We left the car, and a flat-line horizon met us in every direction 
except the west, where the faint edges of the Rocky Mountain foothills 
traced a jagged line against the sky. After walking over a few slight rises, 
the bluffs presented themselves. Natural landmarks. 

In jean shorts, a T-shirt, and my hair tucked beneath a ball cap, I fol
lowed Jimmy down a narrow line of dirt between yucca and prickly pears . 
Jimmy pointed out hawks in the cloudless sky, and we paused to watch 
them land on fence posts. Here and there, we compared the different col
ors of cacti in bloom giving the only hints of color on the brown earth . 

After a couple hours, we took a break and sat beside the trail. Jimmy 
pulled out a bottle of wine, some dried salmon, and soda crackers from a 
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small backpack. We poured the wine into plastic cups taking long sips, 
savoring the flavor. We rested until the sun on our backs pressed us to 
retrace our steps. 

On our way to the car, Jimmy showed me an abandoned homestead. 
The shack must have been similar to the tar-papered one my grandparents 
first lived in on the prairie . We entered the one-room dwelling, which tilt
ed slightly to the right. 

Jimmy walked the length of the small shelter , running his hands 
across the timbers. He looked up to a small opening in the roof-most 
likely a vent for a cast-iron stove. Eventually, he walked across the dirt 
floor to look through the broken-out window. He placed his arm on the 
windowsill, rested his chin on his fist. 

I tried to imagine who might have lived here; I wondered if it was an old 
bachelor, alone and content. Or newlyweds excited about their adventures. 
Maybe it was a couple with a family, on the edge of hard times and running 
out of patience. What had they thought when they looked out this window 
and could only see prairie all the way to the other side of the world? 

"How'd you like to feel blizzard winds out here or see a tornado inch
ing towards you?" Jimmy said. He stood from his hunched position, 
walked to the door, and put his arm on the door frame. He carefully 
scanned the horizon. "No place to run from things out here , Dana -girl. 
No," he stepped away from the house a few feet, "you're living in the 
moment out here ." 

"Maybe a bleak moment ," I said. 
"True enough." 
He walked away from the homestead into the vast prairie . He stopped, 

blocked the sun from his eyes with his hand, and examined the immense 
horizon. After a moment, he asked, "You ready?" I said I was . 

We left the shelter and wound our way back to the trailhead . I took 
one last look across the wide expanse; I tried to memorize the way the 
afternoon light hit the Pawnee Buttes or how the wisps of wildflowers 
swayed in the searing breeze. I think of the Neruda line, "Love is so short, 
forgetting is so long." This moment etched in memory attempts to teach 
me over and over again to slow down, to look around, to give quiet thanks 
for what's in front ofme . It reminds me that time is short, and our connec
tions to each other, as delicate as those wildflowers, are so easily lost. 

I slid into the car, burning my legs on the leather seat-the same seat 
where Jimmy would be found slumped over, a bullet pierced through his skull. 

Jimmy adjusted the rearview mirror , put the car in gear, and pulled out 
of the parking area. As he drove down the gravel road, I glanced out the 
passenge r side mirror . The dust kicked up behind us then settled softly 
back to earth . 
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BRAD McDUFFIE 

"Nothing to Sustain Us but the 
Counsel of Our Fathers": 

The Counsel of Ernest Hemingway on 

the Fiction of Cormac McCarthy 

Cormac McCarthy's heavy debt to William Faulkner has long been estab 
lished, but in his fiction since All The Pretty Horses, critics have increas
ingly noted the influence of Ernest Hemingway. In his most recent novels, 
No Country for Old Men and The Road , Hemingway ' s influence has 
become so pronounced that McCarthy has forced scholars and critics to 
take notice. As longtime Hemingway scholars such as H. R. Stoneback 
and Allen Josephs have noted, McCarthy has clearly marked himself as 
the literary descendant of Faulkner and Hemingway, and the proof of the 
lineage can be found within the artistic DNA of every novel that 
McCarthy has written. McCarthy does not run away from such compar
isons , as he once told Richard B. Woodward, "the ugly fact is books are 
made out of books," and "The novel depends for its life on the novels that 
have been written" (31 ). 

After Hemingway's death, Frederick Karl speculates, Faulkner saw 
"in the other's death something of his own. It was not only the death of 
Hemingway, however , but the end of an era in American writing: the few 
great ones had passed. Faulkner felt there was no one to replace them" 
(qtd. in Rovit and Waldhorn 168). Yet McCarthy's 1965 novel The 
Orchard Keeper, published three years after Faulkner's death, was to sig
nify his proverbial carrying of the torch . Robert Coles addressed this con
viction in The New Yorker when he wrote of McCarthy's "stubborn 
refusal to bend his writing to the literary and intellectual demands of our 
era," and adding that his "fate is to be relatively unknown and often mis
interpreted" (qtd. in Woodward 36) . Since his appearance on Oprah after 
the publication of The Road, McCarthy has not been as unknown as he 
once was-though, with regards to interpretation ( or misinterpretation), 
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this essay will attempt to pursue McCarthy's conversation with 
Hemingway in his most recent novels as an extension of the literary con
versation he began with Faulkner in The Orchard Keeper. At the core of 
the relationships among the three writers, beyond anything that might be 
said or misinterpreted about their respective personal lives, is a belief in 
the novel's ability to, as McCarthy tells Woodward, "encompass all the 
various disciplines and interests of humanity" (31 ). 

The echoes of Hemingway can be traced throughout McCarthy's fic
tion. McCarthy seems to employ Hemingway's theories of writing 
through omission and the principle of the iceberg, and both temper the 
effusive voice of Faulkner in his work. Taken as a whole, McCarthy 
seems to be most influenced by Hemingway's Nick Adams stories. For 
example, in the closing movements of his play The Stonemason, he direct
ly alludes to the opening of"In Another Country": 

In the fall of that year when the weather had begun to tum I thought 
of him more and more. I remembered his pipe. I remembered the fox 
we saw on the hill behind the house in the snow and I remembered 
small things about him. His gloves. The knees in his trousers . The 
way he turned the pages of his bible . I saw him here twice in the 
evening just at dusk and I tried small tricks to make him appear 
again. I'd turn my head aside and then look back quickly . Or I'd 
close my eyes. Or maybe it was a dream. I saw him with a great 
stone that he carried with much labor and I thought it was like a 
boundary stone and I looked for some mark or inscription on the 
stone but there was none. It was just a stone . Nothing is finally 
understood . Nothing is finally arrived at. ( 13 I) 

This long passage is worth quoting in its entirety because it not only cap
tures "In Another Country" but also recalls the opening of A Farewell to 
Arms and prefigures the closing movement of No Country for Old Men 
(with the image of man carrying a stone being replaced with fire) 1. Still, 
in the opening line and the images of foxes and snow, McCarthy clearly 
channels "In Another Country." "In the fall the war was always there, but 
we did not go to it any more," Hemingway writes in the opening of the 
story. "There was much game hanging outside the shops, and the snow 
powdered in the fur of the foxes and the wind blew their tails" (168). 
McCarthy's direct allusion to the story appears to be informed by the 
tragedy within the story when a major tells Nick Adams not to get married 
because, "If he is to lose everything, he should not place himself in a posi
tion to lose. He should find things he cannot lose" (173). Later, the major 
apologizes to Nick, "I'm so sorry," and tells him "I would not be rude. 
My wife has just died. You must forgive me" (l 73). In the major's grief 
and in the words of Ben Telfair in The Stonemason, both Hemingway and 
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McCarthy's preoccupation with last things can be felt through the charac
ters' attempts to reconcile the past with the present, life with death. 

Hemingway writes in Death in the Afternoon that "all stories, if con
tinued far enough, end in death, and he is no true-story teller who would 
keep that from you" (122) . With Hemingway's words in mind, it is clear 
that McCarthy is a "true-story teller" and death is a foundational principle 
throughout the arc of his fiction. His most recent novel, The Road, repre
sents the natural progression of his exploration of the death of Western 
culture or the evening redness in the west. McCarthy makes it clear that 
the only writers for him are the ones who "deal with issues of life and 
death" ( qtd. in Woodward 31 ), and he goes on to say that those writers 
who do not confront death are, to him, "not serious" (31 ). In one of his 
most recent interviews, he told Richard Woodward that "Most people 
don't ever see anyone die. It used to be if you grew up in a family you 
saw everybody die. They died in their bed at home with everyone gath
ered around. Death is the major issue in the world. For you, for me, for all 
of us. It just is. To not be able to talk about it is very odd" ("Cormac 
Country" 103-04). Thus, to return to The Stonemason, when Ben Telfair 
states "Nothing is finally understood. Nothing is finally arrived at," he 
addresses the mystery of life and death. Hemingway aficionados will note 
the echo of Nick Adams' epiphany in "The Three-Day Blow," "Nothing 
was finished . Nothing was ever lost" (Nick Adams Stories 215). At the 
heart of both Ben and Nick's meditations are death and the need to endure 
the pain of life and to embrace the mystery of the unknown . McCarthy 
reinforces this when Ben later reflects, "we are all the elect, each one of 
us, and we are embarked upon a journey to something unimaginable. We 
do not know what will be required of us, and we have nothing to sustain 
us but the counsel of our fathers" (132). 

McCarthy compounds the allusion to "In Another Country" with a 
nod to another Nick Adams story, "Fathers and Sons." Ben's memory of 
his grandfather while he stands in a cemetery "among the stones" (130; 
italics McCarthy), reflect the words of Nick Adams' son in "Fathers and 
Sons": "Why do we never go to pray at the tomb of my grandfather?" 
(NAS 268). The dialogue that ensues in "Fathers and Sons" parallels Ben 
Telfair's meditation on his father's tombstone: 

18 

We live in a different part of the country. It's a long way from here. 
In France that wouldn't make any difference. In France we'd go. I 
think I ought to pray at the tomb of my grandfather. 

Sometime we' ll go. 
I hope we won't live somewhere so that I can never go to pray at 

your tomb when you are dead. 
We'll have to arrange it. (268) 



And "Fathers and Sons" concludes with the following exchange: 

Well, I don't feel good never to have even visited the tomb of my 
grandfather. 

"We' ll have to go," Nick said. "I can see we'll have to go." (268) 

McCarthy clearly alludes to "Fathers and Sons" through Ben Telfair ' s 
final words in The Stonemason when he sees "Papaw" materialize "out of 
the fog upstage just at the edge of the headstones" (132; italics McCarthy 's): 

I wept with a joy and a sadness I'd never known and I stood there 
with the tears pouring down my face and he smiled at me and he held 
out both his hands. Hands from which all those blessings had flowed. 
Hands I never tired to look at. Shaped in the image of God. To make 
the world. To make it again and again . To make it in the very mael
strom of its undoing. Then as he began to fade I knelt in the grass 
and I prayed for the first time in my life. I prayed as men must have 
prayed ten thousand years ago to their dead kin for guidance and I 
knew that he would guide me all my days and that he would not fail 
me, not fail me, not ever fail me. (132-33) 

McCarthy displays a profound knowledge of Hemingway in the passage 
and throughout his fiction . He does not simply allude to Hemingway or 
make a pastiche of his style, but, as he does with Faulkner , he alchemizes 
the core principles of Nick Adams' pilgrimage through life and the vari
ous lessons he learns along the way. 

Another example can be found in The Road when McCarthy alludes to 
a cryptic passage about burning snakes in Hemingway's story "Now I Lay 
Me." In the story, Nick Adams struggles to sleep when he is at war, and 
he prays for the people he remembers . The story circles around the central 
themes of"In Another Country" and "Fathers and Sons" : 

I remember after my grandfather died we moved away from that 
house and to a new house designed and built by my mother. Many 
things that were not to be moved were burned in the back yard and I 
remember those jars from the attic being thrown into the fire, and 
how they popped in the heat and the fire flamed up from the alcohol. 
I remember the snakes burning in the fire in the back yard. But there 
were no people in that, only things. I could not remember who 
burned the things even, and I would go on until I came to people and 
then stop and pray for them. (NAS 146-47) 

The horrors of the war provide the emotional undercurrent of the scene, 
and Nick states at one point that he cannot sleep because he "got in pretty 
bad shape along early last spring and at night it bothers me" (150) . Nick 
also reveals that he "had been living for a long time with the knowledge 
that if I ever shut my eyes in the dark and let myself go, my soul would go 
out ofmy body. I had been that way for a long time, ever since I had been 
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blown up at night and felt it to go out of me and go off and come back" 
(144) . Nick's thoughts about his boyhood and nightmares of war are jux
taposed against moving out of his grandfather's house and the burning of 
the snakes. Further complicating Nick's memory of the event is the way 
he concludes: "But there were no people in that, only things. I could not 
remember who burned the things even, and I would go on until I came to 
people and then stop and pray for them" (147) . 

In contrast, the allusion to burning snakes in The Road resonates 
because of the fact that the father and the boy live within an apocalyptic 
war zone haunted by death and no clear demarcation can be established 
between sleeping and waking. The father remembers , 

Standing at the edge of a winter field among rough men. The boy's 
age. A little older. Watching while they opened up a rocky hillside of 
ground with pick and mattock and brought to light a great bolus of 
serpents perhaps a hundred in number. Collected there for a common 
warmth. The dull tubes of them beginning to move sluggishly in the 
cold hard light. Like the bowels of some great beast exposed to the 
day. The men poured gasoline on them and burned them alive, hav
ing no remedy for evil but only for the image of it as they conceived 
it to be. The burning snakes twisted horribly and some crawled burn
ing across the floor of the grotto to illuminate its darker recesses. ( 159) 

Through the image of burning snakes ,2 both Hemingway and McCarthy 
capture a type of horror and evil both in and outside of the war. When 
Nick sees the snakes burning, he does not see any people to pray for ; 
when the father remembers the snakes burning , he sees no "remedy for 
evil. " The evil portrayed in The Road no longer has an "image of it as 
[men] conceived it to be" but it has come to light and can now be seen in 
the people where once it was hidden. As McCarthy writes , the evil was 
revealed when "all the stores of food had given out and murder was 
everywhere upon the land . The world soon to be largely populated by men 
who would eat your children in front of your eyes" (152). And when the 
father and son encounter a cannibal McCarthy writes, "The reptilian calcu
lations in those cold and shifting eyes. The gray and rotting teeth. Claggy 
with human flesh. Who has made of the world a lie every word" (64) . 

The horrors of the world of The Road and what men have become are 
hinted at in "Now I Lay Me," as are the elements that can be preserved . 
Nick remembers that when his mother bums his father ' s things, his father 
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raked very carefully in the ashes. He raked out stone axes and stone 
skinning knives and tools for making arrowheads and pieces of pot-
tery and many arrowheads. They had all been blackened and chipped 
by the fire. My father raked them all out very carefully and spread 
them on the grass by the road. (NAS 147) 



In recalling the care that his father tends to "all the blackened, chipped 
stone implements," Nick attempts to reassemble his own war -ravaged 
memories-"there were only two people, so I would pray for them both" 
(148). The actions of both mother and father are rendered relevant only in 
the prayers that Nick has for them in the midst of nights when sometimes 
he cannot "remember my prayers even" (148). Perhaps the line from 
"Now I Lay Me" that provides the informing metaphor for the journeys of 
both Nick Adams and the father and son in The Road comes in the final 
movement of the story: "Finally, though, I went back to trout fishing, 
because I found that I could remember all the streams and there was 
always something new about them, while the girls, after I had thought 
about them a few times, blurred" (152-53) . This of course resonates with 
McCarthy's coda at the conclusion of The Road : "Once there were brook 
trout in the streams in the mountains," and "In the deep glens where they 
lived all things were older than man and they hummed of mystery" (241 ). 

Critics such as Jennifer Egan have noted the intimations of 
Hemingway's use of the trout in "Big Two-Hearted River" (and through
out the Nick Adams stories) and the way McCarthy informs The Road 
through the same Eliotic wasteland/Fisher King mythology . Egan writes, 

The existence of a moral structure-the will to do good-is the soar
ing discovery hidden in McCarthy's scourged planet. He evokes 
Hemingway's literary vision in order to invert it, first by eliminating 
the promise that nature can provide a refuge from human destruction 
(an appropriate revision in our era of nuclear rogues and global 
warming) and finally by giving us redemption in the form of the love 
between a parent and a child-their desire to be good although it 
serves no purpose. 

Here Egan alludes to the code hero at the center of Hemingway's work. 
According to Joseph Flora, "The code permits a character to retrieve vic
tory, usually moral, as he goes down to what the uninitiated would call 
defeat," and "The person who abides by the code is motivated, not by a 
desire to win glory or admiration of others, but by a deep sense of person
al honor and integrity" (175) . Flora adds, "the Hemingway code" consists 
of "a set of inviolable rules by which the code hero imposes order and 
meaning on a chaotic world, steels himself to the pain and disappointment 
of life, and retains his dignity and honor" (175). The code hero Flora 
defines comes full circle in The Road. In fact, The Road provides consid
erable textual evidence to support the notion that McCarthy's "Papa" was 
once a soldier. In this light, one of the omitted questions implied through
out The Road considers what kind of person will become a member of the 
cannibalistic blood cults and contrasts them with the code of those who 
"carry the fire" for humanity. The events in the novel constantly circle 
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around this question. When the father gives a scientific explanation of 
what will happen if he shoots the aforementioned cannibal through the 
brain, the cannibal asks, "Are you a doctor?" The father responds, 'Tm 
not anything" (55). Though the father's answer refutes the question of 
identity, it also becomes self-reflexive on the questioner: "What is he and 
how did he become a cannibal?" In The Road, the question of good guys 
and bad guys seems reduced to those who are cannibals and those who are 
not. Those who are not are the ones who "carry the fire." The code they 
live by seems to transcend time and place, and the fire they carry was 
once carried by those who abided by this code before the technological 
modalities of the world vanished. 

In No Country for Old Men, McCarthy anticipates the darkness in the 
world of The Road through Sheriff Bell who dreams about his father "car
rying fire in a horn the way people used to" (309). He continues, "And in 
the dream I knew that he was going ahead and that he was fixin to make a 
fire somewhere out there in all that dark and all that cold and I knew that 
whenever I got there he would be there" (309). Few critics have under
stood that the greater implications of No Country are representative of war 
fiction. David Langness points out in his article "Thems Fightin' Words: 
A Tour of American War Fiction" that "No Country for Old Men upends, 
overruns, and co-opts the standard, blood-drenched conventions of the 
thriller to take the brutal violence America exported to Vietnam and Iraq 
and bring it back home" (116). "Many critics," Langness continues, "have 
not appreciated McCarthy's new work, comparing it unfavorably to his 
Border trilogy and missing the point" (116). At last, Langness illustrates 
how McCarthy 

uses the mechanics of the thriller to say much in few words about 
America's violent predilections. That's because No Country is a war 
nove l, and can only be understood in the context of America's defeat 
in Southeast Asia and the subsequent violence and drug addiction 
that war boomeranged right back into our culture. When McCarthy 
kills one of his main characters midway through the book, most war
novel readers will grasp what the veteran and the death of his values 
means. (116) 

This death of values corresponds with the father's code in The Road, a 
war novel in its own right, and seems to propose an answer to the question 
of what happens to a country that has no place for old men. Once all the 
modalities-what Yeats called "monuments ofunaging intellect" (191)
disappear along with all the food sources, by what law will humanity con
duct itself? 

Once again, McCarthy seems to parallel the lessons learned by Nick 
Adams through the father in The Road; these lessons provide a way to 
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instruct his son on how to live through what Nick Adams calls a "tragic 
adventure" (In Our Time 155). Appropriately, McCarthy directly alludes 
to the first story of Hemingway's short-story cycle In Our Time, "Indian 
Camp," two times within the first fifty pages of The Road. McCarthy reit
erates one of the essential lessons that Nick learns in "Indian Camp" when 
his father, Dr. Adams, tells him that he does not hear the screams of the 
Indian woman in labor "because they are not important" (16). McCarthy 
rejoins Dr. Adams' words as the father delivers the boy; his wife's "cries 
meant nothing to him" (50). While Dr. Adams is often characterized as 
insensitive or even racist for the comment, it is clear through his actions 
that though he does not hear her "screams, because they are not impor
tant," he does think she is important, and that is why saving her life and 
the life of her child is important enough that he leaves his camp and trav
els to the Indian Camp in the middle of the night to try to help save her 
and her child. McCarthy ' s use of the line signifies that he clearly under 
stands the import of it in "Indian Camp." Consider that "On the Quai at 
Smyrna," which Hemingway wrote as a type of introduction to In Our 
Time, begins with the following apocalyptic scene that is not so far 
removed from The Road: "The strange thing was, he said, how they 
screamed every night at midnight. I do not know why they screamed at 
that time. We were in the harbor and they were all on the pier and at mid
night they started screaming" ( 11 ). If "On the Quai" is the story that helps 
explain the chaos that Nick is trying to reconcile in "Big Two-Hearted 
River," the lesson he learns from his father clearly resonates with his 
experiences in the war. For a soldier in war, as for a doctor in surgery, the 
screams are not important, they are only life-threatening distractions from 
the task at hand . 

Another allusion to "Indian Camp" comes in a flashback scene when 
the father remembers that as a boy he "sat in the back of [a] rowboat trail
ing his hand in the cold wake while his uncle bent to the oars" (McCarthy, 
The Road 11 ). At the conclusion of the paragraph, he states "this was the 
perfect day of his childhood . This is the day to shape the days upon" (12). 
The "perfect day" recalls Nick Adams at the conclusion of "Indian 
Camp." Hemingway captures the mystery of life and death in the sus
pended glow of Nick's transition between innocence and experience in 
the final sentence of the story: "In the early morning on the lake sitting in 
the stern of the boat with his father rowing, he felt quite sure that he 
would never die" (19) . Nick's epiphanic moment of immortality , his own 
perfect "day to shape the days upon," distills the mystery of reconciling 
life and death in youth . Nick's feelings about death, of course, are 
informed by the dawn and the comfort of his father rowing, themes that 
prefigure the father's and son's journey in The Road. Furthennore, after 
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the second allusion to "Indian Camp," McCarthy revisits the primary 
movement of In Our Time-Nick's return to the burned-over country of 
Seney-through the father's return to the burnt landscape of his childhood 
home. When the son looks out over a lake, he asks, "Do you think there 
could be fish in the lake?" His father tells him, "No. There's nothing in 
the lake" (17). The fish that no longer exist within the lakes and rivers to 
be caught to redeem the wasteland are, in The Road, now represented in 
the son. And this was only confirmed when the working title of The Road 
was revealed to be "The Grail." 

It could be argued, however, that McCarthy provides enough textual 
support in The Road to validate the argument of the son as the grail. On 
the first page, the messianic connotation of the boy begins with the 
"child" leading the father "by the hand" (3). When the father wakes up, 
McCarthy writes, "He knew only that the child was his warrant. He said: 
If he is not the word of God God never spoke" ( 4) . Later, McCarthy ties 
this directly to "Big Two□Hearted River" and Nick when the father holds 
"the boy close to him" and repeats the phrase "My heart" (The Road 25). 
This passage is followed shortly after by one that pictures the father 
standing "on a stone bridge where the waters slurried into a pool and 
turned slowly in gray foam. Where once he'd watched trout swaying in 
the current, tracking their perfect shadows on the stones beneath" (25). 
The passage, and others like it, echo Hemingway's picture of Nick Adams 
moving back into the burnt over landscape of his hometown and then 
comes to the river and "looked down into the pool from the bridge" (In 
Our Time 134). As Nick looks down, the trout, which are associated with 
the kingfisher bird, become an objective correlative for the restoration of 
his heart after the war. 

