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We stilled time together all that 
long winter before. We were 

needing many small, tender things: 
things kept in jars, lightly toasted, 
and resembling antique watches. The 
hill was ours. We stood one-footed 
atop the snow, warm and unknowing 
in our knowing. 

Inside, Eliza. Weakened, she ral
lied the will it took to recline on our 
small sofa. And she spoke once, say
ing, Seasons can be misleading. 

Together, we were threading what 
was bearable, and along came noth
ing. In close quarters, we cooked 
meals and sat before fires and read 
old books and nothing was tender 
enough . So much we could not re
member, we shared a name . 

What we couldn't see was also ours . 
Eliza's skin had turned to paper, 

and contained many words and say
ings, though Eliza rarely spoke now. 

Meanwhile, an exterminator ar
rived, claiming our clocks had 
reached beyond control. The extermi
nator said neighbors had been com
plaining of a sundial, emanating from 
our hill. 

A family, with firmness we denied 
all accusations . 

Yet we had begun to think a 
change had occurred. We consulted 
maps as well as Eliza ; nothing gave. 

Seasons can be misleading, but we 
were undoubtedly experiencing one. 
How? Eating potatoes, waiting on 
alteration. A stranger came, bearing 

Kindle and Scorch 
Jaclyn Watterson 

large squash and other foods-in no 
way tender. 

I wept and wept. 
Or rather, I wanted to weep, in

consolable and uncontrollable, but 
I sat calmly at the dining table. The 
stranger and the stranger's gift had 
no visible physical effect on me, try 
as I did to muster one. So I returned 
to reading to Eliza. Francis and Don
ald hunted clocks in the attic, while 
Mother and Jane claimed nothing . 

In addition to regret, there were oth
er routines . We always rose at eight, 
lunched at noon, hosted Sundays. Yet 
the clocks began to interfere. 

Jane's Sunday roast, ruined be
cause they refused to keep the time 
it cooked. And Francis found a lazy 
or free sort of time drinking, buzzing 
behind circuit breakers in the base
ment. Rising at eight, we found the 
afternoon of the following day-we 
had missed so much! 

Or it wasn't afternoon at all, and 
perhaps it was the day, the very mo
ment to consider whether we were 
making up time . No tender shoots 
pushed through the soil atop our hill, 
and we had to allow, even to one oth
er, the possibility we had misplaced 
an entire season. We had all been 
spending, spending before mirrors, 
watching our age come upon us, and 
our varied illnesses. 

Family resemblance is never so 
pronounced as in sickness. 
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The exterminator arrived many times 
over with several poisons and pretty 
machines for dispensing them. The 
exterminator warned us to be care
ful of unused corners and counter
tops alike. The exterminator said our 
problem was considerable. The exter
minator sprayed every clock she saw, 
and several spots where she thought 
time might thrive, given the chance. 
She recommended keeping photos 
in books, books closed and lined on 
shelves, music softly, and no more 
than once a week. 

But watching is practically the 
same as not watching. Time thrived, 
and clocks encroached. 

It was like our trying to remem
ber before we were born, or the hill 
we stood atop one misplaced win
ter. They say in many states it once 
snowed every year, but Eliza, made 
of paper at the end, could neither 
confirm nor deny: the snippet I 
read affirmed every contradiction. 
I read its tiny tenderness every mo
ment, again and again; at first it was 
nearly enough. 

There were events, yes, inscrutable 
events. Nevertheless, with conse
quence. Recalling them now cannot 
make motive or reason-or anyone 
more alive. A summer or a winter, a 
single day in this eastern state or that 
western. Eliza. 

Eliza sitting on a rock, or stirring 
the potatoes . But occurring habit
ually, lacking specificity, these are 
not events. Stirring potatoes, adding 
sauce from a jar, eating on a rock tell
ing a story. What happened? 
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Jane has forgotten, Mother has 
forgotten, but I remember-I do re
member! 

Swollen legs and cardboard 
tongue. Dear Eliza-not dead yet, 
but we wished. We did wish. 

Every illness is potential, every 
age deadly. But we must recall what 
happened-frequent visits became 

an infestation. Infested by time-an 
event, a fact, Jane and Mother forget 
with deep intention. 

But what happened is simple: time 
escaped, and potential illness real
ized. We resembled each other so 
much-control was no longer part of 
our routine. The event we discerned, 
the one we picked from all the others 
to remember, was Eliza's. 

It was not unlikely for Eliza, in 
her illness, to have turned to paper: 
we must, the stranger said, accept 
the change. And the stranger alerted 
certain authorities, who said we must 
either bury or burn Eliza. 

