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I Am Lady Open 
Robert Day 

lhe Story of Fox News, Angry Ivan, Sir Robert Shrink , West 
Jesus Land, Kansas, and lhe Rest of America 

My name is Sallie French, but ev
eryone calls me Lady Open. I 
spray-painted it on both sides of my 
Datsun 260z . On the hood as well . 
A very old model I got from this man 
who lived with me until I shot him in 
the foot with a .25 purse pistol. Took 
the tip of his Great Toe off. Clean off. 
Then he moved out . He's just down 
the street in a doublewide parked at 
his sister's that she and her husband 
lived in while they built a house . 
She's a saint to take him in . I owe her. 
But then she owed me, so we're even . 
Only one day I need to return the 
purse pistol. His name is Ivan. Her 
name is Carol Jane . She's a nurse. Al's 
her husband . The man who named 
me Lady Open is George . 

I always wanted a Z car because 
of that joke about the snail. I can't 
remember jokes but Ivan could. He 
used to be full of jokes before he took 
early retirement from driving a road 
grader for the county . You could nev
er empty him out. You got to like a 
man who treated you to a good joke. I 
did. But these days, after he's watched 
a shitload of Fox News with his bud 
dies at the Cottonwood Coffee Shack, 
he's pretty jokeless. You got to think 
twice about something that robs you 
of your sense of humor. 

Women can't run, read maps, or re
member jokes, Ivan used to say when 
I'd ask him to tell the snail joke again . 

You're right, I'd say. Just tell the joke . 
It's not like I'd put Joan Rivers on the 
Z car, and then I'd be dead . 

There is this snail, Ivan says, who 
wants to buy a Datsun 260z. But in
stead of a Z on the side . .. And then 
I remember the rest of it, but I'd let 
Ivan go on so he can be pleased with 
himself. Like I said, he's the one who 
bought me the car. I'll give him that. 

What I do is open things for peo
ple . Cans. Bags. Anything shrink
wrapped . Most of what you buy these 
days is tough to open. Especially for 
the old, though some of my folks are 
not all that old. I'm not that old my
self. Men give me the once over when 
I'm out and about . Or shopping at 
Food Bonanza. George did . 

I have my folks, as I call my cli
ents . I have my route . I have my 
days. Mornings, mostly, so you can 
get on with your life . I also come 
out at night if there's an emergency, 
which sometimes there is with med
icine tops, and once with Listerine . 
This woman forgot about it when I 
stopped by the morning before . She 
has this thing about her teeth because 
she says a friend of hers died from 
gum disease . The week before I had to 
open a value pack of dental floss and 
make sure they were all started so she 
could floss 10 times a day. 

The problem with Listerine is, 
first of all, they sell the big bottles in 
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packs of two and you have to cut off 
the plastic wrapper that holds them 
together. She can do that with a steak 
knife . Next, you have to cut the plas 
tic wrapper off the top . She can't do 
that. Then it has this big top that you 
push in from the sides to open it. The 

top is black, so you can't tell where to 
push unless you know . And even then 
it's tough. I lefr it un locked but she 
turned it the wrong way and, click, 
it locked itself up again . Everybody's 
a little mental about something, and 
if you go through an economy pack 
of dental floss and a large bottle of 
Listerine every week, it's more than 
your teeth that are giving you trou
ble . Anyway , that's an emergency . I 
don't charge extra for an emergency. 
Not for my regular folks. 

What's to open besides medicine 
tops and Listerine? Cans of all kinds, 
even the ones with pull -tabs . Gelato 
ice cream, if it's got a plastic wrap 
around the top . I use the scissors in 
my Swiss Army Knife . 

This one man buys only Dark 
Chunk Chocolate Gelato, and to 
make life easier he gets them by the 
dozen and I open them all and he 
puts them in his freezer. I tell him he 
ought to meet the dental floss woman 
because if she ate Dark Chunk Choc
olate Gelato she might not worry so 
much about her teeth . And I tell her 
about him. No more cats. No more 
dogs . No more men , says the dental 
floss woman . No thanks, says Dark 
Chunk Chocolate Gelato . If they 
lived together I would open for both 
of them at the same price . 

Most of my folks are by them 
selves. No kids around to help. No 
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grandkids . Not all that many in Cot
tonwood who haven't lefr for Den 
ver. Eight -man football at the high 
school. We're not as bea t up as Bly or 
Blaze, but we got empty houses not to 
be sold because nobody's coming to 
town to buy. More of us pushing up 

soapweed than riding to cattle . Still, I 
got enough business and might could 
have more. 

There is this guy who buys bones 
for his dog that are shrink -wrapped. 
His wife says they're nasty. That's her 
word . Nasty . The same with the suet 
cakes for the birds . I'm on his side be
cause it seems to me she might help 
out, living off his retirement as they 
are . But no . Nasty is nasty, is what 
she says when I come by. 

I work in the garage on his work
bench. On ly once did she come out 
and then it wasn't to help, but only 
to say why did they have to spend 
good money hiring me . The damn 
dog didn't need bones and the birds 
could live off bugs just fine. Now the 
workbench was nasty from all the nas
ty work I was doing, which I figured 
meant I was nasty too . I kept opening 
bones and suet cakes but I thought 
to myself, I'd be pleased to lend her 
husband my .25 purse pistol if he ever 
wanted to shoot her in the foot. Just 
thinking about it starts me trying to 
remember that joke Ivan told about a 
man's wife who bothered him while he 
was currying his horse and the horse 
kicked and killed her, but I can't get it 
to come . I call her Lady Nasty . 



There are two men who have me 
open wine for them. One has bottles 
with corks and a girlfriend young
er than he is. I can only hug her, he 
tells me when I open two bottles for 
an evening they are having together. 
I come late to light the candles even 
though I guess they could do that. I'd 
like to have candles on the table when 
coming to dinner. Sure. And hugging 
is fine even at my age. Maybe bet
ter, to tell the truth. Now that Ivan's 
gone, no more men in my house. I've 
had my fill. I'm emptied out. 

The other guy buys wine in boxes 
with bags inside them. You have to 
pry open the tab on the front of the 
box, then pull out this spigot that has 
this tiny piece of tape to pull off. It's 
not that his hands are bad, he just 
can't see well enough to do it. I stop 
by Fridays. By then the old box is 
pretty much drained, so I rip it open 
and squeeze what's left into a peanut 
butter jar. Then I open the new one . 
A box lasts about a week including 

the peanut butter jar. He tells me his 
daughter is in California these days, 
but she might come visit. I doubt it. 
She's the one who sent him a Food 
Bonanza Coupon for a case of Smart 
Water. Talk about something hard to 
open. He's Mr. Box Wine to me. The 
other guy is Mr. Bottle Wine . 

This one woman who is now dead 
had me open DVDs for her. They'd 
come in the mail and she couldn't 
get them open because they are 
shrink-wrapped. Then you have to 
push some kind of button in the mid
dle of the DVD to get it out. Once 
I showed her, she could do it herself. 

One day she asked me to go 
through her ballpoint pens and throw 
away the ones that didn't write. She 
put me at her kitchen table with a 
pad of paper to try out the pens and a 
trashcan underneath for the bad ones. 
Out of a hundred and twenty eight, 
seventy-six didn't write. Well, some 
worked, but badly, and she said that 
fifty-two would probably last her the 
rest of her life . She was right about 
that. Anyway, she's the one who got 
me started sorting ballpoint pens for 
my folk. By now I've got most every
body good to go. No extra charge. 

The reason Carol Jane owes me is 
because of Al. He's getting dried out 
and fixed mentally . It's been a while 
and it's going to be a while more. Not 
that he drank that much but on week
ends. All weekend. Nobody thinks 
he's coming back from the state men
tal ward. Ever. He's the reason I have 
my .25 purse pistol. Carol Jane gave it 
to me from what was left of the guns 

Al had bought. Maybe fifty or more. 
Carol Jane didn't count . 

Not that Al was a hunter. He just 
got to hearing voices in his head that 
he was going to lose his guns even 
though he didn't have any guns. So he 
started buying them. And he didn't 
get the idea from Ivan or Fox News. 
He wasn't retired. He didn't work for 
the county. He was the assistant man
ager at Food Bonanza and I'd see him 
putting out cases of cans and wearing 
a head-set with a black button in his 
lefr ear and a mike attachment com
ing around to his mouth . 

Then one day he came home with 
a rifle. Carol Jane asked him about it 
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but he didn't say anything, just put 
it against the wall in their bedroom . 
Then the next day he brought home 
three shotguns. We have a Buck Dy 
nasty gun store which is some kind 
of rip -off from a television show I 
don't know who would watch. It sells 

anyt h ing you'd need to kill anything 
that's alive . It's full of camouflage 
clothing, heated boots, deer stands 
for what I don't know because we 
don't have a lot of trees out here . 
Bows and arrows . Racks of guns. 
Cases of pistols. All kinds of dead an
imal heads on the wall from what the 
men have shot. I remember this man 
shot a big buck right in Cottonwood 
as it was walking through the park. It 
made the paper with a picture of him 
giving the head to Buck Dynasty . I 
was in there once with Carol Jane 
when she sold back Al's guns all at 
half price. I told the owner his store 
should be called Buck Nasty, but he 
didn't think that was funny. 

Two days after Al brings home the 
shotguns, he brings home half a dozen 
pistols . Revolvers like in John Wayne 
movies . Big handguns our Badge and 
Bullets cops wear around town that 
shoot these huge shells by just pulling 
the trigger and then it loads another 

automatically . Bang . Bang. 
When Carol Jane asks Al about 

the guns, he doesn't say anything but 
points to his left ear. Then he gives 
her a small pistol for her purse . That's 
what she gave me . It's a .25 automatic, 
she says. 

We have Home Health out here , 
and other kinds of government ser
vices for the old and crippled up . But 
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most of my folks aren't that old. They 
just need to have things opened . And 
sometimes filled. George has me put 
razor blades into this Schick Injector 
he uses . He told me his father gave it 
to him . He's about the oldest of the 
folks I got. He was the one ahead of 

me at Food Bonanza with a four pack 
of Ocean Spray cranberry juice and 
asked the checkout girl if she'd cut off 
the plastic rings that held the bottles 
together and the girl says, we don 't 
do that. I said I would, and I took 
out my Swiss Army Knife and cut 
the bottles free . You are Lady Open, 
says Mr. Cranberry Juice. Here, I say 
to the checkout girl, you can at least 
throw this away, and she says, I don't 
throw away trash for anyone. My 
guess is she was a blood relative to 
Lady Nasty . Anyway, George is how I 
got my start. I think he was sweet on 
me from then on . 

Some of my folks do get Home 
Health. Nurses checking in on them 
if they've had a fall. For shots. Car 
ol Jane is a nurse for that. We've got 
diabetes in the men from eating too 
high on the hog . And glazed donuts 
at the Coffee Shack in the morning so 
full of grease you could wring them 
out into a puddle. That's Ivan for you. 
Not me. I'm into app les and oranges . 
The Coffee Shack is where the men 
with less than nothing to do meet 
every morning with Fox News telling 
them what to think. Ivan included . 
Nothing's funny by the time they're 
heading home . Ivan especially . 

We've also got the Sunset Shuttle 
for folks who have a hard time driv 
ing from the country into Cotton -



wood . Or even around Cottonwood . 
To Blaze to see relations. I don't do 
rides. But I'm glad the county does . 
Ivan thinks it's just a waste of mon 
ey. That 's all the government does, he 
says, is waste money . Flushes my tax 
dollars into a cesspool full of no-good 
Washington bureaucrats whose job it 
is to p(1cmp it down the sewer line to 
the lazy colored in Cleveland. Talk 
about a government shooting itself in 
the foot. And with my money . 

When he goes on like this, I tell 
him I'm going to shoot him in his 
foot, even though it's his mouth chat 
should be duck taped shut . He listens 
to Rust Limpball on the truck radio 
coming home from Fox News . He 
tells me it's Rush Limbaugh. 'I know 
it's Rush Limbaugh, I say. You're just 
being smart -assed, he says. 

Last week when I stopped by, 
George had fixed me lunch. Usually I 
put him in the middle of the morning 
run, but he called to say better toward 
noon. Sure . When I got there he had 
me open a packet of greeting cards. 
They were shrink -wrapped. I had to 
be careful not to cut into the cards . 
For jobs like that my Swiss Army 
Knife scissors are too big. I got these 
tiny shears you use to cut your toe
nails . They were Ivan's . He had half 
a dozen all over the house because he 
was always cutting his fungus-filled 
toenails and leaving the clippings 
where they fell. Now chat he's one 
toe short he doesn't need so many 
clippers, so I kept a pair. No more 
Ivan, no more fungus among us. Out 
the door with one , into my vacuum 
cleaner with the ocher . 

After I opened the cards, George 
handed me packets of nuts his daugh
ter had sent him from a Southwest 
Airlines flight. I get chose from ocher 
clients . The packets have chis place 
marked where you are supposed to 
rip it open, but nobody can do it. I 
can't do it. So I use my Swiss Army 
Knife scissors and George puts the 
nuts into a bowl. There were four or 
five packets . You'd think his daughter 
would come and see him from Den
ver now and then, but no . She sends 
him Southwest Airlines nuts. 

I've never been on an airplane but I 
got to wondering ifI might get a job on 
Southwest Airlines opening their nut 
packets. I wouldn't charge anything to 
ride along . Just as long as it was round 
trip so I'd be back in Denver the same 
day. But Ivan said the government 
wouldn't let me on the plane with my 
Swiss Army Knife . Maybe . 

After I put the airline nuts in the 
bowl, George says come into the 
kitchen, I've made us lunch. And he 

has. With flowers on the table and a 
meal all laid out on matching plates, 
he's put on a tablecloth with match 
ing napkins. There were glasses and a 
pitcher of something red in it. 

The lunch was a soup you buy in 
containers at Food Bonanza and a 
salad as well, all made up. He had 
these packets of salad dressing and 
he says, you'll have to sing for your 
supper, and asks me to open the salad 
packets and I do. Then he pours us 
both what 's in the pitcher . Cranberry 
juice. It 's good for your bladder, he 
says, then raises his glass, and I pick 
mine up as well. Soup to nuts, he says. 
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One day when Ivan gets home 
from Fox News, he starts in on so

cialism. I can't even stop them from 
giving me Medicare, he says . That's 

socialism . Next year the govern

ment is going to make me a social
ist. How about instead of shooting 

you in the foot, I say, I shoot you 
dead the day before your Medicare 
card comes? It's not funny, he says . 

Socialism isn't funny . You being 
smart-assed isn't funny. And then 

he goes on about how the govern

ment gave some university a grant 
to study why people laugh . Or how 
they laugh. Or the way they look 
when they laugh. They wouldn't 

use you for a subject, I say. You tell 
me one thing the government has 
ever done that's any good, he says. 

Hire you, I say. I didn't work for 

the government, he says, I worked 
for the county . I tell him that if 
he'd get his Fox News buddies to 

dig his grave and stand so he'd fall 

face down into it, I'd shoot him 
the evening of August 27, which is 

the day before he turns 65. His Fox 

News buddies would have to fill in 
the hole . Free . But if his Fox News 
buddies want the same deal when 
their times come, there's a charge . 

No free deaths from Lady Purse Pis
tol. Bang . That's not funny, he says. 

This is serious . Socialism is serious . 

I charge ten dollars a call. It pays 

my gas . I get gifts . Tips . Leftovers. 
Re-gifts. We have a Women-in-Need 

and sometimes one of my folks will 
have a box for me to take there say

ing, go through it first for anything 
you'd like. Most of us have too 
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much already. Cottonwood has three 

Self-Storage Units and they are full 
so there is talk of building another. If 
they do, there will be more Self-Storage 

Units than bars. Times are changing 
when that's the case . We're dying out 

and leaving Self-Storage Unit stuff 

behind. Mostly I never need a re-gift 

or what's in the Women-in-Need box. 
Ivan would want it all. He became his 
own Self-Storage Unit. I hate clutter 

and he was clutter all by himself with 

that crap he hauled into my house . I 

should have known better. 
It took him a month to get it all 

out, limping around as he had to af

ter I shot his toe off, first him bum
bling about with a crutch, then with a 
cane . He'd get his Fox News buddies 

to help, but if you sit on your ass three 

hours every morning eating glazed 

donuts and pissing and moaning 
about the government, you haven't 

got much piss and vinegar for work . 

Now I'm started just thinking about 
it. What makes me angry is Ivan be
ing angry . That's no way to live . 

More and more is coming on the mar

ket that's tough to open . I just bought 
some frozen fish at Food Bonanza in a 

big plastic bag. It has a picture of a pair 
of scissors in the upper right hand cor
ner, so I know I'm supposed to cut there. 

Then there is a symbol like a zipper I 
don't understand, but since the pack

age is still not open after I cut it the first 

time, I cut it there as well. Two cuts to 

get a piece of frozen catfish from about 

half a dozen inside, shrink-wrapped to 

boot. And "farm raised," I see it says. 
What kind of catfish is "farm raised"? 



After I cut the package a second 
time, I think maybe I was supposed 
to un-zip it, but now I've cut the zip
per off even though there wasn't a 
zipper, but something else. And when 
I look at it, I see they wanted me to 
unseal it then re-seal it, so I try that 
even if it's no longer attached to the 
bag because I think maybe I should 
practice for my folks . It doesn't work. 
Well, after I put it flat on the kitch 
en table and use my thumb, it sort of 
works. Finally, I got my catfish out. 
It's shrink -wrapped so tight that I 
have to use a box cutter and trim it all 
around. What madness is this, all for 
a piece of catfish? I' 11 tell my folks I've 
got enough to share if they want the 
"farm raised" kind . 

Caro l Jane says I'm into the learn 
ing curve. After a while it gets easier. 
She also thinks I should start a fran
chise . I'm not sure what that means. 
Begin an Internet site with Lady 
Open's Ratings for The Rest of Amer 
ica. Like I have a computer. 

The truth is, I didn 't start open
ing with George at Food Bonanza . I 
started with crayons at the pre -school 
here in Cottonwood. I was a teacher's 
aid. It was a pleasure. I opened cray
ons and pencil packs and packets of 
drawing paper for the kids . The pay 
wasn't much, but enough if you live 
alone and are careful. When Ivan 
moved in he said I didn't have to 
work. So I quit. That was a mistake . 
But he said if I wanted something to 
open, I could open his XL Hershey's 
Special Dark Chocolate bars. He'd 
have me buy them by the value pack. 
Sure, I said, just to be nice . 

There is this Easy-Open place on 
the back, but it isn't that easy to un
derstand, and even when you do, it's 
not easy to use. In fact, I didn't even 
know it was there for a long time and 
kept cutting the bars open at the XL 
end with my Swiss Army scissors un 
til one day I turned it over. When I 
finally opened the chocolate bar top 
to bottom on the back, Ivan ate the 
whole thing at once. Then after he 
retired, it was glazed donuts in the 
morning, Hershey's Special Dark 
for lunch until I stopped being nice . 
Otherwise, how much fun was that 
going to be for Carol Jane when they 
cut off the rest of his toes with dia 
betes and he's limping around her 
doublewide going blind even though 
she's a nurse for that. 

After Al bought thousands of dol
lars worth of guns at Buck Nasty, 
his checks starting bouncing . That's 
when Carol Jane had to go to court 
to gee him committed. Not just sent 

to Happy Hope to dry out, but to 
the state mental ward. I had to say I 
heard how Al talked about the voic
es in his head. More than once, the 
judge asked? Yes, I said. Two or three 
times Carol Jane had me over, usually 
just before Al would get home from 
work bringing in more guns. Did 
you ask Al why he was buying guns? 
asked the Judge. Yes, I said . All the 
time, Al was in the courtroom turn 
ing his head up and down and back 
and forth like he was trying to pick 
up some signal from outer space. 

What'd he say? asked the Judge. 
He said Jesus told him the Russians 
were coming to take away his guns, I 
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said. Anything else? asked the Judge. 
No, I said. I was a little worried about 
Jesus talking to Al because we've got 
more than our share ofJesus out here . 
There are big signs on all four sides of 
town and some in town saying Jesus 
Is Real, plus twice as many churches 

as bars and Storage Units combined. 
For all I knew, the Judge might be 
hearing Jesus in his head. What goes 
around, comes around. Carol Jane 
says that in The Rest of America we 
are called West Jesus Land, Kansas . 
She might know, as she lived there 
before she moved here. 

The Judge looks down at some 
papers and then over at Al who is 
turning his head this way and that . 
Then he asks Carol Jane if she had 
anything to say. She said she didn't 
have the money to pay for all the 
guns and that Food Bonanza would 
give Al medical leave and insurance 
if the Judge would send him to the 
state mental ward. So ordered, said 
the Judge . 

Even after Ivan's Fox News buddies 
moved him out, there was stuff left 
over so I had them put it in the garage 
I've got for the Z car where there's 
enough room on the west side. Then 
it took me two more days to get the 
place back like when I had it to my
self. I don't see the use of a man you 
have to clean up after unless they are 
bringing home wages, and then it's a 
close call. Carol Jane says that when 
Al got put away she missed talking 
to him. Not that they talked about 
much, but it was something. I don't 
miss that with Ivan, angry as he was 
about nothing he could do anything 
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about. Like the Fox News men at 
the Coffee Shack are going to repeal 
Obama Care because they got a sugar 
jag and a caffeine-talking high. Some 
of them can't even button up their 
barn doors from what I saw of them 
helping Ivan move out. Not that any 

stallions were about to get loose . 

George always seemed to have 
something for me to open. Usually I 
just stop by my folks once a week to 
see what they've got. Sometimes I get 
a call when pills come in the mail and 
they're worried about running out, 
but mostly I put them on a schedule, 
Monday through Friday. I've got ten, 
down from a dozen when the woman 
who had me toss pens died, and after 
what happened to George . Not that 
I know what happened to George. 
Well, I do . I do . 

One day he wasn't there. It was 
about a week after he'd called to say 
he needed me to open a four pack of 
yogurt, and could I stay for lunch? 
He'd been doing that about twice a 
month since when we had cranberry 
juice . Lunch was always something 
good, and usually it had something 
I could open so he could say, you'll 
have to sing for your supper. One 
time he had me pat him on the cheek. 
My father's Schick Injector, he says. 
Thank you. You're welcome, I say. 

After lunch he asked me to help 
him sort through keys . He wanted 
to throw away what didn't work any
more. Old cars . Changed locks in the 
house. But mainly he was looking for 
the key that opened a drawer where 
his wife kept her jewelry . He thought 
he'd give it to his daughter after all 



these years. Maybe she'd come to get 
it. You'd still be Lady Open, he says. 
Sure, I say. 

The most difficult jobs I have are 
with what 's shrink-wrapped . Dog 
bones from the pet section of Food 
Bonanza that Lady Nasty's hus 
band buys . Shrink -wrapped DVDs. 
Shrink -wrapped cheese, the kind that 
woman who died on me cou ldn't get 
off with a knife and stuck herself in 
her hand . And when I tried , I stuck 
myself as well. By now the cheese had 
two holes in it , so I cou ld peel it off. 
Ne xt time, she said, let's try my hair 
dryer. I'll practice at home, I said . 
And I did it on a holiday nut ball one 
of my folks gave me and all that hap 
pened was that it melted the plastic 
into the nut ball and ruined it. 

I may be Lady Open here in West 
Jesus Land, Kansas , but there is a 
guy in The Rest of America who is 
Sir Robert Shrink Wrap. Talk about 

a man who needs to be shot in the 
foot every day of his life . If some
body doesn't stop him , he's going 
to shrink -wrap anything that's loose 
and not in cans. Apples. Baked po 
tatoes. Sticks of butter once you get 
inside the box. Pears . I like pears. 
Sure , Sir Robert, shrink -wrap pears. 
And while you're at it, shrink-wrap 
bananas too. How about light bulbs? 
They 'd be easy in those cartons . But 
like the butter, keep the carton and 
shrink -wrap the bu lbs . Eggs. Same 
deal. Shrink -wrap the eggs one at a 
time but keep the carton. Not even 
Ivan's toenail fungus clippers cou ld 
get it off. And no doubt I'd pop the 

bulb and soft boil the eggs with my 
hair dryer. 

C arol Anne says in The Rest of 
America they shrink -wrap boats be
fore they put them away for winter. 
I doubt it, but maybe so. I wouldn't 
open a boat for somebody mental 
enough to do that . 

I'm trying to think what it's like to 
be George with his daughter gone to 
Denver and not coming back, and his 
wife dead from that car wreck years 
ago, and here he is having me to lunch 
a couple of times a month. I know 
what that's about, but I don 't know 
what it's like to be George . G ossip has 
it he got a pick-up load of insurance 
money from his wife's death as the 
mi lk truck was to blame, but money 's 
not a wife . My guess is he's past even 
hugging, not that I mind . 

This last time he took me by the 
hand as we went into the kitchen. He 
told me he 'd written his daughter in 
Denver about us, the one who sends 

him Southwest Airlines nuts and 
stuff. That 's when he showed me his 
wife's jewelry and said I cou ld have a 
string of pearls, but I thought better 
about it and he seemed a bit sad that 
day at lunch. It was a week later th at 
I got one of those cards I'd opened 
for him and it says he's in Denver, but 
he'd rather be in Cottonwood with 
me singing for my supper. His hand 
writing had the shakes to it. 

One day Ivan came home from 
Fox and Rust to say guess who shot 
himself in the foot today, and sure 
enough it was some senator from The 
Rest of America who said that the 
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government should try to stop the 
mentals from buying sub-machine 
guns to mow down kids in grade 
schools . That's gun control, Ivan 
says. I say, how about we give the kids 
sub-machine guns before they go to 
school and everyone will be safe? Hand 

them out on the morning bus. Gun 
control isn't funny, Ivan says. Social
ism isn't funny. The government isn't 
funny, he says. 

If you think about it the way I do, 
Ivan shot himself in the foot after I 
told him plenty of times that I'd do 
it for him if he didn't shut up. That's 
what's not funny . 

Carol Jane claims that in The Rest 
of America they have a saying that a 
woman needs a man like a fish needs 
a bicycle. I don't own a bicycle. I don't 
want a bicycle . For sure I don't want 
frozen catfish you can't open except 
with box cutters. If I wanted a man, 
I'd rather him ride a horse than a bi
cycle . And catch us fresh catfish out 
of the Whitewoman like Ivan used 
to do, taking me with him after work 
summers or on weekends. It was a 
pleasure. Sometimes what they say 
in The Rest of America doesn't make 
any more sense than Rust Limpba ll. 

One day Ivan came back from 
the Coffee Shack with how people 
cheat on Foo d Stamps, and on the 
way home Rust Limpball filled him 
to the brim with a government study 
on why people scratch itches. Then he 
goes, there was this woman senator 
from back east who shot herself in 
the foot by saying everybody should 
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have Medicare . Not just folks over 
65 . That turns the who le country into 
socialists . We'll be like France. Who 
wants to live like we're in France? 
I could shoot the whole country, 
I say. The French aren't funny, he 
says. My last name is French, I say. 

You're not funny, he says. You're just 
smart-assed . You're not Lady Open, 
you're Lady Smart-Assed . Paint that 
on the Datsun. That's when I decided 
to shoot him in the foot. 

These days I get some pleasure be
ing alone . More so just talking to my
self inside my head about my folks, 
how I help them out, why I am Lady 
Open, my Z car, the woman who 
died after I tossed out all those pens . 
George . I think a lot about George 
and how he got me started and how 
he became sweet on me . I can't think 
what to do about him. The card had a 
return address. 

The other day I went by his house 
and there was a Men -on-the-Move 
van and a car with Colorado plates 
with a U -Haul trailer. It looked to 
me as if they were done so I drove off 
Some things are better not to know 
about. I haven't been back by. No
body else on my route is on the way, 
coming or going. Caro l Jane says the 
house is up for sale. 

I'm thinking maybe I shouldn't 
have shot Ivan in the foot. What was 
the point? It wasn't like I was getting 
even with him for being who he was . 
And to be fair, he hadn't always been 
angry . We had some good times . Bet
ter to save the foot shooting for Sir 



Robert Shrink Wrap . Who am I to 
shoot the man who gave me my Z 
car? Doesn't that make me Lady An
gry? I don't want to be Lady Angry . I 
want to be Lady Open. 

Carol Jane says it was the only way 
to get Ivan out of the house, and she 
was probably right about that. But 
the rest of it, Rust and Fox News, the 
Coffee Shack glazed donuts grease 
balls going on about socialism, what 
did it matter to me? When Ivan came 
back from the Coffee Shack I could 
have left to see my folks. 

Afrer I drove by George's, I drove 
by Carol Jane's. Ivan's truck was 
there, parked by the doublewide. I 
slowed down, but didn't stop . Maybe 
I should have . Maybe not . I wonder 
if he opens his own Hershey bars. I 
might could be of use to him even if 
he's no use to me. What am I to think 
about my thinking? If I had stopped, 
I could have returned Carol Jane's 
purse pistol. I drove home. 

I'm getting new folks. One woman 
had me over to open battery packs for 
her. Also, her son had new lights and 
ceiling fans put in her house and they 
don't use a switch but a remote, and 
that's what needed the batteries. But 
she couldn't open the remote to put 
them in. And while I was there, would 
I open the place for the batteries on 
the remote. Life was better with on-off 
light switches, she says. The same for 
television. I put her on my route . 

Another new client got my name 
from the man who's married to Lady 
Nasty . She feeds birds from bags with 
this strip you are supposed to pull to 
open it. She can move the bags but 

can't get the strip to work. It's like the 
Southwest Airlines nuts, sometimes I 
can get it to work, but sometimes it 
takes my Swiss Army Knife. At least 
it's not shrink -wrapped. 

The week after I drove by George's, 
Mr. Box Wine man called to ask if 
I'd open his Smart Water bottles . The 
whole case. Sure. I had to study them 
awhile but finally I got it . Not like 
they made it easy. You have to unlock 
the top first, then flip a small lid. He 
tells me his daughter was watching 
Doctor Pill on television and people 
his age should not get dehydrated, so 
she's going to send him a gift coupon 
at Food Bonanza for a case of Smart 
Water once a month. Let me fix you 
lunch afterward, he says when I'm 
done. I need to keep going, I say. 

Now that Ivan is gone, Carol Jane 
thinks I should have Lady Open house 
parties where I charge a fee to teach 
people how to open packages. Like 
Tupperware parties, she says. Even get 
a franchise for Swiss Army Knives and 
sell those along with the lessons. That's 
where I could make my money. 

But I don't want people in my house 
because they'd be clutter all by them 
selves, and with no-fungus-among -us
angry-Ivan stashed in her doublewide, 
I like the peace to my life. No bicycle. 
No man . Besides, I like to visit my 
folks. There's a pleasure coming into 
their house, a pleasure in opening 
what needs to be opened, a pleasure 
in leaving knowing I've been helpful. 
Plus there's a pleasure in the coming 
and going in my Datsun 260z while I 
try to remember the snail joke. There 
was this snail . .. Why should I give 
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up all that to sell Swiss Army Knives? 
This is not The Rest of America . This 
is Cottonwood, Kansas. West Jesus 
Land, Kansas. 

When I shot Ivan in the foot I 
had him step outside so I wouldn't 

put a hole in the floor and then he'd 
bleed all over the carpet. It was my 
house he'd moved himself into . That 
was my fault but I didn't have to pay 
for it more than once, and Ivan was 
once enough. 

I need to show you a leak in the out
door spigot, I say. I don't fix plumb
ing, he says. Just come and look to 
tell me if it's something simple . So 
he steps outside and I have my purse 
pistol .25 in my back pocket and I 
come up to him from the side and 
shoot him through his ratty sneakers 
that he won't take off coming into the 
house even if they are full of mud. I 
aim for the right Great Toe and hit it 
so that it takes the tip off to the end 
of the fungus. A purse pistol .25 is 
not what you need to shoot the whole 
Great Toe off, but for the tip it works 
just fine. 

You stay right where you are, I 
say. What the fuck was that about? 
he says. Fox News, I say. And that's 
when Carol Jane drives up because 
I had told her I'd need her at 1 
P.M. sharp to fix Ivan enough so we 
wouldn't have to take him to the hos
pital where they'd report a gun-shot 
wound to the sheriff. Either that or 
Ivan could say he'd done it to himself, 
but I didn't want to take any chances. 
Carol Jane takes off his sneaker and 
you can smell it a yard away. Bury 
that, she says and pours alcohol on 
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Ivan's toe. By now he's on the ground 
oinking like a stuck hog. He'll live, 
says Carol Jane . Good clean shot. 
Bullet wounds are sterile. Then she 
bandages him up and puts a toe 
guard on and bandages that saying, 
you're coming with me . We pull him 

off the ground and load him into her 
car. You don't get to keep the 260z he 
starts in yelling. It's in my name . Car 
ol Jane props his foot out the window . 
Off they go and his head is shaking 
back and forth and he's yelling at me 
about me being Lady Smart-Assed 
plus something more I don't know 
what. I just stand there . 