A kingfisher flew up the stream. It was a long time since Nick had 
looked into a stream and seen trout. They were very satisfactory. As 
the shadow of the kingfisher moved up the stream, a big trout shot 
upstream in a long angle, only his shadow marking the angle, then 
lost his shadow as he came through the surface of the water , caught 
the sun, and then, as he went back into the stream under the surface, 
his shadow seemed to float down the stream with the current, unre
sisting, to his post under the bridge where he tightened facing up into 

the current. 
Nick's heart tightened as the trout moved. He felt all the old 

feeling . (134) 

McCarthy establishes a similar sense of redemption for the father 
through the boy, constantly drawing parallels with the geomoral land
scape of"Big Two-Hearted River." The subtext of the boy as a redeeming 
grail of the land and the two-heartedness of the journey only magnifies 
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the pilgrimage throughout the novel. For example, just after the father 
remembers the trout, McCarthy writes , "The boy's shadow crossed over 
him. Carrying an armload of wood. He watched him stoke the flames . 
God ' s own firedrake" (The Road 26). And later, when the father washes 
blood out of the child's hair and carries him to the frre, he evokes it as "some 
ancient anointing" (63). 

Both Hemingway and McCarthy, though, do not idealize the pilgrim
age through the wasteland , in spite of the redemptive allusions . Nick 
Adams learns this lesson in "Indian Camp" when , after seeing the father 
of the child kill himself , he asks, "Is dying hard, Daddy?" His father tells 
him, "No , I think it's pretty easy, Nick. It all depends" (In Our Time 19). 
And in "Big Two-Hearted River ," Nick struggles to learn how to live in 
the world after the war and reconciles at the end that he will live rather 
than taking the "easy" path of death in the "tragic adventure" of fishing 
the swamp : "There were plenty of days coming when he could fish the 
swamp" (156) . Similarly , in The Road the struggle is to live when there 
seems to be nothing to live for. At one point , the father and mother dis
cuss this hopelessness when she entertains suicide: "I'm speaking the 
truth . Sooner or later they will catch us and they will kill us. They will 
rape me. They ' ll rape him. They are going to rape us and kill us and eat us 
and you wont face it" ( 48). 

The father 's decision to press on with the son in the world seems to be 
further evidence of his code and the idea that he once was a soldier. As he 
does with the landscape , McCarthy peppers the text with small clues of 
the father ' s military background . The following passage, for example, 
seems to reorder the scene where Nick Adams makes his camp towards 
the conclusion of"Big Two-Hearted River : Part I" : 

He sat in the sand and inventoried the contents of the knapsack. The 
binoculars. A half pint bottle of gasoline almost full. The bottle of 
water. A pair of pliers. Two spoons. He set everything out in a row. 
There were five small tins of food and he chose a can of sausages 
and one of com and he opened these with the little army can opener 
and set them at the edge of the fire and they sat watching the labels 
char and curl. When the com began to steam he took the cans from 
the fire with the pliers and they sat bent over them with their spoons , 
eating slowly. (The Road 62) 

In addition, the father's medical expertise and his ability to handle a 
weapon might indicate that he has served in the Special Forces. Further 
indication of this is that the father shoots a gun twice in the book, and 
both times he does not miss. The first time occurs when he shoots the can
nibal after he has grabbed the boy: 
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He dove and grabbed the boy and rolled and came up holding him 
against his chest with the knife at his throat. The man had already 
dropped to the ground and he swung with him and leveled the pistol 
and fired from a two □ handed position balanced on both knees at a 
distance of six feet. The man fell back instantly and lay with blood 
bubbling from the hole in his forehead. (56) 

The second shot comes with a flare gun when a man shoots an arrow 
through the father's leg. McCarthy writes that he 

grabbed the flare-gun and raised up and cocked it and rested his arm 
on the side of the cart. The boy was clinging to him. When the man 
stepped back into the frame of the window to draw the bow again he 
fired. The flare went rocketing up toward the window in a long white 
arc and then they could hear the man screaming. (221-22) 

Shortly after this, McCarthy describes how the father systematically 
cleans the wound in a manner that parallels the scene where Anton 
Cihgurh cleans out his wound in No Country . As with Cihgurh, the father 
"takes no great pains" (224) about cleaning his wound. The correspon
dence between the father and Cihgurh, as remarkably different as their 
characters are , seems pertinent. In No Country, Carson Wells reveals that 
he served in the Special Forces with Cihgurh. When speaking of Cihgurh's 
code, Wells states that "He's a peculiar man. You could even say that he 
has principles . Principles that transcend money or drugs or anything like 
that" (153) . The father's principles in The Road are similar in that they 
seem to transcend the apparent nihilism of existence on the road. The 
fathe r 's belief in protecting his son and teaching him to "carry the fire" 
seems to come from some undefined reserve against self -annihilation . 

The father finally bequeaths this reserve to the boy toward the conclu
sion of the novel when he tells him that he has to continue on and "carry 
the fire" (234). When the son asks "Is it real? The fire?" the father says 
that it is and that "It's inside you" (234) . The father's commission to his 
son brings Faulkner full circle in The Road. Though this essay has primar
ily explored the influence of Hemingway, Faulkner's presence can still be 
felt throughout McCarthy's prose, and specifically in The Road . In addi
tion to being a southern landscape novel, and the first time McCarthy has 
returned to the South in his fiction ( outside of The Stonemason) since the 
opening movement of Blood Meridian, The Road also alludes to Faulkner 
through the phrase "Slow water in the flat country" (169) , Faulkner's def
inition for the name of his fictional Y oknapatapha County . The allusion to 
Y oknapatapha relates McCarthy ' s sense of pyasage moralise in The 
Road , and through it the central tenets of symbolic landscape in 
Hemingway and Faulkner merge together in the work. Furthermore, 
Faulkner ' s Nobel Prize speech provides a Hemingwayesque type of ice-
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berg to the subtext of The Road in that it can be felt underlying every page 
of the father and son ' s journey, contributing a "dignity of movement" 
(Death in the Afternoon 192), through their pilgrimage into the oblivion 
of the world. At the conclusion of the speech, Faulkner gets to the heart of 
the matter: 

I decline to accept the end of man. It is easy enough to say that man 
is immortal simply because he will endure ; that when the last ding
dong of doom has clanged and faded from the last worthless rock 
hanging tideless in the last red and dying evening , that even then 
there will still be one more sound: that of his puny inexhaustible 
voice, still talking. I refuse to accept this. I believe that man will not 
merely endure, he will prevail. He is immortal , not because he alone 
among creatures has an inexhaustible voice, but because he has a 
soul, a spirit capable of compassion and sacrifice and endurance. The 
poet's, the writer's , duty is to write about these things. It is his privi
lege to help man endure by lifting up his heart, by reminding him of 
the courage and honor and hope and pride and compassion and pity 
and sacrifice which have been the glory of his past. The poet's voice 
need not merely be the record of man, it can be one of the props , the 
pillars to help him endure and prevail. (William Faulkner 120) 

In The Road , McCarthy not only captures the essence of Faulkner's 
speech, but he embodies the life-long artistic visions of Hemingway and 
Faulkner, respectively. Though this essay has mostly considered 
Hemingway's Nick Adams stories, it is worth noting that The Road might 
finally be considered as McCarthy ' s The Old Man and the Sea. 

Once when discussing The Old Man and the Sea, Faulkner said that 
the novel was Hemingway's "best because he discovered something 
which he had never found before, which was God" (University 149). 
Faulkner elaborates : "There was the big fish- God made the big fish that 
had to be caught , God made the shark that had to eat the fish, and God 
loved all of them" (149). Faulkner offers a compelling reading of The Old 
Man and the Sea , but as "Big Two-Hearted River" illustrates, the "big 
fish" Faulkner refers to is present in Hemingway's fiction from the start, 
as was God. In the penultimate moment of "Big Two-Hearted River ," 
Hemingway writes , "He had been solidly hooked . Solid as a rock. He felt 
like a rock, too, before he started off. By God, he was a big one. By God, 
he was the biggest one I ever heard of' (In Our Time 151). The fish that 
comes , "By God," in Hemingway's prose is one that McCarthy adopts 
into the heart of The Road : " If he's not the word of God God never 
spoke" ( 4). In the final movements of The Road , McCarthy juxtaposes the 
"word of God" with the fish and writes that the boy "tried to talk to God 
but the best thing was to talk to his father and he did talk to him and he 
didnt forget" (241 ). The passage serves as a fitting conclusion to the novel 
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and the counsel of Hemingway and Faulkner upon McCarthy. As 
McCarthy writes at the conclusion of the passage, just before the coda 
with the final image of the trout in the streams, "the breath of God was his 
breath yet though it pass from man to man through all of time" (241). 

Notes 

1In The Crossing McCarthy provides yet another version of this dream. 

He slept and as he slept he dreamt and the dream was of his father 
and in the dream his father was afoot and lost in the desert. In the 
dying light of that day he could see his father's eyes. His father stood 
looking toward the west where the sun had gone and where the wind 
was rising out of the darkness. The small sands in that waste was all 
there was for the wind to move and it moved with a constant migra
tory seething upon itself. As if in its ultimate granulation the world 
sought some stay against its own eternal wheeling. His father's eyes 
searched the coming of the night in the deepening redness beyond 
the rim of the world and those eyes seemed to contemplate with a 
terrible equanimity the cold and the dark and the silence that moved 
upon him and then all was dark and all was swallowed up and in the 
silence he heard somewhere a solitary bell that tolled and ceased and 
then he woke. (112) 

2Other notable images of burning serpents that might have influenced 
McCarthy include Harry Crews' A Feast of Snakes and Robert Penn Warren's 
poem "Ratt lesnake Country. " Perhaps a more significant influence upon both 
Hem ingway and McCarthy can be found in Sir James George Frazer's The Golden 
Bough. Frazer writes, 

As many living serpents as could be collected are now thrown into 
the column, which is set on fire at the base by means of torches , 
armed with which about fifty boys and men dance around with fran
tic gestures. The serpents , to avoid the flames, wriggle their way to 
the top , whence they are seen lashing out laterally until finally 
obliged to drop, their struggles for life giving rise to enthusiastic 
delight among the surrounding spectators. (760) 
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TED KOOSER 

Walnuts 

From a tree leaning over the road, 
from feathery, ferny branches 
bobbing with weight, ripe walnuts 
are falling, have fallen all day 
onto the gravel, one thud at a time, 
the only sound for miles, each green 
as a number six pool ball and sharply 
fragrant, as if the paint were fresh. 
And now, just half a mile away, 
the county's big yellow road grader 
is slowly approaching, grumbling, 
scraping what's left of the day
what's fallen and bounced once 
and rolled a few inches with the best 
of intentions-off to the side . 



Choir Robes 
They were kept in a closet 
in a rich black harmony 
of sweat, dust and perfume, 
and to pull one over your head
just any one, one size fit all
was to enter a darkness 
that took your breath , 
in which the lives of the others 
with whom you sang 
were one, a hymn of aftershave 
and Evening in Paris , until , 
pushing your messed up hair 
out through the collar , 
you were born as yourself, 
before the waiting ears 
of Sunday. 

31 



32 

Geography Lessons 

In the winter of 1965, 
five empty freight cars, 

pushed by the wind, 
rolled ninety miles. 

And that, my friend, is 
North Dakota. 



HOLLYDAY 

Kudzu 

she was so still when the first tendrils found her 
touched her with the softest and slowest kiss. 
she didn't move as the vine crept toward her 
wrapped around her wrists 
bound her hands. 

it was summer before the first blossoms opened 
a necklace of scarlet against her chest 
a halo of trumpets wove into her hair, thin fingers 
finding their way under 
skin like white 

parchment. inside, invisible hands 
wove a net of green tangles, wrapped around thin 
bones too dry for salvation. tightly wound buds 
burst into flower 
here, where no 
sunlight could reach. 
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PATRICIA HOOPER 

Summer Rental 

It's ours again, the porch, the bare wood floors, 
the rafters where, last year, on rainy mornings 
we hung beach towels to dry. And the iron stove 
with too few pots and pans. And our sagging bed 
where we slept, or said we slept, the best in years. 
And the rag rug with the loose, red, woolen strip 
I tried to mend. And there's the telephone 
still partly clogged with sand . Nevertheless 
each room's swept out and aired and ours again 

except for the window sill above the sink 
where I kept my blue tin cup. Now someone's stash 
of beach glass sits in the dish we used for soap. 
But there's the deck of cards and the magazine 
I read last summer, still on the same shelf 
of the bookcase stacked with musty Ellery Queens. 
And a photograph: a baby and a fish! 
We didn't want to know our predecessors quite 
as well as this. I slip it in the desk 

among worn pens and pencils, not the kind 
we'd choose but handed down to us like the ounce 
of sugar in the bowl and the box of salt . 
June must have come and gone, July's moved out, 
and here we are for August, bags of gear 
already spilled on beds and tossed in dressers, 
and the children leaving their sneakers where they drop. 
It's ours-the lake, the view, and the family gathered 
until our time is up . 



Acorns 

falling-pick 
pock on the brick 

patio-a warm day 
in October, the last chokeberries 

ripe. I could sit here 
for hours, listening, comforted 

by the sun. Maybe this 
is what happens, snow 

already in Minnesota , so far 
away. Hard to imagine this 
heat not being here, my not 

being here, and the oaks no longer 
dropping their many chances. Let me 

sit here a while longer after 
the birdsongs, before 

December , whatever's 
coming. May I 

see myself here from there: leaves 
falling, this cup of coffee, wann 

sun on the metal table, soft 
breeze in the thinning 

branches, these last 
fall days. 
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Before the Storm 

Clouds roll in over the rooftops, and the thunder, 
which held off until lunch time, 
seems to be coming near. I've staked the lilies, 
tied asters to the fence. Only the sunflowers, 
beyond my reach, will have to ride it out. 

I keep thinking of Larry. Late last summer, 
pumped full of chemicals, his cancer 
had almost disappeared. Buoyant, he traveled 
to read his poems and stories in New York . 

And then the only treatment didn't work. 
One winter day I watched him 
after he'd left my house. Snow thickened on 
his coat and his white beard, but he stood there 
reading the sky, not hurrying to avoid 
the cold, the worsening roads, as if to say 
what could be done was done, 
and whatever was coming, it would be coming now. 



BRIAN MAXWELL 

Autopsy 

I was sure I didn't know Tabby Thomas, but he must have known me. 
Otherwise he wouldn't have wanted me dead. I'd checked out of rehab 
that morning and now I sat on Steve's couch watching him roll a joint. He 
had one of those machines, and he talked while he loaded it. I wanted to 
know more about this mystery man, but Steve was telling me about his day. 

"First guy wanted a deal," he said. "I asked him: how do you know to 
come here, anyway?" 

It was always the same with Steve. He was forever asking people to 
leave for wanting a deal. But they always came back because Steve and 
Jody sold the best bud. Hands down. 

"Then that cop came by, the one with the eye thing ." I don't know 
how but he was having trouble with the rolling machine. The paper ripped 
and he cursed. 

"What then?" I wanted to steer the conversation back to Tabby 
Thomas because I didn't know how worried I should be. But I also didn ' t 
want to miss that joint. 

"He wanted it up front," said Steve. "I told him to come back when he 
got paid. Guy should really fix his eye. It's a little disgusting." 

When he finished, Steve held up the joint and examined it. I knew he 
would stare at it for a while and then forget to light it and then forget 
where he put it down. I tried to keep tabs and get him to talk about Tabby 
Thomas. What kind of a name was that, anyway? I asked him. 

"Well, he had muscles," Steve said. "And black boots, but he was 
wearing cut-offs , like cut-off jeans, I think. He didn't say a whole lot." 

"Jesus," I said. "I don't care what he was wearing. What did he look like?" 
Steve started to pout. "Big guy," he said. "Looked like a murderer. 

Square chin. No neck . He had some tattoos on his arms. And he had one 
on his face." 

"He had a tattoo on his face?" I said. "How do you not start with 
that?" By then Steve was rubbing his hands together. I had totally lost 
track of the joint. 
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"You know, I wouldn't have even mentioned it if I knew you were 
gonna spaz. Maybe you should leave." 

"Maybe I should alert the authorities," I said. In the next room, 
Steve's wife Jody was separating an enormous brick of bud into a hun
dred little baggies so she could sell them when school started back again. 
Steve shook his head. 

"That," he said, "is a really bad idea." 
After that I went looking for Clevenger. He was my only friend, but 

that didn't mean that he wanted to see me. His car was there at the surf 
ghetto but he wasn't home. I even checked the beach. All the while I tried 
to place Tabby Thomas. I'd seen plenty of ink around, especially during 
my time at the group home, but none on the face. I'd just got my license 
back and thought maybe I'd find a job or something. It was dead hot, mid
summer and I had ten bucks. This was the last thing I needed. 

I drove around a while and then went to Beefs. I'd been avoiding 
him, but now I hoped he could help. At least he could help me find 
Clevenger. It was too hot to think anyway, and I didn't have anywhere 
else to go. 

He let me in but I could tell he didn't want to. "Oh, boy," he was say
ing. He said it over and over as we stood in the dark kitchen. The win
dows were boarded and you could hardly see. Beef never paid his bills on 
time. Plus he got violent. He used to be a real big guy but he'd gotten 
skinny, and I think sometimes he forgot not to drink so much. And lately 
there were the pills. Instead of punching you in the ear like old times, he 
got quiet. Like he might just walk up behind you and slit your throat with 
a pen knife . 

Still, I took a beer. He sat on the floor as I popped the can. There was 
no fizz. It tasted terrible, warm and metallic, but I drank it down in three 
gulps and asked for another. By now I could tell Beef hadn't shaved in a 
while ; his hair was long and his skin looked tired . I wondered when I'd 
seen him last, if he always looked this bad. "Thanks," I told him. "You 're 
a lifesaver." 

Beef didn't know much more than Steve, but at least he seemed prop
erly worried on my behalf. "Yeah, he came by. He showed up. I said I 
hadn't seen you for a month, maybe . But I didn't tell him where you were. 
I couldn't, actually, 'cause I didn't know." 

"Then what?" I asked. He looked shaken and that made me want to 
know more. Who was this dude and what did he want from me? 

"He was a big boss," said Beef. "But calm. Said he'd be at the 
Hustler . That's where you're supposed to meet him, I guess." 

The Hustler was a beachside pool hall, a cave with no windows, but 
they had a nice happy hour. The good bottles were lined up behind the bar 
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like museum pieces, untouched. But the right crowd could make the cheap 
stuff disappear. They sold single cigarettes and never kicked you out, no 
matter your misery . 

Beef was tapping his foot and making me nervous. But he had a plan. 
"For sure," he said. "I know just what you need. Maybe you'll even 

make it out of this alive ." 
I didn't see any other option. So I opened another can of warm beer 

and said, "Shoot." 

It was late afternoon when I finally left and the clouds had begun to rise in 
the west like thin cotton sheets, but they were moving too fast to rain. I 
drove by Clevenger's one last time but didn't stop. There was nothing he 
could do and I knew that now. I had given Beef all my money and my 
license so he could trade it for pills. And Beef had given me a pistol, a 
rusted .32 that looked like it might have belonged to a cop. I had it stuffed 
inside my pants at first but I was afraid it might go off and I put it on the 
dash, but then I couldn't stop looking at it while I drove. So I slid the gun 
under the seat. But I wanted it closer and put it back in my lap. Beef had 
loaded it himself and assured me I wouldn't even have to use it. "Just 
whip it out," he said. "Wave it around. He'll know the deal." 

I circled the parking lot twice before I realized I had a buzz. There 
were a few cars and a motorcycle and a minivan. Someone had leaned a 
bike against another bike along the brick wall out front. There was a spot 
by the door and I pulled in and pulled back out and drove another loop. 
Then I reversed into the spot and kicked the car door open and sat there 
for a while with the engine running . It was hard to breathe and I thought I 
might puke so I got out. "Tabby Thomas, you shit ," I said to myself. 
"What do you want?" I slammed the car door and started moving before I 
could change my mind. 

The place was dark when I walked in, silent. There were a few people 
at the bar but no one playing pool. I straightened my shoulders, ran a hand 
through my hair. It was like I didn't exist and I had to be sure. A big man 
sat back in the gloom, his head in his hands. He seemed too big for the bar 
stool. As I approached I could hear him breathing in thick gasps , but I 
didn't dare tap his shoulder. He was larger than I imagined and it was 
right about then that he lifted his enormous head and I realized that I'd 
left the pistol in the car. 

He yawned my name, his jaw fluttering slightly, and I nodded by acci
dent. "I been looking for you," he said. "Then again, I guess you know that." 

I couldn't stop looking at his face. His eyes were a bright, dangerous 
blue and his cheeks were rough like sandpaper and knotted in places . He 
had scars along his forehead as if someone had tried to blind him and 
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there were skulls tattooed on his chin, a row of them . I counted five and 
then quit. He was still looking at me, waiting for me to speak. 

"Do you remember Patricia Thomas?" he said. "Trish? I know you 
knew her. What I'm asking is if you remember her." 

He'd turned away from me and seemed to be putting himself back 
together silently. He stared straight ahead at the bottles on the wall behind 
the bar and opened and closed his fists a few times. He picked up a glass 
of beer and put it down without drinking. His hands were big, of course , 
and there were tattoos on his knuckles but they bled together. I stood there 
feeling dizzy . I knew Trish, sure I did. But I hadn't seen her since high 
school. What I remembered about Trish was her sweetness, and how she 
loved to go skinny dipping at night. As soon as her toes touched the sand 
her clothes were coming off. I would slow my pace just to watch her, it 
was an art. She was beautiful and a bit crazy and she 'd been nuts about 
me. Looking back, I couldn ' t believe my dumb luck. 

"Trish was my sister," he said. He placed both hands flat on the bar, 
but I could see the tension all the same. He took a breath and continued : 
"She's dead, kid . Died last week alone on the side of the road. But she 
had a lot to say about you, she did. When I was going through her things , 
I read her diary." 

"Jesus," I said, though I didn't mean to say it out loud. I wasn't sure if 
I was reacting to her death or the diary, and from the look on his face, 
Tabby Thomas wasn't sure either. 

"Listen," he said. "She had a thing for you. That's fine, no problem. " 
He shifted his weight and seemed to be sizing me up. I was zombie pale 
from rehab and too skinny. I'd punched new holes in my belt and still had 
to pull my pants over my hips. If I were Tabby Thomas I would have been 
thinking about why I had to be standing there alive while a girl like Trish 
had to be gone . I mean , that even made sense to me. 

"I wanted an investigation," he said. "But they laughed . Told me 
they'd rather be doing an autopsy." He sighed at that. I didn't know exact
ly what he meant but it seemed like a joke, a bad one. I wanted to get out 
of there, but I was stuck, so I tried to think of something to say. 

"I'm sorry," I told him. My voice cracked on the second word and for 
a moment I thought he might murder me right there. 

"Did you love her?" he said. I was shocked. There was so much in 
that line and yet it was so simple , too simple . My knees choked under
neath me and Tabby Thomas noticed right away . He reached out and 
touched my shoulder-gently-and sighed again . Then I was nodding my 
head "yes" but he was already taking his hand back. It was obvious he 
didn't believe me. I knew he could have killed me without any effort but 
he just looked at me with the same eyes Trish used to when I'd pick her 
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up at her house gasping with love on our way to the beach at night. Later 
I' d often hide her clothes or make her walk, or kick her out somewhere 
along the way while I sped off to the next place raging with alcohol , 
searching for something to rip me apart . 

Tabby Thomas finished his beer and ordered another one and told me 
to sit down. He didn't buy one for me. Then he began telling me all about 
Trish-his sister- from the beginning, from the Floridana motel they 
lived in as children to the Plymouth Grand Fury he'd fixed up as her first 
car. He'd tried to teach her everything that he could about life, he said, but 
she was too full oflove . She wouldn't even eat a fish. I thought right there 
that I'd like to care that much about someone, if even for a moment, but I 
knew the feeling wouldn't last. He talked for an hour without stopping, 
his giant hands trembling the whole time . I didn 't interrupt. I didn't dare 
get up for anything , even when I remembered that I'd left the car running 
out front and that Beefs pistol was probably sitting there on the dash. 
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ANNE VALLEY-FOX 

A Girl Like Antigone 

A girl like Antigone, priestess to blind star-crossed father 
and brother unburied, troubles my sleep . 
What was I dreaming at seventeen? Cheek to cheek 
dancing, bikini suntan, strategic backseat kisses. 
Antigone's conscience sears what it touches. 
You 're all like dogs that lick everything they smell! 