Given our history of family ill
ness, and all the control we had lost, 
we chose burning. And in the time 
since that event, we have remem
bered it. 

The stranger was an undertaker; 
the event belonged to Eliza. We had 
chosen it for her. We had chosen it 
to allay illness, and we did survive. 
We did not burn up with Eliza, and 
Francis, Donald, Jane, Mother began 
to resemble one another less. Only I 
kept the family pallor, and during the 
burning, I attempted for the second 
time uncontrollable weeping. Sobs 
may have elevated the occasion, had I 



been able to perform. Without them, 
the event was another fever followed 
by another blaze. But we must recall! 
It was Eliza's. 

We had dressed Eliza in her poly
ester suit, and though the authorities 
did not permit us to look, she burned 
quickly! We had taken her rings and 
her antique watch-without them 
her fingers and wrists first toasted 
and crisped, then singed, curled to 
dust. Jane and I each inherited one of 
the rings, and of course Mother took 
the antique watch, which had once 
belonged to Eliza's own mother. 

Dressed in her suit, Eliza was a 
small, tender thing. 

We burned Eliza and put her into 
three jars. The event occurred over 
several hours, and then we stood on 
our feet beside the sundial on the 
hill, and watched all that was ours: 
we inherited the season-everything 
else was incidental , and in Eliza's 
home we recovered again, lost again. 

Watching was the same as not 
watching, and Mother said we would, 
when time allowed, dispense the jars 

containing Eliza to the ocean
which, in her final illness, Eliza had 
longed to see. 
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Robinson's History Revisited: Introduction 
Jim Mochoruk 

H istory, or perhaps the accidents 
of history, has provided the 

near perfect context for this 50th an
niversary appreciation and reapprais
al of Elwyn B. Robinson's work and 
career. Not only is the half century 
mark the sort of time period that we 
all like to celebrate, but also given the 
recent collapse of the oil boom, the 
fall in agricultural commodity pric
es, the related drop in state revenues 
and the attendant gloom and doom 
in the state, one can see why discus
sions of what Robinson dubbed the 
"too much mistake" have a new cur
rency in North Dakota. Indeed, as 
this edition of North Dakota Quar
terly was being prepared, the campus 
that Robinson called home for his 
entire academic career-the Univer
sity of North Dakota-is being cit
ed as perhaps the perfect example of 
the too much mistake, as legislators 
claw back millions of dollars' worth 
of funding in the face of dramatically 
lowered state revenues. 

There are, however, reasons oth
er than timeliness for reconsidering 
Robinson. To begin with, very few 
scholars have had quite as lasting an 
impact upon the historiography of 
their chosen topic as Elwyn B. Rob
inson. True, historians still cite some 
venerable works in their studies: 
Herodotus and Thucydides still get a 
nod or two from classicists; Tacitus, 
Bede, Mathew Paris, Otto ofFreising 
and a smattering of Renaissance and 
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Elwyn B. Robinson, History 
of North Dakota. 

Lincoln : University of Nebraska Press, 
1966. Line drawings by Jack Brodie. 

Pp. xi+ 599. 

Enlightenment scholars are trotted 
out from time to time-and on oc
casion are even treated with a modi
cum of respect; but as we come closer 
to the present and to practitioners of 
modern, "professional" history, when 
we cite Leopold Von Ranke, Freder
ick Jackson Turner, Charles Beard, 
Carl Becker, or more contempora
neous with Robinson, Richard Hof
stadter or E. P. Thompson, we do so 
largely to subject them to the "ritual 
slaughter" that is part of any good 
"lit review." 

Those who work in the field of 
North Dakota and Northern Great 
Plains history-and even in the 
broader fields of western and Amer
ican history-have responded to 
Robinson in a very different fashion; 
respect, even deference, have been 
the more typical treatment accord
ed to Robinson and his famous six 
themes of North Dakota history. As 
the contributions of Michael Lansing 
and Kimberly Porter indicate, from 
the moment the History of North Da
kota came out in 1966, the accolades 
were immediate and virtually uni
versal. Even more to the point, those 
who followed Robinson, and even 



those who would challenge him in 
certain particulars, did so with care 
and respect-a phenomenon to be 
observed in the work of legions of 
graduate students who have plowed 
the field of North Dakota history 
over the past 50 years, as well as in 
the work of more mature scholars 
such as Robert and Wynona Wilkins, 
Jerry Tweton, and David Danbom. 
Even 50 years on, many scholars still 
take Robinson as their logical start
ing point, something which cannot 
be said of any other state or region
al history produced during this era. 
Indeed, it is perhaps noteworthy that 
two of the contributors to this mini 
collection-Lansing and Porter
have both made extensive references 
to Robinson's History of North Dako
ta in their own works. 