What's to yell back? How about, 
if you don't watch out I'll send Sir 
Robert Shrink Wrap to do a number 
on your head? How about, I'd still 
be willing to shoot you before you 
become a socialist if you take your 
sneakers to the grave . 

But nothing smart-assed came to 
mind . I'm standing there watching 
him with his foot out the window, 
all the time yelling until just before 
he's out of sight I see him pull his foot 
out of the window and onto the dash
board. It made Carol Jane's driving 
wobble. I don't say a thing . 

Maybe it was knowing that when I 
went back into my house there wasn't 
going to any anger , not even me being 
smart -assed. Maybe it was thinking 
about George. And the pearls he tried 
to give me, and how he seemed sad 
I'd said no thank you. Maybe it was 
Mr. Box and Mr. Bottle with their 
wine, and how Mr. Box Wine was 
starting to get sweet on me. Or that 
woman who had me sort through 



her ballpoint pens. Maybe it was 
knowing that for sure I was going to 
return Carol Jane's purse pistol, driv
ing it back in my Z car with the win
dows down, the breeze in my hair. 
Or knowing how I've beat Sir Rob
ert Shrink Wrap here in West Jesus 
Land, Kansas. Maybe it was thinking 
I'll go back to work as a teacher's aid . 
Or the pleasure of me not knowing 
the snail joke, but trying to find it in 
my head by myself as I went along . 
There was this snail .. . 

Whatever it was, it was something. 
I am not Lady Smart-Assed, I said to 
myself . I am Lady Open . I am real. 
And then out loud when I walk into 
my house, I am Lady Open . I am real. 

It feels good. ~ 
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In my early twenties I lived near down
town Minneapolis in a one-bedroom 
apartment with a mouse infestation. 
The apartment was in a questionable 

neighborhood, and I'd moved there 
to escape a roommate who had come 
after me with a knife. My new neigh
bors were a mix of young adults and 
older residents who had lived there 
for fifty, sixty years. One such woman 
sat on the stoop every day when the 
weather was above freezing, drink
ing a Miller High Life. "One a day," 
she'd say. "For health." She had terri
ble, small, dark teeth and veins like 
tributaries up and down her swollen 
ankles. Outside my building one 
evening, a man pulled up and rolled 
down the passenger window. "You 
need a friend?" he asked . Confused, I 
said, 'Tm waiting for a friend." Only 
later did I realize he was asking if I 
was a prostitute. 

At the time, I was working as a sec
retary at a private equity investment 
firm where the boss treated me like I 
was incompetent. Maybe I was, but 
when asked if I had talked to some
one on the telephone he did not need 
to mime holding a phone to his ear, 
his thumb and pinky finger extend
ed so I would understand . There were 
plenty of people my age working at 
the small firm, mostly as legal assis
tants or entry-level bookkeepers, and 
we would regularly drink until closing 
time at the local bars, dragging our
selves back to work the next morning, 
our skin and breath still saturated. 
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A Better Mousetrap 
Erin Flanagan 

My desk was in the office foyer and 
I was responsible for greeting people 
and taking their coats. I was in charge 
of the postage machine and the mail, 

but beyond that, I had very little to 
do . Most of my time was spent en
tertaining the employees when they 
wandered out of their cubicles and 
offices looking for a distraction. Lisa 
would tell me about having anal sex 
over the weekend with her boyfriend 
whom she was desperate to keep. Jenn 
would give me her stats for the four
mile walk to and from work and her 
ninety minutes each morning on the 
Stairmaster. She was a law student 
at the University of Minnesota and 
could fit her fist in her mouth, a trick 
she demonstrated regularly at the bar, 
and , never wanting to be a tease, she 
would then go home with the guy she 
had shown. Amy was an accountant 
studying for her CPA and had rein
vented herself after a stint in foster 
care and a bad relationship with her 
biological father by following an 
older man to Milan . Lance cheated 
on his wife. I was dating a guy who 
loaded trucks and played rugby on 
the weekends and who berated me for 
not hanging around the house naked 
like his ex-girlfriend. Christine, the 
one none of us liked, got in early on 
the scrapbooking craze. The rest of us 
drank a lot, and, at crossroads in our 
young lives, would go on to some se
rious consequences: hospitalization for 
anorexia, divorces, financial troubles, 
unwanted pregnancies . Sometimes I 
think I got off easy; other times I don't . 



The mice invaded my second win
ter in the apartment. I'd been at that 
secretary job a year and a half by then, 
and after the boss's personal secretary 
quit, was told I would be considered 
for the job . The boss was erratic. 
He'd thrown a real phone (not just 
a mimed one) at an employee a few 
months earlier and then took time 
off claiming a nervous breakdown. 
Working for him would mean more 
money but I was terrified I'd screw up 
and be yelled at every day. A mistake 
in his travel reservation was what I 
thought it meant to screw up. 

That winter, I saw the first mouse 
rush through the kitchen, and a few 
days later, another in the living room. 
I convinced myself the mice weren't a 
real problem, that the two I had seen 
must be the only ones and were most 
likely the same mouse. I stopped 
kidding myself the day I reached my 
hand in a macrame bag I hung in the 
closet for hats and gloves and realized 
the bag was wiggling at the bottom 

far from where my hand had reached. 
Four mice scurried out from the holes 
in the bag, a nest buried inside. 

Still. As bad as the situation was, 
it was at least a week before I called 
the super. When he called me back he 
told he he'd be by later that week with 
the glue traps. 

"What are glue traps?" I asked. 
"Effective." 
I got home from work a few days lat

er to a low chirping noise in the apart
ment and a message on my answering 
machine. "I put down those traps," the 
super said. "A couple behind the stove 
where I think they're getting in. Let 
me know if you need more." 

The answering machine beeped 
and the apartment was quiet except 
for the usual scratching noise in 
the walls and now the added "eep 
eep eep." I brought a chair into the 
tiny kitchen so I could stand on it 
and peer behind the stove. The glue 
traps certainly were effective. There 
were four mice stuck on one trap, 
two on another, their skin caught 
on the adhesive, their bodies twist
ed in unnatural positions as the skin 
pulled tighter where they'd tried to 
roll away. It hadn't occurred to me 
the traps wouldn't kill them, only 
capture them and wait for them to 
die. I could see their organs working 
below the sha llow, gray skin-hearts 
beating in triple time like flickering 
lights. I can't remember if I looked 
away quickly or looked at them for a 
long time. 

Eventually though I got down from 
the chair and knocked on my neigh
bor's door to see if Brian was home. 
Angie and Brian were newlyweds. 

She was a white girl who wore her 
hair in braided extensions and had a 
botched boob job that left her nipples 
an inch unaligned. Brian would take 
out his numerous piercings once a 
month and leave Angie for the week
end while he went into ROTC. Brian 
answered and I explained the situa 
tion and, good neighbor that he was, 
he laced up his steel-toed army boots 
and said he'd do what he could. 

It was a small galley kitchen and he 
pushed the fridge back then pulled 
out the stove so he could look be
hind. "Jesus," he said. "Do you have 
anything I can use to pick them up?" 
I got him the four-foot wooden pole 
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that I kept by my bed to turn off the 
light. I still wasn't used to living alone 
and could scare myself badly enough 
I didn't want to get in bed in the dark, 
so every night I'd use it to smack at 
the wall while safely under the cov
ers, smacking away until I managed 

to hit the light switch. He took it and 
stabbed a few times at the trap before 
it stuck. 

"How about a bag or something?" 
I grabbed a paper bag from a recent 

grocery trip and held it open, eyes 
shut, as he dropped the trap inside , 
folding the bag on top so he could re
lease the pole and get the other one . 

He held out his hand and I handed 
him the bag. 

"Now what?" I said. 
'Tm going to take them outside." 
"Do you want me to come with 

you?" I asked, and although I'm sure 
he said no, I went anyway. In the al
ley, he set the bag down on the snow 
and jumped on it repeatedly, his 
boots crashing against the stiff paper, 
the lumps of mice inside . It was hard 
to hear whether the mice were dead 
with the traffic close from Frank lin 
Avenue, the happy -hour noise of a 
neighborhood in decline. 

"Is that enough?" I asked , and Bri
an stopped, stepped onto the snow 
and wiped his boots, still clean. 

"I guess so. It has to be, right?" He 
picked up the bag and threw it in the 
dumpster and we went back inside. 

We never told Angie, and from 
then on when I'd see Brian in the 
hallway, we'd look at each other as if 
we had a terrible secret, as if we knew 
more about the other than we cared 
to . Like everyone else from that 
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period in my life, I've lost touch 
with him. 

I didn't call the super again, and 
while I foolishly hoped word would 
get out among the mice about the 
glue traps, that wasn't the case. I 

saw twenty-eight mice that winter, 
or, as I went back to telling myself, 
one mouse twenty -eight times . All 
I wanted was for them to go away, 
for the problem to work itself out. 
Some nights, lying in bed listening 
to them in the walls, too scared to 
get up and turn the light back on, I'd 
knock my pole against the wall until 
the light came on, then I'd leave it on 
until morning. The worst was when 
I awoke in the middle of the night 
to an unknown noise - one time a 
gunshot, but usually just drunks 
in the neighborhood trying to find 
their way home. I'd smack that pole 
against the wall desperate to be out of 
the dark. Looking back, I don't know 
why I didn't buy a lamp to put by the 
bed, or at the very least, get a more 
effective tool to smack at the wall. 

At the end of that winter, I quit my 
job, and a few months later, I applied 
and was accepted to graduate school. 
I didn't know what I wanted to do 
but I knew I liked to read and that 
I didn't want to answer anyone else's 
phone. I never did get rid of the mice . 

A month or so ago I was cleaning 
out my small gardening shed getting 
ready for my fiance to move in and 
discovered evidence of mice, a whole 
colony of mice, their nest spackled 
with feces . There was a new mouse 
trap out by then, the Quick Set, 



which was supposedly easier to set 
and release with "a power bar de
signed for a quick humane kill." Bar
ry checked the trap the next day and 
when he came in the kitchen I knew 
instantly something was wrong-his 
empty hands held out, his face the 
color of ash. There'd been a mouse 
caught by the leg. He released the 
trap hoping the mouse could live, 
but after watching it turn circles on 
the broken limb for two rotations, he 
went back in the shed for a shovel and 
killed it. "There wasn't another op
tion," he said. "What was I supposed 
to do?" 

"You did the right thing," I agreed. 
"It was the humane thing to do ." 

It's amazing how far away a part of 
your life can feel. How distant you 
can be from who you were, and yet . I 
can see those mice like it was yesterday. 

One would scurry across my living 
room floor and I'd clutch my chest , 
snap my feet off the floor, alarmed, no 
matter how many times it happened, 
to see a rodent in my house. And then 
I'd look away, thinking it was mere
ly what happened to people in their 
twenties in shitty apartments. That I 
hadn't done anything to deserve this . 

And yet. An open jar of applesauce 
on the counter, an unfurled bag of 
chips in the cupboard. If I could go 
back, I know I wouldn't be able to 

ignore the mice, but what exactly 
would I do? Set more traps or put 
out more crumbs? For those ador
able and terrified little creatures, so 
clueless of their missteps, their tiny , 
ticking hearts barely contained by 
their skin. ~ 
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On the Fourth of July 1978, Nannie 
Ingle came to visit and share a picnic 
with the four of us under the sweet 
cherry tree beside our front porch . 

Carefully, she drove her old, four 
door Plymouth up our rock-strewn 
road and parked it by the barn, the 
car's finish hazy from age and dust. 
She walked toward us with short, 
steady steps and tapped the ground 
with a wooden cane she gripped in 
one hand. In the other she carried a 
large basket, the food covered with a 
cloth napkin . She wore a long brown 
sweater over her dress, stout black 
shoes, and a shallow straw hat she 
took off when she reached the shade 
of the cherry tree . 

Jan, my wife, held Nannie's hands 
in greeting and helped her get seated 
on the sloping, uneven ground. Food 
was spread on a card table; our chil
dren Ingrid and Andrew, age eleven 
and ten, politely sampled the black
berries we had picked and the apple
sauce we had made the week before . A 
few wrinkled cherries, black with age 
and ignored by the birds, lay in the 
grass. The old tin-roofed farmhouse, 
built over a log cabin, the house in 

which Nannie was born, rested near 
us at the edge of the yard, gray and si
lent . We were all happy to be together 
on this warm, easy day. 

We were back-to-the-land people, 
refugees from the protests of the Civ
il Rights movement and the War in 
Vietnam, and had bought this aban
doned farm deep in the mountains 
of western North Carolina eight 
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We Shall All Be Forgotten 
Robert S. Brunk 

years earlier. Nannie Ingle was born 
in 1900 and had spent most of her 
life on this farm at the end of Sugar 
Creek Road . Her father, Dock Fox, 

had worked this steep, rocky ground 
from 1868 until he died in 1930. At 
the time of Nannie's visit, I'd been 
trying to make my living as a wood 
worker, creating furniture in a shop I 
had built behind the old house. But 
this day I'd taken the afternoon off 
from my overwrought woodwork
ing schedule to enjoy Nannie Ingle's 
company and to make a record of her 
memories with my tape recorder, con
tinuations of similar conversations 
she and I had enjoyed before. 

I'd become interested in the history 
of our farm and the sparsely populat
ed surrounding community. I wanted 
to know who and what had preceded 
us in this valley, a context into which 
we could locate and better define our 
lives. Were there elements of local 
history and culture we held in com 
mon with our neighbors-linkages, 
however faint, that might affirm the 
rightness of our living here? 

I wanted to learn family and place 
names; examine overgrown ceme
teries; absorb the stories of farmers, 
preachers, musicians, craftsmen and 
women; and gather oral histories, leg
ends, and any mythology people were 
willing to share . I was drawn to all 
of it-how tobacco was graded, who 
had built the elegant stone chimneys 
scattered through the area, the ori
gins of obscure words, why some peo 
ple wouldn't burn apple wood. 



I had never said it out loud, but I 
must have believed that in the details 
of these individual and collective 
lives, and in the texture and scent of 
this place, I would find some traces of 
my own history, or perhaps create an 
imagined past for myself. 

Nannie always seemed to enjoy 
sharing her recollections of her life 
on this farm and spoke quietly with 
little animation. Her recall was gen
erated by visual memories, and she 
often paused for several moments as 
though arranging these images unti l 
they suggested continuity, a land
scape of sorts to which she could then 
assign language . 

"You know," she began, "the last 
time we ta lked you asked me about 
all the anima ls we kept up here 
when I was a girl. I forgot to tell 
you about the sheep. One reason the 
place looked so good was that my 
father kept sheep and they kept all 
the fields cleaned up." She stopped to 
slowly turn her body and direct a slight 

wave toward our upper pastures. "We 
sheared the wool every spring and 
took it to that water-powered mill 
over on Rims [Reems) Creek. We 
would carry it in these big bags and 
tell them we wanted the woo l made 
into what was called 'jeans ."' She said 
they would go by a few weeks later to 
pick up their rolls of cloth . 

She gathered herself a bit, folded 
her hands, then continued . "But the 
sheep business never really worked; 
my father lost too many sheep and af
ter many years finally gave up." 

"What happened to the sheep?" 
Ingrid asked. 

"Well, there were wild dogs back in 
the mountains toward Craggy Gar
dens and they would get the lambs . 
Peop le would set their dogs loose 
when they didn't want them and 
they would get wild. We lost some to 
painters [panthers ) too." 

"You know that swampy place 
where the three springs come out?" 
she asked, pointing behind the old 
house . "Well, that used to be a pond, 
and that hump in the grass that curves 
over to the edge of the pasture, that 
used to be the dam for it. My brother, 
Mac Fox, was bad to sleep walk and 
they were afraid he wou ld drown in 
the pond, so they filled it in." She ex
plained that the big spring that comes 
out under the curved stone wall be
hind the house was where they got 
their water and that one of her jobs as 
a little girl was to carry water up from 
the spring to the kitchen. 

Thirty -six years later as I write 
these words, I have listened again to 

those scratchy tapes of our conver 
sations with Nannie Ingle. They are 
a true record of her memories, spe
cific to person, time, and place, but 
those scenes of her life on this farm 
now seem transient and fragile, as if 
her memories now barely exist, her 
words floating in the air as though 
they might vanish with the slightest 
breeze. I also hear own my voice, cu
rious and eager, determined to moor 
myself to this place . 

Andrew listened intently whenever 
anyone discussed the history of our 
place. He had been digging in the 
open space under the old house with 
a worn screwdriver, finding ceramic 
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marbles, old cut nails, a key, bits of 
blue glass, and a brass hinge . In a clear 
voice he asked Nannie, "When you 
lived up here did you ever find any old 
Indian stuff?" 

She turned to him , smiling, and 
said with no hesitation, "Why yes, 

over in that swamp we used to find 
bowls and dishes. We used to dig 
them out of the water and play house 
with them with our dolls . If you dig 
in there below the mud , you'll find 
them. Some pieces were as big as my 
hands." She said that she would show 
Andrew the place before she left . 

After lunch , we talked for another 
hour or so, but Nannie grew weary 
and said she needed to get on home. 
As we carried our dishes into the 
house and moved our chairs back to 
the porch, she walked across the yard 
with Andrew and pointed to the area 
where she remembered finding the 
pottery. Andrew marked the place 
securely in his mind . They talked 
for several minutes, Andrew asking 
about the Ind ians. 

We all thanked Nannie for com
ing and walked with her to her car. 
She smiled courteously saying that she 
always enjoyed our times together, and 
our "talks ." 

"Daddy, can we dig in the swamp?" 

Andrew asked as soon as her car left 
the driveway. 

"I can't do it today, but I will soon." 
I imagined the pottery to be broken 
dishes from the early twentieth century 
with Indian style designs, feathers, ar
rows, and thunderbirds . I also figured 
it would be difficult to work with the 
muck and cold spring water. I always 
regarded the swamp as unfinished 
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work; it needed to be fenced to keep 
the cows out and reduce erosion. 

The next day as I was working on 
a series of chess sets in the shop, An
drew asked again if we could dig in 
the swamp. I replied that I was busy 
but we would soon. 

"When can we?" he asked patiently . 
I glanced at the stacks of chess boards 
and cutting blocks ready for final 
sanding, the stack of walnut lumber 
chosen for a tall chest of drawers, and 
the small work table where Andrew 
made toy vehicles from pieces he 
found in the scrap box . 

"OK, I promise we will do it before 
this month is over. I need to get ready 
for the Gui ld Craft Fair at the Civic 
Center in several weeks, but after that 
we will dig in the swamp, I promise," 
I replied, trying to buy some time. 

The next few weeks went by quickly, 
our lives crowded with tasks and un
foreseen problems. Our bull got out 
one day and a neighbor three miles 
away on Morgan Branch called at 
dusk one evening, asking if we had 
a large black bull with a white fore
head, and if we did could we please 
come get it as the animal was tearing 
down his fences. Several days later, at 
11 P.M., while driving back from the 
craft fair, the oil line on the Land 

Cruiser broke in a cloud of smoke. I 
needed to pull a trailer of inventory to 
the Civic Center at seven o'clock the 
next morning . The beans needed to 
be picked and frozen or they would 
get old and tough . A man from the 
sawmill had called to say my logs 
were sawn into lumber and were 
ready to pick up . I had orders to fill. 



We had chosen to live here, and Jan 
and I had both labored many long 
days and some nights to meet the 
demands of chis life and alleviate the 
almost daily crises . Selling enough 
woodworking produces to make 
mortgage and health insurance pay
ments, keeping the water running, 
the house warm , animals healthy, 
and fashioning an education for two 
bright children in a rural area, was 
not a "simple" life. It taxed all our 
resources, Jan's and mine-personal, 
financial, and emotional-to make 
it work. My efforts to be a caring fa
ther, a good husband, and a steward 
of chis land also threaded their way 
through all our busy days . Many days 
I was too busy for the luxury of in
trospection and the delicate kindness 
required for nurturing the inner self. 

On July 30, as I stood in the shop, 
working on a table, Andrew pulled on 
my shire. "Tomorrow is the last day in 
July and you promised we would dig 
in the swamp. Can we do it tomorrow?" 

"OK. We'll do it." I told him we 
would need some empty five-gallon 
buckets, some planks to walk on, 
and to check with Ingrid to see if she 
wanted to dig with us the next morn
ing. I quickly rearranged everything 
else I had planned to do the next day, 
my earlier promise forgotten. 

The next morning Andrew was 
up early, waiting on the porch in his 
shorts, blue cap, and green rubber 
boots. After breakfast, Ingrid joined 
us, wearing pink shorts, old tennis 
shoes, and a broad-rimmed hat. We 
made a path into swamp with heavy 
planks, then filled two buckets with 
the muck, working hard to get the 

sticky mud unstuck from our shovels . 
I couldn't carry the buckets as the 
planks sank in the soft mud from the 
weight, so more boards had to be laid 
down. With great effort I carried the 
two buckets to the end of the garden 
hose in the yard. We carefully washed 
the dirt away, but no bowls or dish
es appeared . "Nannie Ingle said the 
pottery was below the dirt, maybe 
we didn't go deep enough," Andrew 
said hopefully. I shared some of An
drew's yearning for a remarkable 
discovery, but was not optim1st1c 
about finding anything of impor
tance in this cold mud. 

We walked back in the swamp but 
gave up trying to fill buckets . We 
felt around in the water more than a 
foot below the surface . In a moment 
Ingrid said, "I think I found some
thing," and held up a curved piece of 
brown, unglazed pottery. She washed 
the mud off and we all saw a clear pat
tern oflines on the outside of the sherd . 

Andrew found the next piece, a 

rim piece of a large pot, a portion 
of a looped handle still attached. As 
the piles grew in our buckets, black, 
brown and red sherds, the clay fleck
ed with bits of mica, some rim pieces 
with punched decoration, I quickly 
realized this was not early twentieth
century commercial pottery . It was 
something else, far older and more 
mysterious to us. 

We worked all day, hardly pausing, 
in our excitement, to eat or get warm . 
That night Jan helped us spread the 
pottery on a wooden table to dry as 
we all stared with wonder at what was 
before us, pieces from many different 
pots. In our excitement, and almost 
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in unison, the four of us began asking 
questions, pointing as we discovered 
more details of the pottery. How old 
are these pots, and who made them? 
Did they live here? Would we find 
weapons or tools? Was the swamp a 
dumping ground for broken pots, or 

were pots made there? It seemed like 
we, our family of four, our small eco
system of pilgrims, were not alone on 
the side of this mountain. Other peo
ple had been here and left traces of 
their presence . 

The next morning we were back at 
work, but now sat in the water on old 
wooden chairs, which we found to be 
much less tiring. We found dozens, 
then hundreds of sherds . We set up 
two more wooden tables in the house 
that night and laid out our finds of 
the day. The urgencies of the wood
working business faded, calls were 
made, plans postponed. 

For most of the next several weeks 
our entire family worked on the pot
tery project. It was compelling work, 
an unexpected dimension to our un
derstanding of where we lived, but 
sitting in the cold water presented 
problems . The days were hot and 
we wore suntan lotion to keep from 
burning, but from the waist down 
we were numb from the cold and 
could not walk when we got out of 
the water . Jan was fully engaged in 
our discoveries, but was not tempted 
to sit in the frigid water, and instead 
kept a steady supply of hot chocolate 
and food coming out to edge of the 
swamp . Some days our cows were 
nearby, watching us stoically as they 
ambled by, perhaps wondering why 
we were sitting in the mud . 
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Evenings we laid out our finds of 
the day, our work lit by clamp-on 
lights . We were now warm and com
fortable, able to stretch and relax 
strained muscles, our bodies cramped 
from the cold bending and reaching 
of the day. The gritty tables smelled 

like wet sand and held this growing, 
inexplicable mystery. 

One evening as the four of looked 
at the hundreds of sherds, we be
gan sorting, putting together pieces 
which looked to be part of the same 
pot, and wondered if we could find 
enough pieces to reassemble an entire 
pot. But there were still three separate 
piles: Andrew's pottery, Ingrid's pot
tery, and Bob's pottery. Ingrid picked 
up two rim sherds with two incised 
lines, clearly from the same pot, and 
laid them beside each other. They did 
not match, but we soon saw that the 
large rim sherd that fit between her 
two pieces was in Andrew's pile. 

This need called forth the barter 
system often employed by eleven- and 
ten-year-olds; giving the piece away 
was out of the question. 'TU trade 
you that piece for any piece of mine," 
Ingrid offered . 

Andrew looked over all her pieces 
and all his pieces, but did not an
swer . He had found this pottery, this 
underwater treasure, with his own 
hands, and it was his to hold, exam
ine, and keep. Giving it up had never 
occurred to him, his room filled with 
caches of tin boxes, shells, and parts 
of old toys, all his. Jan and I always 
enjoyed watching him collect, sort, 
and examine his discoveries. It was 
never discussed, but it was obvious 
to all of us that it would be impos-



sible to assemble a pot by trading 
pieces. Whose pot would it be? The 
three piles gradually merged into 
single piles for each pot, and several 
pots soon had names: Big Red, Little 
Red, Two -Line Pot, Thick Black Pot. 
This added strucrure and excitement 
to our work in the swamp. "I found 
a rim piece for Big Red," one of us 
would call out . 

We could not assemble any pots 
unless we abandoned the idea of 
ownership . For each of us, my pottery 
became our pottery, and as we were 
to learn in the following months , it 
wasn't really our pottery either. These 
sherds were lodged in some greater 
collective of cultural memory . They 
were objects to be understood, not 
bought or sold as ownership might 
imply . I was proud that Ingrid and An 
drew could give up their claim to these 
carefully counted and sorted sherds. 

The urge to unearth and under 
stand this pottery was with us every 
day, a kind of longing for closeness 

to an earlier, and to us, unknown 
culture, what Patricia Hamp! calls 
the "instinct for kinship ." I was not 
looking for fragments of a person 
al history, as one would search for 
an unknown ancestor, but more the 
broader sweep of life on this ground 
where we now lived, a culture whose 
breath I could see. 

Did we have anything in common 
with the makers of this pottery? They 
had stood on the same ground, sur
rounded by the same ridges and rock 
outcroppings, perhaps drank water 
from the same springs. Why had they 
chosen to be here? Were their lives 
subject to the same privations and 

doubts as ours? Had they struggled 
some days to feel secure, as did we, 
or were they on comfortable terrain, 
enacting their lives with a sense of in
evitability and calm? 

Our dail y sessions in the swamp 
yielded over three thousand sherds 
from over 100 pots, one pipe frag
ment, one steatite [soapstone] bowl 
fragment, and part of an effigy figure. 
But we still did not know the origins 
of the pottery. I ordered, then waited 
impatiently, for two books on Cher
okee archaeology by Roy Dickens 
and Bennie Keel. When Dickens' 
book, Cherokee Prehistory, arrived, 
we quickly leafed through the illus
trations looking for our pottery . The 
page illustrating "Pisgah rim sherds" 
pictured pieces very similar to what 
we were finding in the swamp. We 
lined up rows of our rim pieces beside 
the open book, astonished at the sim
ilarities-"collared rims with punc 
tuations" was the distinctive feature 
of this earthenware potter y. Now we 

had a probable identification for the 
pottery, "The Pisgah Phase," which 
dated from about 1000-1400 AD , 
the latest indigenous culture in the 
region prior to European contact . 

I began to see subtle variations 
in the texture, color, thickness and 
curvature of the sherds . The pots, 
jars and bowls of various sizes , had 
no feet and originally were secured 
by pushing them into soft dirt . The 
pottery ranged in color from black 
to gray to buff, and the rounded 
bodies were covered with stamped 
rectilinear designs, made with 
carved wooden paddles pressed 
against the clay when still wet. On 
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several pieces I saw what looked like 
a partial fingerprint. 

These vessels were executed with 
care; they exhibited balance, refine
ment of detail, and an intrinsic un
derstanding of form. This work went 
far beyond mere function; a highly 

decorated pot would not hold gath
ered food, grain, or seeds any more 
effectively than an undecorated pot. 
Why had they worked so intention
ally to decorate their work? Why do 
any of us decorate what we create? 

I began to hold the sherds more 
carefully and no longer stacked them 
in piles. I gently laid them in con
forming rows, each piece command
ing a bit of the space around it, an 
acknowledgment of their age and the 
skill required to create them. I occa
sionally made comments to them as I 
studied their structure and decoration. 

Sorting the sherds into what I 
thought were pieces of the same pot 
became an increasingly complex task, 
an interlocking assortment of partial, 
three-dimensional puzzles. I loved 
it, and worked very late into many 
nights in happy solitude, accompa
nied by the sounds of crickets and 
frogs in the damp night air of dog 
days, a single light shining on the 
work. When two pieces fit together, 

I sometimes felt the slightest shiver 
of awakened memory, a tacit recog
nition of a deeper, intangible align
ment. I experienced this as a sensual 
joy, not from the solved geometry, or 
the progress on a complex task, but 
more an acknowledgment, a truing 
of the unknown past. Some nights it 
seemed like a bit of magic, accidental 
and gratefully received . 
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In late August, about three weeks 
after we began working in the swamp, 
I called Dave Moore, the field archae
ologist at the Warren Wilson College 
site about twenty miles east of Ashe
ville. I explained that we had found 
a lot of pottery we thought was from 

the Pisgah period and we would like 
for him to look at it. He sounded 
skeptical and said they were very busy 
at the site . I didn't realize that archae
ologists get many such calls, often 
from "pot hunters" who dig through 
gravesites looking for artifacts, often 
to sell, and usually ruin the site for 
any careful, scholarly excavation. I 
offered to take our collection to War
ren Wilson to save him the trip . He 
agreed but with no enthusiasm. 

We loaded the best of the collec
tion , which included several partial
ly assembled pots into the back of 
the Land Cruiser and the kids and I 
headed for Warren Wilson College. 
A friend, Willie [Wilma] Israel who 
had worked at the Warren Wilson site 
when she was a student there, joined 
us. We were all terribly excited to 
finally have a trained archaeologist 
look at the pottery. 

I had read about the work at Warren 
Wilson in Dickens' book and knew it 
was an important site with material 

from at least four periods, the earli
est being the middle archaic period, 
4,000-2,000 BC. Their extensive 
excavations included a well-docu
mented Pisgah occupation including 
palisade walls, structures, artifacts of 
stone, shell, and bone, burials, and 
ceramic material. Nothing dramatic 
was evident when we drove up on a 
warm, humid summer morning. We 



saw a large field, portions covered 
with black plastic, and six or eight 
workers gathered in a tight huddle 
looking at something . We parked in a 
grassy area beside a pickup truck and 
a shed, home to a cluster of transits, 
sifting racks, shovels, trowels, and 
photographic equipment . We waited 
patiently by the car until a man ap
proached. He extended his hand and 
introduced himself as Dave Moore, a 
graduate student at the University of 
North Carolina in charge of the sum
mer excavation . 

"Welcome to Warren Wilson," 
he offered . "Sorry I'm late, we were 
looking at a good piece of pottery we 
just found." He showed us the piece, 
perhaps two inches square, small by 
comparison to hundreds of larger 
pieces we had found. I opened the 
back of our car for him to see what 
we had brought, sure the collection 
would get rave reviews. It did not. 
He examined several pieces carefully, 
looked through the boxes, but paid 

little attention to the partial pots . I 
soon understood his reserve. 

"Can you tell me where these came 
from?" he asked. I explained that 
they came from a small swamp at the 
edge of a pasture at an elevation of 
about 2,800 feet. He took off his hat 
for a moment, scratched his head and 
asked, "Is there a lot of other material, 
glass bottles, rusty tools or modern 
debris mixed in with it?" 

"Yes, we found a shoe, part of a 
tire, and some broken glass." The 
swamp was one of several places on 
our farm into which previous owners 
and tenants had pitched the material 
detritus of their lives. 

"That 's too bad, because that 
means it is in disturbed ground . Your 
pottery is what we call a surface col
lection. Strictly speaking, we need to 
find material in undisturbed ground 
for it to have meaning archaeologically, 
before we could make comparisons to 
other known sites." Ingrid, Andrew, 
and I exchanged glances with each 
other, disappointed in what we had 
heard. Dave went on . "This collection 
does encourage us to look for possible 
sites in the area. We would be happy 
to come out and do a test square to see 
if we could find anything." 

"How big is a test square?" I asked, 
winking at Andrew . 

"A test square is three feet square. 
Excavation squares are ten feet square." 