I stand on a street comer holding a sign, Stop the War. 
Motorists honk, but I'm halfhearted-what good can come? 
The King of Thebes sticks to his guns, his steely platform : 
Fealty, consequence, status quo in rags. 
I've plastered matter, year after year, over a porous core. 
A girl like Antigone bums up the night on my dark lawn. 



Taken by Storm 
Up near the northern border of North Dakota , 
the third day of an arctic blizzard , a social worker 
loads her hatchback with jackets and coats 
and drives the frontage road beside a frozen river. 

She comes to a man wrapped in a hospital blanket 
seated on cardboard on top of a bed of snow . 
He doesn't want the jacket she offers . 
"Then I can take you to shelter," she says. 
"No," replies the man . 

Sideways snowflakes streak the dusk. 
I'm listening to news on NPR, sipping wine as I cook. 
The journalist wraps his piece : "Some homeless 
are mentally ill; others are clinically depressed; 
many have been previously hospitalized." 

The-one-who-would -freeze hijacks the evening. 
Bold exit or compact with hell freezing over? 
Might suicide be a pilgrimage toward the light? 
He's lodged in my conscience now, but he isn't talking . 
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FRED CARDIN 

Silence 

I knelt, parted stems of grass. 
Wheel ruts, the Bozeman Trail. 
Arrows fell like a swarm of grasshoppers. 
A poet riding with Red Cloud. 
Big Hom shadows. The dead rising . 
It's over, May said. What then this 
silent choir, this height in sun? 

I saw a candle fall ten stories, burst 
among soldiers shooting canisters into 
the lobby. Rifle barrel in my face, their 
shouts chokes in masks, the faceless 
guarded a bank. Fires in intersections. 
I threw a canister, tail of gas. Freedom 
a night with no stars, a map with no 

roads . Pilgrims. '62 Falcon, gauge 
reading overheat, I stopped, checked 
the oil, the water. Road empty to the sky. 
May gazed at a homed skull and rib cage. 
This is not heaven, she said. White sun. 
Rock, grit, scrub. Gauge is lying, I said, 
the silence a vacuum that took my breath. 



River 
Our climb begun, we stopped, looked 
from where thousands had gathered to 
a few stones on a slope where no one 
was allowed to walk. A virile beauty, 
arid greens, sage. Distances like time 
in sleep. Surnrnit where no one spoke. 

A blue river coiled through the valley, 
cottonwood in blue loops, under grassy 
bluffs, conical hills. Horsemen had 
climbed waves from lodges like sails. 
A mystery of stones, what rises, ends. 
Stones scattered on a ridge, a crescent 

spilled, at our feet a cluster. Stones 
where men had lain naked, mutilated. 
Sails struck, Earth a chart in hymns of 
memory, I saw them disappear. Horses 
dragging lodgepoles. Grass bent over 
deep roots. From an opening, the river. 

45 



SHARON CHMIELARZ 

Old Glory Passes By 

From a house on Standing Rock, lonely Highway 1806 south, the stars 
and stripes flies straight over the rez, like the flag on the moon, 

Great Sioux Reservation created, 1868 

and across the bridge, a regiment of ranchers on horseback 
struts Old Glory down Main past crowds of folks who remove their hats 

Custer violates 1868 Treaty in Black Hills, 1874 

and clasp their hands over their hearts while white-ankled palominos, 
chestnuts, black stallions clop by, tails swishing, flanks shuddering, 

Sioux must return to Reservation or be considered hostile, 1876 

outpacing the floats, the rodeo princess candidates' and high school band's, 
the class reunions' of '82 and '52, cluttered by brigades of small flags, 

Teton Sioux win Battle of Rosebud, 1876 

ditto the law firms (Beitelspacher, Custer, Raabe & Red Hawk) 
ignored by the young Lakota walking with his white girlfriend, 

Lakota win Battle of Greasy Grass (Little Big Horn), 1876 

teens holding hands through a gauntlet of averted eyes and 
the curb's dust devils, dervishes of butts and dust, grit 

Native lands established as Indian Territory, 1882 

that gets in your eyes, and the eyes of the Lakota kids 
drumming for the 21st Century Community Leaming Center 

Native American religious practices forbidden, 1883 

where Bullhead's office name plate reads Mr. Bullhead. 
I like the horseman who's undone his braids, let his hair 

Reservations reduced in size, 1889 
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bloom thick and black over his bare, ample shoulders. 
No trace on him of Old Glory's colors. Look: 

Ghost Dance Inaugurated on Pine Ridge, 1889 

the Senate candidate's flaggy necktie and glory-gleam grin . 
"No candy, no votes!" the voters half-joke, priming their kids 

Massacre at Wounded Knee, 1890 

to hustle candy from Mr. Thune and the '57 Buick convertible 
hawking the August Lewis and Clark Festival. I squirm 

Jim Thorpe (Wa-Tho-Huk) Olympic Champion, 1912 

in the red-white-and blue matching socks and red USA T-shirt 
my sister's bought for us to wear, Citizen Sister Twins . 

Lakota warriors serve in WWI 

Behind heartbreaker cheer leaders-ten whites, two Lakota 
(a better ratio than in my day: 12 to null)-the Golden Oldies 

American Indians become US. Citizens, 1924 

on the Care Center float, harmonizing to Johnnie Olson 
on his synthesizer, get drowned out by the city's fire trucks, 

Charles D. Curtis (part Kaw) elected Vice President, 1929 

new and big-bucks yellow, a pair of wailing heroes 
tossing sweaty kids more candy that rat-tats 

Lakota Code-Talkers serve under MacArthur, WWII 

on the hot street like firecrackers under the Shriners' 
swaggers, startling nobody when one falls off his go-cart . 

Occupation of Wounded Knee, February-May, 1973 

The scat crew, all shit-eating grin, brings up the rear, shoveling 
piles of fresh horse apples perfuming lower Main. "That's it!" 

Leonard Peltier convicted of murder, 1975 

We fold our chairs and go on home in time for the family picnic, 
then sunset fireworks shooting over the Sitting Bull Stampede . 

Year of reconciliation between 
American Indians and non-Indians, 1992 
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GREGORY GAGNON 

American Indian Studies: 
It Takes Many Disciplines 

Campbell, William J. Speculators in Empire: lroquoia and the 1768 
Treaty of Fort Stanwix. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2012. Pp. 
xvii+ 278, $35.96 hb. 

Chaky, Doreen. Terrible Justice: Sioux Chiefs and US. Soldiers on the 
Upper Missouri, 1854-1868 . Norman : University of Oklahoma Press, 
2012. Pp. 408, $35.96 hb. 

Denial, Catherine J. Making Marriage: Husbands, Wives, and The 
American State in Dakota and Ojibwe Country. Minneapolis: Minnesota 
Historical Society, 2013. Pp. 191, $19.95 pb. 

Genetin-Pilawa, C. Joseph . Crooked Paths to Allotment: The Fight Over 
Federal Indian Policy after the Civil War. Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2012. Pp. xv+ 228, $39.95 hb. 

Howey, Meghan C. L. Mound Builders and Monument Makers of the 
Northern Great Lakes, 1200 -1600. Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2012 . Pp. xii+ 220, $40.50 hb. 

Hoxie, Frederick E. This Indian Country: American Indian Activists and 
the Place They Made . New York: Penguin Press, 2012. Pp. 480, $32.95 hb. 

Pevar, Stephen L. The Rights of Indians and Tribes, 4th ed. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012. Pp. xvi+ 522, $25 pb. 

Rhoades, Matthew L. Long Knives and the Longhouse: Anglo-Iroquois 
Politics and the Expansion of Colonial Virginia. Madison, NJ: Fairleigh 
Dickinson University Press, 2011. Pp. 219, $61.20 hb. 
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St-Onge , Nicole, Carolyn Podruchny , and Brenda Macdougall, eds. 
Contours of A People: Metis Family, Mobility, and History . Norman : 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2012. Pp. xxvii+ 482, $39.95 hb. 

Swagerty , William . The Indianization of Lewis and Clark, 2 vols. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2012. Pp. xxvii + 343; xvi+ 345-
778, $81 hb. 

Treuer, David. Rez Life: An Indian's Journey Through Reservation Life. 
New York: Atlantic Monthly Press , 2012. Pp. 330, $26 hb. 

Westerman, Gwen and Bruce White . Mni Sota Makoce: The Land of the 
Dakota . Minneapolis: Minnesota Historical Society Press , 2012. Pp. 296, 
$24.95 pb, $16.95 E-book. 

American Indian Studies requires interdisciplinary study. The requirement 
is crucial because of the generally accepted goals of Indian Studies : To 
provide assistance to American Indian communities through research and 
activism; to provide an antidote to the general ignorance of the Indian 
experience among academics and general public alike; to represent , sup
port and expand diversity on college campuses ; to produce scholarly work 
that meets all of the tests of the academy and to include an examination of 
all aspects of the American Indian experience from the misty past to the 
present. 

Curricula must be interdisciplinary to provide sufficient learning 
about contemporary Indian Country, Native American topics in most dis
ciplines , and sound knowledge about the many facets of traditional Indian 
societies . Since the 1970s, two themes have come to dominate quality 
American Indian research : Indian agency in their own lives and their own 
societies is stressed as a refutation of older scholarship which focused on 
societies in stasis, unchanging except when prodded by outside forces like 
the United States ; secondly, scholars now draw on American Indian 
sources and cultural paradigms to elucidate the Indian experience . The 
selections reviewed represent recent contributions to the discipline(s) of 
American Indian Studies drawn from several academic fields. 

Frederick Roxie ' s This Indian Country is a model of scholarship 
exemplifying both of the major trends. Rather than focusing on Indian 
leaders who could not accept tribal loss of traditional independence, 
Hoxie offers biographical narrative about leaders of the 19th and 20th 
centuries who adapted to the realities of America's "irresistible power. " 
They worked within the United States system toward securing the goal of 
"a tribal presence and tribal rights within the boundaries of the United 
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States." Indian leaders learned the American system; turned to United 
States courts, emphasized American ideals of democracy, human rights, 
representative governments, and liberty; and they sought allies from the 
larger United States society. 

James McDonald (Choctaw), William Porter Ross (Cherokee), Sarah 
Winnemucca (Paiute), Thomas Sloan (Omaha), Robert Yellowtail 
(Crow), Alice Jemison (Seneca), D' Arey McNickle (Flathead), and Vine 
Deloria Jr. (Yankton) are individual heroes of the struggle for Indian sur
vival. One whole band, the Mille Lacs Band of the Minnesota Chippewa 
Tribe had multiple leaders who accommodated the power of the United 
States but eventually saved their reservation through using United States 
law and American allies. 

Professor Hoxie argues convincingly that these leaders were pivotally 
important in Indian history. Every student/scholar should read this book 
because it offers a narrative of a seldom emphasized thesis-that those 
Indians who shaped today's Indian Country had to work within the domi
nant United States system to keep tribal sovereignty and cultural integrity . 
He also points out that assertions of tribal rights buttressed by acceptance 
and exploitation of American values remains the most effective means to 
maintain tribal sovereignty and the Trust Responsibility. An added bonus 
is drawing attention to the contributions of mixed bloods, another neglect 
ed topic in the field. 

Federal Indian law and policy is an absolutely essential element of an 
Indian Studies curriculum. Stephen Pevar's latest (4th) edition of The 
Rights of Indian Tribes is one of the two or three most important single 
law books as it provides the foundation for an understanding of other 
scholarship. Pevar provides lucid explanation of Indian/tribal rights as 
expounded in law and court decisions particularly. A topical approach 
covers those areas most emphasized in contemporary Indian country by 
tribal governments, tribal advocates, and tribal lawyers. Indian Treaties, 
Indian Water Rights, Civil Rights of Indians, the Indian Child Welfare 
Act and the Indian Civil Rights Act are well described. 

Pevar never descends into the "I wish it were therefore it is" logical 
fallacy of too many who write on Indian law and Native American rights. 
Nor does he hurl thunderbolts of outrage. This is refreshing. Even those 
scholars who focus on contemporary Native American literature or tribal 
cultures need to understand the state of Indian and tribal rights. Pevar's 
felicitous prose makes Indian law and policy accessible even to poets. 

Other valuable standards about Indian law like American Indian Law 
in a Nutshell, 5th ed. by William Canby should be part of basic reference 
shelves along with standards by David Wilkins, Charles Wilkinson, 
Francis Prucha, and David Getches. One of the new generation of legal 
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scholars, Matthew Fletcher publishes prolifically and emphasizes a prag
matic, imaginative, and inventive approach to tribal sovereignty and 
Indian law. His works should join those of the older scholars. 

Traditional archaeology may study Indian sites and artifacts but too 
often reads like an antiquarian's list of measurements and potsherds with
out human context. Nowdays, the good archaeology texts have started 
emphasizing the premise of changing cultures through time and blending 
other sources into their analysis of potsherds. Despite the title of Meghan 
Howey's Mound Builders and Monument Makers of the Northern Great 
Lakes, 1200-1600 readers should fear not. It really is written with context 
and meaning in the spirit of the inclusive, contextual exposition of the 
American Indian experience. 

Professor Howey takes up the problematic issue of relationships 
between historical tribes denominated by colonizing Europeans and those 
societies organized long before the Chippewa, Mohawks, Sioux, and 
Hurons. Howey draws on scholars who "highlight the fluid nature of early 
historic Indian communities." The French "worked to carve out discrete 
tribes from mobile, multiethnic Algonquian groups" (10). Archeology as 
practiced by Howey can help substantiate the evolution of Native 
American societies. 

Her central thesis is that mounds that mark upper Michigan were 
designed to draw together acephalous bands through ceremonies and loca
tions that marked not only their boundaries but their cultural commonality. 
Mounds as cultural centrifugal force were needed to compensate for changes 
in the basic human, environmental, and political context of Upper Michigan. 

Constructed mounds and sacred enclosures were icons of the 
Anishinaabeg who were cultural and historical predecessors of the 
Ojibwe, Potawatomi, and Ottawa . The Anishinaabeg, in turn, were 
derived from earlier multiethnic groups marked by mixing of peoples over 
several thousand years. Monuments were designed spaces where liturgy 
reinforced culture and common identities in a dynamic fluidity of cultural 
development. 

After 1600 an Anishinaabeg apocalypse was caused by the displace
ments of disease, war, fur trade economy, and new identities ushered in 
by "militaristic colonialism." The apocalypse left changed societies with 
new needs, norms, and liturgy. The meaning of the mounds, therefore, 
changed as the Anishinaabeg changed. 

The archaeological record does indicate continuity between the 
mound builders and the historic tribes of upper Michigan. Monumental 
construction appears to have physically represented the Midewiwin 
Society's world view, particularly the pathway of the Bear's journey to 
bring the religion to the Anishinaabeg and their tribal descendents. 
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Howey catalogs lithic distributions and changing pottery styles found 
in the upper Michican area of the mounds to support her conclusions. But 
she does not limit her exposition to simply itemizing the artifacts, rather 
she draws upon other evidence from multiple disciplines to buttress the 
evidence of artifacts. The result is an excellent piece of scholarship that 
reinforces the idea that Indians were not in stasis . Algonquian societies of 
upper Michigan were stochastic groups that changed responsively, thus 
illustrating one of the fundamental truths of the American Indian experience. 

Probably, the Lakota (Sioux) and the Iroquois Confederation are the 
most written about American Indian societies. Therefore, reviewing a 
selection of the continuing deluge of Sioux/Iroquois studies is almost 
mandatory in a review -essay. Professors Matthew Rhodes in Long Knives 
and the Longhouse and William Campbell in Speculators in Empire offer 
up Iroquois-dominated dissertations converted to books. Each focuses on 
the history of Anglo-Iroquois diplomacy of the 18th century culminating 
in the 1768 Treaty of Fort Stanwix. Unfortunately, the field is so crowded 
that little room for major interpretations exists but these diplomatic stud
ies have value. 

Francis Jennings and William Fenton framed the structure of Iroquois 
studies but both Campbell and Rhodes do offer new wrinkles. Both 
demonstrate that Iroquois leaders managed to negotiate continued major 
roles for the Iroquois despite their increasingly compromised power. Both 
note the ironies involved in the maneuverings of Iroquois and Anglos over 
legal fictions and false premises. Each author complements the other. 

Rhoades mines voluminous primary materials to demonstrate 
Virginia's exploitation of the Covenant Chain to abet imperialism. 
Virginians cultivated the idea that the Iroquois actually owned the Ohio 
Valley, therefore treaties and agreements with them "legitimated" 
Virginia's acquisitions. What the Virginians did not notice is that the 
Iroquois used this historical fiction to wrench crucial benefits for their 
declining real power. 

Speculators in Empire is a well-reasoned exposition of Iroquois diplo
matic acumen. According to Campbell, the Iroquois Grand Council, the 
assembled body of Iroquois sachems and war leaders that made decisions 
for the confederation, followed a foreign policy designed to preserve their 
lands and their existence from the ravenous colonists. By selling a mas
sive amount of land they did not really own, the Council diverted settlers 
from their lands and reinforced their value to British colonial regimes. 
Earlier scholars have offered the idea that the shrewd colonial govern
ments had duped an ignorant Grand Council. Campbell provides ample, 
well documented evidence that the Iroquois gamble was intentional. 
Iroquois diplomats did forestall the taking of their land for a while longer. 
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Doreen Chaky , an independent scholar, adds Terrible Justice to the 
Sioux literature. It is one of two nominees for the 2013 Great Plains prize 
offered by the University of Nebraska Press. She argues that Americans 
and Sioux had different concepts of justice and therefo re this led to con
tinuing violence and the conquest of the Sioux . At least , I infer this is 
what she contends. Chaky does not explicate. Other than this obscure 
premise , her study is a rehashing of well explored ground. She catalogs 
attacks, revenge raids , and use of violence as common practice for both 
societies. 

One benefit of Chaky's work is that she has identified many Lakota 
bands and their leaders during this crucial period . She emphasizes that 
some negotiated with Americans and some preferred war. Neither 
approach "led to a satisfactory outcome. " Her scholarship reinforces the 
theme of Indian agency in war, peace, and diplomacy. Many quotations 
from primary sources and multiple descriptions of the constant skirmish
ing reveal the chaotic nature of the plains from 1854-1868. On the whole, 
I prefer other studies of the same period . 

William Swagerty ' s The Indianization of Lewis and Clark, is an ideal 
choice for students of American Indians and Americans. His thesis, devel 
oped , one suspects, because he needed a catchy sounding title , is that 
Lewis and Clark became more and more Indianized as the Corps of 
Discovery moved westward. Indianization, after A. Irving Hollowell's 
theory , is the process of a social system borrowing the characteristics of 
another culture but only if the "borrowing system is not disrupted or 
changed in fundamental type." 

In other words, Indianization involved the Corps of Discovery accul
turating to Native American societies as long as they remain in contact. It 
seems a truism that the Americans had to adopt more and more artifacts 
and cultural interaction process from Native Americans as they pro
gressed toward the coast. Swagerty offers overwhelming evidence that 
Indianization did occur but the value lies in the evidence , not the thesis . 

Swagerty apparently mastered every piece of scholarship that is even 
tangential to understanding what the Corps of Discovery did in the pro
cess of Indianization . One learns about the ethnic background of the 
Corps members, how to make boudin, the concept of acculturation and its 
critics, the probable role of women although it was left out in the Corps 
journals, how to smoke salmon, the sex lives of the Corps members and 
their diseases, the diets of Americans by region, grasshopper "drives" by 
western Indians, the concept of cultural hearths, 18th and 19th century 
race definitions , and salient ethnographic knowledge , among many other 
factoids, theories, and insights . 
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Anyone with even a modicum of curiosity will love these volumes. 
Swagerty even provides details on what happened after the Corps returned 
to the United States proper and the observances of the bicentennial of the 
expedition . Any course in Indian history, post-Revolution America to the 
1840s, social history of America , or history of the western movement 
would benefit from these volumes being added to required reading. 
Certainly every scholar of the period should own The Indianization of 
Lewis and Clark. 

American Indian Studies scholarship lends itself to little gems of 
attention that are either narrowly focused as with Catherine Denial's 
Making Marriage: Husbands, Wives, and the American State in Dakota 
and Ojibwe Country or that trace a thread through a period of history as 
with C. Joseph Genetin-Pilawa's study, Crooked Paths to Allotment: The 
Fight Over Federal Indian Policy after the Civil War. Each of these adds 
to the field through fleshing out facets in need of illumination. 

Denial brings her knowledge of American marriage practices to an 
exploration of legal and culture adjustments made by Americans to the 
realities of the frontier of Minnesota. Coverture, the control of a married 
woman's property and behavior by her husband, is one legal principle 
shattered by Dakota and Ojibwe norms. Native women owned themselves 
and their property and made legal claims in their own names. American 
Indian practice combined with the pressures of frontier destabilization led 
to American acceptance oflndian women's independence . 

Even missionaries adjusted to marriages after the fashion of the coun
try and to expanded roles for their own wives . Slaves like Dred Scott mar
ried in Indian country . Circumstances for divorce were more elastic on the 
frontier. Denial provides specific examples of each of the adjustments that 
the frontier and Indian cultures wrought. One distraction is that Denial 
slips away from the stated focus of Dakota and Ojibwe marriages. 

Crooked Paths might also be called Opportunities Lost. Professor 
Genetin-Pilawa describes Indians and Americans who campaigned for 
America to allow co-existence of tribal sovereignty within the United 
States. He postulates that this offered an alternative to forced land sales, 
assimilation, and cultural genocide . Seneca's efforts to defend their 
sovereignty, Thomas Bland devising an alternative to allotment, and Eli 
Parker's insistence on a different life style for tribal members are among 
the movements described. Many Indian leaders advocated adaptation not 
assimilation, social evolution not coercion, and rights for Indians. 

Unfortunately, one must take issue with part of the thesis. Given the 
American combination of ignorance and exceptionalism made rabid by 
racism, the alternatives offered really did not have a chance . Indians were 
not to be allowed to retain vast resources, independence, and cultural 
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integrity . Even the reforms of John Collier embodied in the Indian 
Reorganization Act were followed by the Termination period . 

But just perhaps they did lay the foundation for the current govern
ment to government Indian policy . .. perhaps this pattern of struggle for 
Indian sovereignty and Indian resources has increased in effectiveness. In 
the long run, working within the system of U.S. governance led to mainte
nance of some degree of sovereignty and survival of Indian societies . 
Although constantly challenged by the larger society, the pattern is fol
lowed by tribal leaders today . 

American Indian Studies include conscious efforts to emphasize the 
voices of actual American Indians. Quite rightly, many publishers have 
drawn on American Indian writers to present what might be called the 
Indian perspective on history , culture, and being Indian . At first this was 
accomplished by the "as told to approach" but an increasingly sophisticat
ed Native American intellectual and scholarly community continues to 
feature the American Indian perspective. 

Mni Sota Makoce: The Land of the Dakota is an interesting blending 
of approaches . Bruce White , a widely respected historian, has combined 
with Gwen Westerman to provide a narrative of Dakota place in 
Minnesota based on oral traditions related to them in interviews and on 
historical records . Many of the contributors to the process provide their 
impressions in an appendix . The result is quite effective. 

Authors and their collaborative elders argue that the Dakota have been 
embedded in their Minnesota homeland for eons and that their Mni Sota 
homeland is a vital ingredient in the Dakota existence. This conclusion is 
supported by origin tradit ions, by oral history , and by the archaeological 
and historical record. In weighing the evidence , White and Westerman 
have selected from many Dakota traditions to privilege one of several his
torical narratives of origin and existence. 