As all of the following essays in
dicate, there is good reason for such 
positive treatment and much to still 
admire in the History of North Dako
ta. Still, as Lansing and Porter make 
equally clear, the time has definitely 
come to move on both from Robin
son's schematic framework and per
haps especially to move on from the 
worldview that informed that frame
work: a worldview shaped in the in
terwar period and which came to ma
turity in the years of the Cold War. 

What we hope readers will find 
most interesting about the four brief 
essays presented here is that they seek 
to interrogate Robinson's life and 
work from several different perspec
tives. Because these essays quite prop
erly focus upon Robinson's life and 
work after his arrival in North Da-

kota, it is worthwhile to briefly con

sider his pre-1935 biography. Born in 
Ohio in 1905, Robinson started life 
on a farmstead, but from age nine 
onwards was brought up in the sub
urbs of Cleveland . In many regards 
his was an unorthodox intellectual 
path for a man who was destined to 
become the pre-eminent historian 
of North Dakota. After graduat
ing from high school he enrolled at 
Oberlin College where he majored 
not in history, but in English. In fact, 
although he took some history cours
es as part of his degree work, he never 
studied American history at the un
dergraduate level. Upon graduation 
from Oberlin in 1928 he immedi
ately took up teaching English at the 
high school level, but by 1930-31 he 
had decided to enroll at Western Re
serve University and study U.S. his
tory. Interestingly, his work at both 
the Master's and PhD level was not 
related to the history of North Dako
ta, Ohio, the West, or even the mid
West; rather he studied Philadelphia's 
newspapers, particularly during the 
Civil War era-work that saw publi
cation in a fine series of articles pub
lished between 1937 and 1941 in the 
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography. It is also of some note that 
by 1930 he had become engaged to 
Eva-but would not marry her until 
he was assured of a teaching position, 
which he obtained at UND in 1935; 
indeed, their "honeymoon" was es
sentially their Greyhound bus trip to 
Grand Forks while en route to take 
up that position. 
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From this point onwards the life 
of this transplanted Ohioan is given 
careful, albeit brief consideration, 
in two of the following pieces. In 
Sheryl O'Donnell's essay, which is 
based largely on the diaries and pri
vate journals of both Elwyn and Eva 
Robinson, readers get a fascinating 
glimpse of the personal life and anx
ieties of this couple-an intellectual 
and economic, as well as a romantic 
partnership, if ever there was one. 
Readers also get an accounting of 
how "the book," over twenty years in 
the making, was marketed and pro
moted by the two of them and how 
it went on to influence more than 
just historians. Another contribu
tion, this one by Bill Caraher, is 
also based upon sources housed in 
the "Elwyn Robinson Special Col
lection" division of UND's Chester 
Fritz Library. Caraher's essay focuses 
upon Robinson's place in the History 
Department that he did so much to 
redefine-and to elevate. It, too, re
minds readers of how much personal 
economic anxieties shaped Robin
son's life but, even more to the point, 
it details how relationships with var
ious figures of authority at UND af
fected Robinson's academic life and 
progress in the thirty-one years he 
was at UND prior to the publica
tion of his magnum opus. The other 
two contributions engage Robinson's 
work in a direct and engaging fash
ion, parsing his six themes and their 
impact upon our understanding of 
the state's history. Perhaps not too 
surprisingly , both of these scholars 
make reference to the not entirely 
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beneficial effect of Robinson's undu
ly "long shadow." 

The contributors to this 50th an
niversary appreciation and reap
praisal of Robinson's work and ca
reer are themselves an interesting 
group. Caraher is a true polymath: a 
classicist and archeologist by training, 
a widely respected practitioner and 
innovator in the field of digital 
humanities, the historian of the 
contemporary oil boom in western 
North Dakota, an acknowledged ex
pert in the field of Byzantine history 
and archeology, and the historian 
of the UND History Department 
by default-that is to say, he was 
the most junior member of the De
partment when it was tasked with 
researching and writing a new histo
ry of the Department. For his part, 
Michael Lansing is one of the most 
exciting young scholars in the field 
of western U.S. history, specializing 
in environmental and gender his
tory . He serves as the Chair of the 
History Department at Augsburg 
College and is the author of Insurgent 
Democracy: 1he Nonpartisan League 
in North American Politics and co
author of 1he American West: A Con
cise History. Kimberly Porter, UND's 
premier teacher and scholar of North 
Dakota history, in many regards 
stands in the shoes of Elwyn Robin
son. Hired specifically to teach and 
further develop the field of North 
Dakota studies at UND-in a direct 
line of descent from Robinson-she 
has not only become the chronicler of 
modern North Dakota history, but 