"We'd be happy to have you come 
out and do as many tests squares as 
you like. We would be glad to help 
any way we can," I said, encouraged 
by the prospect of working with an 
expert familiar with the archaeology 
of the region. 

Dave confirmed that the majority 
of the pottery we had pulled from the 
cold water of the swamp was typical 
of the Pisgah Period, and a few sherds 
from the earlier Connestee Period, 
roughly 300-1000 AD. 

We also learned from Dave that 
stone artifacts from the Archaic pe
riod, 4,000 -2,000 BC, had been 
found in a field just below our house 
and in several other fields on Sugar 
Creek Road, well documented sites 
with Archaic material. Many people 
had lived on Sugar Creek for a very 
long time. 

Several weeks later, Dave came to 
our place to excavate a test square . 
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Clumps of goldenrod and ironweed 
dotted the late summer pastures . The 
leaves of wild grapevine and sumac 
growing along the fences at the edge 
of the woods showed the first red 
hues of fall, and white thistle seeds 
floated in the air like tiny parachutes. 

Dave walked slowly across the roll
ing terrain, looking for terraces or 
flat areas where Indians might have 
erected a structure . Ingrid, Andrew, 
and I followed a few steps behind, not 
wanting to interfere with his specula
tions. He chose a spot in a higher field 
about 200 feet from the swamp and 
used four stakes to mark its corners. 
He had with him a tape measure, a 
small spray canister, a trowel, and a 
small sifter. We supplied a shovel. 

We removed the plow zone, about 
fifteen inches deep-disturbed 
ground above what we hoped was 
early cultural debris. We shook the 
dirt through the sifter looking for ar
tifacts in the dark brown soil. Noth
ing appeared. Kneeling, Dave slowly 
scraped the surface with his trowel, 
the blade held perpendicular to the 
ground, his thumb braced against 
the blade. He removed dirt until the 
surface was smooth. Ingrid, Andrew, 
and I stood at the edges of the square, 
tense with excitement, watching each 

stroke of the trowel, not really know
ing what to watch for. With the third 
or fourth pass a round disc popped up. 

"Well, a discodial," Dave exclaimed. 
"That's fairly unusual." 

"What's a discodial?" 
"A small round disc used for count

ing or in games . Some are made of 
stone; this one is made of fired clay." 

"Are they rare?" Andrew asked . 
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"Not especially, but it is a good 
sign if we are looking for evidence 
of habitation ." 

A few minutes later he pointed to 
a dark circle with the tip of his trow
el. "This may be a post hole. Watch 
for the change from orange clay to 

a coarse black circle where a post 
went into the ground." We stared at 
the dark circle as it became clear. He 
sprayed it with a fine mist to create 
more contrast. 

He stood up, smiled and an
nounced, "Well, this is a real post 
hole. That probably means Indian 
habitation, part of a palisade wall or a 
structure made of small vertical logs . 
It's unusual to find one in a small test 
square. This means it would be prom
ising to do further excavation." We 
were overjoyed; Andrew ran down to 
the house to tell Jan the exciting news. 

I didn't realize at the time that 
Dave Moore and I both shared a sus
taining interest in the mysteries of 
archaeology and that we wou ld be
come close friends . That friendship 
has lasted over forty years and in our 
frequent discussions of the history 
of this region and the rapid cultural 
change we are witness to, we often 
reflect on the day Dave's trowel dis
lodged a discodial and the outline 
of a post hole emerged in the orange 
subsoil as the two of us, Ingrid, and 
Andrew watched in wonder. Our mu 
tual affirmation of the joys of that day 
is undiminished . 

For the next three summers, Dave 
Moore supervised an excavation at 
what became known in the profes
sional literature as the Brunk Site, 
31Bnl51. Eleven squares, 1,100 



square feet, were excavated reveal
ing several hundred post holes and 
a structure roughl y square in shape . 
From four to fourteen students and 
volunteers worked each summer at 
the site . Andrew and Ingrid worked 
almost every day, a field school Jan 
and I could not possibly have im
proved upon. One area of carefully 
arranged stones and burnt red soil 
was determined to be a hearth, and 
one feature may have been the base 
of a burial, the contents long lost to 
plowing and erosion. Most buri als in 
the Pisgah phase were dug inside the 
houses, under the dirt floors . 

The site was of particular impor
tance because of its location , an up
land plateau . Other known Pisgah 
sites were on broad flood plains beside 
large creeks or rivers. Perhaps this was 
a structure associated with hunting or 
agriculture, and used only seasonall y. 

Ethno-botanical examination of 
charcoal and hearth remains from 
the site revealed a wide-ranging diet: 

seeds, charred kernels of maize, hick
ory nuts, a frog femur. It would have 
been a harsh life to find enough to 
eat, particularly in the winter . Char
coal from a posthole was sent off for 
radio carbon dating . 

The results came back; an uncor
rected date of 1140 AD plus or mi
nus seventy years . People were living 
here on our farm 800 years ago, a 
staggering, improbable, humbling 
notion . I wanted to sing out loud. 

In Europe during the twelfth cen
tury, the Romanesque architectural 
style flourished and the first evidence 
of the Gochie style was evident. The 

crusades were in conquer mode with 
armies traveling from Europe to Je
rusalem and the surrounding Holy 
Land. About this time a second line 
of music was added to plainsong in 
England and Europe, creating early 
vocal polyphony. 

In China, Song Dynasty pot
ters were developing celadon wares, 
known for their chick, transparent, 
green glazes . 

And the women living on a small 
shelf of land in a mountainous area 
of the Western Hemisphere, later 
known as North America, in a region 
later known as North Carolina, near 
a small creek later known as Sugar 
Creek , created fine, coil-built, pit
fired earthenware from clay probably 
dug from a nearby creek bed , pottery 
they decorated with rectilinear and 
check-stamped designs. 

This pottery created an intriguing, 
partial record of previous habitation, 
but as much as I looked for linkages 
between our lives and the lives of those 

who made these pots, and as much as 
I embedded the pottery with claims of 
beauty and cultural symmetry, some 
essential dynamic, something con
necting me to the heart of this expe
rience , remained inaccessible . I could 
not embrace it as part of a shared his
tory, claim it as confirmation of my 
cultural origins, or as an affirmation 
of the rightness of our lives here. 

It was more than the distance of 
800 years and may have more to do 
with the spiritual life of these pots . 

Many Native American cultures 
reused the pieces of broken pots, in
corporating the ceramic material into 
the clay body of new pots. Old sherds 
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were often prized for their linkage to fl.owing off the slopes from careless 
ancestors . Perhaps the sherds we had logging and ceaseless plowing. Thou
found contained traces of even old- sands of feet of dry -stack stone walls 
er pots, a respected line of descent . were torn down and hauled away for 
Many traditions included the belief three dollars a truckload in the 1940s 
that each new pot was a unique life and '50s to become the facades of 
with a spirit of its own, and potters banks and fine homes. Bears, squir

often spoke to the new pots as they rels, and most game birds were no 
were being made . longer seen on our land, this caused 

What would the women who made in part by undisciplined hunting, our 
this pottery think if they saw me glu- place now home to possums, ground 
ing pieces of their pots back together? hogs, and crows . Cut it down, dig it 
The makers of these pots may have up, shoot it, haul it away. 
understood this clay as they under - I thought of the hunters of valu
stood trees, the wind, animals, fire, able, native plants, always out of sight, 
and all other elements of the spir- who now scan our woods and slopes 
it world . Was the breakage of a pot for nearly extinct ginseng, which they 
seen as a natural event in the life of extricate from the ground and sell for 
the pot? Had we disrupted what was $220 a pound when dried. Other un 
understood to be a natural cycle of seen poachers drag large burlap bags 
continuity and change? to gather galax, yellow root, and moss 

I had treated these sherds as pieces they sell to florists . 
of a complex, visual puzzle, but not I wondered if our excavation of the 
as entry into an unexplored spiritual pottery was any different. Had our 
arena, one which may have held re- unrestrained enthusiasm to excavate 
wards of a different order. That work the pottery violated some essential 
might have required a lighter touch, integrity of these pots by disturbing 
a slower pace, and the abandonment their remains, pushing the pieces 
of ambition. What might we have back together with glue, assuming 
learned if our work had taken that that wholeness of form somehow en
course? What questions might Ingrid hanced them? Should we have left the 
and Andrew have asked? Would we pottery alone? Perhaps it needed no 
have found other meanings in our 

heavy load of daily work? 

I remembered the extractive 
schemes that had diminished the 
gifts of this land on which we lived, 
the slopes denuded by logging in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, teams of steers straining to 
pull the great cylindrical logs out of 
the woods, the rich black soil slowly 
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enhancement, resplendent in its un

seen modesty. 
Maybe this pottery belonged where 

we had found it, lying quietly under 
the reeds, grasses, and other aqueous 
plants of the watery swamp, undis 
turbed in the silt and mud . 

I thought of Peter Hagen . His deed 
for fifty acres of land, for which he 
paid fifteen shillings in 1790, the ear-



liest known deed for land on Sugar 
Creek. How tidy it had been to be
lieve things began on Sugar Creek 
with his deed. The year 1790 had 
been a convenient anchor for my 
assumptions. Like many casual his
torians, I had , without thinking, as
sumed a Euro-centric context for the 
question, "Who were the first people 
who lived here?" 

I could understand my life here as 
an extension of the lives of the settlers 
of the nineteenth century. I spoke the 
same language as they did, and there 
was still evidence of their presence : 
the continuation of family names, 
hand -hewn log structures, and old 
stone boundary markers. I could talk 
to Nannie Ingle, whose father was 
Dock Fox, whose mother was Pricilla 
Fox, whose father was Shad Guthrie 
who moved here from Georgia in the 
early nineteenth century , and in about 
1820, just thirty years after the Hagen 
deed, built a two -story log cabin that 
still stands on Sugar Creek Road. 

I thought I had discovered this 
place, but I now had to reconfigure 
how I understood our presence here. 
It had seemed so new to us, the in
finite discoveries of 8,000 feet of 
ridgeline and the 300-acre water 
shed that fell below it : caves, paths, 
springs, the roar of the wind across 
the ridges, acres of trillium in the 
spring . But it was new only to us . 

It felt less and less like we owned 
the place . To live here was an im
portant watershed in our lives, but 
our presence, viewed as the last in a 
several thousand year stream of hab
itation, faded in importance . It also 
seems that our struggles to live here 

were not unique; others had wrestled 
with the steep, rocky ground and 
strained to sustain their lives here . 
Other families and waves of habita 
tion had come and gone . 

It was also clear that everyone came 
here from somewhere else. Who were 
the natives? Who were the outsiders? 

Hundreds, maybe thousands of 
people had lived , worked, and died in 
this small valley. They made houses 
of vertical and horizontal logs, some 
burying their dead under their dirt 
floors. Some wove cloth, made ma 
ple syrup, created pottery, played 
with discs and marbles, built stone 
walls, planted flowers, raised corn, 
maize, tobacco, sheep, and cattle, 
made liquor, danced and played the 
Jew's harp . It seemed as though we 
now had the company of all those 
who had preceded us on this shelf of 
land, company that had been here all 
along, but just now known to us. 

The exact relationship between 
the structure in the excavation and 

the extensive pottery in the swamp 
will probably never be known, but 
Nannie Ingle had it right: there were 
bow ls and dishes in the swamp. And 
to this day, Andrew, now forty-six, 
while walking in a streambed or 
across a plowed field, will bend to 
pick up pieces of pottery. He sees 
them as some would see coins . 

The picnic we shared with Nannie 
Ingle on the Fourth of July, 1978, her 
friendly recollections of her childhood 
on our farm, and her conversation with 
Andrew about the pottery in the swamp 
was our last contact with a member of 
Dock Fox's family. Nannie Ingle died 
on December 16 of that same year. 
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From the experience of the pottery 
in the swamp, I have come to un 
derstand that my own journey will 
require archaeology of a different or
der, more than the linear record of a 
place, understood as a line with labels 
and dates. I see that my history may 

be the fragmentary, indeterminate 
record of the interna l self, its wander 
ing, its search for its own mythology, 
and its inability to rest . ~ 
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The Day He Became an Aurora Borealis 
Sara Henning 

When I call about my grandfather's 
cerebral atrophy, my mother won't say 
he's heaving his dinner plate 

against the wall again, won't tell me 
he's on his knees, palms full of potatoes, 
crushing their lukewarm opulence 

into the kitchen rug. Even when 
clouds intercept a swirling nexus, 
an aura of plasma haunts the dark, 

a forbidden spectral emission. 
So when I call about his hippocampal 
hemorrhage, I don't expect her 

to say he's wearing a diaper low 
on his hips, that he's bivouacking 
himself in the carport, stripping 

off sweatpants, pointing at the sky. 
She'll say he's fine. She'll say he's 
the same, only I'll hear that his 

glial cells are turning into subvisual 
red arcs. That his neurons are breaching 
the next solar tempest. I'll listen 

for how they're pelting the vista : 
hitch of static, plasma luminescence, 
her voice going dead on the line. 
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Sort Sol, or Letter to My Grandfather Meant for Burning 
Sara Henning 

Today, I'm one body beholding an ascension, a limit witnessing other limits. 
Around me, starlings gyrate through hyssop and thimbleweed as they pivot 
and swarm. Am I the beginning or the end? Does it matter I spent the 
weekend in bed with a body I refuse to own? His body, my body dovetailing 

until I'm frenetic, his fingers inside of me, palm taut and lifted, my legs splayed 
like a broken bird . His touch, and I'm a bird grazing a car's sweltering muffier, 
bird suspended under the lower deflector, enduring long enough to toy with 
asphalt and steel. Then I'm hurtling away from him, thinking of the next man, 
thinking of our legacy, what is heirloom and what is hazard . The way you'd 
lure dates in bus stops, Grandfather, come home late reeking of blow jobs and 
musk, pockets full of Chuckles candy, the sporadic black eye. We're birds 
unhinged by desire, our bodies flecked with aerodynamic drag. We're rushing 
between men until we become our own squalls, graceful and cataclysmic, 
never expecting to be culled. 
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Notes on the Back of the Recipe 
Darlene Young 

All sorrows are less with bread. 

-Miguel de Cervantes 

If you have two loaves of bread, 

sell one and buy a lily. 

-Chinese Proverb 

1. 

We decided to christen our baby in 
my father's congregation-the congre
gation I grew up in . The chapel was 
full of my mother's friends. They cried 
through the blessing because they 
missed her and because they hated the 
thought of missing their own grand
babies' blessings. After the meeting 
they lined up-to coo at the baby and 
to hug me . "She was here," they said. 
"Did you feel it? She was here." 

I had not . I had been worried the 
baby would scream or soil his suit. I 
had been worried about the refresh

ments waiting at home. 
I was cold the rest of the day. 

2. 

My mother was known for her 
French bread. She brought two loaves 
of it to everyone who moved into the 
neighborhood, everyone who was sick 
or unemplo yed or lonely-anyone, 
really, whose name ran through her 
mind that week. She delivered it warm, 
wrapped in a towel, by one or another 
of her children. At her funeral, people 
spoke of her French bread. They men 
tioned it in cards that arrived weeks 
afterward. The smell of warm bread 
wafted her to heaven, they said . 

3. 
The first thing my mother did 

when her cancer came back was to 
return the expensive Nikes she had 
bought a few days before. "My old 
ones sti ll have a little left in them," 
she said . "We can use the money for 
something else." 

4. 
More than anything, she loved. a 

bargain . Thus her passion for garage 
sales. During the drive to the ceme
tery we saw from the windows of the 
limo a huge, multi-family yard sale. 
"Stop the car!" I shrieked, in that 
strange, giddy mood th at had striped 
my sadness all day. "There's a garage 
sale! Wouldn't she love to hit one 
more?" It felt good to laugh . I had 
never felt so free to laugh . 

5. 
The second thing my mother did 

when the cancer came back : buy a 
box of Haagen-Dazs ice cream bars 
and eat two. "No need to watch what 
I eat anymore," she said. 

6. 
We did not willingly carry the 

loaves of French bread to the door
steps of the needy. If the ailing and 
unemployed sensed her children's 
seething resentment clinging to the 
sesame seeds, they did not show it. 
We hated doing it because I) Mom 
would never confess why a particular 
family qualified for bread; we were 
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the uninformed grunts, commis 
sioned to do the dirty work but not 
privy to the gossip, and 2) Mom nev
er made French bread just for us . Yes, 
we got some of it , sometimes, if she 
remembered to make an extra loaf. 
But she never did it just for us . We 

did not qualify . 

7. 
When the cancer came back, she 

didn 't fight. A near -death experience 
years before had her convinced that 
dying was better than ice cream, bet 
ter than choirs : death was like Disn 
eyland, and now she had her ticket. I 
didn't resent her cheerful relinquish 
ment. I had seen what the chemo 
and surgeries had done the first time, 
knew how she · hated that colostomy 
bag. It never occurred to me to ask 
her to try chemo again. 

I would like to think I was being 
selfless, but sometimes I'm not sure . 
I was twenty -two, too old to need her 
mothering, but too young to embrace 
her as a friend . Maybe it was easier 
to let go than it should have been . 
Sometimes this keeps me awake . 

8. 

A few years later, as an insecure 
young mother, I read the journal 

Mom had kept when I was a teen 
ager. I was shocked to find that she 
had written only negative things 
about me . "Darlene is so moody ." "I 
don't know what to do with this girl." 
"Darlene is my trial." I became reluc 
tant to write in my own journal. 
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9. 

She could play exactly two songs 
on the piano: "White Christmas" and 
"The Impossib le Dream." She taught 
them to herself. Ridiculous , when 
both her parents had played. But her 
mother had died too soon to teach 
her, and her father , an alcoholic, had 
seen her, when he saw her at all, as an 
irritation, not even bothering to sign 
a grant application for college . As a 
housewife she worked nights doing 
telephone surveys from home to buy 
our piano and then to pay for the pi
ano lessons we comp lained about. It 
never occurred to me that she might 
have liked the lessons herself . 

10. 

She always made French bread 
the same way, using an old-fash
ioned "bread maker" (a bucket with 
a dough -hook contraption that at
tached to the top of the bucket). I 
never asked her why she used that 
bucket instead of kneading bread the 
way I had seen other mothers do it. 
I never asked her where the bucket 
came from . Had she gotten it at one 
of the yard sales she loved so much? 
Or had it been handed down to her 
from her mother? I can't imagine 
that such an object, had it belonged 
to her mother, wou ld have survived 
the moves from one aunt's house to 
another to get away from her alco 
holic father. Her father wouldn't have 
saved it, and surely she wouldn 't have 
lugged it, bulky and ridiculous, to 
those aunts' houses . 



----~ ----------- -

A year or two after she died, I decided 
to make her bread. I dug out her alumi 
num recipe box, which I had claimed 
during my father's cleaning-out phase, 
and found the recipe, dog-eared and 
yellowing. I knew it was the right be
cause it gave instructions for using a 
hand -cranked bucket. 

But I didn't have a bucket. I had no 
idea where to even get one . 

I put the recipe back in the box. 

11. 

During my senior year in high 
school, I came home one day in deep 
existential turmoil. I had been read
ing Salinger, for one thing. The whole 
world was a phony and I cou ldn't bear 
the weight of it. I threw my books on 
the couch and ran to my room with a 
good slam of the door. A few minutes 
later, as she always did when I threw a 
tantrum, Mom knocked on the door. 

"You just wouldn't understand," I 
said. "It has to do with Camus. And 
Salinger. And a bunch of other things 
you've never read." 

She didn't say much, but stroked 
my hair for a few minutes. 

An hour later, she brought a tray to 
my room: hot roast beef sandwiches 
and steaming au jus . She set it on my 
desk and said, "I love you." Then left. 

12. 

Toward the end, she would 
keen. Her dry mouth hung open, 
a crooked curtain. No swallowing. 
The water we squirted with a baby 
dropper dribbled onto the pillow 
like drool. Her voice was a tree 
branch gnawing the wind. Dusty 
cactus moans: "Tell me how to go! 

I don't know how to do it! Tell me 
how ... Please ... " 

13. 

Four years later, on the day I found 
out I was finally pregnant, I felt 
strongly that my mother was happy 
for us, wherever she was, and that she 
knew the chi ld who was coming. So, 
when the doctor told us a few weeks 
later that chis pregnancy wou ld not 
last, I was confused . Had I really felt 
what I had thought I'd felt? 

The weeks went by. Against all 
odds, the pregnancy did last . That 
child is seventeen now. Last year, he 
learned to drive. Each t ime I gasp at 
a barely avoided collision, I picture 
my mother. Surely teen drivers are 
allowed a guardian angel? 

14. 
I have a bread -making bucket now. 

I don't know how long I've had it. It 
disturbs me that I can't remember the 
day I got it. I know I got it used. Was 

it on an overcast morning in August 
when I paused my morning jog to 

look at a neighbor's yard sale? Did I 
discover it behind a stack of Nat King 
Cole and Kingston Trio albums? Or 
did I find it at the local second-hand 
store? I remember wishing for it, 
wondering where to get it. And I 
know I've had it for years; I've tak
en bread to my neighbors in Berkeley 
during our student days. I've taken 
bread to my neighbors in Pocatello 
when our children were young; they 
stayed in their car seats while I ran to 
the neighbors' doors . And now I send 
my boys to deliver it. They complain 
that I never make the bread for them. 
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But why can't I remember the day I 
got the bucket? 

15. 

At the end, Dad says, it was like 
she was stuck in a revolving door, her 
breaths an old car on a cold morning 

coughing to catch the spark; sucking 
gasp, pause ... sucking gasp , pause 
... You'd hold your breath with her, 
he says. 

At each pause, you'd think maybe 
she'd made it . 

But no. 
How the body clings, like wet 

stockings . Like bread dough to a 
rolling pin . 

16. 

Combine 6 cups warm water, 2 
T. salt, 4 T. sugar, 4 T. yeast and 1 
T. oil, stirring until dissolved. Add 
4 cups flour and stir well. Repeat. 
Then add 6 cups more flour and stir 
well (total: 14 cups flour) . Stir every 
10 minutes for 50 minutes. Turn out 
the dough and divide it into 6. On a 
floured board, roll each portion with 

a rolling pin into a rectangle, as flat as 
possible . Roll up tightly like a jellyroll 
and place on a large, greased cookie 
sheet. Cut diagonal strips three quar
ters of an inch apart, and brush with 
beaten egg white . Then sprinkle with 
sesame seeds . Let rise 30-45 minutes, 
then bake in a preheated oven at 400 
degrees for 20-25 minutes . Serve with 
butter and homemade apricot jam. 

17. 
The third thing my mother did 

when the cancer came back : make 
an appointment for her portrait to 
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be taken. Her hair had grown back 
thick, glossy, and darker than it had 
been before the chemo . She sits, along 
wit h my father , rosy-cheeked, incan
descent . The picture of health. 

18. 

During her last few months, she 
spent most of her time dipping in 
and out of visions. The president of 
the church women's group called 
and asked if the women could begin 
bringing meals. At first, Dad said no . 
He had two grown daughters who 
could take care of him and the other 
kids, and he himself was a cook . 

The next day the same woman 
called back. "Please," she said . "The 
women won't leave me alone . They 
can't stand not helping . Please let us 
bring meals. You have to let us feel 
like there's something we can do." 

My father reluctantly agreed. 
A week later another woman called. 
"I don't understand why you're having 

women bring meals," she said. "You've 
got two grown daughters living there. 
Surely you can cook for yourselves." 

My father gently put down the receiver. 

19. 

P.T.A. president . 
Nylon faux-fur slippers . 
"Mirrored Mauve" lipstick. 
Black and white movies. 
Neil Diamond. 
Multiple entries to every contest 

ever announced on the radio . 
Barefoot in the Park. 
Books face down on the kitchen table, 

on her nightstand, on the toilet tank. 
Christmas music from October 

to February. 



20. 

She sang her heart out, everywhere. 
Never a whole song, just snatches: "So 
shall it be at last, on that bright morn 
ing . .. " She asked a friend to sing a 
song for her funeral that my sisters 
and I had never heard. During the 
performance, we looked at each other 
in confusion. Why had she chosen this 
song? But then the chorus came, and 
we recognized the bit she had sung 
thousands of times over her bread 
making. So this was the song it had 
come from! A song about resurrection. 

21. 

She could be petty . 
She told my secrets to her friends. 
She made me feel dirty when I asked 

for money. 
She used guilt to manipulate . 
She insisted I sell things door

to-door, though my shyness made 
this torturous. 

She slapped me when she 
couldn't think of an answer. Later, 

she would apologize. 
She jerked the comb impatiently 

through my hair. 
She rubbed my back a long time the 

night my boyfriend broke up with me, 
even though she never liked that boy. 

22. 

Though she had many months once 
she knew the end was coming, she did 
not write any letters to be read at future 
moments by her children. No last ad
vice. Nothing about how to be married, 
how to deal with post-partum depres
sion, how to toilet-train. No inspiring 
words for the long afternoons with a 
colicky baby waiting for a husband to 

come home, or the long nights waiting 
up for a teenager. Nothing. Someone 
asked her about writing such letters, 
and she said, "There's nothing I can say 
now that would change anything. My 
life is what it is, and I can't change it 
with any last words. I'm ready." 

I would like a letter. But look: I've 
survived without one. 

23. 

I want her when I am sick. ~ 
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Early Morning Estrangement and Other Tunes 
George Looney 

Swarms of bats scrawl a tepid sky in Austin, 
living runes calling up the past 

like a radio station where the early morning deejay 

shivers from bad coffee and crack, and lectures 
anyone listening at such an ungodly hour 

to keep watch for any sentence spread out 
like a viciously naked woman in a pose 

someone in the know wou ld call classical. 

The rest of us call it what it is, and call up 
the station to take the deejay to task. 

Put us on the air, we insist. We remember 
how it was, the past, and it wasn't 

the way you'd have us think. It's written down 
somewhere, and not by the flickering 

of bats stretched across a southwestern sky. 

No sky can keep anything from being erased. 
That naked woman is rhetoric, and not classical. 

Everything is a reflection of its t ime, 
and our time calls for estrangement, 

for the giving up of all we used to call ours. 

Time was, we start to say but stop ourselves, 
knowing anything that follows would be a lie. 

Time was, we'd say, not even a lie could explain 
the fevered dance of suns so far off 

by the time their light gets here they've gone 

cold and collapsed. Time was 
the crazed flitting of bats at dusk 

could seem to play every oldies tune 



a bitter deejay flings into the cosmos 
at three in the morning. Time was 

any woman, naked or fully clothed, 
could put everything in its place. 
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The Burro 
Richard Krawiec 

She approached the wooden gate 
skittish as a pained lover 

wanting to believe, but fearful 
once again of the raised hand, 

betrayal, rejection, a slow drifting 
apart. I clicked my tongue, 

soothed a whisper, palm open 
downwards. She sidled, step 

and pause, step and pause . 
Her coat of mottled brown 

mange-ravaged with shedding, 
mane thick with gnarls, eyes 

sad mirrors of clarity 
that glanced up as she hovered 

her muzzle just above my fingers, 
nostrils breathing wide to scent . 

I stood and waited as I should 
wait for God or love, until, 
reassured, she hoofed close 

enough for me to touch 
her solid cheeks, pat her neck, 
scratch and rub her shoulders, 

back, each reach met with one more 
step and pause until I stooped down, 

looked at my own sorrow 
reflected in her black eyes. 

We both flinched away, though 
the fence still stood between us . 

Above the pasture, 
clouds toured like gray priests, 

all robes and hats tumbled 
into each other; our shadows, 

creeping up to the ridgeline, 
stood like silhouettes called 

to await the terrible Voice 
who could destroy with a whisper, 

command what we couldn't face. 



I looked at the burro, 
wide sway back evidence 
she could carry what I could 
nor bur must learn to, 
and I stretched my hand 
again through the boards . 
Hesitantly, she stepped closer, 
allowed me to cup 
her soft muzzle. 
We stood together 
waiting, neither knowing 
what might happen 
next , or whether 
we would welcome 
or stop it. 
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The Bearable Burden of Living in Truth 
Dan Shanahan 

At the end of August 1980, flying out 
of Berlin on my way back to the US 
after a Fulbright year abroad, I had 
my first experience with the leaden 
quality that can overtake not just 
your emotions but your entire body, 
when life forces you to confront in
controvertible evidence of your utter 
powerlessness. Camus talked about 
feelings like those in The Myth of Si 
syphus, his tour de force on the con
frontation between the individual 
and the utter disregard the universe 
showed for his or her aspirations, 
hopes, and needs. My experience was 
more modest, more rooted in histo
ry than in profound philosophical 
questions-though it would one day 
expose itself as much more rooted in 
both than I realized at the time. But 
for someone in their early thirties, 
just beginning to take on the trap 
pings of an adult existence, the expe

rience was powerful. 
I had spent the month of August 

teaching in a USIA/British Council
sponsored seminar for Polish students 
of English-students for whom a 
year abroad in an English-speaking 
university was a virtual impossibility, 
and for whom three weeks with Brit
ish and American instructors in the 
city of Poznan would have to suffice . 
In the run-up to the seminar's open
ing, there had been rumblings on the 
Voice of America and BBC World 
Service of discontent in Poland, but 
none of us, Pole, Brit, or American, 
were prepared to live through what 
turned out to be the days that gave 
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birth to the Solidarity trade union, 
the rise of Lech Walesa, and, argu
ably, the prelude to the revolutions 
of 1989 that would follow a short de
cade later. 

Much of my free time during those 
weeks was spent in my room, with 
students, listening to VoA and BBC 
World reports on my short wave, 
trading rumors about the presence of 
Soviet tanks ringing the city (Poznan 
had been the site of repeated mini
rebellions against communist rule 
in the Cold War period), and hear
ing Western scenarios of the conflict 
escalating into a full scale military 
confrontation between East and West. 
Dogfights between Warsaw Pact and 

NATO fighter jets over Berlin is one 
of the possibilities I remember being 
mentioned . 

So when the plane lifted off the 
tarmac at Berlin's Templehof Air 
Base, and my safe return to the US 
was guaranteed, · I felt no relief. My 
heart was still with the hundred or 
more students I'd left behind to an 
uncertain fate, and that fact acted 
like an anchor almost capable of pull
ing the plane back to the ground . It 
wasn't fear, it wasn't angst, it wasn't 
Kierkegaardian dread, though it had 
elements of each of those; it was, sim
ply, the unbearable weight of being 
-being in those times, feeling their 
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deep gravity, knowing the names and 
the faces of those who could not , as 
I could, escape from under the cloud 
of dark repressive existence that was 
Soviet communism, and feeling one's 
powerlessness as a consequence. 

Ironically, that feeling was, except 

perhaps in more critical moments such 
as these, not one shared by many
or even most-of those who actually 
lived their lives under that cloud . Un 
der communism, especially in Warsaw 
Pact countries like Poland, Hungary, 
and Czechoslovakia, where some form 
of modern democracy had existed be
fore World War II, most people went 
about their business as best they could . 
Life was not full of the affiuence that 
was spreading in the West, but neither 
was it the dark night of brutal repres
sion that had existed under Nazi rule . 
And in some respects, particularly 
with regard to such things as social 
support systems, it was sufficiently 
protective enough that there are now 
still significant numbers of people who 
feel powerful nostalgia for the Warsaw 
Pact era-so much so that today in 
the Czech Repub lic, the unreformed 
Communist Party has consistently 
garnered double -digit percentages in 
national elections, reaching nearly 
20% in 2002. Indeed, the reasons for 

the nostalgia about the communist 
era remain a topic of discussion for 
intellectuals of both the right and the 
left in these countries . The consensus 
seems to be that the common man or 
woman learned to cope with the re
strictions on free speech, the absence 
of real choice in elections, and the ne
cessity of paying lip service to a regime 
that , in the eyes of Westerners, was 
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almost synonymous with Kafkaesque 
dread. Most did not have even the 
leaden feelings of powerlessness that I 
felt as the plane carried me out of Ber
lin . But a few did. And one of those 
was Vaclav Havel. 

As Michael Zantovsky's new bi
ography of Havel shows, Havel was 
born into a rather privileged envi 
ronment: his fami ly was wealthy by 
the quite comfortable standards of 
the · Czechoslovak First Republic, 
when Czechoslovakia was for a time 
the most industrialized and wealthy 
country in Centra l Europe. His fa
ther owned, among other things, 
the large and prolific Barrandov film 
studios that still exist today; his ma 
ternal grandfather was a well-known 
journalist and had been for a time a 
government minister . But the privi
leged existence into which Havel had 
been born became a severe liability in 
1948, when an electorally based coup 
brought the communists to power. 
Properties owned by the family were 
confiscated , Barrandov was national
ized, and members of the Havel fam 
ily, like most members of the former 
bourgeoisie, became personae non gra
tae. Most especially, choice of school 
was extremely lim ited when Havel 

reached university age, and his aspi
ration to become himself a filmmaker 
was blocked by the rejection of his 
application at FAMU, the national 
film school and one of the oldest film 
schools in Europe . 