Cold Spring and Bdote are presented as the origin point for Dakotas . 
A smoothly presented narrative moving from the misty past through the 
20th century supports the assertion that these sites are a pivot of Dakota 
existence . Not coincidentally , the selected narrative reinforces the Dakota 
campaign for a return of Cold Spring to Dakota control. 

Although not a new trend, commentary about being Indian is tapped 
for Native American studies. Several scholars have generated a new 
genre , reflections by Native American academicians. David Treuer is a 
creative writing and literature professo r at the University of Southern 
Californ ia. His Rez Life is a kind of anecdotal stroll through his Leech 
Lake Reservation experiences with commentary on history and the future 
of Ojibwe culture. 
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In an intriguing book enhanced by his skill as a fiction writer, Treuer 
lets people know what some reservation experiences are and what events 
like the Red Lake Reservation fishing frenzy of 1980s and 90s, the boy
cott of Bemidji, Minnesota, by Ojibwe from several reservations and 
other stirrings of American Indian activism meant locally. 

Treuer does not omit or gloss over the dysfunctions of reservation 
societies. Drugs, violence, the racism of blood quantum and of border 
towns are featured . He laments what he considers the dying of Ojibwe 
culture as the language is becoming irrelevant. Now, Treuer asserts 
American Indians have ethnicity, not really a culture. Ethnicity is when a 
culture "changes from a life system that develops its own terms into one 
that borrows, almost completely, someone else's" (260). Pathetically, 
"today's Indians are famous for a few things-a kind of off-brand envi
ronmentalism, Sitting Bull, and most of all for being poor" (253). On the 
other hand, things are getting better. 

Treuer's reflections "on our lives" is one facet of the seemingly end
less fixation on identity that permeates American Indian Studies. It is 
valuable for its humanizing of reservation life by a good writer. Other 
writers in this genre that should be sampled include Louise Erdrich, Scot 
Lyons' X Marks the Spot, and easily the most widely known, The 
Absolute ly True Diary of A Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie. Native 
contemporary perceptions of the Indian experience and meaning are varied. 

Differing approaches explicating Indigenous Native American Indian 
identity eclipse even the Sioux and Iroquois shelf space. What is a real 
Indian? This is the rub stroked often . One particular fascination is with the 
Indian -ness of mixed bloods. In Canada, the particular mixed bloods 
called Metis provoke much debate of particular political significance . The 
Canadian constitution names them a separate aboriginal people . But 
Canada does not treat Metis as it does First Nations. The United States insists 
that one is either an Indian or not; Metis do not have a legal existence. 

Professors Nicole St. Onge, Carolyn Podruchny, and Brenda 
Macdougall have edited a stimulating blending of Metis scholarship. 
Without the handy American tools of racism (blood quantum) and reser 
vations it becomes difficult to define even what makes a Metis. Nineteen 
scholars offer sometimes brilliant exposition. 

A consensus definition of Metis emerges. Mixed bloods (many varia
tions on Indian and European partners) combined mobility with kinship to 
create a distinct society that grew from the common experiences of the fur 
trade, and Indian -non -Indian marriages leading to children of "mixed 
race." Metis are Catholic and multi-ethnic as reflected in their distinctive 
blended way of life. The Metis nation is a nation of aspatial identity, a 
nation without fixed boundaries and without a fixed ethnicity . 

56 



There are cultural artifacts that mark Metis even in modern Canada . 
They jig , they are Catholic, they wear woven belts, they can trace lineage 
to undisputed Metis, and they have a family tradition of being Metis. For 
Canada, the Metis like the First Nations need to be on an approved roster. 

Readers would do well to peruse each of the nineteen contributions
of particular note: Gerald Ens' description of the Metis founding myth ; 
Michael Rogue's revelations about the fluidity of Metis identity in 
Montana, and Chris Anderson's development of how the law, as in R v. 
Powley , exerts control over facts, definitions, and adversarial winners . 
Other readers may note equally important examples in the Contours of A 
People. 

American Indian Studies is an exciting field that demands interdisci
plinary scholarship and wide ranging reading. In an intellectual sense , the 
field offers to its students and scholars a sampling of much that is stimu
lating from archaeology to history to fiction. Each of the books reviewed 
represents the eclectic nature of the field . 

Indian Studies, as with other ethnic centered studies programs , also 
serves a continuing population . It illuminates the continuing story of the 
Indian experience , as politically and ethically relevant to the lives of peo
ple as it ever was . Sometimes Indian Studies even provides activists in the 
evolving experience. 

A recent documentary series put it well for American Indians: We 
Shall Remain . The field of Indian Studies will remain relevant as long as 
it remembers this truth . 
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ELIZABETH JOHNSON 

That Certain Charm 

In repose, the casual looks of one born 
to a line of heart-stopping women. 
Cut after touched down the middle . 
Skinned thickly to leave a good layer 
for keeping the skin alive. 
Scooping the ducts and leaving the shell, 
asking it to root like sod in the deep gouge. 
Stripping the glands and incising the nipple. 
Pulling lymph nodes to lay on the plates; 
pressed together in a cold white lab. 
Taking a wide margin for safety's sake, 
roughening the wound for best adhesion. 
Laying all aside in a bucket for medical waste. 

Slopped to the hogs, with cucumber peels 
and tomato cores, com cobs, and stale bread. 
Rinsed by the back door where fish 
guts slid across the board. 
Chopped at the head just behind the gills. 
Slit the white belly and stripped 
whatever pulled loose. 

Hosed clean, until particles too small to 
see are spread across the lawn. 



As It Is Today 
I see the white or green 

face of her grief on the days 
she withdraws. (Certain dreams 
are gutted . They hang in a 
refrigerated packing plant.) On 
pink days she searches, paces, 
comes in to see me with high 
color. Fights. 

So I fade to my own 
threatened loss: As you, my 
lover, pack, I beg for a multiple 
choice exam . I read my 
horoscope and search for the 
screenplay to this relationship . 
A curtain falls from my eyes, to 
the stage at the end of the act. 

She talks with anguish 
about being a child. What life 
had to teach at those times. 
How to live as a wandering 
torch . Alone; if spirited. 
Burning torn and high, with wide 
dark curls of red. 

I see blood in the flames 
of long fingers; fire ; as you, 
love, call to me and ask to come 
home . So I take you in and you 
smell like the road . You are 
bright ; back again as if from 
the dead . 

59 



60 

She tells me about her 
mother's cheekbones. The shape 
that eludes, the sense of presence 
that crushed and was crushed. 
She questions the violence of 
placing her father's likeness face 
down in a drawer. The guilt. 

I see you as a towering 
sculpture. If only you are three
dimensional now to stay. Your 
death at eighty would give me 
time, at the least. Out 
of control and comprehension 
but not today . 

(Let the thermostat cool 
all losses; numb and less cruel. 
They rejuvenate, or they decay 
and fertilize the ground.) 



Hanging Files 
When I say 'what I give 
you is this' and it feels like 
enough to give, so it is. When 
it feels like a paltry gift; 
inadequate; they ask for more. 

When the day is over I paste 
their pictures on this page . 
I concretize the day. I arrange 
symbols to set a design aside in 
time; to give a place to an 
image and a phrase that might 
not otherwise hang together. 

I build a framework within 
which to place a day. A patient 
is . .. the dust in the back comer, 
a shared sneeze, dampness 
and wet feet, a billowing 
green scarf, 

How a shade can color 
one wall to its liking, while 
another stays plain, only bright. 
She is fresh coffee, hunger 
pangs, the onset of a riveting 
rainstorm . 

He empties one tissue box, 
the lawn is mowed, she 
comes in cold and leaves warm. 
I come in warm and leave 
warmer. 
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As he describes a week, I drive 
up the same on-ramp thirty 
times. I dance a tiny, repetitive 
dance, rip out a loose seam in 
a skirt. 

I comb her hair, over and 
over again, and straighten her 
collar. 



ROBERTBOUCHERON 

The Spare Room 

A house I lived in for five years was very large for one man and a cat. On 
the second floor, it had three bedrooms, one of which we slept in, and two 
which I kept ready for guests . In the middle of this floor, at the top of the 
stair, was another room. It had one door and one window, was about nine 
feet by nine feet, and the walls were painted a pale orange. There was a 
light in the middle of the ceiling and carpet on the floor . 

This room had no clear function. In a pinch, someone could sleep in it, 
and it once had a kind of daybed or sofa, a gray mattress on a metal frame 
that could take different shapes . The room could also be a home office, 
and it once had a pine table and shelves, with a personal computer and an 
office task chair, the kind that swivels. Then again, the room could be an 
artist studio, and it once had a collection of framed pictures hung on the 
walls-watercolors, prints, and my own sketches . 

In a crisis that was partly financial and partly a crisis of confidence, I 
decided to sell the house and move to a smaller place. I gave things away, 
or sold them to dealers, or advertised on Craigslist. Out went furniture, 
books, china, pictures, bric -a-brac, toys from childhood-the debris that 
accumulates in the wake of every life. I was in my fifties, with a penchant 
for junk shops, used bookstores, and antique emporia. Though I had been 
attached to these things, some inner change had taken place. I kept some 
things which in my family pass for heirlooms-a large oil painting of a 
scene from Gounod's opera Faust, an oriental carpet, and engravings by 
an ancestor, Gustave Adolph Hoffman . 

An artist who lived in Rockville, Connecticut, near Hartford, Hoffman 
was born in Germany in 1869, and brought to this country as an infant by 
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his father, a textile designer. His art education was at the National 
Academy of Design in New York, and the Royal Academy of Fine Arts , 
in Munich . He traveled to Egypt and the Mideast, never married, lived in 
the family homestead, and cultivated a reputation for "second sight." He 
may have been a mystic. He died in 1945. He earned an obituary in the 
New York Times for "the development of a process for producing etchings 
in all colors in one impression ." His works are scattered among family 
members, and in museums in Berlin, Munich, Frankfurt , London, and 
Hartford . My lot hung in the stair hall, near the front door. 

I downsized my possessions, but the house did not sell. It was in the 
country , on a quiet lane a short drive to town, but the market had dropped. 
The living room , which I had never used, became a study , with a piano 
and a desk where I wrote and drew. The books and pictures that remained 
were enough , and the lack of clutter was refreshing. Instead of looking at 
things in the house, I looked at trees and sky, at the movement of birds 
and clouds, and at the moon and stars . 

One summer , waking after midnight , I saw the Perseid meteor shower 
through my bedroom window . I padded barefoot downstairs and stood in 
the front yard, as the cat brushed against my ankles . Streak after streak of 
white flashed across the black, moonless sky. They went in all direct ions, 
and lasted less than a second . It was not quite a shower, but worth getting 
out of bed to see. 

At all times of the year, I looked for the wildlife that visited, mainly 
deer, but sometimes a lizard, a woodchuck, or a fox. The French have a 
type of light verse, which they call vers de mirliton . In a letter to a friend 
in Brussels , I wrote: 

Les animaux 
Qui viennent chez moi 
Sont comme ii faut, 
Bonnes gens du bois. 

I was happy in that house . Still, the spare room troubled me. I moved 
some exercise equipment into it and a large gilded mirror that I did not 
want. Months passed , and I never exercised there. Instead , I drove to a 
health and fitness club, which had every exercise machine imaginable. Passing 
the spare room several times a day, I looked in. I vacuumed the carpet. The 
mirror , leaning against a wall, reflected the weights, the adjustable bench, 
and the stationary cycle . The glass was dusty . 

With all my space, I ought to make better use of it, I thought. And due 
to lack of work and family responsibilities , I had plenty of free time. 
Space and time are the ultimate luxuries , not to be had at any price by 
busy, important people . For me, they were a gift. 
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Meanwhile, my reading took an unexpected tum . Always a random 
and eclectic affair, it drifted away from fiction and history toward philos
ophy, anthropology, and religion . I read biographies of saints, especially 
Joan of Arc and Francis of Assisi. I read Before the Dawn, by Nicholas 
Wade, a summary of current research in prehistory, and The Bible 
Unearthed, by Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman, an update on 
archaeology and anthropology in Israel. A project at the office, an addi
tion for a Lubavitcher group at the university , led me to read about Jewish 
practices . By chance, I found Karen Armstrong's Jerusalem: One City, 
Three Faiths. I went on to read her book A History of God, and then her 
biography of Buddha, and then her introduction to Islam. I read The Good 
Book, by Peter Gomes, the Harvard University preacher . I reread Walden, 
Thoreau's meditation on daily life, what is essential, and what you can do 
without. 

My reading led to Thomas Merton's The Seven Storey Mountain, the 
1948 autobiography of his early life, his religious conversion, and his 
vocation as a Trappist monk. Years earlier , I tried to read it but was put 
off by the old-fashioned Catholic piety. This time , I raced through the 
long book. Like many, I felt moved by his story and wanted to know more. 

I visited two monasteries in Virginia . Holy Cross Abbey, in Berryville, 
was founded by Trappist monks from Massachusetts, on an idyllic farm in 
the Shenandoah Valley . The monks added several buildings to the old 
stone farmhouse , including a church and a retreat house. Now fewer in 
number and older, they prefer the name Cistercian, but they maintain the 
black-and□ white habit. The farm is worked by hired help, and the monks 
make fruitcake and creamed honey. 

In Richmond, in 1911, the Benedictines founded a high school for 
boys, still a cultural and architectural presence in the city . The monks, 
however, moved west of town to a former suburban school, equipped with 
a round, stained glass chapel, now known as Mary Mother of the Church 
Abbey. Occupying part of the 1960-style building, the monks are mostly 
older and retired. One, told that I was an architect, showed me a scale 
model of a traditional cloister, to be built on the 50-acre site, near the 
James River. He added that there was no funding for the project. 

Earlier, I had traveled to Rome as a lone tourist. I went for the art and 
architecture , for ancient ruins and urban design. Inevitably, I saw church
es, convents, famous cathedrals, St. Peter's Basilica , and the Vatican . 
Like Merton, I found it difficult to separate the great artistic achievements 
of the Catholic Church from their religious purpose . And central Rome, 
with its profusion of churches and clerics, sounds a relentless message . As 
it happened, the Albergo Santa Chiara, where I stayed, is in the heart of an 
ecclesiastical shopping district, with vitrines of religious art, vestments, 
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rosaries, and liturgical aids. The gorgeous display consorted oddly with a 
life of renunciation. 

The day after I turned fifty-six, I removed everything from the spare 
room. It had to be empty. Then I could decide what to do. I sold the exer
cise gear, and carried the mirror downstairs to the garage, where it proved 
too large to fit in my car. I leaned it against the studs, next to the trash 
can. Once the room was clean, I decided to do nothing. That seemed to be 
its rightful state. 

Diane, a friend with experience in decorating, once made a wistful 
comment about an empty room, that she wished she could leave it that 
way. Diane has a moth-eaten wing chair in her study that she calls her 
brooding chair. Maybe she sits there to creatively mull over a project. Or 
maybe she just broods. Gertrude Stein once said: "I like a view but I like 
to sit with my back turned to it." 

For a Sikh physician, I once drew a house addition that included a 
prayer room. Sikhs pray while sitting or kneeling on the floor, he said, 
without shoes. There is no furniture. He explained the turban, dagger, 
beard, and other male accessories but left the belief system vague. 

Though ignorant of prayer and meditation, to the extent that I won
dered if at bottom they are the same thing, I now had a use for my space. 
That is, if vacancy can be called a use. Like a project deliberately omitted 
from the Keep Busy Book for Boys, my spare room would be a cell, an 
oratory, a laboratory for an experiment. 

Every experiment has rules . I decided on two. The first was silence. 
Cistercian monasteries, Buddhist training manuals, and mystics from 
Harpocrates onward all insisted on it. So, although I talked to the cat and 
sang show tunes as I puttered, I resolved to observe silence in the spare 
room. The second rule was that I could take something in-a candle, a 
cushion to sit on, an inspirational reading-but I must take it out when I 
left. The room was to stay empty. In theory and practice, it was ready for 
anything. 

The spare room happened to be in a house on a wooded lot in 
Virginia, in the year 2008. It was constructed of lumber and gypsum wall
board . The window faced south and admitted ample air and sunlight. 
Architects talk about a "special place," and religious people talk about a 
"sacred space," but the room was neither of these . It was an arbitrary loca
tion, little more than a set of mathematical coordinates in a global posi
tioning system. Or was it? 

My first attempt to sit in the spare room, in the Buddhist sense, was on 
a late summer evening. My stomach had been upset during the day, so I 
ate a light supper. I lit a candle, supposing its dim light would be better 
than the electric glare overhead, and set it on the floor. Ifl sat in darkness, 

66 



I might fall asleep. I had no clue what to do or think , no technique, no 
starting point. I did not know what question to ask, what answer to expect. 

The cat followed me into the room. Jackson was a brown and black 
tiger who spent much of his time outside . He sat next to the candle, fasci
nated . He was young and probably had never seen a flame. Are pets 
allowed in meditation? I decided to watch and wait. If Jackson knocked 
over the candle , I would have to eject him, or do without it, or do some
thing . After a minute , he lay in a comer, still facing the burning candle . 

I laid a small cushion on the floor, and sat on it, with my back against 
a wall and my legs folded . This hurt my knees , so I stretched out my legs . 
I sat up straight, away from the wa ll. I watched the candle flicker. I 
yawned. I squirmed . The sound of crickets singing in the night seeped 
through the closed window . My stomach gurgled. I tried to breathe quietly . 

I tried to think of nothing in particular and to stay in the present 
moment. I thought of people all over the world who were experiencing the 
same present moment, millions of them, at all times of day and night. 
They were engaging in all kinds of activity, or none, important or mun
dane , aware of themselves and their setting, or not. This was confusing, so 
I tried to return to the here and now . There was more to this meditation 
business than met the eye. After twenty or thirty minutes, I stood. I blew 
out the candle, and carried it and the cushion out of the spare room. The 
cat stayed curled in his comer. 

Later , I read that a Buddhist sermon discusses "questions which tend 
not to edification." All day and every day, we deal with questions . The 
questions may be simple, rude, pointed, or profound, but they tend not to 
edification. In meditation or prayer , as I now conceive it, we ask different 
questions, ones that literally lead nowhere but may lead to insight. I like 
to think of the spare room as a symbol of that place. 

The real estate downtown became an economic recession . I closed my 
architecture office . I found a job supervising the construction of a school. 
The next year, I sold the house to a young family. The yard, the woods, 
the creek in back, and the two smaller bedrooms were ideal for their boys. 
I don't know what they did with the spare room . 
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ROBERT KING 

The Animals of Our Names 

Our ouzels-are American Dippers . 
Our elk aren't elk, nor our antelope . 
Wapiti wade in the aspen shadows 
at the edge of the valley and pronghorn 
browse in the distances of yellow grassland . 

What isn't itself? There's Li Po-Rihaku, 
in Japanese-who may not even have been 
Chinese-and today I read our robins are 
red-breasted thrushes, the way colonists 
often name the new world for the old one. 

Robins know Latin, migratorious, 
rubecula , et cetera, but now 
begin to speak in Chinese, the same 
number of syllables over and over, 
Dippers obeying the forms of water 

and there at the edge of the twilight field 
Li Po comes out of the timber to feed 
in his ancient lumbering manner 
and Rihaku spooked by who knows what 
startles off across the grass near Laramie. 



The Object 
To examine the exact red 

of a small leaf, one of a few 
on the thorny branch of a bush, 

I reach to pick it, my finger 
and thumb perfectly prepared, 

but at the merest brush it falls 

into my palm . Somewhere else, 
someone studies the exact 

anarchy of a bird's stringy nest, 

or a lover's two open shoes, 
little boats docked by the bed, 

or, for many, the metallic 

glare of a parking lot below 
a somber hospital room . 

But today , this is my object , 

a perfect crimson tear : a flame: 
sideways, a slick tropical fish, 

the stem its thin puckered -up mouth. 

But this is mere fancy and we want 
imagination, at least we say 

we do, but imagination says 

of these little dead rivers 
tracing their cool geographies, 

of this old blood emblem, it says, 

it tries to say, listen: many 
have fallen, not even God 

keeps count anymore. This leaf 

is halfway between everything, 
like you. You know what this is. 

Now let it go. Let it go on. Go on. 
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Our Roman Banquet 
"Latin will help you in English," they said 
although I was getting As in English 

and would not ever in Latin. I remember 
the passive periphrastic, but only 

as a name, sounding like disease, then doom . 
At the Roman Banquet in the school's 

stained cafeteria we seniors sat 
in make-shift togas and drank grape juice 

and, thinking I needed a date, I'd asked 
Janet from class who thought, as I found out 

later , kissing in a parked car, we were 
beginning to really date and she cried-

the first time I'd made a girl cry-so I, 
a Brutus , cried too and we sat kissing 

in our sheets wound tightly around us 
and we wept at the damned injustice 

of whatever had happened to us both. 
Nobody was stabbing us but it felt like it. 

Oh this, I thought, will really help me in English. 



SUSAN MAURER 

Ridicule 

Black marble pool, 
he won't go in it. 
Acqua nera, he fears it. 
"DON'T KNOW WHAT'S IN IT." 
He fears crevettes a la nage 
will fix their pincers on him, 
tells how Jeanne Ann died of 
creeping blackness after 
a moccasin bit her heel. 
We in the swim laugh at him 
raise our chins like fish as we splash, swim 
(Here we go loopteeloo. Here we go loopteelie) 
"Watch out for the scorpions," we say 
as he sits legs pressed together, sulking. 
"No scorpions in Connecticut," he says. 
SOMETHING will get us. 
Something already has him. 
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Flannery O'Connor 
She sewed outfits for her chickens; 

at 5, trained one to walk backwards. 
It was caught on film so it continually 

can walk backwards. 
She "scared the boys to death with her irony," 

"collected all manner of owl, ducks, quail, 
mail -order swans and peacocks." 

Peacocks in Christmas art, the 
"symbol of irnrnortality and the incorruptible soul." 

"She collected racial jokes" and always backwards walks 
the chicken and she was buried the day she died. 



Mirage 
Mirages , W estem lights 
Are the ghosts of Christmas past , Christmas future 
They are alephs a la Borges 
They're omegas of any style 

Catch up with them 

You ' 11 be shimmer 
Union with the shining ones 
Glow, glowing 
Shake their hands 
Bathe in the light of their 1,000 eyes 

(Hay un lean) 

It is not novel to long 
For a world not fraught with losses 

Hay un lean 

I remember, you've forgotten 
Now you've veered off to the canyon , the arroyo 
Gila, Gila monster 
May the cholla take you, remuda, reata 

Hay un lean 
Y le busca 
Anda buscanda 
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I. 

BRAD McDUFFIE 

Watching the Cubs Games 
with Jeremy on WGN 

Those first years after we left Nevada 
And moved to southwest Florida, 
When the humid drench of the high sun 
Was only bearable because of Dawson, 
Sandberg, Dunston, and Grace, the antenna 
Picked up the broadcast of our old 24" RCA 
Out of Chicago. Somehow the sunshine 
In the Midwest felt more like home 
With Harry Carny singing "Take Me Out to the Ballgame" 
And his drunken call: "CUBS WIN!" "CUBS WIN!" 

What dreamers we were then in the game. 
How we played it inning by inning under the sand pines 
There in the slow parade of the late afternoon. 

II . 

Years later you wrote-
"! did not understand why God had taken 
us out into the desert." 

And I thought about my own riddles
When I was fourteen 
How I asked God every night why 
He had taken me away from the desert. 