has emerged as a leader in the field 
of oral history research and-like 
Robinson-as a crucial advocate of 
public history within North Dako
ta. And last, but definitely not least, 
there is Sheryl O'Donnell. The long
time Chair of UND's English De
partment (16 years in two separate 
rounds of service), O'Donnell has 

been a pioneer in the field of femi

nist literary scholarship, a passionate 
advocate of the humanities in North 
Dakota and Minnesota, and, much 
like Robinson, a tireless advocate for 
the rights of faculty at UND. 

Painting by P.A. Tupa I Photo by Richard Larson 
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Elwyn B. Robinson in Context 
William Caraher 

Elwyn B. Robinson did not com
pose his History of North Dakota 

in a vacuum. He worked in his of
fice, in a department and at a uni
versity, and the interactions with his 
colleagues as well as the book itself 
both reflected and shaped university 
culture over Robinson's 30 years on 
campus. He spent his first decade on 
campus under the watchful eye of 
Orin G. Libby and endured two de
cades in a department chaired by his 
nemesis, Felix Vondracek. He finally 
received recognition from a trans
formed university on the publication 
of the History of North Dakota. 

Libby, when he hired Robinson, 
was 77 and the longtime chair of the 
schismatic American History De
partment at the University of North 
Dakota. Libby was cantankerous, 
inflexible, and more respected than 
liked. He was the first professional 
historian to teach at the University 
of North Dakota, had worked to de
velop the state archives and the State 
Historical Society, and had produced 
as fine a crop of graduate students 
as the history department had ever 
seen. He had also clashed so fiercely 
with UND's President Thomas Kane 
that he found himself isolated in a 
department that saw a revolving door 
of faculty members who rarely stayed 
more than a few years. Robinson, 
however, stayed and continued the 
process of professionalizing the uni
versity and the discipline of history 
that Libby started. 
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In 1935, Libby was searching to 
replace John Pritchett who had de
camped to Vassar College. Robinson 
had graduated from Oberlin College 
and was at Western Reserve Univer
sity in Cleveland for graduate work 

in history. He had not finished his 
dissertation, but Libby hired him 
anyway based on a recommenda
tion from Robinson's advisor Arthur 
C. Cole . Cole edited the Mississippi 
Valley Historical Review and knew 
Libby through his work with that 
association. As with many of Libby's 
hires, and the practice both at UNO 
and across the country, there was no 
formal interview outside of some cor
respondence. The first time the two 
men met was when Libby picked up 
Elwyn and Eva Robinson at the bus 
station in Grand Forks on September 
5, 1935. 

Robinson's first years at UNO were 
profoundly shaped by his relation
ship with Libby. Libby introduced 
the history seminar to the universi
ty in the early years of the twentieth 
century, but by the 1930s, Robinson 
considered Libby's teaching style an
tiquated and ineffective. This pushed 
Robinson to innovate by introduc
ing new textbooks, reserving library 
readings in primary and secondary 
sources, and adopting a new, less 
formal teaching style. Breaking away 
from a more traditional and severe 
standard of faculty demeanor, Rob
inson spent particular effort to learn 
students' names and addressed them 



as Miss or Mr. when he saw them on 

campus . On Libby 's stern demean
or, Robinson once quipped: "I may 
be mistaken, but I don't believe he 
had any gift for encouraging or stim
ulating his students except as fear 
was a stimulus" (139). 

In 1945 Libby retired and Rob
inson began seriously to consider 
writing a history of North Dakota . 
Apparently, Libby's wife had inti
mated that he was working on such a 
book when Robinson had first come 
to Grand Forks (Robinson 124), but 
Robinson had not heard Libby talk 
about this work at all during their 
time together. After Libby's retire
ment, he concluded that the field was 
open to him. The writing of the His
tory of North Dakota would occupy 
the next 20 years of Robinson's ac
ademic life. 