Havel made a deft midfield cor
rection after completing his military 
service, finding work as a stagehand 
at a Prague theater and gaining en-



tree into some of the avant -garde 
movements in drama and music that 
were beginning to take shape in the 
early '60s. Within a relatively short 
period of time, he was writing plays 
that were received enthusiastically 
by Czech audiences and then by au
diences around the world. They were 
rather absurdist dramas which stayed 
within the bounds of regime -accept
able art by criticizing such things as 
mindless bureaucracy without giving 
it a communist face, and they marked 
him as a central figure in the short
lived renaissance of music, theater, 
film-and political thought-that 
came to be known as The Prague 
Spring. However, The Prague Spring 
itself had been built on the liberaliz 
ing reforms of prime minister Alex
ander Dubcek who, though he had 
entered office with the blessing of 
Kremlin leaders like Leonid Brezh 
nev, very soon fell out of favor with 
them, most especially because he had 
allowed criticism of the Party to take 

place in the media. When Dubcek 
refused to give up his goal of creat 
ing what he and his fellow reformers 
called "socialism with a human face," 
the Kremlin leadership responded 
with a military invasion the likes of 
which had not been seen since the 
Hungarian uprising of 1956 and 
which put a brutal and permanent 
end to the flowering of the arts and 
public discourse of which Havel had 
been a part. 

The response of many artists and 
intellectuals-Milos Forman perhaps 
the most notable among them - was 
to emigrate to the West. Others, 
like the novelist-and to some ex-

tent Havel's mentor Milan Kundera, 
tried to claim that, while The Prague 
Spring had gone into retreat, it had 
not been defeated. Havel disagreed, 
and in a surprisingly forceful public 
response to Kundera, he said so. As 
Zantovsky puts it, 

For Havel, Ku ndera's alleged nat ion

al u nity under th e "socia lism wit h a 

huma n face" Aag was illusory, and 

stand ing gro und was meaning less 

wit hout the ab ility to "express one's 

pos itio n even by a specific and dan

gerous activity ." (120) 

It's not an exaggeration to say that 
Havel's refutation of Kundera's at
tempt to put a brave face on the cat
astrophic invasion and subsequent pe
riod of "normalization" under lackeys 
who promised to toe the Kremlin's 
line-that refutation itself subsequent 
to the self-immolation on Wenceslas 
Square by a student, Jan Palach, who 
was appalled by Czech acquiescence 

to the Soviets-was a gauntlet thrown 
down and the birth of a twenty-year 
period of often lonely dissidence that 
would end only with the fall of com
munism. Moreover, Havel's refusal to 
either leave his country-as Kunde 
ra eventually did-or to try to put 
a brave face on the utter devastation 
visited on the cultural renaissance he 
was part of, may explain, at least in 
part, why Havel can be said to have 
lived a life in which, unlike so many 
others in Czechoslovakia, the leaden 
feeling of powerlessness inspired him . 

In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus 
says that the only option for those 
who have confronted the absurdity 

49 



that is the human condition is to re
main faithful to what they have seen, 
to refuse to deny it , to remain con
stantly aware of their powerlessness 
in the face of their tragic existence. 
In many respects, this is the key to 
understanding how Havel , in the 

midst of an entire nation that felt it 
must simply get on with the daily liv
ing of its life, was able to soldier on : 
for the substructure of his devotion to 
"living in truth" was his realization 
that his awareness was his truth. Havel 
was not the dilettante bourgeois 
looking for attention that the regime 
tried to make him out to be; nor was 
he an narcissistic politician engaging 
in loud display ; nor was he the sanc
timonious martyr. Havel was simply 
a man who saw things he refused to 
ignore or to veil with weak rational
izations, as he felt Kundera had . Like 
Camus, H avel found his stability and 
his courage to go on in his knowledge 
that his vision of what was was sound, 
and that so long as he remained faith
ful to it, he would endure-the sur
veillance, the relegation to work at 
a brewery, the time spent in prison, 
and, yes, the doubts that some had 
about the efficacy of what he was do
ing and the purity of his motives. 

Moreover, Havel's thought took a 

step that eluded Camus during his 
own tragically shortened life. Where 
Camus could only affirm the certain
ty that living in constant awareness of 
the absurdity of the human condition 
was the most anyone could do , and 
the least anyone should, Havel was 
able to go a step further. In his "The 
Power of the Powerless," an essay 
originally written for a joint project 
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of Czechoslovak and Polish dissidents 
which was interrupted by the impris
onment of many of the principals , 
including Havel himself, he takes the 
step of demonstrating that the aware
ness of those who languish in the 
dusky world of lies and half-truths 

imposed by totalitarianism, and their 
refusal to call that world anything 
other than what it is, becomes a pow
erful antidote to the lies and half
truths precisely because the illumina
tion of its presence is in such contrast to 
the pseudo-reality which surrounds it . 

Thus in the darkest days-admit
tedly, with the aid of friends and col
leagues, income from the sale of his 
works abroad, and the constant use of 
nicotine and alcohol that would even
tually shorten his life considerably
Havel was able to endure. And, as 
he remained convinced it would, 
the walls of the Soviet citadel event
ually came tumbling down before the 
truth to which he and others like him 
stubbornly, and not a little heroically, 
remained devoted. 

Writing a biography of a figure 
like Havel would be no easy task if 
only because Havel the man was such 
a curious blend of shy and sensitive 
artist, impish trickster, and heroic 
moralist. During the Velvet Revolu

tion, Czechs told me that they had 
become much more conscious of 
their grammar because, in contrast to 
the coarse language spoken by the likes 
of the last of the communist premieres , 
Milos Jakes, Havel's language 
was so exquisite-as can be heard in 
the voice he adopts in essays like "Pol
itics, Morality and Civility," when 
he says: 



No sta te ... is anything in and of 

itself, outside of hi sto rical time and 

social space. It is nor rh e clever in

vention of a team of experts, like a 

computer or a telephone . Every state, 

on the contrary, grows out of specific 

intellectual, spiritual and cultural tra

ditions that br eathe substance into it 

and give it meaning.' 

But to hear him deliver a speech 
could be a shock: he tended to keep 
his head down, sometimes allowing 
his voice to drop to little more than 
a mutter, and littering his discourse 
with "Mmmm"s-the Czech version 
of the English "Uh ... "-all a con
sequence of his self-conscious shyness 
in public. But he was also capable 
of devilishly wry humor: on a trip I 
made to the US during the Monica 
Lewinsky scandal, which just hap
pened to coincide with a visit Havel 
was making, I heard him asked at a 
news conference what he made of the 

scandal. Through his interpreter, he 
said, "There are things I understand 
about America, and there are things 
I don't-and I prefer not to comment 
on those I don't." (Full disclosure: 
Havel was himself a known ladies 
man ... ) 

Michael Zantovsky has captured 
the nuances of Havel's personality, 
and he has done so brilliantly. The 
only biography of Havel in English 
available to readers up until now 
has been Thomas Keene's, a rather 
rambling and very flawed book that 
suffers especially from the author's 
determination to write Havel's life 
as a tragedy-and the inability of 

the author to remove himself from 
the telling of the tale. Ironically, one 
might expect the great danger of 
someone like Zantovsky taking on 
the task would be the very fact that he 
was so involved in the story himself: 
he was one of the founding mem
bers of Civic Forum, which steered 
the transition from communism to 
democracy in Czechoslovakia; he be
came Havel's spokesman during the 
first two years of his presidency; and 
he was subsequently Czech ambas
sador to the US, Israel, and now the 
United Kingdom. Someone with his 
involvement in the story he must tell 
runs the risk of letting that involve
ment interfere with getting the story 
out, but Zantovsky turns his involve
ment to his great advantage. He only 
rarely, intermittently, and usually 
self-effacingly, mentions his presence 
at an event or his involvement in de
cisions; his membership in the inner 
circle has given him extensive access 
to all the players and all the archives 

some biographers might spend a life
time trying to track down and digest, 
and-no small matter-the fact that 
he has a master's in clinical and so
cial psychology gives him an extreme
ly deft and insightful touch when 
dealing with personalities, emotions, 
and motivations of the broad cast 
of characters who played their parts 
in this multi-faceted drama. Most 
especially, with regard to Havel him
self, Zantovsky has given us neither 
moralist, nor philosopher, nor hero, 
but a man who was all of these things. 
We come away with the unique feel
ing of having been on intimate terms 
with someone as formidable on the 
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stage of twentieth-century history as 
Nelson Mandela or Martin Luther 
King, but who was, in the end, just 
a man .2 

For much, perhaps even most of 
the world, Havel's name is associat
ed with the glory days of 1989, when 

the Berlin Wall came tumbling down 
and the Warsaw Pact empire of the 
Soviet Union crumbled . The revolu
tion led by Havel, along with a host 
of his Charter 77 3 colleagues and, 
increasingly, rank-and-file Czechs 
and Slovaks all over his country, 
was the most stirring revolt against 
Communist rule since the Solidarity 
movement in Poland in 1980, and its 
"velvet" quality captured the hearts 
and minds of those who watched it 
unfold. That those days would, as he 
might himself have put it, loom large 
in Havel's legend, is understandable: 
all the world, as he did put it, loves 
the story of the small boy who stands 
up to and triumphs over the evil 
giant. And the fact that the evil giant 
was, in this case, the arch-enemy of 
America, didn't hurt. Loved by the 
Left, lionized by the Right, Havel 
became the darling of America in the 
early '90s; movie stars and rock stars, 
politicians and pundits, flocked to see 
him, sang his praises, read and reread 
his works. 

But Vaclav Havel was more than 
a founding member of Charter 77, 
more than a dissident playwright and 
essayist, more than the centerpost of 
the Velvet Revolution-more even 
than the first president of a post
communist Czechoslovakia. In fact, 
the true importance of Havel may lie 
in what he did not achieve. 
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Havel resisted what came to be 
known as the Velvet Divorce-the 
separation of Czechoslovakia into 
Slovakia and the Czech Republic. 
But he failed . He wrote prescient
ly of the danger of society slipping 
into the complacent narcosis of con

sumerism . But today the Czech Re
public is nothing if not a consumer 
society-though in fairness, it must 
be said that it differs little in this 
from most Western and many Asian 
societies. And he tried to ward off the 
efforts of his arch-nemesis and even
tual successor, Vaclav Klaus, to power 
the move toward consumerism with 
a Thatcherite political regime . Here 
again, his efforts mostly came up 
short. In fact, unbeknownst to many 
in the West who continued to lion
ize him, showering him with awards, 
invitations to speak and to preside 
over seminars and symposia, in his 
second term as Czech president, 
Havel's star had all but been eclipsed 
in his own country. Appreciated 
mostly as an artifact of the past, he 
had been relegated to the sidelines of 
the present, like a member of a sports 
team who continues to suit up for 
games but never goes out onto the 
field. But therein lies Havel's deeper 
significance, and his real triumph. 

Most who have encountered the 
phrase "living in truth" think of it as 
a description of Havel's stance toward 
the systematic lies and self-serving 
half-truths of Soviet-style commu
nism, which it was. But it was also 
much, much more as Zantovsky sym
pathetically and unpretentiously re
veals . For at bottom, Havel was, like 
so many of the greatest intellectuals 



of the twentieth century, a moralist, 
and his brand of moralism required 
that he-that one-not turn away 
from the truth, no matter how hard 
that may be, no matter what the 
consequences. For Havel, the truth 
was like a light shining down from 
above that bathed one in a reassur
ing sense of "rightness"-the right
ness that one must pay for, but for 
which one reaped the rewards of quiet 
certainty. And despite the many fail
ures he experienced, he never faltered 
in his attachment to the truth, his 
desire to speak the truth, or his hope 
that others would one day embrace 
the truth as fervently as he tried to. 

The Guardian has called Havel's role 
in the events of 1989 "second only to 

Lech Walesa," but I think that assess
ment rather shallow. Walesa, a brilliant 
tactician of resistance and a consum
mate labor organizer, left little in the 
way of a moral legacy, and the specta
cle of his not-so-latent anti-Semitism 
in post-communist Poland will forever 

tarnish his image. Havel was not with 
out short-sightedness : he unwisely, if 
understandably, supported the Iraq 
War from the beginning to the end. 
But in contrast to Walesa, Havel lefr a 
legacy of quiet dedication to the truth, 
in whatever arena, in whatever forum. 
He maintained that dedication in the 
darkest days of communism, in the glo
ry days of the revolution and its afrer
math, and in the less than happy days 
of his slow eclipse. And that dedication 
will stand as a beacon for all those who 
hope to bathe themselves-and any 
who will join to them-in the light 
that comes from a life lived in truth . ~ 

Notes 

1 Summer Meditations . New York : Vintage, 

1993. Paul Wi lson, trans. 

2 It is worth noting that Zantovsky wrote 

th e English version of Havel: A Life in 

English, sub sequ ently translating it 

into Czech for publication in the Czech 

Republic. His writ in g in English is admi

rably elegant, even by the standards one 

wou ld expect of a gifted nati ve speaker. 

3 Charter 77 was a document prepared in 

1977 to demand basic human rights from 

the communist government in Czechos lo

vak ia. (Polish dissidents were included in 

the early planning for the document, but 

government interferenc e kept them from 

becoming fully involved in its publication 

and dissemination.) Though mod est in 

tone, it was seen as a direct challenge by 

the regime and those who signed it 

remained targets of harassment, arrest, 

and imprisonment right up until 1989. 
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Beneath the colorful, air-brushed 
sheen of all those glossy Creative 
Writing Program ads shining from 
the pages of Poets & Writers, beats 
the pulse of another world, a rich, 
ever shifting tangle of independent 
or non-profit presses, poetry collec
tives, little magazines and broadsides, 
seldom noticed by academic and 
corporate publishing. There are in 
terminglings and overlaps, of course 
(beware the simp le dichotomy!). But 
the goal in P&W world is an MFA; 
the aim of that less visible one roil 
ing beneath it is to change the world, 
or at least, as Gary Snyder once said, 
"move it a millionth of an inch." The 
contact between these ambitions can 
be abrasive. 

Peter Kidd implies such conflict in 
"Sunday in Albuquerque," first pub
lished in the traditional form of calls 
to action, a broadside: 

our _ene my 

of course 

as always 

and forever 

is the Oligarchy's Art s Co uncil 

Kidd, one of 33 poets in Frederick 
Whitehead's new anthology, 1he Po
etry of Resistance, is himself the found
er of a press in that alternative literary 
landscape: Igneus, publisher of some 
fifry books of poetry and plays during 
the last 22 years. 

Many other poets included here 
also represent institutions well out
side that Oligarchy's Arts Council 

The Poetry of Resistance 
James McKenzie 

Fred W hiteh ead, ed., The Poetry of Resis

tance, Kansas City: John Brown Press, 2014. 

Pp. xiv+ 150, $12 .00. 

of Kidd's polemic: Gloria Martinez 
Adams, co-founder of Latino Writers 
Co llecti ve; Mary Franke, co-editor 
of Blue Collar Review; Al Markow
itz, founder of Partisan Press; San 
Francisco's indomitable, prolific Jack 
Hirschman, one of whose current 
projects is the Revolutionary Poets 
Brigade . Others list various kinds of 
social, labor, and political activism in 
the robust author's note accompany
ing most selections . One, Bob Henry 
Baber, recently ran for the U.S . Sen
ate on West Virginia's Mountain Par
ty ticket. "What does it mean," Baber 
asks, a leader against mountain top 
removal coal mining, "when people 
are now forced to participate in and 

even advocate for the demise of their 
own culture?" 

Differing emphases and orien
tations inform each of their varied 
enterprises, sometimes keyed to 
geographical region, but a statement 
from one of the more venerable and 
successful of such houses, West End 
Press, ''A Forward-Thinking Poetry 
Publisher," might stand for the field . 
Since 1976, West End's publishing his
tory webpage states, they "have pub
lished progressive, community -based 
poetry, drama, fiction, and memoir, 
with a concentration on working class, 
women, and multicultural writers. 
Our books are oriented toward social 
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change, though we don't subscribe to 
a single political agenda ." 

Most such publishing efforts are, 
however, in the memorable words of 
Thomas McGrath, "unaffiliated far 
left." That same page of West End's 
website expresses gratitude for its as

sociations over the years, naming Mc 
Grath one of its three now deceased 
"elders"- Meridel Le Sueur and Paula 
Gunn Allen, the other two . Five po 
ets in Whitehead's anthology nod 
to Tom McGrath by name in their 
bios (a total of at least ten mentions , 
more than Whitman earns) including 
Whitehead himself, who edited an 
invaluable issue of NDQ devoted to 
McGrath in 1982. 

A similar spirit of common cause, 
common labor too, breathes through 
Whitehead's Preface to this new an 
thology. The operant pronoun for that 
preface is the first person plura l: The 
Poetry of Resistance is "a co-op anthol 
ogy." Born in the scary times of "the 
Meltdown of the bubble economy in 
October, 2008," then fueled by the 
more recent Occupy movement, this 
anthology uses Print On Demand 
(POD) technology to "bypass the 
gatekeepers of the commodity sys
tem ." Acknowledging that no one has 
a single, magic formula, Whitehead 
with P. J. Laska (who later dropped 
out of the project) issued a call for po 
ets to address the needs of these times 
with a poetry of "militant activism," 
the "core theme" of "a book to take 
to farmers markets and street fairs, to 
be read in the streets, to be not only 
discussed but argued about." Poets, 
writers, activists, any reader, need 
only go to Create Space, an Amazon 
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company, to print out copies . Global 
participatory publishing of a kind not 
possible before this new century : pool
ing our labor, through the wonders of 
remote electronic technologies, to "do 
it ourselves." 

But what of Auden's famous line, 

now dictum: "poetry makes nothing 
happen"? The line comes from his 
elegy for W. B. Yeats whom "mad 
Ireland hurt . . . into poetry"; but, 
Yeats gone, Ireland remained polit 
ically and historically no better for 
his having written all that magnif
icent poetry; "Now Ireland has her 
madness and her weather still." How 
can Whitehead, Laska, and these 
many others (poets and writers in 
lower case) imagine their "poetry of 
resistance" anthology making some 
thing happen where Yeats could not? 
How can its "language of revolt, 
recovery, and re-visioning" generate, 
as Whitehead says in his Afterword, 
"the full spectrum of social and po 
litical consciousness to free the pres 
ent from submission to the past"? In 
other words : how to bring about the 
kind of revolutionary change imag 
ined by John Brown, the famous nine 
teenth -century American activist who 
gives his name to Whitehead's press? 

John Brown's visionary slave insur 
rection never had a chance , and what
ever Lincoln may have said to Harriet 
Beecher Stowe about Uncle Tom's Cabin 
starting the Civil War, he was impish 
ly overstating the case. Still, Lincoln's 
remark acknowledges the mysterious 
workings of art and the creation of con
sciousness. Cause and effect, in matters 
of art and history, always evade the pre
cisions of scientific measurement . 



Down loaders of The Poetry of Re
sistance, samizdat from the cloud, 
will, however, find much history and 
nourishment to support a host of re
sistances , sisters and brothers at work 
over centuries in a wide variety of 
challenges to existing orders. Harry 
Gieg goes as far back as the Peasant's 
Revolt in England after the Black 
Death (1381); on our own continent, 
E . A. Mares dedicates a poem to 
Pope, leader of the Pueblo Revolt of 
1680. Jared Carter, a poet with more 
mainstream credentials, celebrates "a 
Contingent of Coxey's Army Passing 
Through Straughn, Indiana, in April 
of 1894 ." 

As for more recent times, the an 
thology bristles with allusions to and 
explorations of familiar workers' is
sues : the Triangle Fire, the Phelps 
Dodge copper strike (1983), the En 
ron debacle, Wisconsin Governor 
Scott Walker in 2011 (an Anonymous 
poem "Instructions to the Madison 
Soviet" ends with "Issued March 

4, 2011") . Robert Edwards issues a 
more general exhortation : 

... get your Joe H ill boots on, 

the seven- leaguers! Let's go, 

carpenters and data poets, d reamhacke rs 

work of innumerable individual and 
collective acts and imaginings: the 
countless inventions and permuta 
tions, for example, that brought the 
possibilities of publication from hand 
copying manuscripts, to Gutenberg, 
to the POD techno logy that makes 
The Poetry of Resistance possible in 
this form . The revolutionary fuse, by 
the time it is lit, braids together the 
unmeasurable, diffuse yearnings and 
dreams of vast numbers. 

Whitman's contemporary and fel
low dreamer Henry David Thoreau, 
a defiant defender of John Brown, 
counsels dreaming castles in the air, 
then building foundations under 
them. ND Q's tribute to McGrath, ed
ited by Whitehead, has a frontispiece 
photo of the poet bearing the tide 
"The Dream Champ." The McGrath 
novel published by NDQ in 1984, 
This Coffin Has No Handles, based on 
a 1945 longshoreman's strike in New 
York, was originally entitled All But 
the Last, a name meant to suggest that 

the dreamers will win the last battle . 
Ya gotta dream. What could be more 
American than that? Ask Tom Paine . 

Download this book; nourish and in
form your dreams. Practice resistance. ~ 

and cement finishers! Jo in the crew, Editor's Note : Fred Whitehead is a long-time 

you wind-welders and stormy roughnecks NDQ contributing editor. 

laug hing 

open mouthed over the roofs of t he world. 

But revolutionary change, when it 
comes (like, ironically, November 9, 
1989, the peoples of Berlin reuniting 
themselves), does not arise solely from 
Whitmanic yawps "over the roofs of 
the world." It is ushered in by the 
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After Reading Issa in France 
Juliana Gray 

The parasol pine drops its cones . 
Magpies screech and jaw, fighting for nuts . 

Roosters cry against the rising day. 

Owls interrogate the stars. 

Old women in sagging hose 
buy one beet, one leek, one egg at a time. 

Bells of hunting dogs across the hills. 
Who guards the abandoned houses? 

Foxes in the vineyard . Bears 
in the schoolyard, climbing the monkey bars . 

Wind strips the leaves from the climbing vines, 
leaving long stems, houses draped in hair. 

Empty shirts pinned on the clothesline . 
No one really dies ofloneliness . 

Early buds, late frost. The sparrow 
builds her nest inside a scarecrow's brain . 



Low-slung outlaw, lean 
and ashen , you hunt casually, 
as if merely taking the morning air. 

You lope across the neighbor's yard 
and into mine, sniffing for voles, 
new fawns, unleashed pets . 

Your paws darken circles 
of dew-spangled grass, your tail 
a garbage fire's scuzzy plume. 

I lean to window glass, 
blowing fog, hungry 
for wilderness . My hand 

trembles above the doorknob . 
Visitor, I welcome you 
by staying out of sight . 

I am your two-legged terror, 
your dexterous nightmare, 
the thing that makes you run. 

To a Coyote 
Juliana Gray 
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Sharks 
Juliana Gray 

" ... he's got lifeless eyes, black eyes, like a doll's eyes. When it comes at you, it doesn't 

seem to be living . .. " - Quint, Jaws 

Through sun-hungry water, thick and cold 

as a conger's brine-jellied eye, we glide, 
our pendulum tails ticking off the time . 

,-

Sluicing entire oceans through our gills, 
we cruise, our passage ruffling the dark sand, 

a wake of flat bodies desperate 

to hide themselves. Eyes like firepits 
perceive their own blackness, colorblind 

unless color paints itself in smells : 

a buzzing school of tangs, the cool tone 
of a solitary fish, electric blood . 

Surface shapes, leggy silhouettes 

against confusing brightness, splashing kicks 
and clamor, the rosy scent of something soft

we do not understand you , but we will. 

We rise, breaching the skin of the world . We bite . 



When Turtle First Began to Carry the Earth 
Sarah A . Chavez 

I. 

When Turtle first began to carry the Earth, there was only Turtle. As 
there was only Canine and Feline, only Snake and Bird. Only Rabbit and 
Fish . Of course, there was no Earth either, only land and water enough to 
comfortably sleep and feed and play the animals who enjoyed each other's 
company. Creatures of the land and of the water all jumped and played and 
made up harmonious songs in honor of one another's differences. Turtle's 
favorite was the song Feline sang to him as they munched leaves and bathed 
each other's faces. 

0 Turtle friend 
0 Turtle friend 
Your shell is a lovely home 
Your shell is a lovely home 
Your eyes wise and sweet 
Your eyes wise and sweet 

In return, Turtle sang to her 

0 Feline friend 
0 Feline friend 
Your fur is lush and sleek 

Your fur is lush and sleek 
Your whiskers wise and soft 
Your whiskers wise and soft 

Many times as Turtle held the Earth, he sang these songs softly to himself. 
When he closed his wise eyes he could hear her vibrato purr. 0 Turtle friend, 
0 Turtle friend. 

II. 

When Turtle first began to carry the Earth, there was only Turtle. As there 
was only Canine and Feline, only Snake and Bird . Only Rabbit and Fish. 
Of course, there was no Earth either, only land and water just enough to 
comfortably sleep and feed and play the many animals who enjoyed each 
other's company. But the Great Creator was a lonely god, a trickster god. It 
was not exciting to watch the creatures of the land and of the water jump 
and play and make up harmonious songs in honor of one another's differences. 
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When he would become bored, the Great Creator would take a handful of 
land and a handful of water. He would take a handful of stars. And these he 
would roll round and around in his great hands imaging new creatures . In 
the diamond between his thumbs, he would breathe wind and place them 
upon the land . 

And while the creatures welcomed each new sibling onto the land and into 
the water, and scooted over to make them space, and curled up beside them 
to teach them touch, the Great Creator never remained entertained. He 
breathed and breathed new creatures until he could think of no more. And 
for the falling of five thousand leaves, he stopped. 

But a lonely god is not lonely for lack of company . A lonely god, a trickster 
god has eyes that look out, but do not turn in . And so it was, at the gentle 
descent of the five thousandth-and-first leaf, he was once again bored and 
took a handful of land and a handful of water and a handful of stars and 
then scratched a patch of fur from Feline, scales from Fish, and a feather 
from Bird and rolled them round and around in his great hands and in the 
diamond between his thumbs, he breathed wind and placed Mestizo upon 
the land. 

This is how all the millions upon millions of creatures of the Earth, from the 
tiniest gnat to the largest lizard came to be blood of blood . 

III. 

Six hundred leaves before Turtle first began to carry the Earth, there was 
only Turtle . And though the Great Creator had scratched off a layer of 
Turtle's shell, he did not mix this with a handful of land, a handful of water, 
and a handful of stars. Instead he tucked it into the pocket of his heart, on 
which he'd occasionally pat, to check, Turtle thought, that the shell was still there. 

Turtle watched the creatures who were blood of blood grow and grow. And 
because of this, there was no longer diversity alone, but also sameness. It 
was a marvel at first, that Fish now saw shiny scales on the body of another 
and Canine could touch the long fang out of another mouth with his paw. 
And so it came to be that the creatures began to fall in love with the images 
of themselves the Great Creator placed upon the land. You are so much like 
me, they said to the living mirror the Great Creator breathed wind into. 
Canine began to sing songs for Mirror Canine and Rabbit began to sing 
songs to Mirror Rabbit. Only still did Feline sing songs to Turtle and Turtle 
sang songs to Feline . Even when the Great Creator breathed wind into a 
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creature with sleek and lush fur, alert ears and sharp teeth, Feline merely 
welcomed the mirror of herself, as she did all the other creatures that came 
before. She played with Mirror Feline, as she played with all the creatures, 
but when the time for sleep was upon the land, Feline always curled up next 
to Turtle. 

Once, licking her paw and running it over his claws, Turtle asked her why 
she slept next to him . Don't you want to feel the lushness of your fur, the 
gruff grace of your tongue? Feline's laugh was a deep and marvelous purr 
that Turtle could feel vibrate through his shell. I already have lush fur and a 
gruff tongue, she replied. Why would I want another? I want to rest against 
the strong smoothness of your shell. I want to look into the wise sweetness in 
your eyes. Turtle felt something so full, so sweeping in that moment, he has 
never been able to name it. That was the soundest sleep he ever experienced, 
with Feline' s soft whiskers tickling the textured leather of his face. It was the 
last night Turtle slept for a millennium. 
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Bruno's Garden 
Bruno Borsari and Emilio DeGrazia 

As Bruno and Emilio stood m 
Bruno's yard wondering how they 
cou ld remake both the yard and 
the world, their Ita lian differences 

seemed small inside the great passion 
they shared. They were both troub led 
by assembly lines. Emilio's father, an 
immigrant from a village in the deep 
south of Italy, had spent a Christ's 
age working on the assembly line of 
Henry Ford's massive Rouge plant 
just outside Detroit . Emilio had seen 
the new cars rolling off the line every 
58 seconds and had watched in con 
fusion as city streets became clogged 
with cars whose escape routes were 
freeways paved into fields doomed 
to become expanding cityscapes . He 
moved westward to Minnesota to es
cape the traffic and noise, the dirty 
air, the massive misuse of energy and 
natural resources, the sense that all 
this "progress" was going too fast 
down a one -way street. 

Bruno, an agronomist transp lant 
from Cesena, a city in northeastern 
Italy, spoke a version of Ita lian that 
seemed foreign to the dialec t Emilio 
had learned from his parents . Though 
the assembly lines Bruno saw were 

less visible than those in the Ford 
factory, he saw disaster looming in 
the prairie fields cropped to uniform 
battalions of beans, wheat , and corn 
harvested by huge machines, then 
transported to food factories where 
foodstuffs are engineered into prod
ucts for sale on supermarket shelves. 
When Bruno looked beneath the 
surface at what once had been miles 
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and miles of diverse prairie plant 
communities, he saw Dante's Inferno 
in the fossil energy sources required 
to fuel industrial agricu lture, the oil 

and fracking fields, the trains and 
armies of trucks, with so much waste 
going up in smoke. His parents had 
addicted him to thrift, and he had little 
patience for inefficiency and excess. 
As a scientist, he had good reason 
to dread what was happening to the 
water and atmosphere . As an agrono
mist, he knew enough about the slow 
ways of soil and plants to understand 
the Great Plains were turning into 
ki lling fields . 

"We need to reverse this trend," he 
said. "We need to make a statement . 
I've got a little research project . I want 
to do it here, at home , in my yard ." 

[Bruno's garden blends a multifunctional 

plant community of approximately seventy 

different species. These are herbaceous and 

woody plants . Many are edible, whereas 

others have medicinal or culin ary proper

ties. Perennial forbs beautifj the garden 

and attract pollinators so impo rtant to the 

viability of food production systems.} 

They shared a love, and nostal 
gia, for Ita lian landscapes . Many 
rural areas in Italy seemed varied, 
lush , and well groomed . They had 
an allure-and beauty - missing in 
America. Emilio had paid visits to 
Tuscany, Rome, and his parents' vil
lage in the south and had inherited 
many of the gardening habits his par 
ents had transplanted into the small 



backyard spaces of their house out
side Detroit. Bruno , with a Laurea 
from the University of Bologna, had 
an understanding of how small and 
irregularly contoured spaces could 
produce plenty of food varieties. The 
different dialects he and Emilio spoke 
often seemed like foreign languages, 
but they cherished the local flavor of 
their dialects as if they were regional 
cuisines . They laughed at each other's 
linguistic diversity, but on one thing 
they agreed: Though they feared Italy 
might follow the American lead, they 
were convinced Italy's agriculture was 
beautiful and productive in a way 
America's was not. 

They shared one other linguistic 
difference; Bruno knew the language 
of science; Emilio wanted to be a poet 
when he grew up. 

"How did this happen," Bruno 
asked, "and so suddenly?" How did 
agriculture become so industrialized? 

Italy had shaped their sense of the 
past. Tourists to the Eternal City have 

a chance to see that ancient Rome, 
medieval and Renaissance Rome, 
and contemporary Rome exist on the 
same street, where crazy traffic tries 
to find a place for itself among an
cient ruins, artwork, and monuments 
that seem present and permanent. 
But Americans have little sense of the 
past. They keep looking forward to 
a future in which everything will be 
easier, faster, and new . In America the 
past is past, behind us in the dark. 

"We think technology is art," 
said Emilio . 

"But," said Bruno, "we can't go 
back to hunting and gathering. We 
need both science and art ." 

But what kind of art? What do 
American farmers see in what they 
do? What gratifies and gives them a 
sense of accomplishment? 