• 

And 36 now, I find myself dreaming 
Of our games there in the yard 
Where you are Mark Grace 
Rounding the bases in the bottom of the ninth 
At Wrigley Field 
And Harry Caray is drunk and screaming 
With the joy of you coming home . 
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DAVID SALNER 

Waxies 

They were bubblegum cards 
wrapped in wax paper, pressed with an iron 
so they'd skim over concrete, 
swallows on pond-water, and nestle against 
the brick walls, the spat-on brick walls 
of PS 87. At recess we shot them, betting pennies, 
all we had, kissing them, feeling the gloss, 
the sweet slip of wax on our lips. Shoulder to shoulder, 
we flipped them in a secret frenzy 
like dice-rollers in night-alleys . They were 
ballplayers, mostly, or leather-faced generals
but my best shooter had the likeness 
of a' crowd standing over a box 
of sbmething that must have been hands 
becluse everyone in the crowd raised their arms 
and their wrists spurted blood. Korea, 
the back of the card explained. All spring 
it sped over concrete, nosed into brick-shadows, until 
through some carelessness I don't remember 
I lost it, returned to the cards I'd been ignoring, 
to Jackie, The Duke, and Roy Campanella
Campy, who had a tragic life 
but played ball with such magic and love 
I almost forgot the box full of hands. 



At the Automat 
AD 1970, 25 years after the holocaust, the blink of an eye 

We walk to the corner of Houston and Second, 
and stare through the plate glass 
at windowed machines, bank after bank of windowed machines 
dispensing peach cobbler in identical portions; 

turkey on white bread sandwiches; 
slices of blueberry pie-the purple is perfect 
under a carpet of florescent light; and miniature salads 
made of lettuce, wisp of tomato, 

and julienned carrots-each leaf is identical 
when seen through a pane of plexiglass; 
and layered cakes arrayed on trays; 
and tier upon tier of pudding in goblets. 

Look over there, at the line by the cash register, 
where a pickpocket chats away 
while his fingers explore an army jacket, 
divining from the slump and sag, a heavy wallet. 

At the next table, skinny dudes, pink noses-this place 
is abuzz with crystal-meth dealers and users. 
Four cabbies nod over coffee-lost fares, lost fortunes, 
discussing the losers and lost 

they ferry across the river 
to realms of high-rises in the Bronx; 
Old-World men, they are the knights 
of this up-all-night world. 

And the Prince of the tableau 
wipes bright yellow custard from a bramble of beard 
with the back of his hand. His eyes go shut, go lost, 
while he escapes for a sweet hair-breadth 

from all the rough stuff of this world, rough stuff 
that's real, rougher stuff he imagines. 
This must be the place we've been looking for, 
this place without atmosphere, where you can eat for a quarter. 
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PATRICIA HEIM 

Little Queen of Babylon 

In fifth grade, preparing for a religion test, I recited Balthazar: Usurper of 
the Throne of Babylon. The exotic three -syllable nouns and iambic 
rhythm were pleasing to my ear, making the bit of history easy to remem
ber. Perhaps what also helped it stick is that, while the thought of usurpa 
tion awakened old anxieties, the cadence of the writing lulled them back 
to sleep. A dreamy child who found solace in the aesthetic, I avoided 
recalling what I'd learned before I could read : that all thrones are held 
precariously. 

I was three-and-a-half that moon -lit, December morning when my father , 
like an angel of the Lord, appeared beside my bed. 

"P.J.," he crooned, gently shaking my shoulder, "Your big brother's 
come home from Germany. Would you like to go downstairs and greet him?" 

It must have been awfully early, as I was an early bird like my father 
and typically got up first. The television would stare dumbly at me ; its 
onyx bull's eye in a socket of snowy-white fuzz, accompanied by a men
acing drone signaling nothing yet was on the air . My mother would call 
from her room, "Patsy, go back to bed." But what was a young bird to do 
if she wanted to catch the worm? I was determined to be with my father. 

Before long, he'd get up, dress quickly, come down, and brew a pot of 
coffee . It was the hour when he was most relaxed and would spend some 
time with me, the youngest of his seven children. Memorable is how he 
taught me to tie my shoes, folding each lace, carefully, to make a loop 
before knotting them into a bow. 

Forced to leave school at twelve to work in a mill, my father had been 
consumed ever since with earning a living, which he did as a landlord and 
by owning a beverage business. If he came upon me idle, he'd invite me 
along on deliveries, treating me to an orange soda or a Dairy Queen: "A 
white one?" he'd ask, meaning vanilla, to which I'd reply, "Dipped in 
melted chocolate, please." 
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When he fell into long-winded chats with customers, I'd wait in the 
truck, its thinly-padded passenger seat surrounded by painted metal, inhal
ing the smell of hot motor oil, musty cardboard, and flat beer, often wish
ing I'd stayed at home. Yet no sooner than he leapt behind the wheel and 
gave me a wink, my anger dissipated . 

To my knowledge my father had never before awakened me by com
ing into my room, which I shared with my twelve-year-old sister. I don ' t 
recall where she was when I slid from underneath the covers and took his 
hand as he led me across the bare floorboards into the hallway , damp with 
the scent of soap and shaving cream wafting from the small bathroom the 
eight ofus shared, before we descended the carpeted stairs. Two-thirds of 
the way, I paused to perch on a step where he left me to linger, sensing I 
needed to take my time as I peeked, shyly, through the balusters , studying 
the quaint trinity on the sofa before summoning the courage to make their 
acquaintance. 

I was astonished at the sight ofmy brother, whom I'd met once before 
when he came home on leave, though I couldn't remember that far back . 
He was handsome like my father but more mysterious, his coloring remi
niscent of my mother's side : Welsh , smooth skin alight with yellow 
undertones, dark, brooding eyes, even darker hair, beginning to unfurl in 
waves at the crown. My father beamed when he introduced us, calling my 
brother Francis, as was my mother's preference, despite how the rest ofus 
bore nicknames . He introduced me as Patsy Jane , though he himself 
called me P. J. 

Next to my brother sat a demure young woman named Rosemarie , 
dressed like a school teacher I someday hoped to have. She blushed as she 
shook my hand, saying "Hello, Patsy," in the thick German accent that 
would stick like flypaper despite years in the U.S ., pronouncing the pat 
like pot , her small brown eyes flickering with warmth . Her skin was fair 
and her cheeks round and high like wings, her silky, brown hair drawn 
into a pony tail, her forehead capped with the sort of bangs that line up 
neatly along the rim of a bowl. On her knee, to my surprise , bobbed a 
chubby baby, whose blue-knit overalls made me take him for a boy, black 
ringlets sprawling across his enormous head. His name was Frankie , for 
his father, I supposed, and mine as well. 

Frank and Rosemarie coaxed me into conversing with them, remark
ing how they'd heard so much about me: how I liked to play dolls, sing, 
and recite nursery rhymes. They asked what I was currently up to : who 
my playmates were and what I liked to watch on TV. When quizzed about 
my favorite books I recited from Matilda Jane, the story of a doll the 
child narrator laments isn ' t real : 
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Matilda Jane you never look at any toys or picture books. 
I show you pretty things in vain; you must be blind Matilda Jane. 

At which the couple smiled and applauded. 

When my mother announced the family would be moving in with us , 
"Until" she explained, "they get on their feet," I presume I had mixed 
feelings but took them in stride. At three , I lacked both the judgment and 
sense of time that would allow me to weigh the pros and cons-to antici
pate the parade of shocks and insults that would culminate in so unfortu
nate an outcome . 

Moving in with us proceeded expeditiously: my clothes dispatched 
from my closet and bureau to the dining room buffet, which I minded, as I 
was used to getting dressed and undressed in private . My father rescued 
my crib from the attic, making something of a dormitory for my brother, 
his wife , their baby, and my sister, who had strong feelings about the 
arrangement. Eventually, she fell silent, sensing she had little recourse 
other than to squeeze shut her eyes, cover her ears, and crouch beneath the 
sheets to muffle the sound of our nephew's whimpering and wailing . Not 
to mention the faint creaks and sighs emanating from his parents' bed, as 
they managed to conceive a second child eight months after their arrival. 

Before long my old high-chair found its way into the kitchen and my 
rickety playpen, the living room, my wooden blocks, stuffed animals , and 
dolls in tow. I can imagine the novelty of it all being rather fun at first, 
like having a baby brother to mother and play with, amusing him with my 
old toys, nursery rhymes, antics, and songs, lording it over him with my phys
ical prowess: my ability to crawl and walk and ride a tricycle, and to manipu
late objects, including my body, in accordance with the laws of physics. 

The third bedroom belonged to my four other brothers, leaving me no 
place to sleep but with my parents in their double bed. This, too, may 
have been exciting before deteriorating into misery as I was summarily 
poked, elbowed , squished, and nearly suffocated. With no room to tum 
over, I often woke up hot and uncomfortable, my pillow pinned beneath 
the dead-weight of a sleeping arm or head . I felt clever when I took to 
wiggling my hand between the mattress and box-spring upon being 
tucked in, though hours later, to my dismay, I woke up sandwiched 
between them again. 

My mother, a petite brunette with beguiling, dove-gray eyes was a 
good-natured, delicate woman, ill-suited to the task of raising a large fam
ily. Her dreams of a successful life: trappings of prosperity , children who 
made her proud and a husband who revered her were unpacking like a 
shipment of damaged merchandise . 
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At 45, she still longed for basic things: a good set of dishes, decent 
furniture, a bigger house, and a vacation with my father. Her first-born 
son had failed to graduate from high school, running off to the service and 
eloping with a foreign girl. Her teenagers, all boys, squabbled over one 
another's shirts, settled for mediocre grades, and no longer listened to her. 
And her husband, who pinched pennies and left the child-rearing exclu
sively to her, worked long, irregular hours, coming home late after stop
ping for a beer, expecting her to warm the dinner ready for him hours earlier. 

For the past three years, since my closest-in-age sibling started first 
grade, I'd spent the better part of every day alone with my mother, giving 
me the impression she was mine more than everyone else's , which my 
yearning morphed into mine alone. The sound of her bustling about min
gled with the fragrance of laundry detergent and fresh air, comforted me 
as I shadowed her from room to room or entertained myself quietly with 
my story books and dolls. 

I practiced the art of companionship as I absorbed her feelings and 
moods, tried to ascertain her needs, and behaved accordingly. Although I 
knew little of the intimacy other children had with their mothers, I han
kered for something I couldn ' t name, hidden in a recess of her heart diffi
cult to access . More often than not she was preoccupied: there before my 
eyes yet not there, seeing me yet not seeing me, but frustrating me to the 
point of outrage. 

When we were cuddled together on the sofa, watching one of her soap 
operas, I sometimes managed to steal inside her and fleetingly experience 
the closeness I craved, which was like savoring the aroma of cotton candy 
in lieu of the taste . But because she was unaware of my imaginative pow
ers and hadn't granted me permission to take what was hers, and because 
I was angry, I felt like a thief. 

I made do with what she could give me, which was in many ways ade
quate, affording me a space to play freely and grow. But I sensed her 
umest and feared someday she might fly the coop, so I grew increasingly 
vigilant, nailing her down with one eye while navigating the world with 
the other. 

The company of adults invigorated and sustained her for days; a more 
robust side of her emerging that could shake off worries and rest content 
with things as they were. I didn't understand that she had been lonely, that 
adults had needs children couldn't satisfy. Yet I felt the void and tried to 
entertain her, knocking at the kitchen doorway, a doll in my arm, pretend
ing we had come for tea. But when I saw her with friends, more often in 
summer when we vacationed at the beach , laughing like a gull and banter
ing with gusto, her face lit from within, I turned green with envy. I was 
bent on winning her over, which they had done with such ease. 
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Still, I was a child and so loved my mother with my entire being, pas
sionately and at times even romantically. When that love went unrequited, 
injected with a surfeit of hate, fueling it to unbearable proportions, I 
soothed myself to the rhythm of swinging, singing, and reciting verse, 
lulling my outrage, rolling myself into a ball of compliance. 

Rosemarie was undaunted by hard work: long-legged and sturdily built, 
swathed in a layer of supple flesh often referred to as baby fat. Before 
long, the order and cleanliness of the house was raised to new heights as 
she was determined to pay her way and end up feeling more loved and 
appreciated than resented, accepting the inconvenience and loss of priva
cy, not to mention the subtle degradation living with her new in-laws 
entailed, cheerfully, dutifully, and without complaint. Secretly, however, 
she pined for her family, especially her mother, going so far as to conjure 
a bridge one day that would span the Atlantic when she would ride her 
bicycle all the way to Germany. 

Like a bird dog I followed Rosemarie's every move as she ministered 
to her baby with the remarkable zeal and tenderness a young mother 
employs in the care of her first-born child. I became increasingly jealous 
of the love and attention that came so effortlessly to Frankie, sensing I'd 
missed something fundamental and precious I wanted still, felt entitled to, 
and fantasized I could have . 

Every morning after bathing him, rinsing his hair with warm water she 
tested with her finger, Rosemarie would pluck Frankie, wet and shiny like 
a Thanksgiving turkey, from our kitchen sink and pat him dry with a soft, 
hooded towel. Then she'd grease him all over with baby lotion, oil his 
scalp, comb his curls into a pompadour, and powder his bottom before 
diapering and dressing him, smiling, cooing, and kissing him from head to 
toe as if he meant the world to her. Before long I began applying this 
same idiom of care in tending to my dolls, even mothering them on clock 
time as I considered myself a real mother, above pretending . 

Since males had a knack for playing on my mother's sympathies, it 
didn't help that Frankie was a boy, not to mention my mother's first-born 
son's son. Every day seeing his tar□ black curls coiled about her fingers, 
his soft plumpne ss warming her lap, her sheer delight in how swiftly he 
grew, his every new facial expression and developmental gain, wore thin 
the good disposition I swear I was born with. 

I couldn't compete with a brother who could fly planes and had been 
gone overseas for four long years. Who could pick my mother up and 
whirl her around while she laughed like a schoolgirl. Or with a daughter
in-law who offered her adult company and much-needed help around the 
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house, no less a drooling baby boy with scantily -toothed smile and head 
full of curls, who had us all in stitches when he learned to say, "Meatball." 

Furthermore, I was falling in love with Rosemarie, my now good 
mother, younger, more interesting, and vivacious than my own. Who 
invited me along when she walked Frankie in his stroller, spoke to me in 
ways that made me feel important, fixed my hair with fancy barrettes, and 
read me stories, impressed with the number of songs I'd taught myself to 
sing by heart. 

Like any four-year-old, I was subject to mood swings, eager for adult 
approval, saw the world in black and white, and found it hard to share my 
belongings. As the months went by, the adults wrapped up in their own 
concerns, no one seemed to fathom the magnitude of my struggle. And 
my mother, the one I needed most, seemed deaf, mute, and blind as a doll. 
My indignation, at times, was so fierce it eclipsed my ability to remember 
the warm feelings that also were mine . 

Beset by conflicting emotions: love and hate, desire and disappoint
ment, admiration and jealousy, I threw inner tantrums, losing touch with 
objective reality to the point my thoughts became disordered . I decided I 
must be bad or defective, not enough of one thing or too much of some
thing else, that there was some particular way children ought to be which 
sooner or later I'd figure out. Like a worn, stretched-out sock my life no 
longer fit, and I wanted to stomp my feet and writhe to the floor, so beside 
myself with anguish, I may as well have been on fire. 

I became quietly oppositional: not smiling at the camera or promptly 
doing what I was told, like finishing my dinner or picking up my play
things, dilly-dallying until time ran out. I often dreamed of running away. 
My mother would chide that I was cutting off my nose to spite my face, 
but I had no idea what that meant. Had she put her ear to my chest, she 
might have heard me singing a song of sixpence, a flock of angry black 
birds clamoring beneath the crust of my heart, and helped me put my feel
ings into words. 

I wonder if my retaliation had been contrived, at least in fantasy, late 
one morning while newborn Larry napped in his bassinette and Frankie, 
now twenty-one months, played contentedly in the playpen, sipping apple 
juice from a glass bottle, flapping my Raggedy-Ann doll in his other 
hand . More than four-and -a-half, seized with a sudden yearning to play 
with my doll, I lifted the playpen's broken rail and crept inside . 

"Give me that doll, Frankie," I ordered, nudging her from his pudgy 
grip, when he yanked her away, squealing in protest. 

"You'd better give her to me now" I warned in a cajoling voice, this 
time pulling a little harder. "Or I'm going to tell." 

''No! My Waggy Ann," he wailed, swatting my cheek with his smelly bottle. 
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"Ouch," I yelled, overcome with what I can only describe as murder
ous rage, grabbing a fistful of his enviable locks, with all my might ring
ing his head like a bell. 

Hearing screams of bloody murder, my mother and Rosemarie, drink
ing tea in the kitchen, rattled their cups and raced to the scene, my mother 
prying my fingers from Frankie's hair before they lifted us both from the 
sagging playpen. Larry, now awake, was crying in concert . Wagging their 
fingers and shaking their heads, the women concluded, "Two mothers of 
young children simply cannot live under the same roof," the lesson I'd 
taken upon myself to teach them, because I could and no one else would. 

I don't remember being scolded or punished . Though ifl was, surely I 
would have wanted to forget. Certainly I was given a good talking to: 
impressing me with the fact that I was the villain and Frankie, the victim, 
which in the most literal sense was inarguably true . A reign of silence 
would undoubtedly have ensued, in which I turned to my imagination to 
make sense of what had happened. 

What I do recall, years later , when I was old enough to ride a bike, is 
peddling the five odd miles (crossing two major highways), from our 
house to Rosemarie's, whereupon I rang her doorbell. "Patsy," she 
exclaimed, dumbfounded at the sight of my upturned face and exultant 
grin, "How in the world did you get here?" I suppose I was desperate: I 
loved her that much . 

A few years ago, when Rosemarie reminded me of pulling Frankie's hair, 
I cringed at the thought I'd been such a bully, though I also felt a sense of 
triumph. Well, someone had to do it, I assured myself, as if I, not yet five, 
had solved large matters with my small hands-a wee queen who would 
banish thieves from her kingdom. 

Except that I wasn't a queen who decreed Frankie and his family into 
exile; they would have soon gone anyway. But then my story would be 
that of one more helpless child, wronged and left, rather than that of an 
indignant, invincible child who chose to be left. The final card in my deck 
of omnipotence? 
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MONTY JONES 

Mondrian #2 

At 26 Rue du Depart, making his first new start, 
he painted the two ginger jars, one more like 
Cezanne, the other one leaning into cubism, 
in both of them, Cezanne's knife laid at an angle. 

No oranges or eggplants, no chrysanthemums-
a clutter of browns and grays and a white space 
that can be a tablecloth, the remains of a cake, 
shadows made to look like things on their own . 

Are the jars blue or green, looming from the gray? 
Who should we believe, Blotkamp or Milner 
or another expert? Reproductions average toward 
a blue, but a trip to The Hague is clearly called for. 

The more we look at them, the more we want to, 
though he moved on quickly, always starting over. 
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Mondrian #3 
He dressed the part about as much as Wallace Stevens 
putting on his collar to stroll down to the Hartford. 
If a surety-bond lawyer could open a branch for poetry, 
surely he could right-angle his way through the city 's grid 

to secret jazz clubs, where trim and sharp he eased 
toward his shadowed table and listened to every note 
precisely far into the night, no trace of paint on his hands, 
no sign of how the piano stuttered and swayed inside him. 

We might have expected him to come waltzing into town 
wild-eyed , costumed in purple blouse and astrakhan, 
long hair and beard braided like an Assyrian priest, 
posing for his profile , every gesture an extravagance. 

That 's the Rosicrucianism or Theosophy leading us astray, 
all his quirks more ordinary, more subtle, more staid. 



Water 
To find a rock for each pocket of your heavy coat 
and wade into the River Ouse a final time- no excuses 
now for Leonard, no, "Oh, I am just soaked through 
because I slipped and fell headlong into the ditch"-

was now to discover a certain mastery over life, 
to gain a victory over the voices endlessly debating 
what to do, what to say, to find a word to quiet them, 
to bring the story to the close it had been searching for. 

The water was cold, a few elm leaves eddying in it, 
a silver light spraying over the long waves of the surface . 
After the shock of not being able to breathe, a violence 
of swallowing as if the water were a deep rushing wind. 

Spring in Sussex, at Rodmell, a persistence of daffodils, 
and in St. Peter's, at the Saxon font, a splash of water and a cry. 
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JEANINE STEVENS 

Along the American with Wang Wei 

Dry stones bake in autumn heat. 
River and heron glide at the same pace. 
Mid-day sprouts golden weeds. Seeds pop 
and scatter. Far into evening, the moon 
exposes white throats, spawning salmon 
falling just short of their ancient, rippling 
birthplace. The old skin is scarred like wrinkled 
gloves of lost warriors. A blue egret rests 
on one leg. I think about my neglected garden, 
look down river and wonder how many 
seasons I have left? Like Wang Wei, I too 
have become lazy about writing poems. 
Quiet comes, settles the anxious owls. 
By midnight, river sheens silver, the sand bar 
basks in steely brightness. Stars spill a beam, 
pearl -like specs illuminate an old negative, 
crinkled edges glossy, all silent in black and bone. 



Wintering 
In October, writing a bear poem, 
I think about my own hibernation. 

Wild apples fallen deep 
in abandoned fields give off cider. 

Squirrels chew and scatter 
maple's ivory seeds. 

The she-bear nestles in, carries 
sperm that don't impregnate 

but temporarily float 
in wintering fluids 

a rich ovum bath, so cubs 
appear after the spring thaw. 

I look forward to January 
my bed piled with books, 

resisting fog and cold, 
the kernel planted-the husk firm. 
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The Bridge to Civita di Bagnoregio 
On the caldera, a donkey treks the narrow 
path, supplies in a wicker basket. 
The postcard, a black and white photo 
circa 1943 just after the bombing, 
shows edges blown away, the railing 
in disrepair. The caption reads, 
An eternal cycle of settlement, 
abandonment, re-habitation. 
Built by Etruscan dust and blood, 
Civita shimmers in the noon-day sun. 
In the high piazza, flowerpots hug entries 
to small shops. A merchant offers 
olive oil tasting, tables set with candles, 
soft music from a tape recorder. 
He says tourism is down, the city again 
in trouble. Still, there is something 
permanent, celestial about the deep blue air, 
the red-orange geraniums cascading 
down steep balconies . 
On the walk back, a cacophony of sound, 
songbirds, invisible in a deep valley, 
melodies enfolded, one canzonette after 
another. I look down to this fluffy ceiling, 
birds surely moving in a pink mist that anoints 
this grand congregation. It seems an endless 
cycle of mirth, chee -chee, chee-chee, 
piping whistles, high pitched whinnies, 
perhaps the linnet, haw finch, or day owl, 
a warbling that seems all yellow, 
broadcasting a wonder of merry hearts. 
Giacomo says, "I have never heard 
their songs so melodious ." 
Motorized carts have replaced the faithful 
donkey which seems a sad thing . 
Time here is not linear, not my time, 
with docks, rivers and ports of call as proof . 
Civita is tender, a place where transitory 
events simply rest on the surface. 
This may be the closest I come to Eden. 

Italy, June 2009 



Swimming in the Aegean 
Late afternoon, a small cove 

against a cliff face. A ladder leads down to water 
that holds antiquity. The far sea, 

darkest blue appears thick and heavy , 
yet close up, little surf, like velvet. 

Such joy on this glorious autumn 
afternoon awash in Parrish shades : 

ornate urns , magic lamps, sunsets . 

A healing sea pulls me 
toward Atlantis-at the same time draws me back in. 

How can I leave after a few days 
where centuries thrived and languished? 

A slight breeze . I hope to glimpse 
Phoenicians , sails stained violet from crushed shells . 

Yet today, no ships appear on my horizon, 
only rosy dust from half-buried statues. 

It's hard to believe 
such luxury holds a corrosive , yet this Aegean, 

is also my curative, my one atonement. 

Black shrouds blue, rough edges 
nip velvety folds. Everyone has gone to dinner. 