Bruno and Emilio tried to see 
it, what makes artists of them . A 
hard -working farmer has a vast 
spread, more than fifteen hundred 
acres, let's say, in North Dakota . 
The sun is setting in a beautifully 
colored sky, and he's just sprayed the 
corn. He's been at it for hours and is 
exhausted as his tractor comes to a 
halt just outside the farmhouse. He 
turns and looks back at the fields. He 
sees straight, tidy rows, thousands of 
tightly spaced plants symmetrically 
marching in uniformed obedience to 
the triumph of the will of genetically 
modified seed. The scene is wonder
fully green. From the sky it could pass 
as a golf course lawn . "It's great," he 
says to himself as he gives it another 
wide-angle gaze. 'Tm awed by it, and 
I'm proud, how I've shaped all that 
land, the weedlessness. It's beautiful." 

The farmer's work has a seductive 
beauty about it, and the field's wide 
uniform expanse is striking . The crop 
will help feed the world but environ 
mentalists are also saying that cur
rent farming practices leave a trail 
of problems behind . How can the 
"beautiful" not also be the "good"? 
The shadow of the complaints may 
seem distant from the farmer's 
day-to-day labors. 

Or, perhaps there is a trade -off 
between the cost and benefits of crop 
production, and the scale tilts in favor 
of the benefits. The crop translates 
not only into the cash for the farmer's 
bills and personal benefits but also 
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as part of a nationally sanctioned 
and subsidized project important to 
feeding the world. If the trail of en
vironmental problems his crop leaves 
behind is down some vague road in 
a distant future, then those problems 
are largely invisible, while his fields 

are immediately visible and beautiful 
enough to confer a blessing on his 
work. In the absence of a better sense 
of beauty, how can the environmental 
problems be taken seriously? 

[Bruno's garden produces a wide variety 

of flowers with colorful corollas throughout 

the growing season. 7he aesthetic feature 

proposed by this type of garden is the 

random distribution of the plants, which 

allows for unplanned dispersal of seed and 

varied plant densities from year to year. 

Abiotic factors and biotic interactions lead 

the evolution of the garden; therefore, this 

landscape requires minimum management 

and never ceases to offer "surprises."} 

Environmental dysfunction has 
been explained, often convincingly, 
as a result of industrialization, pop
ulation stress, or plain and simple 
human greed. The strictly aesthetic 
role of the problem has been given lit
tle attention . How does our sense of 
what is beautifu l affect our steward 
ship of the land? How has this sense 
affected the treatment and study of 
ecological issues? What role, in turn, 
does our aesthetic sense play in shap
ing not only our fields and farms but 
our homes, gardens, and yards? If a 
current aesthetic is failing us, how 
can we develop a new one that will 
make agriculture, both rural and ur
ban, more ecologically sustainable? 
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"I want to start here," says Bruno . 
"The scientist in me says we need 
something people can see in my yard 
when they walk by." 

BRUNO'S ABSTRACT: 7he ''goat" and 

the sand prairies that once thrived along the 

bluffs of Winona County in Minnesota are 

quickly becoming extirpated by fast chang

es occurring in the landscape. A majority 

of people remain untouched by this demise 

caused by agriculture, by development and, 

most recently, by silica sand mining. 7he 

purpose of our work is to establish a sustain

able landscape at a private home residence 

by employing the visual arts (a mural paint

ing) to accommodate an authentic native 

prairie plant community. More specifically, 

the objectives of this project: 

1. To communicate through 

visual art the compelling need for 

conservation of prairie habitats; 

2 . To make semi -permeable the 

imaginary lines that function as 

barriers separating residential from 

prairie spaces; 

3. To offer an alternative to the 

"rational" aesthetic common to 

current urban and industrial 

agricultural landscapes so that 

more aesthetically pleasing farming 

approaches may be developed in both 

urban and prairie spaces. 

"So we're good Americans," said 
Emilio, "looking forward to the fu
ture for something new. But the past 
is present for us too ." We in America 
also have a past, and its "rationality" 
is still alive. 



When William Bradford and his 
weary pilgrims gazed at the New En 
gland coast on September 6, 1620, 
they initiated the de-sanctification of 
the American landscape that defines 
how we farm and live on it today . 
In Bradford's view, " .. . what could 
they see but a hideous and desolate 
wilderness, full of wild beasts and 
wild men" -and what multitudes 
there might be they knew not. Nor 
did they gain any assurance that this 
land, with its "wild and savage hue" 
would "feed their hopes" (Miller and 
Johnson I 3). What Bradford's Pu
ritans immediately stamped on the 
open face of the New World were 
fears grounded in a fiercely ratio 
nal Calvinist theology that painted 
human nature and nature itself as 
"fallen" and "depraved," possessed by 
evil powers that had to be, as Gen 
esis commanded, "subdued ." Nature , 
the New World they were entering, 
shared the genetic inheritance of the 
Old World the Puritans were leaving 

behind as corrupt . When they landed, 
they planted their prejudices in soil 
they also deemed of the world, flesh, 
and devil. 

What the Puritans also import ed 
into the New World was a sense of 
art whose main features are evident 
on the first page of Bradford's mem
oir. "I must begin," he writes, "at the 
very rood ... which I shall endeavor 
to manifest in a plain style, with sin
gular regard unto the simple truth in 
all things" (Miller and Johnson I 1). 
Compelling this "plain style" and 
"regard unto the simple truth " was a 
powerful iconoclasm that led to the 
condemnation of artfully construct -

ed religious artifacts . The Puritans 
earned their name by attempting to 
"purify" the Old World of artwork
statues , paintings, stained glass win
dows, and the like-that enhanced 
and gave legitimacy to creeds they 
rejected as decadent . As "Separatists," 
another of their names, distance was 
the space they sought to establish 
between themselves and the cultures 
they abhorred and set out to conquer. 
To understand and meld with them 
was out of the question. It is ironic 
that as "purifiers" they cou ld see noth 
ing fundamentally pristine about the 
New World they were entering . If the 
Old World left behind was corrupt, 
the New World, savage and wild, 
was, as a biosphere, worse . To them, 
as God's chosen people, fell the duty 
to purify the New World by violating 
what was also called "virgin land ." 

By the time the Puritans landed 
at Plymouth Rock the argument 
between the claims of "Nature " (the 
wilderness untouched by man and 

its pastoral versions) and "Art " (the 
works of mankind, industrial or aes
thetic) was already a subject of intense 
debate, main ly in the learned capitals 
of the Old World. As the industrial 
revolution, with its expanding urban 
centers , took off, it became increas 
ingly obvious that the antagonists 
needed balancing . The proper role 
of Nature and Art in works of art 
painting, gardening, poetry, even 
love-making-became the subject of 
serious treatises. The champions of 
aristocratic values marginalized Na 
ture in favor of the formal orderliness 
in landscaping that features symme
try . By the eighteenth century the 
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mood shifted, with landscapes again 
incorporating touches of wilderness 
and ancient ruins in gardens with 
in urban areas . "Les jardins paysages" 
became popular as enclaves where 
people could "retreat" to stroll. In 
poetry blank verse, regular feet of 

iambic pentameter, gave natural 
speech freedom of expression within 
lines defined by carefully counted 
syllables and accents. 

Robert Frost, in the carefully mea
sured lines of his poem "Mending 
Wall," spoke to one of the issues con
fronting Bruno and Emilio : 

Something there is that doesn't 
love a wall, 

That sends the frozen -ground 
swell under it 

And spills the upper boulders in 
the sun, 

And makes gaps even two can pass 
abreast. 

The "ground -swell" Frost refers to is 
freezing ground, but it is also the poet 
with the same name. The neighbor 
who recites his refrain line - "Good 
fences make good neighbors"-is a 
property owner tied to old practices 
that separate people from one anoth 
er by enforcing a fortress mentality. 
Wa lls do not make neighbors good, 
and they're likely to be bad for eco
logical systems too. 

[The management of Bruno's garden 

is adaptive and ecological succession is its 

defining process. The garden is a living 

laboratory demonstrating the intercon

nectedness of plants with soil, with insects 

and other biota. Biocenosis benefits all 
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species, and with this type of gardening the 

problems normally caused by unwanted 

organisms like pests or diseases that affect 

edible plants is minimal and almost elim -

inated. This kind of garden is resilient, 

capable of maintaining homeostasis because 

of its higher level of species richness and 

dive rsity.} 

As the spread of the industrial revo
lution made the walls between Nature 
and Art more visible, the Romantic 
movement, despite its idealization of 
Nature, tilted in favor of Art. ''Art's" 
manifestations - the utilitarian ar
tifacts of industry, commerce, and 
urban development - resulted in the 
enclosure of finely wrought artifacts 
into museums and palaces. As indus
trial sprawl and pollution alienated 
more and more individua ls, the de
sire to ba lance the claims of Art and 
Nature gave way to the need to sepa
rate-or "escape" - from burgeoning 
industrial commercialization . For an 
alienated few, "escape" to rural areas 
was the way to preserve sanity. But 
it also made eccentric isolationists 
of them. These solitary Romantics 
entertained such a nostalgic faith in 
Nature's timeless restorative powers 
they could not imagine its wholesale 

demise or institutionalize their com 
mitment to the Nature they loved . 

HOW BRUNO FRAMES THE PROB
LEM: What alternative aesthetics can be 

productive economically and ecologically to 

foster a better culture of land stewardship, 

as predicated by Leopold (1949Y 

Linear, anthropocentric attitudes for de

signing and managing landscapes are often 

exacerbated, as Louv documented, by a 



nature deficit disorder (NDD) syndrome 

that has numbed most people to an ongo

ing sacrifice of habitat and biodiversity in 

the name of progress and human prosperity. 

Despite the efforts of generations of ecologists 

and conservation biologists, ecosystems are 

losing ground to the rapid, overwhelming 

and uncontrollable expansion of human 

activities and communities (Smith). Also, 

an increasing rate of urbanization has been 

amplifying detachment of generations of 

young people from nature. This detachment 

in turn has been contributing to an absence, 

or (in the best case scenarios) to very feeble 

signs of appreciation for nature and its pro

cesses (Borsari). 

If we are to move to a corrective, 
it is important to understand what 
the Puritan/rationalist aesthetic im
plies. Disdain for evil is projected 
onto human nature and onto nature 
itself; these "natures" (as if they are 
"natural") were deemed chaotic, 
polluted, and promiscuous. Sin and 

disorder are "nature's" way. This 
"simple" premise promotes unifor
mity of belief that commits itself to 
cleansing fields, lawns, and yards. As 
such it is intolerant of spontaneity, di
versity, and lurking fecundities. Like 
the "plain and simple truth" alleged 
when preachers clear the -weeds out 
of thorny biblical texts, the aesthet
ic was applied to significant aspects 
of life. In Puritan times dancing 
was forbidden and singing regulat
ed: "Regular singing," writes Cotton 
Mather, "must needs be Better than 
the confused Noise of a Wilderness" 
(Miller and Johnson II 453). Solo
mon Stoddard, acutely wary of na-

ture's ways, proclaimed it "unlawful" 
to wear long hair. "It is Effiminacy, 
and a vast Expence," he claims. "Doth 
not even nature it self teach you, that 
if a man wear long hair it is a shame 
to him?" (Miller and Johnson II 54). 
In Stoddard's view nature's disdain 
for its own processes condemns long 
hair: It is too "bushy." 

Nor should prose be "bushy." The 
sermon as a literary form is the agri
business farm field's analogue-a 
results-based linear prose whose bot
tom line is the harvest of souls. And 
the sermon's brainchild is the fresh
man theme and its offspring, academ
ic papers less interesting than this one 
in which we state our purpose in the 
beginning, divide it into sections, 
then plow its line of thought forward 
to a bottom line harvest of believers. 
For decades Strunk and White's plain 
and simple book Elements of Style 
was a primary authority on how to 
write prose. 

BRUNO'S RATIONALE: We aim to 
employ art to the science of prairie resto

ration and reconstruction with the auspi

cious goal of finding a successful manner 

to communicate across societal strata the 

need for prairie conservation. Through art 

the learner's emotional self may be affect

ed more powerfully than it would be solely 

through an application of science and tech

nology, and educational efforts associating 

the themes of ecology, stewardship, and con

servation with art may effectively enhance a 

culture of sustainability (Borsari). Through 

this new communication modality a culture 

for habitat (Nabhan) may more effectively 

spread and become better established. 
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"Bruno," said Emilio, "that's prose." 
Poetry, even when contained with 

in rhyming lines of metrical feet, was 
suspect to Puritans. It cou ld be too 
cavalier, too comp lexly metaphorical. 
Cotton Mather warns his genera
tion of young people to "beware of a 

Boundless and Sickly Appetite for the 
Reading of Poems . .. But especial 
ly preserve the Chastity of your Soul 
from the Dangers you may incur, by 
a conversation with Muses that are no 
better than Harlots" (Murdock 138). 

Such an aesthetic provides justi
fication for aggression and repres
sion . Native Americans and African 
slaves were dismissed as "savages." 
"Spake much of Negroes," writes 
Samuel Sewell in his Diary. "I men
tion' d the problem, whether [they) 
shou ld be white after the Resurrec 
tion: Mr. Bold took it up as absurd, 
because the body shou ld be void of 
all Co lour ... " (Miller and Johnson 
II 515). Sewell's perception of natural 
biological processes troubled his do 
mestic life as well. Following a gen
tle courtship Sewell concludes that, 
"My bowels yern toward Mrs. Den 
ison : but I think God directs me in 
his Providence to desist" (Miller and 
Johnson II 519). 

"Poetry, prose, race, sex-all these 

things are connected," said Bruno. 
"In nature everything is interdepen 
dent too ." 

[In Bruno's garden the cycle of growth 
and decay enhances the level of stable 

organic matter in the soil, which feeds and 
enhances the diversity of the soil micro.flo
ra and microfauna. The diversity below 
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ground complements and supports the 
diversity above ground through stable 

carbon, or humus produced by decaying 
plants matter. The latter, like a sponge, 
retains water and inhibits run-off while 
building topsoil, which becomes the new 

ecosystem under our feet, where plant roots 

grow and thrive.} 

Most of the settlers who moved 

west were not Puritans, but many 
brought the aesthetic with them. 
There were acres to plant, and the 
urge to sanitize both lives and the 
land extended beyond its forests and 
fens to the structures in which set
tlers lived. Ole Rolvaag, in his Giants 
in the Earth, dramatizes the conflict 
newcomers to the Great Plains expe
rienced. The wilderness of nature, 
its lust to express itself, is as deeply 
felt by Per Hansa as it is symbolical 
ly repressed by his wife Beret, who 
whitewashes the walls of her sod hut 
to cleanse herself of feelings of sexual 
guilt. 

The antagonism to natura l forces and 
the duty to condemn biological urges 
defined humanity as unnatural aliens in 
their own world . According to a review
er in the Times Literary Supplement for 
Ju ly 13, 1940, "Protestantism ... repre
sented a split in the integrity of human 
experience" (Murdock 16). While En
lightenment philosophers and scientists 
were invoking Occam's Razor to reduce 

nature's tangled mysteries to an
swers at once simple and elegant, the 
Protestant aesthetic was closing the 
doors of consciousness to nature's rich 
diversity, waywardness, subtle intelli
gences, and fullness. If Nature was pro
miscuous, Art had to be pure. Evil, like 
a flowering weed, had to be extirpated 
from its source, the cursed ground that 
sustained Christian lives. 



The "split in human experience 
persists. We see architecture in coun 
try churches-rectangular structures 
in monotone whites, with a simple 
spire pointing up-notably just off 
county roads cut into prairie fields 
of weedless corn . The mindset became 
entrenched as the great science-inspired 
experiment in American democracy 
took root . America's future and for
tune lay in its vast expanses of land, 
notably its fertile uncharted prairies . 
How to govern it? How to bring all 
these millions of unsquared miles
their diverse flora and fauna, their 
relentless and secretive biological pro 
cesses-under control? The answer 
was to square the miles and "purify" 
the land by ridding it of life forms 
not immediately useful or profitable . 
Surveyors with honed minds honed 
their tools. As pioneers and trappers 
gave way to settlers moving into 
prairie lands, the land was charted, 
chartered, and sold, mainly as rectan
gles or squares . Straight simple lines 
were still the ideal form , the answer 
to the bewildering wilderness . Prai 
rie lands were divided into sections, 
their diversity plowed under or hunt 
ed down, and the new landscape pic
ture was framed by fencelines and 
straight -lined county roads . Though 
the land's contours and idiosyncrasies 
often did not conform to rationalist de
signs, straight-lined symmetry was es
tablished as the dominant design ide
al. Pennsylvania's Levittown planned 
community represents a radica l mod
el of the aesthetic we see in many city 
and suburban neighborhoods where 
houses copy each other with slight 
variation from a plain style while be-

ing decorated by manicured lawns 
and colors (usually white), sometimes 
required by code. 

BRUNO'S STUDY AREA: A private 

home landscape located in Winona, Min

nesota, has an open space of 490 square me

ters, of which 380 were restored into prairie 

habitat in 2006. Prairie forbs and grasses 

were transplanted in an ongoing effort to 

reduce the lawn area, while increasing the 

diversity of the plant community with na

tive perennials. 

"Not a square, but a rectangle," said 
Emilio, "with unusual things growing 
in it ." 

BRUNO'S SUBJECTS AND METH 
ODOLOGY: Quantitative data were ob

tained from a survey asking 40 gardeners 

to answer questions presented by a purpose

fully constructed evaluation tool. Qualita

tive data were derived from the answers to 

interview questions given to five members 

of the Heritage Preservation Commission 

of the city of Winona . The investigators did 

not have any personal relationship with 

the subjects, and this condition assisted in 

eliminating investigators' bias in the study. 

More qualitative data were derived from a 

document analysis review of natural land

scapes that employ visual art. 

"Bruno," said Emilio, "are you sure 
there's no bias?" 

BRUNO 'S SURVEY AND INTER 
VIEW QUESTIONS: The questions 

focused on an appreciation for prairie art 

derived from a literature review on the 

topic (Callicot, Keane, Kinsey, Tangney); 

their construction was inspired by a study 
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conducted by Keane, who conceded that 

four aspects of familiarity (knowledge, ex

perience, background, and predisposition) 

may affect the preference for prairie land

scapes when respondents have been directly 

exposed to prairies. 

"I'm trying to grow my ideas with 
the methodological tools I have," 
replied Bruno. "And they're not 
garden tools." 

BRUNO'S DATA ANALYSIS: The city 

shareholders responded to the interview 

questions by sharing their knowledge and 

experience about the topic under study. 

One of the five commissioners was aware 

of a weed ordinance that the city of Win

ona enforces. The respondents' perspectives 

about a combination of visual art and 

prairie restoration as a form of gardening 

for the city varied. Support as well as con

cerns for safety, the "tastefulness" of the art 

on display, and which specific buildings and 

spaces within the city would be appropriately 

designated for this and similar projects were 

voiced by the commissioners. Three of five 

commissioners (60%) were in agreement 

that restored prairie plant communities in 

the form of city gardens would be distinctive 

signatures for Winona, would reflect the 

cultural heritage of its inhabitants, and also 

would enhance awareness of environmental 

quality. One respondent added that: "na

tive prairie plant communities and peren

nials should be cherished because they offer 

great benefits to birds and pollinators." One 

commissioner, however, disagreed and said: 

"I recognize the benefits of landscaping with 

local and native plant species yet I am not 

interested in promoting an establishment of 

prairie gardens within the city because the 

massive growth of 'untended' vegetation 
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may become inimical to the aesthetics and 

also create fire hazards during dry spells, at 

the peak of the summer" (Table 1). 

"Bruno," said Emilio, "we have lots 
of nice squares here." 

Since there's good reason to believe 

our minds are profound ly influenced 
by metaphor, it is perhaps useful to 
approach the problem of eco-aesthetics 
by way of a poetic trope. For our pur 
poses let us say that the design pro 
cesses by which nature is governed 
when not conspicuously affected by 
man is "Wilderness," a term that 
conjures bewildering and threatening 
chaos . If we deem Wilderness "evil," 
to survive the threats Wilderness poses 
we construct a house, town, or city 
that functions as a "Fortress" against 
the evil the Wilderness represents. 
Hence nature's organic design pro 
cesses, Wilderness, and man's con 
structs, Fortress, become antagonists. 

Something there is that doesn't 
love a wall. 

The proper metaphoric analogue 
for this antagonism is war. Note that 
John Bruckerhoff Jackson of Har
vard University (originally a Puritan 
institution), founder of Landscape 

magazine and author of significant 
books on American sense of place, 

uses the language of war to describe 
the "invasion by agriculture of the 
great rangelands of the High Plains" 
(Zube 160). By 1904, he writes, the 
"invasion" was at an end and the "tide 
of dry-farming had already conquered 
much of eastern Colorado and New 
Mexico, western Oklahoma, and the 
Texas Panhandle." This "conquest" of 
the land is cast in terms used to de-



Table I. Excerpts from the interview questions 

Rule to manage Your viewpoint Gardening and 
plant growth in about visual art Art as contribu-
Winona and gardening tions to the City 

cultural heritage 

Respondent I I don't know of I lik e murals, bur I I favor native 
any, although I am wary of having plants both 
assume that there murals painted on because the native 
are regulations exterior surfaces species are an 
limiting what you wh ich were not important part 
can do in the bou- designed for this of our natural 
levard spaces, but purpose. heritage and also 
I am not sure . because it makes 

the local fauna 

happy. 

Respondent II I don't know, but I wo uld be in If gardens are 
we could probably favor of anything cared for, I believe 
find our through that "tastefully" chat they contrib-
the city forester, or complements a ute to the aesthetic 
Park Dept. garden, but, again, character of the 

chis is subjective. community. 

Respondent III The city of I know chat there Although I would 
Winona has an or- may be complaints not recommend 
dinance chat regu- from neighbors chis form of 
laces the growth of for an excessive gardening, I 
grass and weeds. growth of plants . recognize its value 
The height of for the culture of 
these must be kept Winona, MN. 
below 6 inches. 

Respondent IV I do not know I am in favor of More prairie 
the specifics bur plant murals, in town would 
there must be an especially if these enhance our cul-
ordinance about are complemented rural heritage and 
growing plants in by the cultivation education. 
town . of native plants. 

Respondent V No idea! I'm fine with it as I think prairie 
long as it doesn't gardens can show 
block my view at a community 
intersections or chat most people 
extends into alleys care about their 
and is well cared environment. 
for. 
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scribe rapacious treatment of "virgin 
grassland," war's spoi ls, "into hold 
ings of 640 acres or smaller, fenced 
in, plowed up, and transformed al
most overnight from open range into 
something resembling the less attrac 
tive landscape of the Midwest" (Zube 
160). When the farm field is conjured 
as a battlefield, victory is achieved 
when Wilderness is "defeated." 

The current preference tends toward 
wholesale destruction of unwanted 
variations . Industrialized agricultural 
crops, fertilizers, and pesticides, the 
byproduct harvest of urbanized econ 
omies, provide the weapons of choice 
in fields and household lots where ter
rorists like milkweeds , Indian grass, 
and black-eyed susans mount quiet 
counterattacks . 

To subscribe to this war against 
Wilderness, and to routinely use its 
language, is to support an aesthetic 
that makes wars and ethnic cleansing 
"beautiful." Its largely unspoken nar
rative pits landowners against their 
own land in a drama from which 
landowners derive pleasure from 
battle and the casualties they inflict 
on themselves . The literary analogue 
for this narrative is the melodrama, 
a bifurcated and usually unrealistic 

story form that routinely demonizes 
subtle, complex, mysterious, and nor 
mally invisible forces as alien aggres 
sors. This model also defines much 
of our popular culture and patriotic 
enterprise, our movies, and wars . The 
pleasure we derive from this model 
deepens the fears that in turn deepen 
our ignorance of how nature can be 
usefully and profi tably sustained. The 
drama also diverts attention from the 
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more quietly lethal ways chemical 
agents do their dirty work on farm 
fields and urban yards. 

[Bruno's garden inspires us to reflect on 
natu re, its value and, most importantly, 
the role of humans in it . When human 
intervention is minimized and yet the 

natural system responds powerfully and 
generously, then we can better understand 

that our species is simply a part of an 
incompletely understood system and that 

we are not in control of it. 7his is the most 
important lesson anyone can learn from 

Bruno's garden.} 

As American urban areas continue 
to expand under the direction of 
efficiency-driven city-planners accom
modating developers who promise 
new tax revenues, we find cityscapes 
conforming to this model. The 
untidy examples offered by old, 
often ancient cities - with their 
complex mazes of alleys and passage 
ways, their centrifugal piazzas , and 
their cliff-hanging houses crowded 
with vines, fruit trees, vegetables, 
and pens for domestic animals - are 
rejected wholesale in favor of the 
simple straight -line prose of urban 
grids . Block after block cities ex
pand, only now and then interrupt 
ed by parkways, crooked waterways, 
or non-linear suburban enclaves and 
sprawls. While Hollywood's promis
cuities profoundly changed American 
culture in ways that make it "uncool" 
to be "square," most of us live in a 
squared house situated on a squared 
lot on a city block. Most American 
small -town courthouses, formerly the 
scene of unifocal community events, 
are situated on squares, but many 



courtho uses today are surrounded by 
parking spaces, parking lots, or park 
ing ramps hardly conducive to the so
ciability (and safety) still found in the 
popular piazza spaces of many cities 
of the world. 

While suburbanites pay homage to 
romanticized rural landscapes from 
their backyard enclosures, they turn 
their backs to the complex swirl of 
human diversity-ethnic and eco
nomic, but also the noise, pollution, 
and crime-cities represent. Though 
this Romantic urge to escape esca
lates systemic prob lems, it is under 
standable as an aesthetic response. 
When a system is dysfunctional most 
people want to get away from it, espe
cially if the belief persists that while 
jobs come from cities, food comes 
tidily packaged from supermarkets. 

BRUNO'S QUANTITATIVE DATA: 
We collected and analyzed thirty-one sur
veys from the forty participants. Twenty 
four respondents (77%) were women _and 
seven were men (23%). The age range for 
the women spanned from 15 to more than 
66 years, whereas the men were older (from 
32 to more than 66 years of age). More 
women (77%) than men (23%) had lived 
for ten years or more in the bluffs country 
region of southeastern Minnesota. A limited 
number of subjects (2% women and 4.2% 
men) possessed knowledge about the natu
ral history of the region. All subjects were 
well educated (60% of the women had at 
least some college education and 40% had 
post-graduate degrees). The range of educa
tion for the men included high school educa
tion (12%), some college (30%), completion 
of an undergraduate degree (51%), and 
post-graduate education (7%). 

When respondents were asked 
whether the mural beautified the 
home landscape and enhanced the 
beauty of the native plants in its vi
cinity, 71 % strongly agreed or agreed, 
whereas four (13%) disagreed, and 
16% had no opinion. 

It is clear that the reformation of 
our ecology requires a new language 
and new narrative and the articula 
tion of new senses of the beautiful. It 
might be best to begin the reforma
tion by conceding that the war is lost. 
Fortress civilization has conquered 
Wilderness, not merely by walling 
it out but by colonizing it. Except 
here and there where wilderness areas 
have been set aside by governments 
and conservation groups, forests and 
fields have been conquered by devel
opers and urban grids. Organic farm
ing that has not been industrialized 
is a bumblebee not distressing to 
agri -business interests, and the dream 
of romantic solitaires like Thoreau , 

Edwin Muir, and Aldo Leopold is go
ing up in engine exhaust. But the ob-

-vious fact remains: Everybody loses 
in a·war against Mother Nature, and 
this is a war that threatens to make 
losers of us all. So where do we go 
from here? 

AT HIS MOTHER 'S FUNERAL 

When the preacher proclaimed 
"Ashes to ashes" over the burial hole, 
He lowered his head in prayer 
To let the reformation settle in . 

75 



All nature agonized with the son. 
Heart -seas, stunned into silence, 
Melted, then plunged over cliffs, 
Taking whole cities in their wake. 

Dust settled on farmland histories 
Darkened by black-winged birds 

Streaming toward north and south poles 
In a mad search for lost nests. 

In riverbeds thought ran dry, 
Emptying into a hole 
Where earth, air, water and fire 
Hissed with everlasting life. 

He tried looking into the hole 
For a glimpse of the one who loved him 
Unconditionally. Eyes were closed 
And words were silenced in humming air 

Tainted with hints, scents of decay, 
The work ofblood-water and spent breath 
Already at work in soil's ooze 
Recomposing from mesh of ash 

New tendril and root, stem and bowl, 
New Maypole tree destined to dance 
Alone in the breezes of prairie seas 
Sent to those gathered to grieve, 

inconsolably. 

MORE DATA : When subjects were asked 
to evaluate the artistic expression of this 
form of gardening (question 2), for 25% 
{two women and six men) it was deemed 
"necessary," while for 51 % {jive women 
and eleven men) it was "educational." Four 
male respondents (13%) indicated this form 
of gardening was "extravagant," one male 
subject (3%) described it as "disruptive," 
and two more (6%) described this form 
of gardening as "unacceptable." A major
ity of male and female respondents {58%) 
indicated that this form of gardening is 
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ecologically sound, and four men {13%) 
considered it tolerable. On the other hand, 
another 13% of the male subjects disagreed, 
indicating that this form of gardening is un
attractive {9%), or even an eye sore (3%), 
whereas one female and four male respon
dents (16%) had no opinion. 

Fences and lawns are the vita l 
testing grounds for urban farming 
experiments. They provide at once 
the greatest opportunities and chal 
lenges . Lawns, often poisonous, 
provide the biggest open spaces
from square footage to complete 
acres- for the development of a new 
eco-aesthetic . The lawn is to the ur
ban house what the field is to the 
farmhouse. And like rural fields 
the urban lawn is the target of the 
urban landscape industry, its pesti 
cides, tools, mowers, and noisome 
leaf blowers. While a well-kept lawn 
generates work, plenty of anxiety, and 
pollution of soil and air so insidious 
it sometimes shouldn't be walked on 
by man or beast, it also is deemed 
"beautiful" by a vast majority . This 
sense of beauty, a sign of conformi 
ty to generally held standards, makes 
sameness and uniformity community 
values that provide a sense of belong
ing to individuals otherwise alienated 
in their places of work and homes . 
As such, well-kept lawns do little to 
empower people or communities or 
to promote biological diversity . And 
they do not produce food. 

Lawn spaces are potential seed
beds for miniature blooming prai 
ries. They provide the opportunity 
to develop a diversity of plant and 
animal life in accord with known sci-



entific sustainability principles. Both 
yards and neighborhoods could be 
transformed by the discordia concours 

that strategically integrates grasses, 
flowers, vines, shrubs, and trees into 
symbiotic patterns that support mu 
tual growth while pleasing the eye in 
original, sophisticated, and efficient 
ways. New urban planners could re
configure lawn spaces into interlaced 
zones that support each other with 
their layouts of garden produce, wild 
grasses, arbors, and domestic decora 
tive plants. New urban farms would 
create habitat for bees and birds and 
would make room for small ani 
mals, for plants that cross-pollinate, 
for flowers and trees, and for small 
projects such as compost and water 
collection areas that recycle nutrients 
and make yards self-sustaining. Such 
new practices would do much to raise 
consciousness about ecosystems by 
including urbanized individuals in 
the actual practices of sustainabil
ity and would locate responsibility 

for environmental preservation into 
urban centers rather than outsourcing 
it to nature preserves and alienated and 
often landless environmental activists. 

WINDFALL 

Strewn on the boulevard, an unbusy 
street, 

The apples look up like lovers 
Green with red blush, dozens 
Waiting to be chosen and touched, 

No questions asked, by a passing 
stranger 

Ignorant of the secrets of seeds 
And the dreams of embryos 

As they unfurl their tendrils 
Into the moist netherlands of soil. 

Apples - rained on a lawn 
From whorls of exploding galaxies, 
There, in the boulevard cauldron 
Seething with dirt's fragrant stews, 

The patch where once the leader 
unfurled a slip 

In the warm light of dawns and dusks 
Until the bloom clusters on branches 
Began to flower like wedding gowns 

For bees, delirious with adulterous 
desire, 

Nosing here and there, hungry for 
more . 

Magically the pollen knew enough 
To tell blossoms to wilt and nubs to 

swell 

Into the Garden of Eden apples 
hanging on 

For dear life to branches so pregnant 
with fruit 

They fall all night into this blue 
mindless day 

On the lawn next to the street, the 
boulevard 

Nobody owns, while eyes in passing cars 
Are fixed on tail lights not bright 

enough 
To shine on one thankful enough to 

see the gift, 
Bless all the busy stars, and stop to 

feast. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION : 

The cumulative analysis of the data (quan

titative and qualitative) suggests that there 

is support for this approach to landscape 
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Figure 1. Values and approaches that guide the design process in permaculture . 

(52%), although 32% disagreed, and 16% 

did not have an opinion. Similarly, the 

variance in support among the stakeholders 

of the city of Winona (n=5) led to similar 

conclusion from the sample of the subjects 

of this study. Concerns about safety, aesthet

ics, and fire hazards appeared to be major 

barriers to an expansion of this landscape 

paradigm to a larger scale. Bruno's micro 

prairie garden, however, is an on-going 

experiment in an urban landscape and is 

framed within permaculture theory and 

practices (Borsari). As predicated by Molli

son, permaculture can assist with the tech

nical and philosophical tools most suitable 

for constructing urban gardens that are 

resilient, ecologically sound, biologically di-

maintenance (Fig. I). 

Moral values (care for the Earth, care 

for people, and equitable distribution of 

surpluses) are the foundation principles of 

permaculture design. These principles re

quire us to interact with natural systems, 

practice conservation, value diversity and 

multifunctionality of elements, capture 

and store energy, water, and soil while re

sponding creatively to change. Within this 

framework the management of space be

comes "adaptive"'and ongoing change in

spires the strategies, techniques, and meth

odologies that fulfill design goals (Mollison). 

Although narrow attitudes about science 

and technology continue to undermine op

portunities for the establishment of a culture 

verse and productive, because it includes a for stewardship, Bruno's garden maintains 

very holistic approach to their design and potential to become a viable model for de-
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signing sustainable and also edible land

scapes that with appropriate modifications 

could become feasible elsewhere (Fig.2). A 

culture of conservation and sustainability is 

still struggling to emerge and remains an

tagonized by extreme consumptive trends, 

which are amplified by ruthless, extractive 

economies. However, as the renewability 

of world resources-water, soil, energy, 

space-continues to be challenged by in

creasing population pressures, Bruno's gar

den could become an effective vehicle for 

inspiring others to develop their own designs 

for sustainableliving (Fig. 3). 

Fences offer the other fertile 
ground for making urban farming 
transformational. The old aesthetic 
encourages privatization and enclo 
sure, functions of fortress insecurity 

based on fear of nature and natu
ral impulses . In wartime a fortress 
is understandable, but its aesthetic 
is hardly appropriate or necessarily 
effective in contemporary urban set
tings where fences probably do little 
to deter crime. What is needed is an 
aesthetic that will not diminish a 
householder's sense of property own
ership or increase the sense of insecu
rity while making the line between 
the rural and urban more semi
permeable. 

This can be done in part by 
redefining fences as organic markers 
rather than as obstructive barriers 
made from wood, composite materi
als, or chain links. Arbors and wild 
and garden variety vegetation can 
be used to mark property lines while 

Figure 2. A mixture of edible plants and perennial forbs (grapes, cup plants, phlox, bee

balm, raspberry) from left to right, from the garden in June . 

79 



putting yard spaces to good and more 
beautiful uses. When hard-line fenc
es come down, opportunities for co
operative arrangements with neigh
bors increase. Can a garden, shared 
by neighbors, be a property line? 
Can this shared garden space reduce 

the inefficiencies that result from 
two gardens separated by a fence? 
Neighborliness, more so than Frost, 
doesn't love a wall, and good fences 
do not make good neighbors, unless 
people are bad neighbors . When walls 
come down, yard space, through 
cooperative arrangements, may 
increase . The sharing of design plans, 
of garden produce, of responsibil
ity for upkeep, may generate more 
security, less work, more economic 
benefits, and better sociability than 

any chain-link fence . While reduc
ing the uniformity and redundancy 
that results from privatized sepa
rate plots, the sharing of spaces will 
suggest the fluid interdependencies 
that are regular features of nature's 
processes . Reversing the separatist 

mentality will not be easy. It is a well 
established habit of the mind and 
threatens to remain so in a culture 
driven by fear, even while offering 
less rather than more security for pri
vate householders. But we may take 
comfort in the fact that the fortress 
mentality has not been genetically 
engineered in us . It behooves us to 

start small, with whatever fences we 
can do without, and to make our first 
good impressions in our own yards . 
First one and then another neighbor 

Figure 3. Perimetral garden buffer dominated by blooming prairie Jorbs (compass plant, 

bee balm, ox-eye sunflowers, cone flowers, prairie sage, butterfly weed). 
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might be like-minded or interested 
in a prairie garden experiment. Then 
the idea, and the options for new 
sustainable landscape designs, might 
spread to another part of a neighbor
hood or beyond, making private res
idences into semi -private community 
spaces offering remarkable benefits 
all around . The Wiscoy Valley com
munity in southeastern Minnesota 
is a successful model. Begun as a 
"commune" by a group seeking an 
alternative lifestyle , it has evolved 
into an eco-friendly consortium of
fering the privileges of privacy and 
private property, and the advantages 
of community in a well -kept, indeed 
lovely, semi -rural space . If uropias are 
nowhere, wonderful improvements 
are possible almost everywhere. It is 
important ro emphasize that the tra 
ditional antagonism between Art and 
Nature must be minimized . In the 
state of Nature, the philosopher John 
Hobbes told us, life is nasty, brutal 
and short. Civil life, he said, depends 

on a "commonwealth." It's reason 
able ro take this idea one important 
step beyond Hobbes: The life of the 
commonwealth is preserved when it 
practices art that makes wealth com 
mon . We need to re-visualize farming 
as a valid and necessary imposition 
on Nature if natural ecosystems that 
have served humans since the advent 
of agriculture are to survive the can
cerous savagery of unchecked indus
trial growth . This is a call for new 
narratives, new language, and bold 
new artistic dreams. The term "mas 
terpiece gardening" comes to mind as 
a useful metaphor for describing the 
new rural and urban farm. The term 

vaguely invokes the biblical Garden 
of Eden with its Tree of Life, while 
calling for greatness of imaginative 
conception and performance, espe
cially in small spaces. Proper farm 
ing concentrates attention toward its 
achievement. And mere seeing is not 
enough . Art addresses all senses, and 
when farming's odors, noise, and effiu
ents are offensive we know chat it has 
failed Art and chat it is failing us too . 

People who understand the urgen
cy will not agree on details. On the 
subject of painted fences, Bruno and 
Emilio did not see eye to eye. Emilio 
used his southern Calabrese dialect 
when he confronted Bruno . "I don't like 
it," he said. "I don't like the fence. The 
fence represents the Fortress mentality." 

"I agree," Bruno said, "about the 
fence. I did it for the beehives I keep 
next to the house . The neighbors
they're afraid of bees, the little love
lies chat make food for us. So I built 
the fence to protect the bees. But now 
I want to remove some of the slats, 

make the yard semi -permeable ." 
"Bravo," Emilio replied. "Should 

we also hire professional artists to 
do our artwork? You are not Michel 
angelo . You will have to do a better 
painting, or find a great artist who is 
out of work ." 

We need to compromise ifwe are to 
begin . Good art is powerful. It moves 
the heart when the mind won't listen 
to science or reasoning. But great art 
creates belief. A neighbor walking by 
becomes a believer soon enough if the 
art is good enough. 

"Bue the painting is all mine," 
Bruno replied . "I feel an urgency, the 
need to free the artist in myself too. 
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I'm not just an agronomist. We can't leave everything to Michelangelo. Our 
survival as a species will depend on what comes from us, from within." 
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Alienation: 
standing heavy in the kitchen 
before NASA liftoff, 

then falling vert iginously 
holding both hands. 

In retrospect , a slight exchange 
of rubble and dust 

through smoked glass 
clots of dried shampoo 
writhing in view 
of silver repute. 

Dots detach. 
Speech impediment: glottal 1. 

Meltdown. 

Is this normal? 

*Found Poem 

Stoned on Benadryl* 
Laurie Kolp 

Sourc e Tex t: Dav id Foster Wa llace's "9 /J ]: The View From th e M idwest" which app ea red in 

Rolling Stone, August 19, 2001. 
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Reward for Information 
Karen Craigo 

You're drawn to the neighborhoods 
of the missing. Loved ones beam 

from light posts, tricked to smile in some 
happier time. Eventually the posters 
will bleach in the sun, as somewhere 

dust settles on a hillside, or silt 
comes to rest in a pond. They are dead 

or dead to love, just as you can't stop 
yourself from disappearing. We refuse 
to give up our hunt . Tendrils of paper 

separate, begin to curl in the rain . 



Nine Variations on the Idea of Street Music 
W Scott Olsen 

I. 

Saturday morning in Christchurch, 
on the South Island of New Zealand, 
and the weather is not good. This is 
May, autumn in the southern hemi
sphere beginning to think about win
ter. Rain falls, constant though not 
heavy, more enveloping than intru
sive. Low clouds. Enough of a chill 
that collars get pulled close when 
heading outdoors. 

It's a grey morning, but not an un
happy one. The weekend street fair 
at the Arts Centre is open. Slate-col
ored stone walls of the old university 
buildings, as old-world English look
ing as you can get, shimmer from the 
water running off the roofs. Tents 
cover folk arts and crafrs: handmade 
soaps, wool hats, mittens, scarves, 
carved wood, candles, and paintings 
and socks . Puddles line the sidewalk 
and the smell of hot food, gyros and 

curry with beef and lamb, pull people 
through the crowd. 

I've just left breakfast at Le Cafe, 
strong coffee and warm bread by 
the corner fireplace and am walking 
down Worcester Boulevard, the goth 
ic buildings to my right, the old street 
to my left . 

I do not expect to hear his voice. 
A young boy, no more than ten 
years old, is, at first glance, standing 
just one step in from the gutter, his 
back to the street. He wears black 
shoes, black pants, a black overcoat. 
His posture is perfect, his chin a bit 
raised, and he is singing . 

I stop on the sidewalk, as do the 
people around me . This is one of 
the most beautiful songs I have ever 
heard, the boy's high voice shatter
ing every raindrop. The song is slow 
and the notes complex. I have no idea 
what song it is. A lament, I am sure. 
Irish or Scottish. The tone is filled 
with sadness and longing , and the 
boy's high voice makes it seem nearly 
tragic. No one moves. 

No one stands in front of him. We 
gather to both sides. Something about 
that front space seems more personal, 
more private . We are hearing, but 
we are not the audience. When he is 
done, he walks a few steps to a group 
of adults sitting on a small stone wall. 
His parents, I think. They wrap him 
in their arms . "Good job," they say. 

"That is the sweetest thing I have 
ever seen," says a woman next to me. 
There is rain on her face . It's possible 

she is crying . 
There is an open hat on the ground 

near where the boy was standing, and 
as we all begin to walk again a few of 
us drop coins into the waiting space. 

"That was really very good," I say as 
I pass. "Thank you." 

His parents smile. The boy looks 
at me. He's worked up every bit of 
courage he has to be here . That song 
is still in the air and composure is 
everything. Nonetheless, he nearly 
smiles too. 
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2. 

Christmastime in Chicago. 
I am somewhere in elementary 

school and my parents have taken all 
four of us kids into the city for a shop
ping spree. We've ridden the Ch icago 
and Northwestern commuter train 

and we even got to sit on the upper 
level. We've been in what seems like 
a thousand stores, every one of them 
decorated in the red and green and 
whites of the season, and dutifully, 
if not happily, tried on clothes. We're 
heading toward State Street, toward 
Marsha ll Fields, where the famous 
window displays are filled with an
imatronic characters, Samas plac
ing gifts, children peeking arou nd 
staircase walls, every window a new 
chapter in one long narrative that 
lines the street. This is our Christmas 
shopping tradition. There is a Christ 
mas tree in the store's Walnut Room 
restaurant that rises at least four sto
ries in the open space, every inch of it 
decorated, and we are going to wait 
until there is an open table right at 
the base of the tree and then we will 
order Frango mint pie and hot choc
olate before heading to the train sta
tion again and home. 
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December in Chicago can be cruel, 
but this one is not. It's snowy and qui
et, and not that cold. We linger at ev
ery window, taking the time to look 
at how detailed and intricate each 
part of the story needs to be. We ad
mire the clothes, the chairs, the small 

details in socks hung by fires. There is 
music, too . A lone woman in a very 
long coat and ear muffs stands at the 
building's corner playing Christmas 
songs on a flute. It's clear she does not 
work for the store . But here she is. No 
one asks her to leave. 

I remember thinking how different 
the songs sounded from that flute. 
"God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen." 
''Away in the Manger." "Do You Hear 
What I Hear?" There is a breathiness 
in flute music, a lightening, an open
ing somehow inside each note . And I 
remember how wonderful, too. The 
feeling of Christmas includes the 
weight of nostalgia, and I would not 
have been surprised if this woman, or 
frankly if all of us, didn't wake up from 
her playing in some earlier century. 

3. 
I look at this picture a lot. 
What are these guys doing? 



Late February in London. Look at 
the people. Every one of them is cold. 
The woman in back is burrowing into 
her coat. The couple in front-gloves 
and scarves and heavy coats-can't 
walk fast enough to wherever they 
are going. The drummer wants to be 
somewhere else. No one pauses long 
enough to shake a few coins into the 
case . The accordion player-look 
at his face. He might be insane. 
These men are ignored . 

I am not very far away, happily 
bundled in my own coat and hat, 
good coffee in hand, so I linger to 
watch these two . The songs are hap 
py, upbeat , toe -tappers. If it weren't 
for the wind , I think, there would be 
people dancing. If it weren't for the 
cold . But here they are, despite the 
wind and despite the cold. It's clear 
they know each other well. They have 
played these songs, together, a thou 
sand times . They are not learning 
how to play together, how to make 
two styles one. They are not exploring 

exotic chords in a warm cafe or jazz 
club. They are not hoping to transport 
someone in the auditorium's fifth row 
to some new emotional state. No one 
is listening. So, if no one is listening, 
why are they here? 

4. 

I love street musicians. They are, 
for me , as mysterious as the two large 
planets that math says should exist in 
our own solar system on the far side 
of Pluto . 

I teach at a school where music is 
important . It's one of the ways we 
define ourselves. In the music build 
ing there are hallways lined with 

heavy doors that lead to practice 
rooms, each one with a piano . Fif
ty people could be playing in those 
rooms and the hallway would be qui 
et enough for normal conversation . 
Tchaikovsky next to Bach . Practice 
is private. Perhaps not solitary, but 
certainly removed, cloistered, secret. 
If you really botch that high note or 
fumble through an arpeggio, no one 
will know except your accompanist, 
your sworn -to-secrecy co-conspir 
ator. There are tears in the practice 
rooms . There is anger. I'm sure there 
is love there , too. Love for the music. 
Love for the instrument. Love for 
your partner. But love with a sense of 
foreboding. Practice is an act of an 
ticipation. There is a performance on 
the horizon . 

Performances are sacred . In theo
ry at least, performances are elegant, 
faultless. Performances are whole. At 
a performance, music is played to the 
audience . Audiences pay attention . 
They listen. Their hearts rise and fall . 

At my college, we graduate twenty or 
so music majors every year. But there 
are five choirs, nearly 400 voices, and 
a 90 -piece orchestra for our Christ 
mas Concerts. There are home con 
certs and a road trip. There is radio 
and PBS. 

There are jazz bands here, and a 
percussion group, a gamelan or two . 
Quartets and Quintets and solo 
work . There are performances all 
the time . 

On the street, though, more often 
than not the audience never breaks 
stride. People hear, but no one really 
listens . Hell, no one remains in ear
shot long enough to hear a full song . 
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There are no street musicians at 

my college. 

5. 
I make a list on a summer trip to 

New York, the tour in from the airport: 

1. A street drummer pounding on 
upturned plastic buckets 
in midtown 

2 . An acoustic guitar player, with on/,y 
three strings, at a subway entrance 

3. Another guitar player, with an 
electric and a small amp, in a tiled 
subway corridor 

4.A saxophone player walking fast 
through Central Park 

5. The naked cowboy in Times 
Square, with a guitar 

6. Some guy singing show tunes near 
a cab line at LaGuardia 

7 A violin player sitting on a stoop 

8. Two kids with kazoos in the hotel 
lobby 

6. 

In winter, there are no street mu 
sicians in Fargo, North Da kota . In 
summer, I did once see a Mennonite 
Choir singing under a tent down 
town, the women in plain dresses and 
caps . No one stopped to listen . But it 
didn't really matter. There they were . 
Out in public . Singing for all heaven 
to hear. 
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7. 

I tell this story to a friend of mine 
and it all becomes suddenly clear. 

Early one night in Sydney, Austra
lia, I was walking up George Street 
with students. Typical tourist stuff. 
There were four of us, maybe five, on 

the way back to our hotel. The air was 
warm and humid. The street lights 
were bright. Everyone was happy . 

In the alcove of some building, a 
man played two conga drums . The 
rhythms were Spanish and African. 
Complicated and fun. Drumming 
for dance. Pedestrians slowed and 
then lingered . A few people tried to 
dance. They were not very good. The 
drummer motioned to a student and 
moved away from one of the drums . 
An invitation . The student-his name 
was Greg-stepped up and started to 
drum. He started to drum fast, loud 
and hard. It didn't sound very good. 
No sense of context or history. No 
sense of rhythm . Even worse, he was 
hitting the drum but not listening to 
his partner. It sounded confused . It 
sounded like pain. People laughed. 

Greg stepped away, embarrassed 
but happy he took the chance. The 
drummer motioned to me . He did 
not know I took drum lessons for 
more than a decade when I was 
young . My students did not know I 
used to play at all. 

I let the drummer start a cadence 
and instead of trying to mimic him, 
I filled the spaces he left for me. H e 
worked the edge of his drum skin, so 
I worked the middle of mine, the oc
casional heavy note with my thumb 
on the edge to accent what he was do-



ing. He let me fill his rests. I did not 
step on his notes. We played together 
for at least thirty seconds . Maybe a 
minute . I had fun. 

So obvious . We played . That's 
the verb every musician uses. I play 
drums. I play harp . I play for the New 
York Philharmonic. I play in a garage 
band . We played on a street and oth 
er people were listening, more or less. 
We made a mood. 

8. 

There is a band in the band shell 
at the Luxembourg Gardens in Paris . 
Another cold early-spring day. They 
wear heavy coats and mittens and 
hats that would be at home in Min
nesota . Their audience is one elderly 
lady with an orange purse. This is 
not practice. Not the kind of prac-

tice where you learn the notes, the 
fingerings, or work out the faults . 
These guys are having fun . This is not 
performance, either. No flyers were 
printed. No program was announced . 

They just showed up, unpacked their 
instruments, and started to play. In 
public. This is a happy group . At the 
end of each song, the sound of that 
one woman clapping makes them 
smile. There is another band on the 
bridge between Ile de la Cite and Ile 
Saint-Louis. Tourists linger to take a 
picture, then hurry on. 

And then there is the quartet on 
the banks of the Thames, playing, it 
seems, straight into a brick wall. Peo
ple on the Queen's Walk above them 
stop, smile, dance, take picture s, and 
then move on . A few drop coins-a 
kind of target game to see if they can 
get them to land in the case . It seems 
perfectly clear. Go outside and play . 
Street musicians play music. Sure, 
they are hoping for a break, to get 
noticed , to get better, to make some 

connection . Most of them are not 
good enough to turn professional, 
to make a living this way. But they 
are musicians . They love to play. It 
makes something of th eir heart real 
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and out loud. Maybe they make a bit 
of money, too. But it 's like a game of 
tag in late summer twilight. There is 
no winner . Just the joy of running 
around, reaching, hoping it will never 
end. That's all there is. 
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9. 

There is one thing more. It's the 
idea that lingers when I walk away 
from the ballad, the protest song, the 
aria, the jazz, the hymn, and I find 
myself thinking about the music, the 
people who give it breath. Street mu-



sic is public. It is performance . It is a 
statement of something, intended to 
be more than an etude behind a prac 
tice room door. But if no one is really 
listening , who is the performance for? 

Oddly, though maybe not, I find 
myself thinking about Buddhist 
prayer flags . With every snap in the 
wind , I'm told, the prayer printed on 
the flag is supposed to be released 
into the world. It is not a prayer to 

a god. It is a prayer for everyone. A 
blessing for the world . A wish for a 
better place . 

I like this idea. The street mus ician 
a kind of monk. That little kid in 
New Zealand as well as the Me 
nonites and the tattooed and multi
pierced punker in the London tube . 
Especially those guys playing to a brick 
wall. Every song is a prayer. Every note 
a hope for something more. ~ 
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The Patient Attempts to Explain Cutting 
Staci R. Schoenfeld 

1. 

tug of undertow 
the roil and churn 

2. 
buried metronome 

thumping the drum 

3. 
tiptoe of ams on tile 

dash dash dash dash dash 

4. 
scrape of barnacles 
on scales, fish flesh 

5. 
sawgrass strand 

teeth on edge 

6. 
tender white tulip 
petal breaking red 



Life's chalk on death's blackboard. -Tomas Transtromer 

You could drive before dawn 
on the two lane while 
deer lick salt 
from the white line, 
trace beaches along Superior and Michigan, 
plunk quarters 
for colas and licorice 
at rest stops not far 
from prison yards, 
then navigate the interstates to Erie. 
Near Youngstown, you could arc, 
skim Pittsburgh, 
wheedle your way amid rush hour, 
glimpse rivers through rusted girders. 
If you ignore the sunset 
on the dairy fields and trout streams, 
you could race across Pennsylvania's 
broad face. The turnpike 
empty. Lights from living rooms 
flick by. When you drop south from York 
into the soft hills of her hometown 

your fingers could unclench, 
your neck muscles uncoil. 
Her face vacuous 'til you whisper 
in her good ear. By morning 
she will forget you, 
so lie to your mother, 
say you will see 
her soon. While you talk 
snow fills the spaces 
between the gravel 
on the driveway. 

Accretion 
Janeen Pergrin Rastall 
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A Day for Elm 
Sarah Fawn Montgomery 

-after Donald Hall 

Today is a day for elm, 
which heats the stove steadily, 

like the warm beat from your chest, 
reliable as an old lover's hand, 

the way it remembers body 's bends, 
the best and broken parts of your life. 

With eight inches of snow expected 
and nowhere to be, today is also a day 

for old hound dogs and heavy quilts , 
and that lazy, longing way of gazing 

out the window at the world 
gone soft and still in just an hour. 

Not every day is a day for elm : 
some days require the kettle 

at the ready-hardwoods like oak 
heating the house slowly-gleaming 

metal hissing the boiling point's arrival. 
And some days, when the oven is full 
of bread, yeast and steam seeping out 

when the iron door is cracked open, 
or the sweetness of sugared plum pie, 

it's a day for ash-not the remnants 
of fire, but the easy way the wood blazes , 

makes things rise , able to sustain. 



Dream with Phaedra 11/10/2014 
Susan Yount 

This dream has three endings . 

She slept hours in the yard before her 
mother found her. I remember everything 
that happened that night . She blacked 
out. I never told Phaedra how I kicked 
and slapped her while she was telling 
all my affairs and slobbering on the Boor. 

She is lying behind a kind of bush 
I don't recognize . The grass is frozen 
but she doesn't feel cold, and I'm satisfied 
that she is in her own dream and I in mine. 

At first, I don't think she is dead . At first , 
I think of that night again, when we were 
drunk and someone else took her home. 
They dropped Phaedra in the yard, in the cold 
winter, and she was so far gone she couldn't 
drag herself to the door. 

She is bruised and half undressed . She is 
missing her shoes. At this point in the dream, 

it is easier to just blame everything on rape. 
No matter how many times I kick her, 
she still won't wake. 
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I have been thinking, lately, of how 
little I often know the difference be
tween what I need and what I want. 
Mainly, I was struck by this realiza

tion when I showed an early draft of 
my creative writing master's thesis to 
my thesis director not so long ago and 
received more criticism than expected. 

"I didn't need to hear that," I told a 
friend. "I needed to have gone on for 
a little while longer, unaware of the 
draft's faults, at least until I finished 
the book." 

It only took a few weeks, of course, 
for me to begin to question that as
sertion. Panic-stricken, I wrote the 
first pages of a new novel. I re-wrote 
a short story in a new point of view. 
I started other short stories, in other 
points of view. I read far more books 
than I normally would in such a short 
span of time, and somewhere before I 
finished the last one, I began to un 
derstand that my director's comments 
had sparked a level of work I hadn't 
previously been motivated to do . 

Suddenly, I began to think that 
maybe a more positive response from 
him hadn't been what I needed to 
hear-maybe it had only been what 
I wanted to hear. 

It would be reason enough to write 
this essay if the misunderstanding of 
"needs" and "wants" and my lack of 
awareness of that misunderstanding 
were posing a problem merely to my 
success as a writer. But the thought has 
struck me since that the issue of needs 
versus wants, and the question of 
whether or not any of us can really tell 
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Life Outside the Straw 
Annie Shepherd 

the difference between the two, has 
even deeper consequences. It forms 
the basis of what you believe about the 
nature of reality, about life itself. 

Roughly two thousand years ago, 
a man who said he was the son of 
God died a bloody, drawn -out death 
by Roman crucifixion, and-accord 
ing to the four Gospels-reappeared 
three days later, alive. My parents , 
brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, cous
ins, and many of my friends believe 
the account of those Gospels. And 
when I was six years old, I sat up in 
bed one night, clasped my hands, and 
whispered into the darkness that I be
lieved it, too . 

My belief in the existence of the di
vine has taken a dart or two over the 
years. I suppose it always wi ll. I had 
panic attacks my senior year of high 
school, wondering if God was only a 
lie people made up to feel good about 
themselves. 

The most recent time of doubt 
has not been so frenzied or quick . 
It's been a slow questioning over the 
last two years or so, a feeling of often 
trying to believe he exists rather than 
just believing it. 

The questions I have put to the 
faith have, I hope, been slightly more 
thoughtful than the questions I asked 
out of sheer panic in high school. I've 
asked, for instance, about the concept 
of substitutionary atonement : if there 
is a God, I wonder, how could it work 
that by someone else's death-the 
death of God become flesh-the price 
I owe for my transgressions is paid? 



For a while I thought these kinds 
of theological questions were the 
only reasons I was doubting, the 
only reasons I've felt an intermittent 
deadness to any kind of metaphysical 
resonance in the world . 

But now that I've been reflecting on 
the whole issue of needs versus wants, 
I've come to the conclusion that, if 
I'm really being honest with myself, 
many of the doubts I've thrown at 
God during the last two years-even 
if, at times, they've taken the form of 
logical and important questions
have grown out of the suspicion that 
I and the people close to me are not 
getting what we need. 

Let me explain . 
I grew up in a conservative Chris

tian household . My parents were full
time missionaries. We studied the Bi
ble as part of our home schoo ling . We 
used materials from one of the most 
conservative Christian universities in 
the country . I went on mission trips 
in high school. As a college student , 

I was a Bible study leader for one of 
the largest evangelical ministries on 
my campus . 

So it was at first humorous, then 
slightly restricting, then alienating, 
when I began to hear at graduate 
school people crack jokes about the 
superficiality and smugness of the 
evangelical Christian community and 
professors harp on the na"ive things 
their students had said or argued to 
them in the name of Christianity . 

Though I often actually agreed with 
the critiques I heard, I began to have 
the sense that I couldn't tell these 
people where I had come from, or the 

faith-based organizations I was still in
volved in, without losing their respect . 

I had experienced the backlash to 
Christianity before . I had thought in 
fact that I was pretty good at playing 
it cool around people who'd been 
deeply hurt by Christians or thought 
that Christians were stupid and cra
zy. "Sometimes they are," I could say. 
Or, ''I've been hurt too." I had even, 
at times, told others what I believed 
when I knew there was a good chance 
they would end up disliking me for it. 

But this time, the backlash felt 
more extreme-maybe because these 
people , who were wary of the associa 
tions I had grown up with, were cur 
rently the only friends I had. 

I tried several churches in the area 
to find others who believed what I 
believed . But in the process, another 
kind of alienation developed. 

Visiting a new church one day, I 
tried to tell the pastor that I was be
ginning to realize I had long been 
writing with what some people now 
consider "old-fashioned" conven
tions. Before I finished what I was 
saying, he said, "But you should keep 
writing that way- it's refreshing." He 
may very well have been right, but I 
felt frustrated that he would speak 
to the issue before letting me finish 
or without asking any questions . He 
seemed to think he knew enough 
about the situation, even though I'd 
given him little information . 

Unfortunately, the more I tried to 
speak with Christians about what I 
was learning at school, the more I 
felt many of them respond in this 
way : a quickness. A subtle dismissal 
of what the academics were telling 
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me, before they'd really heard what 
"the telling" was. 

And if they didn't respond with 
dismissal, or with glazed-eyed in
difference, often they responded too 
passionately, too defensively . One 
Christian friend , whom I went to 

with the hope of getting sound an
swers to some of my burgeoning 
questions, exhibited an air of frus
tration early on in the conversation . 
"You've got me all riled up now," he 
said . "Sounds like [they're) leading 
you down the primrose path ." He 
meant my professors at school, and I 
didn't like his implication that they 
were only tricksters, deliberately 
trying to destroy my faith . Another 
time, I grew weary listening to the 
audio book of a well-known pastor, 
because I felt he painted academics 
as stupid for believing so strongly in 
existentialism . 

None of these Christians seemed 
to sense that since I'd come to grad 
school I'd begun to feel like an un
official "member" of the academ
ic crowd-someone who, even if I 
didn't share all the same ideas, shared 
the interests and often the questions 
of this group of people . None of these 
Christians seemed to realize that 
when they showed indifference or 

anger toward academics, they were 
also showing indifference and anger 
toward me. 

I began to feel stuck between two 
cultures , to feel as if I didn't fully fit 
into either one. And I understand 
now that the loneliness frustrated 
my faith . I had believed, for a num
ber of reasons, when I came to grad 
school, that pursuing writing was 
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something God wanted me to do . 
Now, I felt as if he wasn't providing 
what I would need in order to sur
vive that pursuit: people I could re
late to . People who understood . 

But, as I've said, I don't think the 
doubt was fueled only by the feeling 

that I wasn't getting what I needed. It 
was also fueled at times by the sense 
that people around me weren't get
ting what they needed either. 

Sitting in classroom discussions 
over literature, I had the horrible 
feeling each time someone made a 
comment about Christianity that 
belief, for them, was impossible. "I 
like this story," one classmate said. 
"It's a good satire of the logical falla
cies Christians have about heaven. " 
It didn't bother me that he thought 
Christians have logical fallacies 
about heaven . What bothered me 
was that he seemed to assume every
one in the room agreed with him. 
To him, it seemed, Christianity was 
so impossible that no one intelligent 
enough to be in our grad program 
would think otherwise. 

I didn 't know what to say another 
time when I was trying to explain to a 
friend what I had hoped to express in the 
conclusion of an essay I had written . I 
knew the essay was about faith, but I got 
stuck mid-sentence, trying to explain 
what, exactly, about faith I had really 
wanted to say: 'Tm finding, I'm finding 
. . . " I said. And he leaned back in his 
chair, looked off into the distance, and 
finished the sentence for me: " . . . that 
we live in a pitiless, godless world?" 

That wasn't what I thought I was 
finding, but I didn't tell him so. 

The atmosphere of academia-at 



least the one I've experienced-ul
timately reminds me of a Richard 
Dawkins interview I saw once in 
which the interviewer asks, "What 
will you say if, when you die, you 
find that God really does exist?" And 
Dawkins, without skipping a beat, 
leaned forward and said, "Why did 
you take such great pains to hide 
yourself?" 

To me, Dawkins and the vast ma
jority of academics are both saying 
the same thing : If God is real, how 
could he let me live so long without see
ing whatever I "needed" to see, in order 
to believe? 

There's a Bible verse I often hear 
Christians repeat to each other: 
"And we know that in all things 
God works for the good of those 
who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose." I'm skep 
tical when I hear people proclaim 
that God somehow causes every sin 
gle event of our lives: that he caused 
my toast to burn, or my car to break 

down, or a chi ld to die of pneumo
nia. But if I am to believe the mes 
sage of Christianity - the message 
of the Bible-I should believe this 
verse, and this verse means, as I 
understand it, that whether or not 
God causes certain events, he will 
use all of them, somehow, for good. 
Not just my good, but a cosmic 
one, an overarching plan of justice, 
peace, and wholeness . His purpose, 
spoken of in Revelation, to redeem 
this world until it's back to the way 
it was when he first made it: perfect. 
Pure and beautiful and clean . 

I question God when I begin to 
feel, in the midst of all this unavoid-

ably disappointing concrete world, 
that none of that redemption is hap 
pening. The disappointment, bad 
things, are winning. The world is not 
getting what it needs . 

If I give my thesis project enough 
time, one day I suppose I will be able 
to look back and know with even 
more certainty which pieces of oth
er peoples' criticism were helpful and 
which weren't. Already, only a few 
months after showing it to my direc 
tor, I've changed my mind about the 
value of his suggestions . 