I only want crispy sardines, grilled sea bass, 
and heavily seasoned eggplant with mushrooms. 
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At Nice 

Over this harbor town, 
its miniature palms 
and doll-size dwellings 
-she springs. 
Translucent scales spin 
beneath perky breasts 
alert with promises. 
His brush fills 
in coppery curls alive 
as the quivering fishy tail. 
She hovers celestial, 
a harlequin angel, 

Affiche, Marc Chagall 

modem day Fertile Crescent. 
Her bouquet 
in crepe-paper colors: 
urchin, anemone, 
candy-tuff, bursts 
like a magician's trick 
from the dark cape . 
What muse 
for the aging artist. 
The quiet bay 
indents the shoreline . 
A green fish pokes 
near the surface, mouths 
a silent O and waits. 



JAMES TOUPIN 

The American Diplomat 
Flies to Geneva 

No Columbus, I sit in the narrow floating theater 
making a motionless voyage across the Atlantic. 
The airline has thought that without the sense of progress 
passengers will mutiny from the care 
in which they are entrenched . 
A map is projected onto the screen. 
A white wedge that stands for our plane moves in jerks 
along the coast of the continent 
like an army division a lieutenant pushes 
with a stick across a table chart of battle. 
From Hatteras to Nova Scotia, the coastline 
is an arm ready to toss the toy plane 
across the narrow blue band of ocean. 

How did Columbus keep his crew, heading 
into nowhere, from slitting his throat and turning back? 
He told stories of the Basque seamen 
who in secret pulled a rich harvest of fishes 
by faring far into the sea, coming in sight 
of the other coast of the endless water. 
He dreamt nights of phosphorescent fishes 
leaping in sunlight. One morning 
the dream would seem the ancient type 
of his God; on another, a vision 
of silver pouring out abundance. 
His stories grew into prophecies . 
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He was mistaken about where they were going, 
we know, as we all are. Children 
can tell you the crews of all three ships 
would have died if he had been right. 
But his inspiration was to know that, 
wherever he went, there was a destination . 

The world wraps around itself 
and I fly now in the comfort of that certainty. 
An illusion, of course. Dinner concluded, 
the screen turns grey to make way for a film. 
I picture the long table at which I will sit, 
part of a fractious crew afloat on history. 
Translators will hover above us 
like personifications of the winds. 
I pull from my briefcase 
consequences of a rounded world. 



Nixon in China 
At the showing of the Metropolitan Opera broadcast, 

Cinemax Empire Theatre, San Francisco, February 12, 2011 

The streets are parked full, for a Saturday morning . 
The gathering audience has passed the newsstands 

proclaiming how history never stops coming to be. 
How it astonishes that such a crowd should assemble 

to spend our day off to revel in the headlines of our past 
repurposed to grand opera dispatched via movie screen . 

Yet here we are, graying aficionados of an art 
ever searching for its public, filling a diminished theater, 

once itself the ornate imitation of an opera house 
that assembled the masses for double bills, 

long since subdivided to multiplex, 
the faux columns and fluting hidden, 

now an embarrassment of riches, 
beneath carnelian wall mountings. 

Lights down, the composer enters the pit to conduct. 
The movie audience is not sure whether to applaud . 

Yesterday the strongman of an ancient country 
was forced to fade away. The opera sings 

the transcript of other rulers. The President 
descends, like Orfeo , into the strangeness 

of a death-shadowed realm. The Chairman 
lounges in the genius of his madness, 

promoted into the cruelest of emperors 
marching his people for perpetual revolution. 
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The President, fighting down jet lag, 
ever the awkward schoolboy, tries to fit 

the meanders into the categories he has crammed. 
History fits into the forms opera has left . 

The first intermission lets me bring back 
popcorn . I am after all watching a movie . 

Now the opera runs through the paces of its past: 
in place of a drinking song, toasts at a state banquet; 

for its ballet , a Chinese opera turning violent with revolution. 
The soubrette, good tourist, will try to convince herself 

she matters , grow appalled and find herself ignored . 
The man of great culture will wonder what good he has done. 

You would think that for such grandees, the gods, 
if they existed, would come out of the machine . 

By the last act, the President is ready to fly off. 
He will take away no more than Orfeo 

from the underworld-renown sufficient 
to inspire opera. As the audience knows 

but the opera does not, he will come undone 
confusing himself with his office , 

and the future will tear him to pieces. 
Outside the theater, as markets worry 

what happens if the people take a chance 

at ruling the black land of pharaohs , especially now 

that the multitudes of the Middle Kingdom are buying cars, 
prices at the gas pump are on the rise. 



0-, Minnesota in the Jazz Age 

First the water tower, cauliflower-white, 
sprang up at the town edge, 
foreign as a gigantic turban. 
All the well pumps rusted. 
Then Marconi's contraption 
came to snatch cities 
out of the air. The land itself changed. 
With Bobby Jones a presence, 
they mowed a golf hole 
out of the wheat fields. 
For the spirit of Bill Tilden, 
the yards they flooded in winter 
for hockey were rolled in summer 
to stubbled Centre Courts. 
The caravan of marvels 
came to them, but came to them 
always last of all. How then 
could anyone, when credit 
ran dry and the farm bank failed, 
recognize the avatars of the next thing, 
their living the future first for once? 
The townspeople drove the banker 
out of town in a horse cart: 
a matter for tar and feathers. 
For this change in landscape, 
someone they knew 
had to be to blame. 
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A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

NEIL MATHISON 

A Requiem in Books 

I. 
You find your way through a place by getting lost in it.-Anthony Doerr, 
Four Seasons in Rome. 

We're lost in the basement of Seattle's old Group Health Hospital, 
Mother and I, she in a wheelchair, I wheeling her through corridors, 
honey -yellow, lima-bean green, beechnut-beige, terminating again and 
again at DO-NOT -ENTER double doors. Less than an hour ago, Mother 
green-lighted a colorectal surgery, having weighed the alternatives-no 
surgery, certain death; with surgery, no guarantees. "Fix me up," she told 
the surgeon . My sister and I sat on either side of her, me uneasy for fear I 
might hear something embarrassing (to me or to Mother), my sister atten
tive and carefully questioning. Mother is ninety-three, pre-diabetic, over
weight (she has always been overweight), and needful of a cane; but she 
also needs no prescription dmgs, has been a lifetime non-smoker and tee
totaler, and is in most respects, not in too bad a shape-not for ninety
three . Except, of course, now she has cancer. My sister has gone to get her 
car. We are to meet at the Emergency Room door. 

If Mother and I can ever find it. 

II. 
Mother has her operation in Virginia Mason Hospital the week after 
Thanksgiving. There are minor complications: a slip of a scalpel, a nicked 
urethra, collateral damage to an otherwise successful excision. We stand 
watch, my brothers, my sister, and I, days and evenings, one of us almost 
always at Mother's bedside. During my watch, two days after the opera
tion, Mother begins to hallucinate. "Do you see them," she asks, "up on 
the ceiling, the people and purple colors?" I notify the nurse. The nurse 
calls a "code," triggering an emergency response. Hallucination, it seems, 
is a symptom of dropping blood pressure, possibly internal bleeding. For 
the next hour a team of doctors and nurses surround Mother. By injec-
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tions, EKGs, IV drips, stimulant drugs, and oxygen concentrators they 
bring Mother back from the edge. My brothers and sister congratulate me. 
"If you hadn't been there, etcetera, etcetera .... " None ofus asks the 
question: Back to what? 

III. 
This was not supposed to happen-it unsettled us, it made the world flat
and we walked for a time in chagrined silence. -Don DeLillo, "Midnight 
in Dostoevsky," The New Yorker. 

The second floor of Mother's retirement home, where Mother goes to 
convalesce, is called the "HCU," the "High Care Unit." "Where we go," 
Mother told me several years ago, "before they haul us out of here." 

I visit her several times a week. I drive across Seattle from our condo 
on Queen Ann Hill to Madison Park, which is on the shore of Lake 
Washington-the distance is short but the traffic is heavy and the trip 
often takes forty-five minutes or more. The drive can be beautiful. Lake 
Union and Lake Washington. The flowering trees in Washington Park 
Arboretum. The snow-covered Cascade Mountains. I sit by Mother's bed
side. I report on the weather, on the cherry trees, on how the tulips are 
blooming, on what I'm writing, on the comings -and-goings of my son 
John and my wife Susan, on what I know of my brothers' and sister's 
kids. Mother listens, mostly without comment. 

The staff is unfailingly kind. Mother comes alive, jokes, performs 
when the staff members are present. I am particularly fond of one nurse. 
Ethiopian: her face so scarred and so burned and so surgically misassem 
bled, it's difficult to countenance her; but her disposition is as sweet and 
life-affirming as water from a mountain spring. 

IV. 
The room seemed to shrink in the face of his sorrow .-Le thi diem thuy, 
The Gangster We Are All Looking For. 

My sister is more assured than I. "You know me," she says. "I always 
want closure." 

She arranges photos of Mother's grandkids at the foot of Mother's 
bed. She brings in picture albums. She changes the water in the flowers on 
the cadenza. She recounts past vacations. She encourages Mother to recall 
her youth. She arranges for Mother to get a bedside window. 

Sometimes, she merely sits by Mother and holds Mother's hand and, 
then, my sister says, "Sometimes I cry." 

I can't do this. 
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I'd like to think my motive is totally altruistic. Except it isn't. It's 
easier to read to Mother than to try to hold up both sides of a conversa
tion . Reading distracts me from the sights, sounds, and smells of the 
HCU. The old men perched like broken crows in their hallway 
wheelchairs. The plangent moaning of Mother's roommate . The pong of 
piss and poop. 

But read what? 
Novels, essays, or short stories? Slick-to-the-touch magazines? 

Crisp paperbacks? Buckram-bound books? And by whom? Barth, 
Banks, or Butler? DeLillo, Doerr, or Dybek? Frazier, McCarthy, or 
Moore? Silber, Le thi diem thuy, or Tobias Wolfe? Who from my pan
theon of favorites? 

V . 
Rightly heard all tales are one.- Cormac McCarthy, The Crossing. 

For most of her life, Mother has been a reader. If I close my eyes, I still 
see her with a magazine or book in her hand, The New Yorker or The 
Saturday Evening Post, novels ubiquitously, mysteries especially . I have 
few recollections of her reading to me as a child, although I know she 
did -Curious George or Mike Mulligan's Steam Shovel or one of 
Kipling's Just So Stories-these were family favorites. But I do recall 
her reading aloud on our family vacations, the car rolling down an 
empty highway in the 1950s American West, her selections from Dad's 
"box of books," a wicker basket containing Audubon guides, National 
Park brochures, campground and trailer-park listings, maps, and clip
pings from Sunset Magazine. Mother would read as we drove. Through 
Yosemite or Yellowstone or Zion . Of glaciers and geysers and canyons . 
Of mountain men and Mormons and Indian chiefs. 

In 1960, we camped through Europe. Dad loaded his books into an 
army-alpine rucksack Green Guides, Michelin highway maps, his dog
eared and leather-bound Baedekers-a burden my brothers and I bore 
through Dublin's Grafton Street, London's Euston Station, and Paris's 
Gare du Nord. We motored down the Rhone River Valley, over the 
Swiss Alps, across the Po River, south through Bologna and Florence 
and Tuscany until we reached Rome. All the while Mother read. She 
read in a low, contralto voice. Of kings and emperors and popes. Of 
Cellini and Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci . Of Papal Swiss 
Guards and Napoleonic victories. 
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VI. 
Rome is a broken mirror, the falling strap of a dress, a puzzle of astonish 
ing complexity.-Anthony Doerr, Four Seasons in Rome. 

It's now March. Mother hasn't walked since December and she's increas 
ingly reluctant to get up for lunch-who can blame her? They lift her by a 
crane into a wheelchair. I ask her if she wants me to read a longer work. 
She says she does. 

Four Seasons in Rome is the first book I choose, an account of 
Anthony Doerr's year as a fellow at Rome's American Institute. I pick 
Doerr because Doerr, Mother, and I share a lifeshaping experience: each 
of us has raised babies in a foreign land. Doerr in Rome with his twin 
boys; Mother in Brazil with me; I in Hong Kong with my son John. 

Will Mother see the connection? 
She lies on her side in her bed facing me . I sit in a chair next to her. 

Sometimes, I accidentally step on her catheter bag, which sits on the floor 
under her bed . I half expect her to cry out. She never does. 

"We share a piece of pizza," Doerr writes, "con funghi so full of fla
vor it forces our eyes closed: the oil in the crust tastes like sun and wind; 
then there is the salty cheese, and the deepwoods taste of oyster mushrooms." 

Or this : "We sit on our little bench and feel the church coil and twist 
above us, a wintry heat, a tornado of plaster." 

Rick the male nurse has taken a liking to Mother. "I'm trying to get 
her up and about," he tells my sister and me. "The one thing she really 
loves is when you read to her." 

VII. 
How is it we Americans treat our loved ones on the threshold of death? 

When I was in my late twenties, living in Washington, D. C., my col
lege roommate JK Pell and his wife Becky invited me to Thanksgiving at 
Beck's parents' house in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. I remember arriving on 
a cold, gray midday and being promptly escorted three floors up to meet 
Beck's grandmother, who lay in bed, half-conscious . I was nonplussed at 
the time. What struck me later was how loving this was, the family's 
insistence that I meet Grandma even though I was a stranger and even 
though my time in their home would be brief. 

My mother convalesces in one of the best retirement homes in Seattle. 
But after our visits, after we return to our own homes, she is surrounded 
by strangers. The staff gets her up for lunch and wheels her up to her 
table. The dining room is lovely-lakeside, view of the Cascade 
Mountains, lots of light-but Mother's mute , bibbed, fellow diners 
remind me of the inmates in One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest. No con-
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versation . No facia l expression . No joy. When Mother returns to her 
room, her roommate, separated only by a curtain, often moans . Once, I 
hear the roommate calling for help, discover her upper body halfway out 
of her bed, she unable to reach, or forgetting she had, a call button. And 
this is a high -quality place. The staff attentive and caring . Mother is 
spending nine-thousand dollars per month for this privilege. 

To be surrounded by strangers . 

VII. 
The wind heaves; the birches rattle.-Anthony Doerr , "A Tangle by the 
Rapid River," The Shell Collector. 

I was born only two years after World War II. In the sixty-some years of 
my life, thirty-thousand Americans died in Korea , sixty-thousand more in 
Vietnam , millions of Chinese in Mao ' s Great Leaps Forward, millions 
more Cambodians killed by Pol Pot's Khmer-Rouge . In one day, in 2008, 
the day of the Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, two-hundred-thou
sand people died, perhaps more people dead in a one-day catastrophe than 
in all of human history . And yet, despite all this dying, these deaths are 
abstract. 

Lately, Death is becoming less abstract. 
All of my in-laws have lost a parent. I' ve begun to lose friends and 

acquaintances : the captain of our Navy sailing team to an aneurism while 
he was jogging; a cheerleader from my high school due to cancer ; a Naval 
Academy classmate , an astronaut , also of cancer. Death is becoming 
omnipresent, as much a part of life as sex and conception . Yet, familiarity 
hasn't made Death an easy companion. 

How do you die a dignified death? Why does dignity seem essential? 
Is there such a thing as a good death? 

Death remains silent, offering me no answers. 

IX. 
He had seen it before, and he had seen its opposite, the will to die .
Charles Frazier , Cold Mountain . 

By April, Mother is hanging in there, but her weight is dropping, her 
mobility is zero . Nurse Rick is urging her to eat, to get up, to get back to 
her life. Mother has connected with Doerr 's babies . Will she connect with 
a novel? I decide to try. 

For our second read, I pick Cold Mountain by Charles Frazier, a Civil 
War story structured on Homer's Odyssey. I've read it before, and I've 
seen the movie , but I want to read Frazier 's prose one more time, to say 
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his words aloud, to feel their shape in my mouth, to lay them into my 
writing bones-I read somewhere that Frazier studied numerous Civil 
War letters to glean the language of the time . I want this language to 
become part of me. 

So off we go, Mother and I, following Inman, the book's hero, on 
his odyssey from the Confederate Army in Virginia to North Carolina 
and the Blue Mountains and his true love Ada. Once again, I'm caught 
up (perhaps, more so-having seen the movie, I see Ada as Nicole 
Kidman). 

Each day, when we begin to read, I brief Mother on what has gone 
on before . If I encounter a striking sentence I fold down the top comer 
of the page. I try to read to a chapter end or a new scene or until my 
voice gives out. Mother is attentive . She rarely speaks. Sometimes she 
smiles. A few times she even laughs . 

I wonder what holds her attention-is it Inman's resolve or Ada's 
steady faith or the story's Homeric shape or the simple, unadorned 
beauty of Frazier's sonorous, 19th-century cadences? 

Or is it the sound ofmy voice, a mother's son, reading? 

X. 
The HCU has other entertainment besides my reading. There's the 
TV-Mother watches The View, Dr. Phil , and CNN. One afternoon, a 
pianist is playing Cole Porter on the dining room piano-Mother and a 
few other inmates gamely sing along . There's a guitarist who serenades 
Mother in her room, a quiet man who always excuses himself when a 
visitor arrives-Mother likes the guitarist. A preacher drops by
Mother always reminds him that she was a preacher's daughter. There's 
also the zither player. The zither player is paid for by Medicare through 
a hospice program (although Medicare will not pay Mother's hospice 
bill). The zither player, a woman , knows she has a good gig and is 
insistent, even aggressive about playing, regardless of whether Mother 
has visitors. 

Mother dislikes the zither player. 
So do I. 

XI. 
The brass weights stirred behind the casement doors, the pendulums 
slowly swept.-Corrnac McCarthy, All the Pretty Horses. 

Despite the nurses, the doctors, and the preachers who attend Mother , 
despite the zither players and guitarists, and music -hall pianists who 
entertain Mother, despite the sons and daughters and grandchildren who 
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visit Mother with our photographs and flowers and assurances that she 
looks well and surely will be back in her own apartment soon, Mother's 
task on the second floor HCU-to get better or to die-is a solitary one. 

XII. 
He crossed on through the high country and in the evening descended the 
north slope and rode out onto the forep lain where the creosote deep olive 
from the rains stood in solemn colonies as it had stood a thousand years 
and more in that tenantless waste, older than any living thing that was .
Corrnac McCarthy , All the Pretty Horses. 

Months bedridden are taking a toll on Mother-muscle atrophy, skin rash
es, dizzy spells . Rick urges my sister to schedule a medical checkup, to 
see what is "going on in there." For my part, I continue to read , grateful 
it's my sister, not me, who has to make the medical calls. 

I decide we'll read Cormac McCarthy's Border Trilogy : All the Pretty 
Horses, The Crossing, and Cities of the Plain. These are long, complex , 
interconnected, epic novels . It's their epic nature that attracts me. They 
span generations. They move at a deliberate pace, a pace that in the past 
I've never had time to engage. I have misgivings. Will I be able to read 
McCarthy aloud? His long, biblical sentences; his vocabulary that tests 
the limits of my own; the presence of Death that inhabits his writing-can 
a novel featuring Death be anything Mother wants to hear? My fears are 
soon allayed. The long turning sentences . The assonances and alliterations 
and slant rhymes . The biblical echo. 

The Bible was meant to be read aloud. 
And so is McCarthy. 

XIII. 
The road was empty, the country silent .-Corrnac McCarthy, The Crossing. 

Mother tells us she wants to get better , to get back on her feet, to return to 
her apartment, but in her voice we hear too little resolve. 

My sister, my brothers, and I decide to close her apartment. 
The apartment is on the fourteenth floor, a studio with a kitchen and 

bathroom and balcony and a partial view of Lake Washington. There isn ' t 
much-we closed down Mother's house five years ago and we disposed 
then of her lifetime of things-but the few things Mother kept here hold 
potent medicine . They are icons of Mother's life chosen by her, touch
stones of how she sees her own story: photos of children and grandchil 
dren, paintings by her sister -in-law, ink drawings by her father, quilts 
stitched by her mother, a couple dozen favorite books, her jewelry, letters 
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she couldn ' t bear to throw away, the fiftieth-anniversary photo of her and 
Dad on the excursion boat we rented for them on Lake Union . Not much, 
but what's here carries more than physical weight. We bundle up her 
clothing, divide up the photos, disassemble her TV, lay aside the rest for 
Goodwill. We 're exhausted . We acknowledge what we haven't been will
ing to acknowledge: Mother won 't be back. 

XIV. 
The Indians were dark almost to blackness and their reticence and their 
silence bespoke a view of a world provisional , contingent, deeply suspect . 
-Cormac McCarthy, The Crossing. 

By June Mother and I are well into The Crossing, the most complex and 
ambivalent of the Border Trilogy-complex because it has three sequen
tial connected tales, ambivalent because the bad guys don 't often get their 
comeuppance and the good guys don't often triumph (unless survival in 
the face of defeat is triumph). It's a novel where McCarthy suggests that 
good and evil are not separate but are endemic to each other. It's a novel 
where McCarthy delves into the native peoples of old Mexico , a culture 
magical and mystical. It ' s a novel where McCarthy explores the idea that 
creation amounts to one thing and only one thing- our stories. 

As he puts it, "Things separate from their stories have no meaning ." 
Does this apply to Mother? Does it apply to me? Does it matter? 

XV. 
Things dim and dimming.- Corrnac McCarthy, Cities of the Plain . 

I'm sitting on the deck of our house in Friday Harbor, a July evening, the 
sun gilding the trees, the harbor silver, the whole island pulsing with light. 
The phone rings. It ' s the HCU. Mother ' s heartbeat has slowed, her blood 
pressure has dropped , they haven 't been able to reach my sister. I'm back
up, the designated second-string Living-Will Executor. 

What do you want us to do? 
My guidance is simple, pre-agreed with my sister, and in accordance 

with Mother ' s living will: Don't ship her to the hospital. Keep her com
fortable. Give her ice cream if she asks for it. 

The nurse agrees, but adds the following: She won't make it through 
the night . 

Have I condemned my mother to a premature end? I call my brothers . 
I find my sister. I pass the word. Tonight. 

But Mother makes it through the night. 
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XVI. 
It was the next day, through Ballylickey, Bantry, Skibbereen, and Cork, 
that they entered Blarney. At the castle, the line to kiss the stone was long, 
hot, and frightening .- Lorrie Moore, "Which is More than I Can Say 
about Some People," Birds of America. 

In July Mother and I finish McCarthy. 
For the first time, she begins to fall asleep while I read. I decide a 

lighter literary diet is in order. I shift to short-stories, one story at a time 
from several of my favorite collections: Stuart Dybek's I Sailed with 
Magellan, Tobias Wolfe's The Night in Question, Anthony Doerr's The 
Shell Collector, Lorrie Moore's Birds of America . 

In one of Moore's stories titled "Which is More than I Can Say About 
Some People" the principal character-her name is Abby-visits Ireland. 
Abby's mother, unexpectedly, asks to come along . The trip is full of 
minor travails and misunderstandings and bellicose advice directed at 
Abby by her mother, what you expect when a parent journeys with an 
adult child. A greater angst underlies the story: Abby's marriage may be 
failing, she faces a job when she returns home for which she feels insuffi
ciently articulate, and her mother insists on drawing inept parallels 
between her own unloving marriage and that of her daughter' s. Ultimately 
the two end up in Kilarney where the Blarney Stone is. Despite her fear, 
and in response to her mother's nagging, Abby hangs out from the cas
tle- what you have to do to reach the stone- and kisses it-hoping she'll 
obtain what the stone is said to promise-the gift of gab. When her moth
er tries the same, she has a panic attack and cannot get back from the 
ledge . The attendant, "a leprechaun" Abby calls him, asks for help. Abby 
and another tourist pull her mother back into the castle. Afterwards, in a 
pub with her mother, Abby decides that henceforth, she will "believe in 
toasts." Then she offers the following: 
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She gazed over at her mother and took a deep breath. Perhaps her 
mother had never shown Abby affection , not really, but she had 
given her a knack for solitude, with its ten-ible lurches outward, and 
its smooth glide back to peace. Abby would toast her for that. It was 
really the world that was one's brutal mother, the one that nursed 
you, and your own mother was only your sibling in the world. Abby 
lifted her glass. "May the sun daily warm your arms .. . . " She looked 
down at her cocktail napkin for assistance , but there was only a car
toon of a big-breasted colleen , two shamrocks over her breasts. Abby 
looked back up. God's word is quick! "May your car always start"
but perhaps God might also begin with tall, slow words; the belly 



bloat of a fib; the distended tale. "And may you always have a clean 
shirt," she continued, her voice growing gallant, public and loud, 
"and a holding roof, healthy children, and good cabbages-and may 
you be with me in my heart, Mother, as you are now, in this place; 
always and forever-like a flaming light." 

There was a noise in the pub. 
Blank is to childhood as a journey is to lips. 
"Right," said Mrs. Mallon, looking into her stout in a concentrat

ed, bright-eyed way. She had never been courted before, not once in 
her entire life, and now she blushed, ears on fire, lifted her pint, and 
drank. 

When I read this passage to Mother, I break into tears. 

XVII. 
Some say the world will end in fire I Some say in ice.-Robert Frost. 

I read Mother one of my own essays, one that will appear in the North 
American Review. It's titled "Ice," and it's about my Grandmother and the 
Ice Age and Puget Sound and how place shapes us and how maybe all of 
us, all of humanity, have been shaped by the ice. 

Mother's new roommate, the "moaner," takes exception to my essay. 
"Who is he?" she screams. "Get him out of here." 
The HCU staff, embarrassed for me, rush in to quiet her. 

XVIII. 
Ho Chi Minh came to me again last night, his hands covered with confection
er's sugar.-Robert Olen Butler, "A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain." 

I have not, during the nine months of Mother's illness, always been in 
town. In January and February we did ski trips, in July I spent a couple of 
weeks in Sun Valley. Now, in August, my brothers, my sister, and I will 
all be vacationing. We lay out a plan. Where a memorial service might be. 
How we will pay for it. Which of us will testify at a memorial. I write 
Mother's obituary. We want to make certain each ofus knows what to do. 

But when we return, Mother is still there-Madison Park, her retire
ment home, the HCU. 

I visit each day the week before Labor Day. I carry a story collection 
with me, Robert Olen Butler's A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain. 
But I don't read it. Mother mostly sleeps. I sit by her bed, reading the sto
ries to myself, standing a kind of vigil, even if Mother doesn't know I'm 
there. The oxygen machine mutters. Mother's eyes flutter under her lids. 
Her roommate snores. 
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I look at Mother and catch myself wondering. Who is this woman? 
Does her past seem to her, as mine does to me, as if it took place only yes
terday, all the important things, schools, friends, marriage, children, 
grandchildren, laughter, tears? 

Illness transforms her: nose sharper, chin whiskered, ears larger, skin 
mottled, hair thinned, flesh fallen away. 

Is it fatigue, faith, or nothing left to say that sends us less reluctantly 
to our deaths? 

XIX. 
In September my wife Susan retires. To mark this milestone we have long 
planned a rafting trip down the Grand Canyon. Do we carry on with our 
plan or do we stand watch with Mother? I consult with my sister. "Go," 
my sister says. "I've got it covered here." We go. 

XX. 
In the canyon most of our fellow rafters are strangers, but several are dear 
friends who know Mother well and are aware of Mother's situation . I tell 
them that I almost didn't come, that I'm worried I won't see Mother 
again, that I feel guilty at "standing down" from her bedside, that at least 
I've spent time with her and I've read to her and I've made some kind of 
peace with her passing, which is almost true. What I don't say is I'm 
relieved. I'm in the Canyon, a thousand miles from Mother , and I don't 
have to stand vigil. 

The day we bus out of the canyon to Las Vegas, everybody pulls out 
their cell phones. 

Everybody except Susan and me-we've left ours in our car in Vegas. 
I'm terribly afraid somebody other than my sister will disclose the fate of 
Mother. Nobody does . When we get to the car my sister has already sent 
an e-mail. We still have Mom. 

XXI. 
I did not see him moving toward me, but the smell of the sugar on his 
hands grew stronger, very strong, and I felt Ho Chi Minh very close to 
me, though I could not see him .-Robert Olen Butler, "A Good Scent 
from a Strange Mountain." 

From October through Thanksgiving we're mostly in town . Within the 
precinct of the HCU, Mother continues to breathe, sleep, wake, consume 
ice cream, ruminate, enervate, snore, defecate, degenerate. 

Most days I visit. When I don't, or when she's sleeping and I don't 
wake her, or when I don't stay at all, I see myself as a coward, a Milquetoast, 
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a wuss, a delinquent , a mouse. But I face the dilemma you face in the 
presence of any loved one' s impending death- when to live one ' s own 
life, when to hold it in abeyance. 

We finally read "A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain. " I love this 
story. I love it because the narrator , an old Vietnamese , resident in 
Louisiana , a Buddhist , long ago, in Paris , a friend to Ho Chi Minh, is so 
wise, so attentive , so calm. In the story Ho visits the old man at night , 
smelling of the confectioner's sugar that scented his hands when he 
worked as a pastry chef. 

What troubles Ho is that he can't remember a particular recipe for a 
pastry glaze. What troubles the narrator is that his son-in-law, a former 
officer in the South Vietnamese Army, and his grandson are involved in a 
political squabble in the Vietnamese community and the squabble has 
resulted in a murder in which the son-in-law and grandson are involved . 
But underlying this story is a sense of a life drawing to a close- the narra
tor has told his daughter that it's time to gather his relatives together, a 
Vietnamese tradition. It's a story of choices made, of accepting those 
choices, of preparing for one ' s end. And, at the close of the story, on Ho's 
last visit, the narrator asks if there are politics on the other side. 

Ho doesn't answer. 
When I ask Mother if this is a beautiful story, she whispers , "Yes." 
Two weeks after Thanksgiving we organize the grandchildren to see 

Mother. The Seattle children are home from college for Christmas, the 
San Diego twins fly up. In preparation, I run Mother through an update on 
each grandkid- who 's at what school, which kid has what part-time job . I 
can see she struggles to remember their names. But when they arrive and 
they sing carols to her, she still performs , smiles, mouths the lyrics along 
with the kids. 

My brother, when he 'd upset Mother , used to tell her, "I thought all 
the angels were in heaven until I met you , my dear , darling Mother. " 
Mother loved hearing this despite my brother's rapscallion intent. 

Now , her hair white , bright , bushy , like a halo , she really looks like 
an angel. 

XXII. 
They carried her into the cemetery fo llowed by a priest and a boy in a 
white gown ringing a bell and they buried her and they prayed and they 
wept and they wailed and then they came back down out of the cemetery 
into the road helping each other along and weeping and got into the cars 
and turned one by one on the narrow blacktop and went back the way 
they 'd come.- Corrnac McCarthy, All the Pretty Horses . 
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Three days after Christmas, Mother dies. My sister and I and our families 
are in Sun Valley. 

When my sister gets the call from the HCU, she comes outside to tell 
me. I'm sitting in our Sun Valley hot tub. The incongruity of the warm 
water, the snowflakes falling, and hearing of my mother's death unsettles 
me. What began a year ago, lost in the old Group Health Hospital, has 
ended. I'm still lost. 

In the last months of Mother's life, my sister's friends often asked my 
sister, What is your mother waiting for? My sister answered she had no 
idea. My son John, on hearing this question, was dismissive: the life 
force, he says, is unwilling to give up-nobody's ready to die. 

In death we want resolution . Answers to fundamental questions. Our 
stories to close in a dramatic , meaningful way. In this, I suspect, we're 
usually disappointed . 

There can be bad deaths-this I know : deaths before one's time, 
deaths of one's children, deaths in intense pain. But I don't know if there 
can be good deaths- deaths we have prepared for, deaths we welcome, 
death like the old Vietnamese readies himself for in "A Good Scent from 
a Strange Mountain." 

Nor do I know the worth of Mother's last year. 
But I suspect this: for better or ill, it was Anthony Doerr, Charles 

Frazier, Cormac McCarthy, Lorrie Moore, Robert Olen Butler , Le thi 
diem thuy, Joan Silber, Tobias Wolfe, Stuart Dybek who kept Mother 
alive, perhaps who made it worth staying alive, or at least bearable stay
ing alive. Or, if not for Mother, at least bearable for me. 
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Reviews 
W. S. Merwin . Selected Translations. Port Townsend , WA: Copper 
Canyon Press, 2013. Pp. vii+ 407, $40.00 hb. 

Pulitzer Prize winning poet, translator, and former U.S. Poet Laureate W. 
S. Merwin has a satisfyingly large new book : selected translations from 
more than l 00 poets writing in more than 30 languages and dialects, from 
over two millenia of written verse, and translated by Merwin over a career 
spanning more than sixty years. The collection includes origin songs and 
psalms from indigenous cultures, Greek fragments, the songs of medieval 
troubadours, and contemporary lyrics. There are sapphics, ghazals , 
Sicilian quatrains, prose poems, and free verse . The poets and works 
translated cover some of the monuments of world literature-cantos from 
Dante's Commedia , odes from Horace, and lyrics from Brodsky and 
Neruda-as well as more obscure work from less-translated languages 
like Welsh and Vietnamese and from a large number of anonymous sources. 

In books of translation, what often interests me as much as, if not 
more than, the poems themselves is the translator's note-represented in 
this volume by three different forewords from the three different periods 
of Merwin's translations collected here. The translator's note usually 
serves to explain a bit about the translator's theory and process, how close 
s/he feels obligated to approximate the original, how s/he deals with 
issues such as attempts to replicate verse forms or to translate from lan
guages one does not know, as well as to call attention to any particular 
challenges presented by the project. Merwin covers these topics to satis
faction, yet with a sense of humility : he relates that he "began translating 
with the idea that it could teach me something about writing poetry" (11), 
and sums up his theory of what translation is as, "without deliberately 
altering the overt meaning of the original poem, I [want] the translation to 
represent, with as much life as possible , some aspect, some quality of the 
poem which made the translator think it was worth translating in the first 
place" (170). He defends his translation from languages he does not know 
as part of a trend in contemporary poetry and a shift in the purpose and 
audience for poetry translations toward introducing readers to unknown 
poets from other cultures. And he gives much space to defending his han
dling of the verse form issue, stating that he began with the ambition to 
reproduce the verse forms of the original, but over time has come to aban
don the attempt when it means sacrificing potential in the English version. 
On this point, I think he is both too hard and too easy on himself: while he 
seems not to have tried even to approximate certain forms (more on this 
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later), severa l of the poems , particu larly those from the Romance lan
guages , are skillfully rendered in verse, though this may be due to Pound , 
whose influence is cited constantly in these forewords. In fact the third 
foreword, "A Retrospective Forewo rd," is in many ways a memoir of 
Merwin's love of language that pays homage to Pound. And he quotes 
some chesnuts from the man : "Translating will teach you your own lan
guage;" and "Read seeds not twigs" (287, 289). But one of the best , and 
most generous, comes from Merwin himself, as he defines what it is that 
fascinates him about translation: "there is no such thing as the final trans
lation of a poem. Only the original is unique and absolute" (281 ). 

Now, to the poems themselves . Merwin's ability to span a wide range 
of modes , forms, styles, and dictions is staggering . Bly's "trans lations" all 
end up sounding like Bly; Merwin's humility before the originals ensures 
that this collection reads much like an anthology of world literature . And 
yet his skill and sense of language and characteristic restraint are every
where present, as in these lines by 2nd-century BCE Chinese poet Liu 
Ch'e, where the image is suggested only to be swept away: 

Oh the sound of her silk sleeves 
No longer (16); 

or in these wry, bitter lines by Russian dissident poet Osip Mandelstam: 

Today is all beak and no feathers 
and it's staying that way (215); 

or this lush address to "November in Touraine" by contemporary French 
poet Robert Melanc;on: 

Chameleon month, the motley wind 
scatters you . You undress 
by the Loire, you step down 
into the water that reflects you, 
you shake your tatters 
voyager in one place. (380) 

As I alluded to earlier, he has managed to render many English trans
lations into either their original or an analog of their earlier traditional 
forms , particularly those from Latinate or Romance sources, such as 
Catullus in sapphics, or a Dante Canzone in a sestina . And translations of 
several of the more famous works in established forms at least approxi
mate the form-for instance Merwin, as many a translator, arranges his 
cantos from Dante 's Commedia and his haiku from Buson in the three
line stanzas that suggest Dante's terza rima and Buson's syllabic form 
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respectively, though Merwin does not feel obligated to stick to the rhyme 
scheme or syllable count. Which is why his section on the ghazals of 
renowned Urdu poet Ghalib are so confusing- the form, with its two-line 
stanzas, and its refrain that is turned over and over like a jewel, so that its 
many facets of meaning glitter, is in no way acknowledged, not even ges
tured at, in a way that makes the title "ghazal" meaningless . They 're love
ly poems , but they're not ghazals . 

The only other fault I find with this collection is the relative lack of 
women poets represented. Granted , of the several poems attributed to 
"Anonymous ," some may be by women. But I count less than five, from 
the over one hundred poets included. I find it hard to believe that someone 
who could translate Liu Ch'e, Catullus , and Mandelstam could not also 
manage Izumi Shikibu, Sappho, or Anna Akhmatova; that someone who 
could project his poetic imagination into so many different voices could 
not imagine some of them as feminine ; that if he thinks translation can 
teach him about writing , he apparently has nothing to learn from the 
ladies. 

While these are shortcomings of relative value to readers, there still is 
much to admire and enjoy with this collection. I encountered many 
favorite poets and several unknown (to me), and this substantial volume 
by Merwin substantially contributes to the ongoing body of world litera
ture and translation . 

Heidi K. Czerwiec 
University of North Dakota 
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Bill Tremblay, Magician's Hat . Spokane, Washington: Lynx House Press, 
2013, Pp. 80, $15.95 pb. 

Magician's Hat is a series of poems on the great Mexican muralist David 
Alfaro Siqueiros. Or so the book is presented, but I would say it reads 
more like a long poem than a collection of associated poems, the differ
ence being that the content and order of the poems build to increase the 
sum of the parts. In fact, for me the book reads almost like a novel with a 
narrative momentum, complete with flashbacks, but with this important 
distinction: it is at its core dramatic poetry. At the same time, it presents 
an underlying political argument which has as much to do with imagina
tion as it does with politics . It says something about the quality of this 
work that it operates so completely as itself on these several levels. 

It is interesting that the book begins with a scene of some opulence, 
Siqueiros at a party celebrating the unveiling of his portrait of George 
Gershwin, in Gershwin's apartment overlooking Park Avenue, but the 
book ends with a scene of poverty, "an old/ peasant leads a burro through 
the street-lit rain." Between the polarities of wealth and poverty, we find 
Siqueiros challenging the purpose and nature of art itself, concluding with 
the murals of his Polyforum in Mexico City, the subject now society and 
presented outside in open air to the public instead of within the walls of a 
New York apartment where the subject is an individual. 

The book works in part by narrative accumulation, moving through 
various scenes of Siqueiros' life and the times he confronts. The more we 
learn of Siqueiros, the more vivid become the history and politics that 
dominated his life. This observation is more than it seems. These poems 
have an objectivity that is not characteristic of the predominant posture of 
much current poetry which seems enamored with a subjective voice, often 
approaching personal memoir and perhaps rising from the same impulse 
as memoirs themselves. I have often wondered if memoir, and its parallel 
in poetry where the poet writes about him or herself, isn't so popular 
because it is an effort to assert identity within a largely anonymous world, 
in which everything, including consumers themselves, serves the profit of 
abstract and absentee owners . 

Tremblay's poem goes in another direction and like Thomas McGrath, 
holds some objective perspective rooted in history which as we know is 
larger than any individual. In both McGrath's Letter to an Imaginary 
Friend and Tremblay's Magician's Hat, we have a focus on an individual, 
but that individual, as McGrath notes about his own poem, is representa
tive of an historical perspective . While a purely subjective perspective 
might struggle against history as encroaching on the personal life ( despite 
the argument that the personal is political), these poems with their objec-
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tive perspective find the individual enmeshed in and struggling with histo
ry, which becomes as much the story as the individual. 

Siqueiros was a dramatic man, impulsive, passionate, committed to 
acting upon his beliefs as a communist. A back cover comment by James 
Moore suggests that Tremblay "write[s] him larger than life" (though 
somehow at the same time not "misrepresent[ing] him"), but I do not find 
this to be the case. For his entire life Siqueiros was involved with person
al, sometimes armed, resistance to capitalist exploitation. On several 
occasions he was imprisoned in Mexico and once was deported from the 
U.S. where, like Diego Rivera, one of his murals was painted over. He 
fought in the Spanish Civil War, rising to the rank of colonel and even 
tried to assassinate Trotsky, whom he considered a traitor. It would seem 
difficult to portray Siqueiros as other than enormously impressive (unless 
we want to diminish his life because of his political loyalties , in which 
case we need to reject a host of artists and writers). I do not think 
Tremblay launches into glorification of Siqueiros, but rather, he stays 
close to the ground . If Siqueiros seems larger than life in these poems, I 
think the reason is his ferocious devotion to his beliefs and the passions that 
drove his life. 

Central to Siqueiros' character was his belief injustice and his opposi 
tion to oppression . One scene of Siqueiros as a boy strikes me as illustra
tive of his life-long quest for social justice, certainly a motif of the book. 
A peasant worker is being whipped to death by a hacendado but at one 
point the young Siqueiros (David) interferes: "David flew down / off the 
buggy to Pancho, covered him with his body / and saw the last light of the 
young man's life / drain from his eyes. The foreman's arm/ hung in the 
air" (14) . While Moore says as a reader he is captured most by "the scenes 
of violence and the scenes of love," and those certainly exist, I find the 
most impressive part of these poems the poet's ability to communicate 
Siqueiros' commitment to his vision for humanity, both on the material 
level of political action and artistically in his painting. For Siqueiros the 
two are the same, a point that cannot be overstated. In fact, though 
Tremblay does not touch on this detail, Siqueiros criticized Diego Rivera 
for relying on Mexico's more remote history than on its current one. 
Siqueiros, dismissing the usual supposed contradiction between art and 
propaganda, saw painting as a method of immediate political instruction 
and thought Rivera deliberately distanced his work to avoid offending con
temporary authorities. In other words, Siqueiros saw his art as political action. 

And yet, it is too limiting an assessment to say that Siqueiros was 
motivated only by human justice. He was motivated by freedom, by 
vision, the sense that humanity could prevail against all its petty class 
selfishness and brutal applications of power. Tremblay presents this 
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vision quite powerfully in numerous passages but here is one when we see 
Siqueiros take refuge in a cave after his unsuccessful attempt to assassi
nate Trotsky: 

All his life he had dreamed of the people free. 
He knew now it wouldn't happen in his lifetime. 
-I see it now, the shrine I always wanted, 
the monument to those in the future who will finally enjoy, 
not the fruits of their labor, but the liberty to create . 
He stood and with the light still left 
began moving his arm, sketching shapes 
inscribing on the cave like the interior of a skull, 
of a brain, fixing in his muscles the steady 
curving fluid line of forms, women pruning 
the tree of life, men carrying babies, their bodies 
at peace in the eternal motion of harvest. (74) 

We can debate the wisdom of Sequeiros' political views, his loyalty to 
Stalin, or even try to answer the degree to which Stalin, Trotsky or Lenin 
did what was necessary, or in their engagement with the times failed to 
fully understand them; we can argue the validity of international socialist 
theory of Trotskyism or the temporary Bolshevik national state Lenin pro
posed; whether the absence of a "democratic" tradition, as Marx had 
argued was necessary before socialism could be advanced, doomed the 
socialist revolution in Russia; all of these huge historical questions 
remain, but this book is not about those particular issues . On one level 
these poems are simply about a painter who chose to take sides on some 
of these questions history presented him, but on another, they are more 
importantly about Siqueiros' assertion, through his art , of a vision for 
humanity that includes, or rather requires, the freedom to create a human 
consciousness as community ("the interior of a skull"), no longer "bound 
in service to a machine" (80), which can well be regarded as a metaphor 
for the dehumanizing labor-exploitation of capitalism. Regardless of the 
tactical decisions Siqueiros made along the way, he provided us the view 
of a collective alternative to our current embattled and bitter history . In 
this way, I find this book refreshing and somewhat historically objective 
in a time when the subjective individual sensibility dominates our poetic 
scene. On this latter point, which might deserve its own discussion, let me 
add only that the objective stance can be useful in furthering our ability to 
see ourselves more clearly as social beings. Bill Tremblay has managed to 
point out that we are, after all, a society, a world community, not merely 
an association of individuals. The last poem concludes with imagining 
such a transformation and here's the magic of Siqueiros' art and 
Tremblay's poems. 

Dale Jacobson 
University of North Dakota 

116 



Curt Meine , Editor, Aldo Leopold: A Sand County Almanac and Other 
Writings on Ecology and Conservation . New York: Library of America , 
2013. Pp. xv+ 931, $35.00 hb. 

With the release of Leopold in March of 2013, the Library of America has 
published seven books identified as belonging to the genre of natural his
tory, including the works of Bartram, Audubon, Thoreau, and Muir. The 
mission of this nonprofit publisher , which has now issued 238 volumes, 
has been "to help preserve the nation's cultural heritage by publishing 
America's best and most significant writing in durable and authoritative 
editions." Aldo Leopold's inclusion in this panoply of American authors 
is a welcome event, signifying not only that he is a major voice for how 
we should think about our ethical relationship with and responsibility to 
the land we inhabit , but also that his A Sand County Almanac is recog
nized as a classic of American autobiographical and natural history writing. 

The choice of Curt Meine as editor of this volume is not surprising. 
Meine has dedicated much of his professional life to promoting Leopold 
and his land ethic, as evidenced by the following books: Aldo Leopold: 
His Life and Work (University of Wisconsin Press, 1988; revised and reis
sued in 2010 in paperback, with an appreciation by Wendell Berry) ; 
Correction Lines: Essays on Land, Leopold, and Conservation (Island 
Press, 2004) ; and, with Richard Knight, an edition entitled The Essential 
Aldo Leopold (University of Wisconsin Press, 2006). Meine also is Senior 
Fellow for both the Aldo Leopold Foundation and the Center for Humans 
and Nature and an adjunct associate Professor at the University of 
Wisconsin where Leopold was named the first professor of game manage
ment in 1933. 

The release of Leopold on March 21, 2013, precedes by only a few 
weeks another major Leopold project in which Meine has a central role, 
introducing to even more varied and larger audiences the importance of 
Leopold's writings about our ethical relationship with the land. In April , 
PBS stations across the country aired the award-winning Green Fire, a 
2011 one-hour documentary on Leopold's life that has been seen at hun
dreds of venues nationwide. Meine is an advisor and on-screen narrator 
for the project, sponsored by the Leopold Foundation, the U. S. Forest 
Service, and the Center for Humans and Nature. He takes the reader to 
sites where Leopold's career in the U.S. Forest Service took place , as well 
as to the University of Wisconsin and to the sand counties area of 
Wisconsin in which his most influential book was written. 

Meine's editing of Leopold allows the volume to be a fitting stage for 
the writing that has given Leopold a central place in American nature 
writing. Meine does not write an introduction but instead begins immedi-
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ately with A Sand County Almanac (posthumously published in 1949) 
starting with the words of Leopold's "Foreword": "There are some who 
can live without wild things, and some who cannot. These essays are the 
delights and dilemmas of one who cannot." 