But what about this murky, often 
offensive subject of God? How could 
I ever say for certain that I was right 
or wrong in my feeling that at certain 
moments of the past two years, God 
withheld community from me, and 
thereby did not take care of me? Or 
how cou ld I ever know if my friends 
and colleagues are or aren't getting 
what they need in order to see that 
God is there? 

I don't think I can, really. But for 
the sake of ascertaining whether or 
not there have been other options, 
other things going on during these 
times, I'm going to try. 

I don't wish to brag or embel
lish, but I have a wonderful family . 
We've many times had our relation
ships threatened: one sibling holds a 
grudge against another sibling, or ' one 
child holds a grudge against one of 
our parents. I've had my share of wars 
with my father. But I think they're a 
good family because always, eventu 
ally-even if it takes a while-they 
will try to rectify the grudges and 
restore relationship. Every time I 
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have gone to my father with a dart, 
somet hing he's done that seriously 
wounded or angered me, he has re
sponded in tears. And the latest bout 
between siblings-some contention 
about one of my sisters' marrying a 
man very suddenly, a man she hadn't 

known long and that none of us real
ly knew-is, I believe, seeing its first 
few green stems of forgiveness. That 
sister has just had a long talk with one 
of the upset sisters, I've heard , a two
day phone call in which both par
ties enumerated their hurts. I'm not 
saying the conflict is over or that for 
the rest of their lives there will not be 
some blemish they will have to fight 
away, but I have much hope, knowing 
my family, that just like with every 
other deep conflict that has surfaced 
for us, we will not-in the end-let it 
destroy our relationships . 

I can say with confidence, then: we 
are devoted to each other. 

Yet, as wonderful as my family is, 
they are not "all" to me . Even before 
graduate school, even in high school 
or during college, I would come home 
on Christmas holida ys and summer 
breaks and at least once while at 
home taste shreds of the same lone
liness I have felt at graduate school. 

I've heard people bemoan the ab
sence of close family, and I don't wish 
to belittle that absence, but I am sure 
of this : my family is not enough . 

Because even with them, people 
who know me better and are more de
voted to me than any other group of 
people in the world, there is at times 
some ache, some deep part of me that 
feels misunderstood and unconnect
ed to . I would venture to say that they 
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are a wonderful part of life, but at the 
end of the day, not a necessary one . 
Life with them is helpful, refreshing, 
and often contented, but never satis
fying . 

I've heard my sister say a similar 
thing about marriage: that it was the 

loneliest place in which you can find 
yourself. "Because in marriage," she 
said, "you realize that even this per
son-who loves you more dearly than 
anyone else in the wo rld-som etimes 
can't understand you enough to make 
you feel you're not alone." 

If there is a God who made me, it 
would follow that closeness with him 
is what is most healing, most respon
dent to that sense of aloneness-even 
more than closeness with other peo
ple. Only the one who made me and 
dropped me in this time of history, 
this corner of the earth , would know 
what, ultimately, he did it for. Only 
he wo uld be able to answer, when I 
feel like my life is not meaningfully 
impacting the world. Only he , if he 
is good, could allow me to hope that 
things will one day be made right. 

And I know myself well enough 
now, to know that sometimes it 
takes a stripping away of "alternative 
hopes," alternative options, when 
there is a painful hope that must be 
clung to. It takes unscrewing the 
training wheels to embrace the fright
ening, then freeing, first attempt at a 
real bike ride. 

I came to grad school not to find 
God . That much is pretty clear to me. 



I thought I had already found him, 
and knew him well. But quite quick 
ly at grad school, I began to think I 
didn't know him nearly so well as I 
had thought. Quite quickly, I began 
to wonder if he was even there at all. 
And just like when I had those fren
zied panic attacks during my first 
time of real doubt in high school, the 
world became quite meaningless at 
the thought of his absence. 

What I mean to say is that even 
though I'm sure that getting more 
friends in both the church and aca
demia during these years, that find 
ing peop le who better understand 
both worlds, would lessen the pangs 
of loneliness, be an altogether good 
thing, and should happen, I find it 
curious that one thing is happening 
now in the absence of those friends 
that was not happening when they 
were here: I am looking for God
the God who, in his very personhood, 
satisfies. And I've begun to think it's 
possible-quite possible, now

that this is what he wanted. That he 
could have seen it good that I would 
ask during this time, "Are you there, 
God? Or have I only imagined you?" 
Because it's unlikely that one will 
ever truly believe God is there unless 
one asks if he is and goes looking for 
him. And why would this not be what 
I needed, for the moment, even more 
than I needed close friends? 

The situation of my academic 
friends, and the barriers to their be
lief, is much harder for me to say any
thing about. I'm not even sure what 
they think they need for faith, much 
less the highly idiosyncratic thing 

each of them would probably in ac
tuality need. I don't know enough 
about their lives, for one thing. If a 
sister died when they were young, 
convincing them finally and com
pletely that God was either false or 
absent, I wouldn't know. 

But I can say, carefully, that my 
own faith has rarely been fueled in 
the ways I expected it would. 

I said earlier I believed Christianity 
at six, yes, but when I get down to it 
I don't think that's when belief-real 
belief-happened . Belief came after 
the first time of sincere doubt-when 
I was seventeen, when in my mind a 
simple question persisted: "What if 
the Gospels aren't true?" 

My inability to find some concrete 
representation of divine power-no 
manna from heaven, no majestic 
voice, no photograph of Jesus' ascen
sion-caused me to rarely leave my 
bedroom for several weeks . I paced 
the carpet continually as I quoted
almost chanted-the same Bible 

verses over and over. Occasionally, I 
dropped to my knees. 

I acted this way because I felt sure 
my spiritual dilemma would end in one 
of two ways: God, if he existed, would 
once again grant me the assured, peace
ful acceptance I had felt as a six-year
old, or I would become a permanent 
resident of a psychiatric ward. 

In celebration of my high school 
graduation I went on a trip with my 
sister, Kim, to Chicago, when the 
spring tulips were out. We walked to 
the zoo, rode the Ferris wheel at the 
Navy Pier, ate deep -dish pizza . But 
I was still a wreck of paranoia most 
of that time-wringing my hands 
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together when we were still, sitting 
on a train, or listening to music and 
writing Bible verse after Bible verse in 
my journal. 

Kim must have noticed, because 
somewhere along the sidewalk of 
State street she put a hand on my 

shoulder and said, "Satan 's not gon
na get a hold of you, Annie. You just 
need to tell him that ." 

I am embarrassed co type that line, 
now, because it sounds like something 
someone would say at one of those 
Pentecostal churches I've all my life 
avoided . But I have co type it here be
cause I did what she suggested, and it 
"worked ." I mean, I essentially began 
co mentally say back co the doubtful 
thoughts, Say what you want, but Tm 
going to believe it . 

Within a day, the panic attacks 
for the most part ended . And with
in a few months, I stopped worrying 
about whether or not the Jesus story 
was valid. I simply accepted it was 
and went on living . 

Maybe my sister's assurance in that 
moment was infectious. Maybe, by 
chance just then, the chemicals out of 
whack in my brain realigned them
selves and put my mind at rest. I am 
aware that what I have just described 
sounds uncomfortably like a Freud
ian delusion , a self-medicating out of 

my fears . 
But if I really let myself go back 

there and recall what that time was 
like, inevitably I come to a different 
conclusion. Inevitably, I remember 
that faith in the midst of such panic 
felt impossible. I don't know just how 
impossible belief feels for my academ
ic friends, but I would wager it felt al-
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most as impossible for me then . The 
door had been opened into doubt, 
and it seemed there was no way to get 
back co the peaceful acceptance. 

Inevitably, I am always led to con
clude that faith-that strange faith 
that sprung up on the side of State 

street, and slowly grew in the coming 
months and years-was a force outside 
of myself, a something "other." That 
the panic subsided then only because 
some sheer crazy, sacred grace helped it 
co. Not my sister 's grace-God's. 

Of course, the story I've just relat
ed doesn't at first seem co imply that 
God hasn 't denied my friends what 
they need in order co have faith-if 
I received a crazy sacred grace , why 
haven't they? 

But the story does show , I think, 
that faith comes in unexpected ways. 
That I may be wrong co think that my 
friends haven't gotten what they need 
in order co see that God is real. Or 
that they haven't gotten, at least, what 
they need in order co begin co try. 

If I needed someone co put a hand 
on my shoulder on State street, what 
on earth would they need? 

Faith, at the very least, is slippery . 
Paradoxical. I can never get the exact 
prerequisites for it nailed down. You'd 
think, after all, that if what I needed 
on State street was co say a strange line 
and feel a calm , peaceful feeling, that 
that's all I would need again, every 
time I begin to question God. 

Yet, at grad school I have ques
tioned God more than I have in a 
long time and nothing like the State 
street experience has occurred. 

Lately, in fact , I have found some
thing "new" that helps, even if it 



doesn't feel good-action. I go to 
church, even if I don't like to. I read 
my Bible, even ifit doesn't make sense 
to me. I sing songs about how much 
God loves the world, even if it doesn't 
feel right now as if he does . 

Sometimes something like what I 
used to think of as my "faith"-that 
calm, peaceful feeling-does, in the 
wake of my God-seeking actions, 
come along . But sometimes it doesn't. 
So much so, that lately I have come 
to describe my faith differently than 
the way I would have described it to 
you in high school : I say that it is, at 
least at times, not an assurance at all, 
but simply a recognition that the God 
described by the Bible is good-the 
best good I have yet seen, and sub 
sequently getting up in the morning 
and making a choice : to live as if I 
believe him , whether or not I feel like 
I do. 

None of the things I have men
tioned, that have led or are leading, 
to my continued commitment to 

him, are really what I would typically 
look for when I feel that commitment 
needs strengthening. Typically, I look 
for concrete evidence, scientific em
pirical proof. 

Yet nine times out of ten, when 
preachers, historians, and scientists 
lay out the logical or physical pro 
God evidences they have found
evidence that makes me think these 
preachers, historians, and scientists 
are incredibly smart-I walk away 
thinking the information was in 
teresting, and then forget it by the 
next morning . It's the other things, 
the strange life experiences I have 
described, that are often what I'm 

remembering when I feel as if I am 
believing God well. 

And then, there are days I chide 
myself for looking for further "con
crete proof" at all, because the ac
counts of Christ, themselves, become 
the miracle . The reading of them, the 
manna I need . 

I think I could safely say, in fact, 
that "seeing" God through eyes of 
faith in my own life has never been 
caused by things I expected it would. 
I don't know what I will need, tomor
row, to be reminded of God's faith
fulness. But I think there's a good 
chance I will get it, whether I recog 
nize it or not. 

You would probably reject me out 
right if I concluded that my friends 
are wrong about what needs to hap
pen in order for them to know God 
exists. Or that I was wrong to think 
that God was holding out on me 
these first years of graduate school. 
That B instead of A was happening, 
so therefore God exists . 

Bur I don 't really wish to say that 
B happened and A didn't . I wish to 
say, simply, that the category "B" 
exists. That always there is something 
else, besides the way I first see my life 
situations, that is possible. 

How could I ever know for sure, af
ter all, how God, if he exists, is work
ing my life out for a greater good? 

To really say for sure that B is true, 
I wou ld need to see my life as a whole. 
Just as with my creative writing the
sis, I would need to see perhaps my 
writing · career as a whole to know 
which advice has been helpful and 
which hasn't. 

103 



Or maybe I would need to see even 
more than that. If God works for the 
good of mankind and not just for me, 
then little things that happen in my 
life may be benefiting someone or 
something else, even when they don't 
seem like they are benefiting me. 

I heard a good preacher argue 
during a sermon that his church 
would never have come into existence 
if he hadn't been heavily influenced 
by a British seminary professor. And 
that the seminary professor would 
never have come from the UK if 
someone in the seminary hadn't been 
friends with someone in government 
who pulled strings when this profes 
sor faced complications with his visa. 
But then, that "someone" in govern
ment was working for Gerald Ford's 
Administration, so he would never 
have been able to help if Ford hadn't 
become president, which never would 
have happened if Nixon's Watergate 
scandal hadn't occurred, which nev
er would have happened if a security 
guard hadn't noticed a door left open 
at the Watergate complex one night. 

Ultimately, the preacher was say
ing: "Who would have thought that 
what this church needed in order to 
come into existence was two inches 
of space between a door and a wall?" 

But even beyond what happens in 
the physical world, the Christian sto
ry seems to claim that the way God 
brings about redemption is not en
tirely a way that can be observed by 
me. It's not entirely, I mean, brought 
about by things that happen here, in 
the seen world . John writes in the 
Book of Revelation that he saw a sign 
of a dragon "in heaven"-in another 
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realm. The dragon tries to devour a 
woman on earth, who is giving birth. 
Evangelical writer Philip Yancey 
points out that Biblical scho lars argue 
hundreds of different interpretations 
as to what the sign of the dragon ac
tually means, but almost all scholars 

agree the story is a reference to what 
was happening, somewhere, at the 
time of Christ's birth . 

In other words, one of the claims of 
the Bible is this: "While x happens on 
earth, y may be happening somewhere 
else." And sometimes, even, x and y 
may be inexplicably connected . Influ
ential of each other. 

Of all the messages of the Bible this 
one, lately, has been the most com 
forting to me. Because it is saying, I 
think, not that life isn't difficult, but 
that if God has his way in your life, 
the bleakness, somehow, will not be 
for nothing. Somehow, my life may 
matter for the redemption-one that 
is brewing partially in some dimen 
sion I can't see. 

I was reminded of the dragon ref
erence a few days ago, in fact, at the 
home of my parents, when we heard 
that my sister and her husband had 
gotten a call from a private adoption 
lawyer about a newborn baby that 
was up for adoption in their city. 

They called us on their way to the 
hospita l, and then again after they 
had met the baby's mother. This was 
on a Wednesday . On Thursday, they 
called as they were on their way to 
sign the adoption papers . 

I had to leave my parent's house 
just then to go back to school. I was 
about to begin teaching classes and 
didn't have a syllabus ready. I had to 



give a presentation at a meeting Fri
day morning, and hadn't prepared 
for that, either. So I drove home and 
started cramming. I stayed up late 
and woke at six A .M. I stayed at the 
meeting all of Friday morning, gave 
my presentation, stayed late and 
helped clean up . 

When I finally left that meeting, 
and sat at a computer to continue 
working on my syllabus, I randomly 
opened my Facebook account, and 
there was a picture of my sister, crying 
and holding her son for the first time. 

The picture had been taken some 
time between when I left my parents' 
house on Thursday afternoon and the 
end of my meeting on Friday. And 
after I had looked at it about twen
ty times and had a good cry myself, 
it struck me that I had been-for a 
whole twenty -four hours at least
going about my day, living for the de
mands of grad school and teaching, 
distracted and oblivious, while some 
where else in the world, a thing that 

seems very much like a good thing, 
was happening . 

I remember telling my church 
youth group friends, when I was 
young, that the perspective we each 
have of life is like the perspective you 
get when you close one eye and look 
through a drinking straw-only one 
small part of the whole . I didn't know 
anything about suffering then, and I 
know only a tiny fraction of it now, 
but I still think that analogy is true. 

I don't wish to say that B is what 
has actually happened, but that the 
option B exists-B, and a myriad 
of other options . That there is some
thing besides what I have felt these 

years at grad school, that-surely
exists . That, ultimately, the issue of 
needs versus wants, and the slow real
ization that I often confuse the two, 
has become a source of hope to me 
because it means that reality is sort of 
like my thesis - the way it appears to 
be may not be the way it really is. 

There is a wonderful short story by 
Stacey Richter, called "The Beauty 
Treatment," in which a teenage girl 
randomly gets sliced in the face by her 
best friend. The victim narrates the 
story, and she never calls the culprit 
by her real name. Instead, the attacker 
is ever only referred to as "the Bitch ." 
Yet as the story goes on, it becomes 
clear to readers that the narrator 
-though tragically wronged
doesn't have anywhere near the clear 
view of the situation she thinks she 
has. She thinks that buying Swatches 
and going to an all girls college will 
make her well, help her go on. She 
thinks the Bitch only committed the 

crime because she couldn't stand the 
narrator's love of the singer Brandy. 
She thinks she has nothing that needs 
to be healed except the scar on her 
face-that this conflict has no deep
er, more amorphous consequences. 

When the narrator finall y sees 
something closer to the reality of the 
situation-sees, for instance, that she 
has been deeply emotionally wound
ed-she faces a choice: she can either 
recognize that in order to be truly 
hea led she needs to forgive her friend 
or she can go on living in a false, lim
ited reality . 
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Astonishingly, though fully aware 
now of the truth, she chooses the false 
reality. Because, as she says, "I saw that 
forgiving her wou ld be like entering 
into some place I've never been before, 
some place wide and blue . . . like one 
of those health spas where you go in na

ked, without any things. God, would I 
ever be lost in a place like that." 

Freud said that Christians have 
merely found a theory that allows 
them to avoid the frightening, myste
rious complexity of life, and I admit 
that I have, at times, wanted God be
cause I thought he would enable this 
kind of avoidance. In high school, I 
probably would have told you that be
lief in the God of the Bible made me 
feel at peace, made me feel safe. 
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But I don't generally think of 
Christianity in this way, anymore. 
Genera lly, I think of it now as not doing 
what that girl with a scar on her face 
did. I think of it as entering some 
place wide and blue, where I go in na
ked, without any things. I think of it 

as casting myself at the mercy of a be
ing whose methods I do not compre
hend, even though his once physical 
entry into our world and subsequent 
death on a cross has convinced me he 
is kind, able, and good . I think of it 
as looking at what, at the moment, 
appears to be only the ceiling, and 
saying, "I'll live the way you want, 
Lord-you know what I need more 
than I do ."~ 



The widows at Young at Heart were 
restless. They had lined their shelves 
with craft -hour scrapbooks, had 
earned a full column in the local pa
per about their shared garden, could 
answer Trivial Pursuit questions by 
the third word . They were old, they 
knew, but not too old to want more . 
From the lunch table over, Lily eaves
dropped as they weighed their op
tions - field trips, book clubs, movie 
marathons-each suggestion grow
ing fainter until it was drowned out 
by the scrapes of forks and knives . 
Speed dating, someone said, and the 
women fell silent . Eyebrows raised, 
debate ended, the vote unanimous . 

Lily hadn't given it another thought 
until the morning of, when a clip
board made its way around breakfast, 
pen dangling by red yarn . Fun, Flirt, 
or a Fling, the sign-up sheet read. It's 
Never Too Late. Lily imagined the 

couples laughing just down the hall 
from her room, the hushed recollec
tions days later, felt the ache in her 
hands from the socks and scarves and 
coasters multiplying in her closet corner. 

She stretched her fingers, clicked 
the pen . 

Shortly before lOA.M., Lily followed 
the line of suitors extending past the 
elevators to the meeting area, where 
the widows had assembled card ta
bles and chairs between the couches 
and silk trees . Lily took an open seat, 
reviewed the list of suggested ques 
tions: Do you have any children? Do 
you enjoy traveling? Who is your role 
model? Even she knew this wasn't 

As It Comes 
Jacob Thomas Berns 

the way to go about dating-she 
recalled hands brushing, blankets 
spread among ironweed , slow walks 
to the front door - but she couldn't 
see the harm now. Last minute, she 
had borrowed a makeup kit from 
a young nurse on her wing, applied 
lipstick - a modest red, she'd been 
assured-for the first time in twenty 
years . Foolish, Lily had thought put
ting it on, having to pause until she'd 
stopped smiling . 

When the minute hand struck 
twelve, one of the widows gave the 
signal and suitors lumbered toward 
folding chairs, picking at their jack
ets, shoving their hands in their pock
ets and pulling them out a moment 
later. They eased themselves into 
place, massaging stiff knees through 
washworn slacks, faces showing relief 
to be at reading -height again . Taken 
together, they looked somehow older 

than Lily had expected . Which was 
what, exactly? A man Samuel' s age, 
handsome and able, lifting her off 
her feet with every kiss? She was old 
enough to be that boy's grandmother. 
She laughed at the thought. The man 
across from her rurned a deep pink, 
stomped away before Lily realized 
her mistake. 

"No, sorry-" But it was too late. 
The other men watched him go, loafers 
and chairs squeaking as they rurn ed . 

"Joe McCarthy," answered one man 
when asked which historical figure 
he'd most like to meet. Another, to 
how he'd spend his millions if he won 
the lottery: "Invest, then leave it all to 
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a stranger." Lily brightened. "Worth 
it just to picture the look on my kids' 
faces." Whatever hope Lily had felt 
faded as the dates progressed, each 
man appearing more anxious than 
the last , more wi lling to give it all up 
for lunch . 

The man in front of her turned his 
hat in his hands, checked the part in 
his hair. "Could you repeat the question?" 

"Where do you see yourself in 
five years?" 

He went sti ll, his gaze holding 
hers. She caught a fleck of green in 
his eyes-otherwise so dark they 
looked singed-the moment seeming 
to stretch beyond what it could bear. 
Then a moment longer. The man 
cleared his throat. 

'Tm a free spirit," he said. He re
placed his hat, then popped it off 
again as if it were jarred by whatev
er thought had come to him. "Who 
knows where I'll be in five minutes." 

Before Lily could respond, he stood 
and pivoted on his heels . She watc hed 
him leave. The other women watched, 
too, turning to Lily to smi le and roll 
their eyes before one of them cleared 
her throat, lifted her chin . "Switch!" 

As the next man sat, wetting his 
lips, Lily felt a sharp pang of envy for 
what these women had had , the life 
she'd nearly known. Even their loss, 
their pasts, painful because they were 
worth remembering . 

Beyond Young at Heart's pond 
stood Our Lady of Perpetua l Help, 
where Fathers Abner and Matthew 
were preparing for afternoon choir 
practice. 
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Abner replaced the final hym
nal, shifted it in its pew pocket, and 
leaned back. He could only wait so 
long . "We're expected," he said, 
interrupting the younger priest's 
vocal exercises. 

Matthew finished his scale, fit the 
clerical collar from his pocket around 
his neck . 

"If you weren't so eager to take 
off your collar every fifteen minutes, 
you'd save us both a lot of time." 

Matthew nodded, took his Bible 
from the music stand. He hopped off 
the dais and led the way into the sti
fling heat. 

Twenty-five years Abner had run 
Our Lady. Another church twenty 
years before that. Then the bishop 
had brought in Matthew, fresh from 
ordination, and asked Abner to pre
pare the new priest to assume parish 
duties, suggesting he leave before the 
mandatory retirement age. Take time 
to enjoy himself, discover a hobby. As 
if after nearly seven decades he'd rake 
up fly-fishing or buy a ham radio . 
Instead, he'd installed a lock on his 
study door; he'd barricade himself 
in if necessary . Maybe he couldn't 
argue Matthew's appointment, but 
no one could kick him out of his own 
church, not yet. 

Three years now Abner had heard 
the rock music blaring at odd hours, 
noted the tennis sneakers Matthew 
insisted on wearing rather than the 
loafers that had served him well for 
half a century-and a century of 
priests before him. Worse, Matthew's 
homilies referenced current events-



crop failures in Ethiopia, a mine 
collapse in Peru-the elderly parish
ioners rarely following . They would 
drift to sleep, eased by the pews 
cushioned at Matthew's request. He 
hadn't yet learned you weren't sup 
posed to be cozy, that sacrifice wasn't 
comfortable . Devotion chose you, 
and you took it as it came. 

Weekly Bible Study at the nursing 
home was another of Matthew's ini
tiatives. To keep a visible presence in 
the community, he'd said . The faces 
at the meetings changed as residents 
grew ill and well, passed away or 
sensed they were about to , hoping at 
the eleventh hour to find consolation 
where they hadn't sought it before . 
Matthew liked to admire the sitting 
garden behind Young at Heart, and 
insisted on taking the path past the 
pond, littered with goose droppings. 
Abner grunted as he sidestepped the 
debris. 

"You don't have to take the 

shortcut," Matthew said, stopping. 
"Though I appreciate the company ." 
He reached out his hand as Abner 
swayed over a mound of straw-colored 
tubes . Abner shooed it away. Mat 
thew turned, pointed out a Bower 
that to Abner looked like an ambi 
tious weed. "Check out that rhodo 
dendron. Stunning." 

If something wasn't stunning, it was 
joyous, magnificent. There was only the 
bright side, even in the dark . When 
the power went out, Matthew said it 
was a reminder of how they would be 
lost without God's luminescence . The 
milk that spoiled while they waited 
for electricity, the transubstantiation. 

Inside the air-conditioned home, 
Matthew spoke to the desk attendant 
while Abner stood apart, feeling the 
sweat on his face drying to salt . He 
scanned the line winding through 
the lobby toward the lounge, his 
heart pounding. But the faces were 
unknown to him . Men, some his age, 
dressed in ties and sport coats, fidget
ing with their shirt cuffs, shuffiing 
their feet. 

He started at Matthew's hand on 
his shoulder. 

"Ready, Father?" 
"Let's get on with it." 
He followed Matthew down the 

corridor to the small room, a ring of 
plastic chairs . Two women sat apart, 
running fingers over the open Bibles 
in their laps. They straightened as 
the priests entered . 

"Good morning, Mrs. Jenkins," 
Matthew said . "Glad to see you've re
turned. We have lots to catch up on ." 

Abner sighed, dropped into a chair. 
He surveyed the women's faces

trusting, believing, terrified regard 
less. Their fingers were pressed to the 
pages, the thin paper creasing under 
the stress. 

"Father Abner?" 
He looked up, saw the concern in 

Matthew's eyes, how he must have 
appeared-doddering and irritable 
and scared. An old man. So fast. 

Abner turned toward the women. 
As he drew a breath to begin, they 
leaned forward to hear over the com 
motion outside the door. Their la
bored breathing and the small room 
made him lightheaded. 

But bowing and closing his eyes, 
his mind cleared . The words came easi-
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ly, and he heard himself as if from a great 
distance, his lips forming one word, then 
another, before his voice could reach him . 

"TIME!" 
The men hoisted themselves up 

and the widows straightened their 

notes, the meeting area emptying to 
ward the dining room. Lily slid her 
chair from the table and walked to a 
window overlooking the pond . She 
pushed aside the curtains, touched 
her forehead to the warm glass . Star 
ing across the water, she thought of 
the reservoir where she'd swum as a 
child. After more than a decade of 
trying, she'd finally touched bottom, 
opened her eyes long enough to see 
the jagged stone, the ribs of a row
boat . Her lungs burned when she 
surfaced, left her gasping for air as if 
she'd forgotten how to breathe. 

Lily had turned eighteen that sum
mer, old enough to attend Orchard 
Grove's barn dances . She cou ld still 
taste the kicked -up dust, smell the 
cornstarch of laundered shirts and 
the hay-scattered floor; the brittle 
sta lks seemed to get everywhere, in 
your shoes, on your pillow days later. 
Her first time, an out-of -towner over
dressed in a tie and jacket had asked 
her to dance . She'd refused, too shy 
to leave her seat . But Samuel returned 
every week, making the hour drive to 
his grandparents, arriving in a new 
tie, handkerchief crisp in his breast 
pocket . He turned down dance after 
dance from his spot beside the stage, 
where he'd share jokes with the band 
between sets . One night he was late, 
and Lily was surprised to find her 
self watching the entrance, turning 
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at every footstep behind her. When 
he finally appeared-he'd run out of 
gas thirty miles out, she later learned, 
had to work the pumps an hour for 
enough to make it the rest of the 
way-she didn't give him the chance 
to ask, took his hand and marched to 

the floor. 
When the season's dances ended, 

Samuel found excuses to visit week 
ends-painting his grandparents' 
house, card night with the band-but 
showed up at Lily's most afternoons . 
He'd drop off the novel he'd just fin
ished, wonder if she had errands to 
run in town, ask about a local restau
rant-whether she wanted to poke 
their heads in, see if anything looked 
good. Lily would listen for his wheels 
churning gravel, be out the door be
fore he could knock, the engine still 
ticking in the drive . 

Not until the night air started to 
cool again did Samuel ask the ques 
tion she'd begun answering without 
his knowing it. Yes. Of course. I will. 
They planned to marry that spring . 
They could wait to get it right. No 
need to rush a lifetime . 

Lily leaned back, her reflection 
snapping into focus . She could still 
recognize her face under the make 
up, but couldn't say whose blouse she 
wore. It was hers, had to be, though 
she was equally sure she'd never seen 
it before now . 

Her memories weren't enough
how could they be?-but they had 
kept Samuel close. Now they, too, 
were being taken from her. She'd 
begun waking scared and confused, 
no one to reassure her of a past they 
shared . Of her place in it . 



She'd come to last night in the 
staff kitchen, in the cold glow of 
an open refrigerator, the darkness 
around her smelling of latex and 
antiseptic. She'd found the light 
switch, the Young at Heart magnet 
on the fridge, remembered. 

She had her days-lucid, lonely
when she questioned why she was here, 
pitied the men and women unable to 
tie their shoelaces, screaming into mir 
rors, demanding to be told who they 
were. Then she'd wake at her desk, 
signing a letter to her mother, dead 
twenty years. Even at her best, faces 
came and went, names only slightly 
less out of reach . Her childhood was 
clearer than the last thirty years-un 
deniable nevertheless, for the gray in 
her hair, the faint tremble in her voice. 

A movement below the surface dis
turbed the pond . Lily followed the 
widening rings to the shore, where 
two men stood talking, one pointing 
his finger at the other, then at her. 
The younger man looked in her di

rection and waved. 
Lily lifted her hand as the other 

man turned, scowling, and she quick
ly drew the curtains. 

Throughout Bible Study, the younger 
priest had kept his eyes on Abner. It 
would have bothered him any other 
day, Matthew watching him and not 
the other way around, but Abner had 
been distracted, was sure he'd heard 
Lily's name among the residents as 
they'd passed in the hall. He worried 
something had happened . The Bible 
shook in his grasp, and he closed it, 
reciting passages from memory . 

"I think that went well," said Mat-

thew, keeping alongside as Abner 
hurried past the garden . "Don't you?" 
Abner made a motion with his hand 
he hoped would end the discussion. 

"You know," said Matthew, "I 
could take over Bible Study. If there 's 
any way I can-" 

"Oh, you'd like that. First Bible 
Study, then what?" Abner stopped, 
pointed his finger at the young man's 
chest. "The Pope says I've got a year 
left. The Pope!" He swung his arm 
toward Young at Heart. "And that 
means I'll be at every Bible Study, 
every confession, Last Rite, and mar
riage counsel. I'll be standing over 
you when you brush your teeth
Who are you waving at?" 

"Looks like Lily. Hello, Lily." 
Abner lowered his arm, turned to 

the curtains moving in the window. 
He watched them go still. 

"Father Abner?" 
He pushed past Matthew toward 

the church. 

Lily and the others stood in the cir
cular entrance, waiting for the van that 
would take them to choir practice. 

Carlos, Head Staffer, ran from the 
parking lot, stopping short to catch 
his breath . He tucked his shirt into 
his pants and walked over. 

"Loo ks like we're going to hoof it 
to the church, " Carlos said, clapping 
his hands, "so we can enjoy this beau
tiful day. Incidentally, van's broken." 
He smiled and nodded at each of the 
residents before turning to go. 

Lily took her time. Even in the heat, 
she liked being free of the air-condi
tioning's constant hum . Carlos led 
chem over the sidewalk, past a small 
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house beside the church, somehow fa
miliar. She pictured someone shoving 
puddles with a broom, the water rush
ing faster as it spread and thinned . 
Lily moved closer, stepping on a 
metal grate buried in the grass, the 
sound low and hollow. She smiled 

at some memory just beyond reach . 
Where had that come from? The more 
she struggled the further it fled. 

A light hand on her back . Carlos, 
his expression stern, directing her to
ward the path . 

Inside the church, wooden beams 
bowed up the walls of the circular 
hall, meeting at the center of the high 
ceiling, separating the room into even 
slices. Lily admired the old building, 
liked its smell of incense and oak. The 
long rows were organized in a semi
circle around the pulpit, from which 
a man hurried to greet them . 

"Welcome back," he said once ev
eryone was seated. 

"Who's this nice young fellow?" 
Lily said to no one in particular. 

"Father Matthew," answered the 
man, smiling, quickly removing his 
collar from his pocket and putting it 
on . "Good to see you again so soon, Lily." 

In front of Lily, a Bible and book 
lay in a wooden pouch. She checked 
behind her and found more pockets, 
more books. She was sitting in a pew, 
though unlike any she'd known. At 
home, there hadn't been cushions. 
She remembered the hard wood, the 
slight, numbing pain as people took 
turns offering condolences, how she'd 
welcomed it . 