Meine is mindful that above all, as a writer Leopold is an essayist. The 
entire book's organization highlights this fact. The Almanac is followed 
by both published and unpublished addresses and essays such as "The 
History ofldeas in Game Management," from his book Game Management, 
1933; "Why the Wilderness Society?"-Leopold was one of the founders 
of the Wilderness Society in 1935; and "Land Use and Democracy," an 
essay published in Audubon in 1942, that concludes with his consistent 
thesis, "Culture is a state of awareness of the land's collective function
ing. A culture premised on the destructive dominance of a single species 
can have but short duration ." The reader will be reminded in this section 
and the one following that A Sand County Almanac is very much a sum
ming up of principles and practices that Leopold adopted over a lifetime 
and encapsulated in writing just before his death. 

Other sections of this collection of Leopold' s writings are emiched by 
the fact that Meine has selected journal entries and letters-Leopold kept 
meticulous journal s and maintained a wide correspondence throughout his 
life-that reflect not only Leopold's evolving positions on land use and 
game management but also the development of a style in which best to 
express them, culminating in the publication of A Sand County A lmanac . 
In a way, this collection is both a paean to and an analysis of this classic 
work. It allows the reader to see the lifetime of observation, discussion, 
and meditation that went into its making. 

Two of the most rewarding inclusions in this volume are the chronolo
gy and notes with which Meine concludes the book . The ten-page 
chronology serves as an incisive biographical sketch for those unfamiliar 
with Leopold's early life, career , or remarkable family who invested 
themselves willingly in his grand land management experiment from 1935 
until his death in 1948 one year before publication of A Sand County 
Almanac. In his "Notes on the Texts and Illustrations," Meine offers 
information on matters leading up to the original Oxford University Press 
publication of A Sand County Almanac, positive and critical reactions to 
the drafts from editors at prospective publishers such as Knopf and 
Macmillan-both of whom eventually rejected the manuscript-and 
Leopold's own openness to the suggestions of editors. Almost simultane
ous with his untimely death, Oxford University Press accepted his 
manuscript. His diligent editing was immediately continued by his son 
Luna, with the help of a "Reading Committee," a group that Leopold had 
chosen from colleagues and former students. They knew his intentions 
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well. The entire development of this manuscript is a lesson to writers in 
patience and perseverance that seemed to be natural to Leopold and those 
who understood his approach to writing and to nature. 

The 25 pages of "Notes" that conclude the volume are also pertinent 
to a full understanding of Leopold and his work . After providing a brief 
background of Charles W. Schwartz whose illustrations of A Sand County 
Almanac for the Oxford Press publication are included in this volume, 
Meine quotes in full a foreword Leopold wrote for a 194 7 draft of the 
book, then called "Great Possessions." This essay might well be one of 
the most salient explanations of how Leopold came to his philosophy of 
the land, mainly because it is autobiographical, tracing the development 
of his mature insights from his early career as a forester in the Southwest 
to his final experiment at the "abandoned farm on the Wisconsin River in 
northern Sauk County, only fifty miles from Madison ." Leopold writes , 

I now realize that I had always wanted to own land, and to study and 
enrich its fauna and flora by my own effort . My wife, my three sons, 
and my two daughters, each in his own individual manner, have dis
covered deep satisfactions of one sort or another in the husbandry of 
wild things on our own land . ... My experiences at the shack [once a 
chicken coop, but refurbished as living quarters for the family who 
maintained a home in Madison ] are recorded in 'Great Possessions,' 
and a dozen other essays arranged calendar-wise as 'A Sand-Country 
[sic] Almanac.' 

Yes, it was "Sand Country" until Leopold's A Sand County Almanac was 
published , making the site-on which still stands the chicken coop that 
became known lovingly as "the shack"-another mecca , like Thoreau's 
Walden and Muir's Yosemite, for those who would know the inspiration 
and the context for the literature of place in this country. 

There are other "eligible" natural history writers that the Library of 
America should consider, of course . And an entire generation of writers in 
the geme have not yet met a basic eligibility requirement of no longer 
existing other than through their writing, many inspired by Aldo Leopold. 
Meine's edition is a model for future editors of the geme. 

Robert Root, Postscripts: Retrospections on Time and Place . Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2012 . Pp. x + 200, $19.50 pb. 

Elizabeth Dodd, Horizon's Lens: My Time on the Turning World. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2012 . Pp. xiv+ 238, $19.95 pb. 
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In his essay "A Literature of Place," first published in the Port land 
Magazine in 1997, Barry Lopez explains that writing about the environ 
ment in which we live is to tell a story about one's intimacy with and vul
nerability to place, in short to create "a sense of place." Lopez says that 
indigenous people do this by understanding their communal history in a 
place and by occupying "the same moral universe as the land they sense ." 
Their relationship to the place they occupy is characterized by three quali 
ties: "paying intimate attention; a storied relationship to a place rather 
than a solely sensory awareness of it; and living in some sort of ethical 
unity with a place .... " They strive to be a part of the natural world in 
which they live and are secure in the knowledge that it will not abandon 
them. It follows that they will not abandon it. 

Nature writing that evokes a sense of place and, therefore, a meaning 
ful relationship to that place is what teachers of the genre want their stu
dents to create. The models to which they point are established works of 
American literature, among them, Thoreau's Walden, Muir's The 
Yosemite, Dillard's A Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Lopez's Arctic Dreams, 
and even Faulkner's The Bear. Yes, The Bear. Its hero Isaac McCaslin, 
the novitiate, takes the path that Lopez would have nature writers follow 
if they are to gain a sense of place . As Lopez writes, the person who 
understands a sense of place must abandon all assumptions and all imped 
imenta of civilization : 

Put aside the bird book, the analytic state of mind, any compulsion to 
identify, and sit still. Concentrate instead on feeling a place, on 
deliberately using the sense of proprioception . . .. Cultivate a sense 
of complexity, the sense that another landscape exists beyond the 
one you can subject to analysis. 

With the publication of Robert Root's Pos tscripts and Elizabeth 
Dodd's Horizon's Lens , the University of Nebraska Press continues its 
important role of bringing readers some of the most important contribu
tions to the literature of place. But both of these most recent books 
emphasize a dimension of natural history writing that is usually only 
implied in the genre: the interrelationship of time and place. The subtitles 
of Root's and Dodd's books announce their intentions clearly: 
Retrospections on Time and Place and My Time in the Turning World. 

For Root, natural sites in North America are places where moments in 
time past are likely to be rediscovered or even relived if one makes the 
necessary preparation. His pilgrimages throughout North America from 
Nova Scotia to the Four Comers and the Bitterroot Mountains are all rein 
forced by a sense of intimacy with the past. The most poignant moments 
in this book are when his encounters with place have been informed by 
nature writers like E. B. White and Henry David Thoreau . White is both 
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his guide and mentor. In a chapter entitled "The Pattern of Life Indelible" 
he writes of staying in 2002 at Belgrade Lakes, Maine, where White had 
been a frequent visitor to Great Pond. White's essay "Once More to the 
Lake," in which he sees that his experience visiting with his son in 1941 is 
inextricably linked to one he had made with his own father a third of a 
century earlier, resonates with Root. A teacher of creative writing, Root is 
drawn to this essay, which he has long admired and taught as a model of 
writing, because of its lyricism and its message that there is a recurring 
pattern to life that is instructive. He ends by writing , "Thanks to this 
essay, and the refusal of the place itself to change very much, I, who had 
never been here before, had come once more to the lake." 

Also in 2002, Root finds White's essay on Walden-first published in 
1939 in Harper 's in his column "One Man's Meat"-instructive for his 
visit to Walden. Root's chapter entitled "The Everlastingly Great Look of 
the Sky (Walden Pond, Massachusetts)" begins with an open letter to 
White about his essay "Walden." Root admits his indebtedness to Thoreau 
and to White not only for their influence on his syntax but also for their 
perspective on place and time. While the appearances of things have 
changed, the essentials have remained the same, and the essay moves 
seamlessly from the Walden of Root's 2002 visit to White's 1939 "Walden" 
to Thoreau's seminal residence at Walden from 1845-47. Nevertheless, Root 
makes a singular admission toward the end of this chapter: 

At bottom ... the essence of a nonfiction of place is its ability to 
capture that connectedness and convey it to another person, the read
er who gets to be virtual inhabitant or interloper through the pages of 
the text. Thoreau can convey that sense about Walden, and White 
can convey that sense about Great Pond, but because my connection 
to either place is only through these writers (as White's is to 
Walden) , my understanding can only be measured in terms of how 
much I recognize or fail to recognize of the earlier author ' s sense of 
place during my own time there. 

Nowhere is Root's power as a writer who can evoke the sense of time and 
place better displayed than in a chapter titled "Of Trees and Time (Warren 
Woods, Michigan)," a discussion of the Lake Michigan century-old pre
serve adjacent to the more often frequented Warren Dunes, both set up by 
Edward Warren at the end of the 19th Century. Root describes a walk 
with his wife through the ancient, never-logged, beech-maple forest with 
his wife as a revelatory experience. The Woods , he writes, 

is a chronometer with extra hands that encompass in a single tick a 
human lifetime, a historical era, a century, hands circling the clock
face on such a grand scale that no one has seen them move . It 
doesn't simply give us a window into a landscape of the historical 

121 



past. .. ; it's also an opportunity to replenish a sense of humility 
about our existence, a reminder of our inevitable place, despite our 
technology and our intellect, in an enduring and unchangeable natu
ral order. 

Root ends this book of postscripts with "Postscript to a Postscript to 'The 
Ring of Time' (Sarasota, Florida)," referring to White's 1956 essay that 
reinforces for him the fact that time and place are characterized by contin
uing patterns . Root writes, 

Time is a spiral, a corkscrew. The son walking with his father by the 
lake becomes the father walking with his son by the lake, and that 
son will one day be a father walking with his son by the lake .... 
What a blessing to be able to measure time this way. 

While both Root and Elizabeth Dodd focus on time and place in these two 
books, they take the reader on quite distinct journeys . At one site, Chaco 
Canyon in the Four Comers, their literary paths intersect. In "Ana sazi 
(The Four Comers)"-an essay previously published in NDQ-Root finds 
once again that we cannot deny the patterns of human culture . "We are all 
Anasazi," he writes of this civilization that so mysteriously disappeared 
over a thousand years ago. "Culture doesn't solidify like cooled magma; it 
is always fluid, metamorphic, protean, and even the hardest rock eventual 
ly wears away." While Dodd has this same view, she is determined to 
observe the ancient cultures she encounters through the prisms of science, 
language, and philosophy . In short, Horizon's Lens is a quest to know the 
past through a recreation of moments in time . While Root's principal lit
erary companions are relatively recent in the scheme of things, Dodd's 
companions range from ancient philosophers to field scientists with the 
latest tools and theories of their trade . Her book is based on scholarship, 
and she brings the reader into her considerable research effortlessly and 
unapologetically . In the end, however, like Root, she relies on her own 
personal experience, often meditative, to evoke both place and time. 

Dodd's table of contents barely suggest that this is a book about spe
cific locations that are normally associated with nature writing, although 
each of the chapter titles requires a place in time. The chapters have these 
titles: "Solstitial," "The Here and Now," "Belt of Venus," "Geochronicity," 
"Assemblage," "Standstill," "Ruin," "Megalithic North," "The Middle 
Fork," "Sinuous," "Long Count," "Isogloss," and "Constellation." They 
are, in fact , about locations and the cultures that have inhabited them . 
That Dodd is in search of time is a point she makes clearly in her intro
duction, "Solstitial." 
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sun and a social concept that we spin and knit. We are such brief 
biotic instances, blossoms of brevity. We want-we need-to feel 
the pulse of our existence synchronize with deeper cycles, longer fre
quencies. 

To this end, Dodd begins with a park ranger in "The Here and Now" look 
ing for solstice predictor sites, "places that can help you keep track of the 
year as it inches toward standstill." The sites they search for in Chaco 
Canyon are those discovered or enhanced art carved and painted on rock 
by Ancestral Puebloans. They, too, were fascinated by the moment time 
stands still. "You need to anticipate as well as recognize the tum of the 
year," Dodd writes, noting that the human eye sees no difference in the 
position of the sun and the length of daylight. This is a central reason for 
her quest; for she is attempting to find stasis in the here and now: 

That's were we get the word itself, so/stasis, that pause before rever
sal in the solar motion of the year. It's a pattern, not an instant, that 
reveals itself to a watcher of sunrise. So it would be useful to be able 
to count down precisely: ten days before the standstill, five, retracing 
that pattern's subsiding steps. This allows for anticipation of the past, 
remembrance of the future; such contradictions enable us to consider 
time cyclically rather than linearly. Thought takes the form of spiral, 
concentric circles, the point of human stasis ringed by emotion. 

Dodd finds that she can best understand this epiphanic moment by 
experiencing as closely as possible the way it was encountered by indige
nous people . For her that begins in language. She writes , "Time and lan
guage: two of the great mysteries. It seems to me that we float in both, 
buoyed up by forces so unutterly transcendent of the personal that the 
specificities of self and now are eclipsed by abstraction's textureless 
disk." Scholarship gives her the tools she needs. Often, too, she is accom 
panied by scientists who help her find her way. Whether it is the reading 
of petroglyphs in the southwest or meditations on the monoliths of the 
Orkneys, she has done her homework . If this seems contrary to the advice 
of Lopez, it seems to work for Dodd, who writes commandingly of her 
own achievements of proprioception. 

Both Root and Dodd have written books that, even though they are far 
different from one another in scope, could serve as models for aspiring 
nature writers . And their treatments of time offer the reader a new dimen
sion to the meaning of a sense of place . 

James Ballowe 
Ottawa, IL 
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Editor's Notes 
Long-time readers of the Quarterly will no doubt have noticed a change 
in the masthead of this issue . For the first time in 31 years , our editor 
Robert Lewis no longer heads our efforts. On August 26, 2013 , Bob passed 
away, leaving behind a remarkable legacy . His daughters and family host
ed a lovely memorial in his honor this September at the North Dakota 
Museum of Art, an institution he supported unfailingly and visited often. 

At the memorial , colleague Michael Beard talked about playing guitar 
and singing with Bob over the years . Michael would play harmony, he 
explained, because "Bob is the tune." Bob is the tune of this issue as 
well- all of the material was accepted by him . In an ironic twist, the very 
last essay ("A Requiem in Books") was not scheduled for inclusion. A 
couple of weeks ago, just as we realized we didn't have quite enough 
material , we found "Requiem" stuck on top of files in an odd comer of the 
office , complete with Bob ' s handwritten acceptance letter that had never 
been typed and sent. It fit perfectly. 

It was Bob's passions and interests that drove NDQ, and they were 
many: birding , the environment , Native American culture and history, 
Hemingway , as well as countless others . One of his most endearing traits 
was his sense of humor, which was dry, dry, dry. Early in my time at 
NDQ, Bob was proofing an issue before it went to print. Discovering that 
several pages were out of order, he congratulated me on my "new sense of 
order." Another time when I was worrying about the length of an issue, he 
suggested we print every other page. His office was littered with copies of 
jokes from The New Yorker, word plays, and handwritten quotes. There 
was one quote from Kurt Vonnegut he apparently liked so much that he 
had taped copies to various surfaces : "True terror is to wake up one morn
ing and discover that your high school class is running the country ." 

We still feel his presence . In this limited space , it's impossible to give 
a sense of such a rich and complex man. We are planning a special tribute 
issue to him which should be out in summer 2014 . 

124 



Call for Submissions 

North Dakota Quarterly, in association with the William Stafford 
Centennial 2014: One Hundred Years of Poetry and Peace, respectfully 
solicits your submissions to the upcoming William Stafford Celebration 
issue of NDQ. We seek diverse responses to William Stafford and his 
work: personal essays, direct engagement through poetry or prose, flash
fiction and non-fiction, reflections on his significance and influence, and 
more. We value diversity of approach and subject matter, so long as it 
clearly relates to Mr. Stafford. We only ask that you avoid the bone-dry, 
the stuffy, or the exclusively theoretical. We believe this celebratory issue 
should be characterized by generosity, exploration, inclusivity, and diver
sity. Political, personal and aesthetic responses are all welcome. Submit 
via email to: Stafford .Celebration@gmail.com. Submissions will be 
immediately considered, with a final deadline of January 15, 2014. 

Gl1 

Cover Date 

Yes, our calendars, probably like yours, read 2013, and this issue of NDQ 
is the fourth in Volume 78 of 2011. All subscribers receive four issues per 
year, and eventually we hope that those years will be the same as on your 
calendars and date-obsessed magazines and newspapers. 

Gl1 

Please Note: Reading Period For Fiction and Poetry 

In order to better manage the flow of submissions, we now read 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. 

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

Robert Boucheron is an architect in Charlottesville, VA. His stories , essays, and 
book reviews are in Atticus Review , Construction, Cossack Review , Digital 

Americana , Milo Review, Montreal Review , Mouse Tales Press, New England 
Review, New Orleans Review , Niche, Poydras Review, and other magazines. Web 

site: <boucheronarch.com>. 

While a student at the University of Wisconsin during the late 1960s, Fred 
Cardin lost his culture, the culture his grandparents brought with them from 
Europe . He began feeling a connection to Native Americans and their very spiritu
al cultures. The connection grows stronger as America 's corporatist culture disin
tegrates . 

Sharon Chmielarz has poems forthcoming in Epoch, Southern Humanities 

Review , and Whistling Shade. Her latest book is Love.from the Yellowstone Trail. 

Hear her read poems at<www.sharonchmielarz.com>. 

Holly Day's poetry has appeared in Hawai 'i Pacific Review , Oxford Amer ican, 

and Slipstream, and she is a recent recipient of the Sam Ragan Poetry Prize from 
Barton College. Her book publications include Music Composition for Dummies , 

and Music Theory for Dummies which has recently been translated into French , 
Dutch , German, Spanish, Russian, and Portugu ese . She lives in Minneapolis, 
teaches needlepoint, and has two children. 

Gregory Gagnon, retired UND associate professor , now teaches American Indian 
courses at Loyola University of New Orleans . In addition to several review arti

cles for NDQ, he has published reviews in American Indian Quarterly, American 
Indian Culture and Research Journal, and Choice magazine. His most recent pub
lications are in Second Thought (Summer, 2013) and in ABC-CLIO's American 

Indian Studies online (October , 2013) . 

Patricia Heim is a psychotherapist who has practiced in Philadelphia for the past 
twenty years. She writes with the Greater Philadelphia Wordshop Studio and also 
is a painter. Her essays have been published in R.KV.R. Y Quarterly Literary 

Journal (nominated for the Pushcart Prize), APIARY Magazine, and Dos Passos 
Review among others. 

Patricia Hooper's most recent books of poetry are At the Corner of the Eye and 
Aristotle's Garden. Her poems have appeared in American Scholar, Poetry, Atlantic 

Monthly , Hudson Review , Yale Review , and other magazines. She was awarded the 
2012 Laurence Goldstein Prize for Poetry from Michigan Quarterly Review. 

126 



Elizabeth Johnson is a clinical psychologist who, in addition to professional publica

tions, has had poems published in Nimrod , Bear Creek Hailat , and International 
Journal of Psychoanalytic Self Psychology . 

Monty Jones is a writer in Austin, Texas. His poems have been published , or are 

forthcoming in Quiddity, Assisi , Wilderness House Literary Review, 5-2 Crime Poetry 

Weekly, Arcadia , Southern Poetry Review , Clapboard House, Albatross , Christian 
Science Monitor, Texas Observer, and elsewhere. 

Robert King's first book, Old Man Laughing (Ghost Road Press), was a finalist for 
the 2008 Colorado Book Award in Poetry and his second, Some of These Days , 

appeared in 2013 from Conundrum Press. He recently won the Grayson Books 
Chapbook Competition with Rodin & Co. He lives in Greeley, CO, where he directs 
the Web sitewww.ColoradoPoetsCenter.org . 

Ted Kooser 's most recent book is for children, House Held Up by Trees, published by 
Candlewick Press, a New York Times Best Illustrated Book for 2012, illustrated by Jon 
Klassen. 

Neil Mathison is an essayist and short-story writer who has been a naval officer, a 

nuclear engineer, an expatriate businessman living in Hong Kong, a corporate vice
president , and a stay-at -home dad. His essays and short stories have appeared in 

Ontario Review, Georgia Review, and Southern Humanities Review, among others. He 
lives and writes in Seattle, and his Web site is http://www.neilmathison .net/ 

Susan Maurer 's Josephine Butler: A Poetry Collection, Phoenix Press International, 

is available print-on-demand worldwide. Her Perfect Dark, ungovernable press , is 
available online. She has six little books, five Pushcart nominations, two broadsides, 

and has been published in fifteen countries. She lives in New York City. 

Brian Maxwell is a Florida-based fiction writer currently living along the Space Coast 
with his lovely wife and their surfboards. Until recently he attended the University of 
North Dakota, where he had the chance to hang out with some of the greatest people 

in the world. His stories have appeared in Fugue, Evansville Review, Beloit Fiction 

Journal, Louisville Review, 580 Split, Saw Palm, Sierra Nevada Review, Wisconsin 

Review, and elsewhere. 

Brad McDuffie teaches at Nyack College. His book Teaching Salinger 's Nine Stories 
was published in the fall of 201 I. His article, "For Ernest, with Love and Squalor: The 
Influence of Ernest Hemingway on the Life and Work of J. D. Salinger," appeared in 

The Hemingway Review in the spring of 2011. His first book of poems, And the West 

Was Not So Far Away , was published in 2009. He earned his MA from SUNY New 
Paltz and is currently finishing his PhD at Indiana University of Pennsylvania. 

127 



Dana Salvador grew up on a family farm in northeastern Colorado twenty-five 
miles from the nearest town. Her work has appeared in Fourth Genre, North 
American Review, Water~Stone Review, Cold Mountain Review , and Red Rock 

Review , among others. She is a middle school teacher and mother of five-year-old 
twin boys. Her Web site is <www.danasalvador.wordpress.com>. 

David Salner worked for 25 years as an iron ore miner, steelworker, and general 
labore r. His second book, Working Here , was published by Minnesota State 
University's Rooster Hill Press in 2010. His recent poetry appears in Poetry Daily , 

Tampa Review Online , New South , North American Review , Tar River Poetry, 

Threepenny Review, and many other journals. 

Jeanine Stevens studied poetry at UC-Davis in the Creative Writing Program and 
has graduate degrees in Anthropology and Education. Her book, Sailing on 

Milkweed (Cherry Grove Collections) , was a finalist for the ABZ First Book Prize. 
She is the 2013 winner of the MacGuffin Poet Hunt judged by Philip Levine and 
has other awards from the Bay Area Poetry Coalition and the Mendocino Coast 
Writer's Conference . Her poems have appeared in journals in the United States 
and England including Evansville Review, Poet Lore , Sentinel Literary Quarterly, 

and Dragonheart. 

James Toupin, formerly general counsel of the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office 
and deputy general counsel of the U.S. International Trade Commission, lives in 
Washington, D.C. His poems have appeared in numerous print and online jour
nals, garnering a couple of Pushcart nominations. New work is scheduled to 
appear in Ardor Literary Magazine, Blast Furnace, and online at Virginia 
Quarterly Review. He has also published a translation of Selected Letters of Alexis 

de Tocqueville (University of California Press) and is an author of legal texts , 
most recently a vo lume on misconduct issues in patent litigation from 
Lexis/Nexis. He teaches in the law school at American University . 

Anne Valley-Fox is the author of How Shadows Are Bundled (University of New 
Mexico Press, 2009), Point of No Return (La Alameda Press, 2006), Fish Drum 

15 (Fish Drum Press, 1999) and Sending the Body Out (Zephyr Press, 1986). She 
published Your Mythic Journey (with Sam Keen, Jeremy P. Tarcher/Putnam, 
1989) and is co-editor of five oral history collections from the New Mexico 
Federal Writers ' Project (Sunstone Press, 2008-2013). 

128 


	20221011162347415
	20221011162016809
	20221011162200502
	20221011162311921