The other driver had lost con
trol. Just like that . It had been a 
rare freeze in Orchard Grove; if the 
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man had lived another quarter cen
tury, he wouldn't have seen another. 
He was old-as she was now? What 
was his name?-returning from his 
great-granddaughter's first birthday 
party . Though Lily had tried to see 
this as a reminder of what the man's 

family had also lost-the girl never 
knowing him, forgetting they'd ever 
met-whenever she thought back to 
that night, she became too angry to 
breathe. She felt Samuel's hand in 
hers, the rough hospital sheets, re
called her urge to stay, to flee. It was 
how she regarded her life after, when 
she let herself. Needing one and its 
opposite, to hold on and to let go. 

She'd dated after Samuel-noth
ing serious. Men who laughed at 
their own jokes, waited for questions 
instead of asking them, drove too 
slowly, glancing at Lily each time a 
car passed and quickly away when 
they saw her looking back . End of the 
night, she couldn't tell who was more 
relieved to be done with it . Her fault, 
she supposed, but maybe all the bet
ter, given what she'd become . 

"George Pembleton," Lily said 
aloud. It came to her, now she wasn't 
looking for it. As things so often did . 
"Lived to eighty-three ." 

''And what a blessing that is," said 

Father Matthew. "Now let us all open 
our songbooks to page 206 ." 

At the back of the church, Abner 
straightened prayer books, pausing to 
watch the procession. Carlos walked 
backward in front of the group, shush
ing them. Lily entered last. He felt a 
moment of relief-she was all right
before she began spinning in slow 



circles, admiring the Stations of the 
Cross, counting them on her fingers . 

It amazed Abner that Lily's curi 
osity had carried- over into this other 
life. It was, she had answered in her 
interview, why she could work for a 
church though she wasn't one for re
ligion herself And while in her time 
as parish secretary Lily had rarely 
attended Mass, the patience she'd 
shown during the dai ly visits from 
Mrs. Vandemere, who organized the 
church fundraisers and believed this 
meant she ran the place, and the reg
ular crank calls from local teens, con 
vinced Abner that Lily followed the 
Good Book's teachings more closely 
than many of his congregation. He 
tolerated Matthew for the simp le rea
son Lily had liked him right away. 

Ten years, Lily had occupied the 
rectory's small front office. With no 
family to rush home to, she would 
stay late Fridays, and they'd have 
spirited debates about theology or the 
Braves' prospects, Lily casual, com 

fortable as few people had been with 
him since he'd taken the cloth. 

The night the rectory pipes burst, 
they bundled in jackets and blankets. 
He didn't know where to find the wa
ter meter-where even to look-but 
Lily led him to the square grate at the 
property line and, to his astonish 
ment, shut off the valve. 

"It'll take time," she said, seeing his 
awe, "but I'm sure even an old dog 
like you could learn a few new tricks." 

They spent an hour sweeping the 
water in the living room toward the 
front door and down the steps, push
ing it off the sidewalk before it froze, 
the drainage coating their shoes in a 

film of ice. Once they'd laid the tow
els, warmth returning to the house, 
Lily excused herself. She stepped from 
the kitchen a moment later, a beer in 
each hand, feigning surprise at how 
they'd appeared there. ''A miracle," 
she said, passing a bottle to Abner. 

"He works in mysterious ways ." 
They sat in the living room, the ra

dio broadcasting news of pipes erupt
ing throughout the city, the water 
freezing in sheets over the roads. 

"No point driving home in this 
weather," he said , patting her hand. 
She became still, quiet, concentrated 
on a point over his shoulder. He felt 
heat rising in his cheeks, the pulse in 
his wrist. He was suddenly aware of his 
arms and legs, how he'd always taken 
for granted what to do with them. 

"You're right," she said, finally, not 
meeting his eyes. 

He made up the spare room-now 
Matthew's-moving quickly while 
Lily cleared the bottles. She came in 
as he finished, and they exchanged 

good nights with the ceiling. He wait
ed to hear her door close, the click of 
the light, before walking the rest of 
the hall to his room . 

That night, Abner lay in bed re
membering Lily's expression when 
he'd said driving home would be too 
dangerous. She'd spoken of her fian
cee on ly once, soon after she'd been 
hired, an answer to a question about 
her family, where she was from . After 
the accident, she'd said, as if picking 
up a story she'd already begun, she'd 
left home, never stayed away long 
but never moved back. It was a small 
town-he probably hadn't heard 
of it. She told him the name, and 
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though she was right, he nodded . He 
was mistaken then, not to ask ques
tions . He didn't realize he'd want to 
know more . That there wou ld be a 
time when he couldn't . 

He heard Lily leave at first light, 
unsure whether he'd slept. Even af

ter the engine turned over, he imag 
ined a knock on the door. Something 
forgotten, unsaid. In the kitchen, he 
found the window thudding against 
its jamb, tossed by the wind. How 
many times had he heard knocking, 
opened the door to nothing? 

The pews groaned under the weight 
of the choir as another resident helped 
Lily to her seat. Abner pictured Lily 
smiling as she took the man's hand , 
and pitied him for having seen it. For 
whatever the man thought he saw there . 

She'd occasionally teased him 
about the water meter, but otherwise 
never mentioned that night. He'd 
waited for a change that never came
still the same jokes vaguely at Mrs . Van
demere's expense, the same suggestions 
to add an electric guitar to the choir. 

Then, Matthew's arrival, and Lily 
started leaving early Fridays . At the 
time, he blamed Matthew, though 
it struck him now that on those rare 
occasions she'd stay late, Matthew 
wou ld quietly slip off, play the radio 
on ly loud enough to cover their con
versation. Eventua lly, Abner began 
accepting dinner invitations at pa
rishioners' homes, apologizing before 
Lily could. He remembered walking 
to the Morgans' door, pausing outside 
their window as they set the table . 
The couple smi led at something only 
they knew, the distance separating 
them too small to see light between . 
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Grace, grace, and more grace, Mat
thew sang - the hymn's tide line. Ab 
surd, thought Abner. As if you could 
measure it, collect grace lik e trading 
cards. Matthew raised his hands, 
and the choir repeated after him, the 
words echoing . 

Choir lessons had been yet another 
of Matthew's ideas, and the priests had 
shared this duty as well. When Lily 
had begun attending, extending her 
hand each week in introduction, Ab
ner had seen a flicker of recognition. 
As if she were seeing him through the 
wrong end of a telescope, something 
familiar at a distance. But just as soon 
it was gone-whatever look he'd seen 
vanished, her eyes quick and con
fused, her smile stretching wider to 
hide it-and he was reminded of how 
impossible it was to reach her. Abner 
had since relinquished his responsi
bilities, instead did his best to review 
his sermons in the study , most hours 
passing with only a paragraph read . 

He and Lily had rationalized the 
symptoms-budget miscalculations, 
repeated questions, keys in the freez
er-as lack of sleep, too much stress . 
When Abner had found her in the 
kitchen, blood on her dress, a knife 
taken by its wrong end, he'd rushed 
her to the hospital. "Cortica l demen
tia," she'd explained, after weeks of 
tests and waiting. "Short -term mem
ory loss is the most common symp
tom." Later that day, Abner had to 
remind Lily what had happened to 
her palm . She didn't believe him at 
first, thought he was joking. When 
Lily finally remembered, she stared at 
her hand as if she couldn't recall what 
she'd ever used it for. 



Only two years ago. 
A measured pause, Matthew count

ing the beats on his hand : one, two, 
three, four. One, two, three, four. 

As Abner left the church, he 
watched Lily observing the other 
choir members, at turns joining in 
song and struck silent by the voices 
around her rising and falling in time. 

Lily was woken by the silence, 
though the air conditioner had been 
off since final rounds. Hours ago, 
judging by the air-heavy, with 
a faint smell of cleaning solution, 
over-scented to mask the ammonia . 
She shifted upright, tried to open 
the window behind her, remem
bering as she searched for a handle 
that the thick panes didn't budge. 
On the pond, moonlight caught the 
wind-rippled water. Beyond it, Lily 
could see the house from the day be
fore, lights on inside . 

If she waited long enough, sleep 
would come. But what had her days 
in this place been if not waiting? Lily 
knew that house, she was certain. 

She dressed quickly, listened at the 
door, but heard only the blood hum
ming in her ears. Her steps echoed in 
the empty hall, and she stooped to 
remove her shoes, held them to her 
chest. Cold tile on her bare feet, a 
shiver of memory: herself as a young 
woman, returning from that first 
dance along the cool, packed dirt lin
ing the road, a dusty pump in each 
hand and blushing in the dark . As 
cars approached, she'd drop into the 
ditch, crouching among scorched 
switchgrass buzzing with katydids 
to avoid being offered a ride by some 

neighbor or family friend, wanting to 
stretch the night as long as possible . 
To keep her heart racing. 

Just ahead, the hall opened into a 
brightly-lit waiting area, and to the 
right, out of view, the front desk. Lily 
hugged the near wall, poked her head 
around the bend. 

"Making a break for it?" 
Lily spun toward the voice . In a 

corner, a man in a bathrobe and fedo
ra sat with an open book on his lap. 
"Bathroom. He just left ." He closed 
his book and gestured to a chair be
side him. "You've got five minutes at 
least. Care to sit?" 

Lily shook her head . 
Straining, the man stood, started 

toward her. "I used to make plans to 
leave in the night, take the first bus 
out of town. Couldn't believe this is 
where I had ended up. The five-year 
plan, to answer your question earlier , 
was to be five-years rid of this place ." 

It took Lily a moment . ''A free spir
it," she said. 

"But that's as far as I would get. 
Had no idea where I'd go. At our age, 
it's not advisable to be getting too far 
ahead of oneself anyway. Besides, if 
I planned to hop a bus or join early 
morning Craft Hour, we wouldn't be 
having this conversation, would we?" 
He stopped, close enough she could 
see where he'd missed a patch of stub
ble under his chin . "Where were you 
headed this evening?" 

Lily turned to the window, but the 
house had disappeared into the dark. 

"Right here, I suppose ." 
"Well, you made it. How about 

some company on the return?" He 
offered his arm . 
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She took it, and together they be- The opposite of a miracle . Abner's 
gan the slow walk back . hand shook with the cup's weight , 

and he set down his drink . 
"Joyous," Matthew said, pouring 

the coffee. Abner winced. "The choir's 
sounding better every week." 

"That's the idea," Abner said, 

watching Matthew go to the cup
board. "There's no need for the sau
cers. Just makes for extra dishes." 
Matthew seemed not to hear. "Extra 
dishes, I said ." 

Matthew set out the coffees and 
saucers. Abner took his cup, pushed 
the plate aside. 

"You know," said Matthew, fooling 
with the collar in his lap, "at this rate, 
it won 't be long before they'll be be
yond my expertise. I could sure use 
some help with the tenors." 

Abner stared at the gap in the 
young priest's shirt, the shadow of 
his throat. Matthew lifted his cup , set 
it down without taking a drink. He 
opened his mouth to speak. 

Abner raised his hand. "Not tonight." 
Matthew sat straight . "There was 

a moment when she looked up from 
her hymnal," he said . "She looked at 
me and smiled." 

Abner saw the pleading in Mat 
thew's face, the need for reassurance . 
He recognized it , of course. Knew it 
well. He wanted to say something, 
but the words weren't there . Even as 
Matthew leaned forward, ready to in 
terpret, they wouldn't come. 

Abner took a drink. He thought of 
Lily, her living each day only for ten 
more to be taken . A life, his small part 
in it, erased, slowly and in plain view. 
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"Father Abner!" 
He felt the liquid first, then its heat. 

He stood, tipping his chair, swatted 
his pant leg as Matthew ran a napkin 

under the faucet, the paper breaking 
apart under the stream. 

'TU wet a towel." 
''Don't." But Matthew was already gone. 
Abner stared at the cup on its side, 

what was left of the coffee pooling at 
the table edge . The sound of Matthew 
running the bathroom faucet carried 
as if from a great distance . 

He righted his chair, sat facing the 
empty seat. In the morning, he'd pull 
the desk from the study wall, place a 
chair on the other side . He'd hand 
over the spare key, take a book from 
the shelves before letting Matthew 
settle in . Another book each day af
ter that . When they were gone, so 
was he . He 'd see it coming the whole 
way, have time to prepare. There'd be 
no surprises. 

The sound was faint, like the rasp 
of a knuckle brushing wood. Abner 
looked at the door, imagined the 
unsure hand on the other side. The 
faucet shut off, and the noise grew 
louder. Slowly, Abner rose, letting the 
moment linger, before going to the 
window and steadying the frame. ~ 
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Debra Marquart's newest collection of 

Review 
Small Buried Things 

poems rakes us on a dig through the Debra Marq uart. Small Buried Things. 

midden heap of her history and home - Moorhead, MN: New Rivers Press, 

land. In it, we read about improbable 2015. Pp. 94 + vii, $14.95 pb. 

objects, journeys of specific, often 
dangerous, elements that eventual-
ly and inevitably resurface - swallowed items, fracking fluid, an unwanted 
pregnancy-and the people who move across this unstable ground: oil crews, 
door -to -door salesmen, and the speaker of these poems. This is Marquarr's 
fifth book, among publications that include two other books of poetry and a 
memoir, The Horizontal World: Growing Up Wild in the Middle of Nowhere, 
which describes her relationship with the family farm in Logan County, 
North Dakota. 

The landscape of North Dakota figures prominently in this collection as 
well. Ir appears in family memories and in the title poem, a long sequence set off 
as the central section of the book that parallels the various threats buried under 
the prairie and therefore buried under the country's consciousness: nuclear war
heads, oil, injected fracking fluid and the quake-inducing fissures they create. 
Throughout the sequence, the refrain "we knew we couldn't say we didn't 
know" (41) functions as both hedge and accusation to North Dakotans who 
lived alongside these industries as well as to American citizens whose safety 
and economy was and is enabled by ignoring the environmental hazards. 
Marquart reminds us that out here, "we believed / we were ground zero / 
north Dakota, 1964" and as a result, the Upper Midwest became "the great 
mirror underworld/ grain silos above missile silos below" (41). After a lyric 
documentation of the oil industry's encroachment in the Bakken Oil Patch 
in western North Dakota, Marquart links the two in "Quake," in which 
she describes the fears of the geological effects of fracking, juxtaposing this 
information with the image of"l50 minutemen silos still rest underground/ 
.. . I embedded in the fracking zone," and then quotes the commander of the 
air base, whose assurances that "we certainly can co-exist with the oil industry" 
convey little comfort (50). The section closes with a "Lament" : 

north dakora who will ever be able to live with you now 
once this is all over i'm speaking to you now 
as one wildcat girl to another be careful north dakora (53) 

While this central title sequence is the backbone of this collection, the 
rest of the book is also engaging. Unlike the lyric documentary essay style of 
"Small Buried Things," the other poems (with a few exceptions) rend to be 
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more narrative . The book opens with a one -two punch : "Things Not to Put in 
Your Mouth" is a grotesque catalogue of the items contained in a medical dis 
play, all of which were extracted from patients' airways and GI tracts, "things 
that go down hard and refuse to come up" (l); and "Kablooey is the Sound 
You'll Hear" launches us into an account of the speaker's sister accidentally 
firing off a shotgun in the family house . I also admired the pantoum "What I 
Learned from Playing Hearts" which circles back to the line "Nothing counts 
until the first heart is broken" (25-6), and the veiled menace of "Ground 
Oregano" which, like many of the poems, contains an object lesson that at
tempts to distill the problem with a relationship : 

Twenty-five years 
since I tucked it deep in the spice rack after he insisted 

he was allergic, although I' cl used it in the lasagna, 
chili, and spaghetti he' cl eaten without illness 

Eventually, I pinched 

the bitter green into everything, then fled with the vial." (27) 

These samples are all from the opening section of the book, "Greyhound 
Days." There were also strong poems in the third and concluding section, "Wild 
Thyme," in particular "To the Woman Who Tore the Word 'Husband'," in which 
the poet speculates "Surely it was a wife who removed/ the pages beginning with 

hurtle I and ending with hush, while the word, / husband, lurked somewhere in 
between" (74). But while these poems were individually good, I found myself 
having to work hard to understand how they interacted with the rest of the 
manuscript. There are buried things that pop up unexpectedly: a whisker, a 
diamond, an exotic stringed instrument. And because there are family and "ex" 
poems in the first section, we're not completely unprepared to see these subjects in 
the third section. But I felt like I was rationalizing to make connections-are 
the memories buried things that also pop up? Is the section tide meant as a 
rubric for the wild and random nature of these poems? Somehow, the tone 
and character of these poems made them seem distinct from the rest of the 
manuscript, not as cohesive or inevitab le. Then again, Marquart is dealing 
with what surfaces unbidden, so perhaps the surprise is warranted. 
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Overall, these are capable lyrics, and I'm particularly excited by the relevance 
of the central section . It's urgent that this work reaches a larger audience. As 
William Carlos Williams said, "It is difficult / to get the news from poems / yet 
men die miserably every day / for lack / of what is found there ." The poems of 
Small Buried lhings are trying to give us this news . ~ 
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Despite it having been written by for
mer North Dakota Governor George 
Sinner and his one -time press secre
tary, by no means is Turning Points 

a political memoir. It is more than a 
listing of names, bills, committees, 
elections won/lost, and a contemp la
tion of the state since the conclusion 
of his terms of office. It is much more. 
Turning Points should be considered 
a "spiritual biography," illustrat
ing the strong influences upon the 
former governor's decision-making 
processes. The text reveals in detail 
that he rarely followed the politically 
expedient pathway but rather the soul
searched intellectually defensible route. 
This does not mean that the decision 
processes for Sinner sprang from his 
devout Catho licism or his detailed 
reading and conversations with advi 
sors. Rather, Turning Points reflects a 
man who deeply considered the chal
lenges before him, sought counsel in 
prayer and friendship, worked out an 
swers that met the needs of the time, 
and stood by those decisions, even as 
some proved unpopu lar. 

Individuals seeking to explore 
Sinner's life as a politician will need 
to look elsewhere. As his preface 
notes: "This is a memoir, thus it is 
more selective than comprehensive. 
These are highlights, as recorded in 
my memory. What we present here 
is neither an academic paper nor a 
literary work of art. Neither is it a 
definitive or scho larly history of my 
life and times" (xviii). Those pursu 
ing that definitive history of his life 
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Turning Points: A Memoir. Washburn, ND: 

Dakota Institute Press of the Lewis and Clark 

Fore Mandan Foundation, 2011. 
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and times will need to find a different 
source, as will those individuals seek
ing the names and birthdates of his 
children, what Christmas was like on 
the fami ly farm, or what particular 
events occurred on family vacations. 
That stated, what remains is pure, 
thoughtfu l, and worth the price. 

Once bound for the priesthood, 
Sinner's career path veered sharply 
with his introduction to Janie Baute, 
the woman who would become his 
wife. And while it may be possible to 
take the politician out of the priest
hood, it has proven rather more dif 
ficult to take the priesthood out of 
this politician. Sinner recalls once 
hearing an inspirational speaker who 
exhorted his listeners: "When you see 
a social problem that needs solutions 
you have to ask yourself: if I don't do 
it, who will? And then you have to 

ask yourself: ifI don't do it now, then 
when will I do it?" (5). This appears to 

have become his mantra, framing his 
life of service . 

Service, coupled with forgiveness, 
courage, and a willingness to toil in 
the trenches, seem to have been his 
guiding lights. Over the course of his 
political life, besides the governor
ship, Sinner labored as a member of 



the North Dakota Board of Higher 
Education (1967-74), a delegate to 
the state constitutional convention 
(1972) , a state senator (1963 -65), 
and a state representative (1983-84) . 
Along the way he attended to matters 
related to his farm, his church, his 
community, his political party, and 
perhaps most significantly, his fami 
ly; he is the father of ten . 

During his years as governor, 
North Dakota not only celebrated 
its 100th anniversary of statehood, 
but also endured difficult economic 
times . Such times required tough 
ness, a willingness to do the "dirty" 
work of governmental service, pro 
viding leade rship in times of adver
sity, telling well-meaning folks that 
the mone y for their projects simply 
did not exist. The personally easy 
decision to ban tobacco from the 
state capitol potentially forfeited his 
opportunity to serve as the U.S. Sec
retary of Agriculture in the Clinton 
Administration . Perhaps the hardest 

decision of all, and the one meriting 
its own appendix to th e text, was his 
1991 veto of legislation which would 
have made North Dakota's laws the 
nation's most restrictive with regard 
to abortion . 

Although a devout Catholic, and 
adhering to his faith's opposition to 
abortion , he argued for what he de
termined to be the appropriate use of 
public power : to keep church and state 
separate . In his veto message Sinner 
called upon St . Thomas Aquinas , the 
doctrines of the Methodist Church, 
the Lutheran Church, the American 
Jewish Congress, the Presbyterian 
Church, the Reorganized Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, 
the Episcopal Church, the National 
Council of Catholic Bishops, and the 
United Church of Christ ultimately 
to declare: "Government policy must 
find a balanced way which respects 
the freedom of women in this diffi 
cult area. The bill does not do so. This 
is why I have vetoed HB 1515" (314). 

His rationale stills holds merit, and 
bears quotation : "History is full of ac
counts of the misuse of governmental 
power, ofren for a 'good' cause . Such 
abuse must be resisted vigorously on 
both sides. Government must not 
overstep its bounds. It must not play 
God" (143-44) . 

And while good men and good 
women may differ with regard to the 
separation of powers, most cannot 
find grounds to argue against this 
thoughtful text and its abundant les
sons for leadership . ~ 

Kimberly K. Porter 

University of North Dakota 
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Editor's Notes 

In this issue we are pleased to feature "Lady Open," a short story by Robert 
Day, a good friend to NDQ over many years . He has contributed a number 
of short stories, some of which are now being published in a collection called 
Billion Dollar Dream. He and contributing editor Fred Whitehead also helped 
put together a special issue to help NDQ in the months after Robert Lewis 

passed away. Both Day and Whitehead have been unflagging of their support 
of NDQ in many ways, and we are very grateful. 

"Bruno's Garden" is an unusual essay in that it combines a number of 
genres, including poetry. But its message is clear : What is beautiful may not 
be good, and we need a different landscape aesthetic to prevent environmental 
destruction/degradation . 

Dan Shanahan, another NDQ serial contributor, offers here an insider's 
wealth of information in his well-rounded review-essay of Michael Zan
tovsky's recent biography of Vaclav Havel, Havel: A Life. 

Re-Design: Readers' Comments Invited 

Readers familiar with NDQ will notice a change in layout in this issue . 
Graphic Design Intern Dana Schumann "freshened" up the page format with 
two columns, Adobe Garamond Pro typeface , and a cleaner, leaner title-au 
thor heading. She also tweaked the logo . 

We likely will make other changes , and we would really like to hear from 
you about those already made . What do you like and why? What do you think 
we should get rid of or revert to? The easiest way to let us know is by email: 
ndq@und.edu, but we'd be happy to hear from you by mail or phone as well: 
North Dakota Quarterly, Merrifield Hall Room 110, 276 Centennia l Hall
Stop 7209, Grand Forks ND 58202-7209; or (701) 777-3322 . 

Other Publications 

UND Professor of English and NDQ Poetry Editor Heidi Czerwiec edit 
ed a new anthology of poetry by contemporary North Dakota poets. North 
Dakota Is Everywhere: An Anthology of Contemporary North Dakota Poets has 
just been released by the ND Institute for Regional Studies Press . The scope 
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of the poets in this collection is as broad as the landscape itself, 
including work by Heid E. Erdrich, Mark Vinz , Debra Mar
quart, Ed Bok Lee, and North Dakota's Poet Laureate Larry 
Woiwode. These poems are about what connects us together as 
humans, poems that sing to each other across lines and pag
es and space, demonstrating that, as poet Thomas McGrath 
asserts in his Letter to an Imaginary Friend, North Dakota is 

North Dakota 
1s Everyw~ere 

everywhere . Available from the North Dakota Institute for Regional Studies 
Press , (701) 231-8338, $12 .50 paperback. (http://www .ndsu .edu/ahss/publi
cations/) 

Joseph Rathgeber's debut short story collection, The Abridged Autobiography 
of Yousef R. and Other Stories, was recently published by ELJ Publications . 

His story "Not Black: An Education" appeared in North Da
kota Quarterly's Diversity and Its Discontents special issue (Vol. 
77.1, 2012) . He received a grant from the New Jersey State 
Council on the Arts in 2014. He's currently at work on a novel, 
a hybrid -genre project on the subject of Michael Jordan and 
capitalism , and another story collection . 

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

Jacob Thomas Berns received his MFA from the University of Oregon, where he 

teaches creative writing. He is at work on a novel. 
Bruno Borsari is a Professor of Biology and Land Steward at Winona State Uni

versity, where he has been teaching since 2005. He is a native Italian with a 

Laurea in Agricultural Sciences from the University of Bologna . He has been 
living in the US since 1989 and earned a PhD in Curriculum and Instruction 

from the University of New Orleans in 2001. He is interested in agroecology 

and in the restoration of prairie plant communities. 

Robert Brunk's work has appeared or is forthcoming in The Iowa Review, Mich

igan Quarterly Review, and The Gettysburg Review, among others . He is the 

editor of two volumes , May We All Remember Well: A journal of the History 
and Cultures of Western North Carolina. His essay, ''A Samuel Beckett Song," 

published by the Michigan Quarterly Review in Fall 2013, was selected as a 

Notab le essay for Best American Essays 2014 . 

Sarah A. Chavez, a mestiza born and raised in the California Central Valley, 

is the author of the chapbook, All Day, Talking, published by Dancing Girl 

Press (2014) . She holds a PhD in English with a focus in poetry and Ethnic 

Studies from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln . Her work can be found or 

is forthcoming in Spoon River Poetry Review and So to Speak: Feminist journal 
of Language and Art, among others. Her manuscript, "This, Like So Much," 

was an Honorable Mention for the 2013 Quercus Review Press Poetry Book 

Contest. A selection from her chapbook manuscript ''All Day, Talking" won 

the Susan Atefat Peckham Fellowship in 2013. She is a proud member of the 
Macondo Writers Workshop. www.sarahachavez.com 

Karen Craigo teaches English to international students at Drury University 

in Springfield, Missouri . She is the author of two chapbooks, most recently 

Someone Could Build Something Here (Winged City, 2013), and her poetry , 

nonfiction, and reviews appear in various journals . 

Robert Day is the author of seven books, including works of fiction, poetry, 

and literary non-fiction . Forthcoming in 2015 are: The Billion Dollar Dream 
and Other Stories (Book Mark-BK/MK) and Chance Encounters of a Literary 

Kind, autobiographical essays on poets and writers (Serving House Books). 

Several stories in Billion Dollar Dream were first published by NDQ. 
Emilio DeGrazia, Professor Emeritus at Winona State University, has had two short 

stories published in North Dakota Quarterry. He has published several books, in

cluding the short story collection Seventeen Grams of Soul (1995), winner of a Min

nesota Book Award, and a collage of creative prose, Walking on Air in a Field of 
Greens, one of three finalists for a Midwest Book Award. Seasonings, a collection of 

poetry, appeared in 2012. He just finished a second term as Poet Laureate ofWi

nona, Minnesota, and tells his children he wants to be a poet when he grows up . 

126 



Erin Flanagan is the author of two short story collections published by the Uni

versity of Nebraska Press: 7he Usual Mistakes and It's Not Going to Kill You, 

and Other Stories. Her fiction and nonfiction have appeared in Prairie Schoo

ner, Colorado Review, Missouri Review, North Dakota Quarterly, Best New 

American Voices anthology series, and elsewhere . She is an Associate Professor 
of English at Wright State University in Dayton, Ohio. 

Juliana Gray is the author of Roleplay and Anne Boleyn's Sleeve, winner of the 

Winged City Chapbook Press 2013 poetry contest. Recent poems have ap

peared or are forthcoming from River Styx, Tupelo Quarterly, Unsplendid, and 

elsewhere . An Alabama native, she lives in western New York and teaches at 
Alfred University. 

Sara Henning is the author of A Sweeter Water (Lavender Ink, 2013), as well 

as two chapbooks, Garden Effigies (Dancing Girl Press, 2015) and To Speak 
of Dahlias (Finishing Line Press, 2012). Her work has appeared or is forth

coming in such journals as Connotation Press, Green Mountains Review, Crab 
Orchard Review, Greensboro Review, and RHINO, and anthologies such as 

Women Write Resistance: Poets Resist Gender Violence (2013). She holds an 

MFA from George Mason University, and she is currently a doctoral student 

in English and Creative Writing at the University of South Dakota, where she 

serves as Assistant Managing Editor for the South Dakota Review and on the 

Editorial Board at Sundress Publications. 

Laurie Kolp is an award-winning poet with more than three dozen publications 

worldwide, including the 2015 Poet's Market, A Hundred Gourds, Blue Fifth 
Review, Referential, Pirene's Fountain, Contemporary Haibun Online (CHO), 

and Diane Lockward's 7he Crafty Poet. Her first full-length poetry collection, 

Upon the Blue Couch (Winter Goose Publishing, 2014), is available at Amazon 

and Barnes and Noble. 

Richard Krawiec's third book of poetry, Women Who Loved Me Despite (Press 

53), was recently published. His work appears in dozens of magazines, and 

he has received fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts, the 

North Carolina Arcs Council, and the Pennsylvania Council on the Arcs. He 

is founder of Jacar Press, a Coummunity Active Publishing Company. 

George Looney's books include "Meditations Before the Windows Fail," forth

coming in fall of 2015, Structures the Wind Sings 7hrough (a book-length poem, 

2014), and Monks Beginning to Waltz (2012). He founded the BFA in Creative 

Writing Program at Penn State Erie and serves as editor-in-chief of the inter

national literary journal Lake Effect and translation editor of Mid-American 
Review. He co-founded the Chautauqua Writers' Festival. 

Afrer 34 years teaching English at UND, including eight years directing its Writ

ers Conference, James McKenzie moved south to Saint Paul where he no 

longer teaches but continues to learn and write . 

Sarah Fawn Montgomery holds an MFA in creative nonfiction from California 

State University Fresno and is currently a PhD candidate in creative writing 
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at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, where she has worked as Prairie Schoo

ner's Nonfiction Assistant Editor for several years. She is the author of The 

Astronaut Checks his Watch (Finishing Line Press). Her work has been listed as 

notable several times in Best American Essays, and her poetry and prose have 

appeared in various magazines including Crab Orchard Review, Georgetown 

Review, and Los Angeles Review , among others . 
W. Scott Olsen teaches at Concordia College in Moorhead, Minnesota . Most 

recently he is the author of Prairie Sky: Flying and the Grace of Altitude . 

Janeen Pergrin Rastall lives in Gordon, MI, population 2 . She is the author of 

the chapbook In The Yellowed House (dancing girl press, 2014) . Her p~etry 

has appeared in several publications including: Border Crossing, The Midwest 

Quarterly, Raleigh Review, and Heron Tree. She has been nominated twice for 

a Pushcart Prize. 
Staci R. Schoenfeld is a recipient of a 2015 NEA Fellowship and grants from the 

Barbara Deming Memorial Fund and the Kentucky Foundation for Women. 

She lives in Frankfort, Kentucky. Her poems appear in or are forthcoming 

from Washington Square, Muzzle, South Dakota Review, The Collagist, Louis

ville Review , and Room Magazine, among others . 

Dan Shanahan is Professor Humanities at Charles University in Prague. His 

work has appeared in NDQ for more than three decades . His most recent 

book is Sparky's Folks: A Tribute to the Life and Work of Charles Schulz (Prague: 

Togga, 2012). 

Annie Shepherd received her MFA in creative writing from Texas State Universi

ty where she now teaches. She is at work on a collection of linked short stories 

that follow the interconnected lives and spiritual questions of the residents of 

a small Texas town . 

Darlene Young earned her MFA from Brigham Young University . She has pub

lished in various journals and anthologies , including Fire in the Pasture: 21st 

Century Mormon Poets and The Mother in Me . Her work has won the Elsie C. 
Caroll Creative Nonfiction Prize, the Academy of American Poets Prize, the 

Hare-Larson Poetry Prize, and the Vera Hinckley Mayhew Prize in Creative 

Nonfiction. She lives in South Jordan, Utah, with her husband and sons . 

Susan Yount is the Editor and Publisher of Arsenic Lobster; works fulltime at 

the Associated Press; teaches online poetry workshops at the Rooster Moans 

and is the founder of Misty Publications . In her spare time she moonlights 

as madam for the Chicago Poetry Bordello. She has two poetry chapbooks, 

House on Fire (Blood Pudding Press, 2014), and Catastrophe Theory (Hyacinth 

Girl Press, 2012) . 
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