The post-war University and the 
Department of History offered a dy
namic context for the writing of the 
History of North Dakota. The Univer
sity of North Dakota grew quickly in 
the 1950s and 1960s and the Depart

ment of History saw the departure of 
many of the stalwart faculty of the 
pre-war period. At the same time, 
faculty ranks professionalized steadi
ly under the leadership of University 
President George Starcher. In many 
ways, Robinson's publication of the 
History of North Dakota anticipated 
the new professional expectations 
for faculty publishing at UND that 
further developed in the 1970s and 
1980s. The change in professional 
attitudes certainly contributed to 
how Robinson and his colleagues re-

sponded to the reign of Felix Vond

racek as department head from 1945-
1962. Libby hired both Vondracek 
and Robinson, but they represented 
a study in contrasts. Vondracek ex
uded a stentorian confidence for
tified with photographic memory, 
although he struggled to complete 
his dissertation at Columbia. Robin
son was quiet, retiring, and diligent. 
Vondracek was imperious in his lead
ership of the department, substituted 
bluster for hard work , and leveraged 
his seniority to advance his salary. 
Robinson led by example and sought 
advancement through his teaching 
and scholarship . 

Vondracek 's style led to signifi
cant anxiety in the department, and 
Robinson blamed him for pushing 
several scholars to leave the univer
sity. The rapid growth of higher ed
ucation during the post-war decades, 
of course, provided opportunities for 
mobility among the faculty ranks 
and accomplished or ambitious 
scholars like Louis Geiger, John 
Parker, and George Lemmer, who 
all left UND after clashing with 
Vondracek. For Robinson, the fail
ure of various administrators to rein 
in Vondracek revealed the persistent 
power of conservative faculty hired 
before the war and led to the rise of a 
group of "young turks" who pushed 
the university to respect professional 
accomplishments more than senior
ity. While Robinson was hardly a 
"young turk," he nevertheless felt the 
departures of colleagues and friends 
intensely and rued the reluctance of 
the deans and administrators to tame 
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Vondracek's tyranny (Robinson 194-
95, 248-49). 

Robinson's awareness of the chang
ing professional standards across 
campus came home in his constant 
concern for his salary and domestic 
expenses. His memoirs are rife with 
minute financial details that reveals 
both personal anxiety and an instinct 

for stretching every last dollar to its 
fullest. Robinson was hired in 1935 
for the princely sum of $1400 per 
year. At his promotion to associate 
professor in 1948, he earned $4229 
and later $5000 per year at his pro
motion to full in 1950. In terms of 
buying power, his salary nearly dou
bled during his first 15 years at the 
university, but his family grew as 
well as did his expenses . He regu
larly complained privately, howev
er, that others, first Libby, and then 
Vondracek earned more than he did 
or appropriated lucrative summer 
teaching contracts unfairly. Even as 
his salary approached five figures in 
the mid-1960s, Robinson continued 
to live paycheck to paycheck. Publi
cation of the History of North Dakota 
led to him being named a Universi
ty Professor in 1967 and a $20,000 
raise. This seems to have relieved 
some financial pressure. 

Robinson arrived on campus 

through the informal patronage of 
Libby's extended network of col
leagues, and by the mid-1960s, Rob
inson had achieved professional sta
tus with a book, a substantial salary , 
and the title University Professor. 
Robinson wrote his History of North 
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Dakota across the changing character 
of the University of North Dakota, 
the Department of History, and the 
discipline, and despite this uncer
tainty set a high standard for history 
in the state. 
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Here's to You, Mr. Robinson 
Kimberly K Porter 

On November 6, 1958, Elwyn B. 
Robinson, Professor of History 

at the Universit y of North Dakota, 
stood before his colleagues on the 
occasion of the 75th anniversary of 
the institution . Regarding his audi
ence of "thoughtful people," he chal
lenged : "What are the great themes 
of North Dakota history? How are 
they related to each other ? How are 
they tied to the fundamental facts 
about the state?" Undoubtedly hear
ing no response, he provided a care
fully crafted argument . It focused 
upon six themes which he believed 
essential to understanding the past 
as well as the future of the state : re
moteness , economic disadvantage, 
radicalism, dependence, adjustment 
and the "Too-Much Mistake." 1 

A year had not passed when Rob
inson refined his thematic concep
tualization of North Dakota histo
ry with an essay simply titled : "Six 

Themes of North Dakota History." 
Little had changed since his presen
tation, excepting his assuredness in 
his thematic guideposts to the his
tory of his adopted state . 2 All was in 
prelude to the book he had spent the 
majority of his career contemplating, 
researching, and writing. 

At its appearance in 1966, H is
tory of North Dakota met with rave 
reviews. Assorted readers described 
the volume as "absorbing, " "fascin at
ing," "astonishingly comprehensive," 
"first rate," blessed with "outstanding 
virtues," and "balanced ." More adept 

reviewers noted one additional fac
tor: Robinson's work moved the con
cept of state history to new heights. 
Previously, state history had oft 
times met with derision in academ
ic circles , perceived as shallow anti
quarian boosterism. However, upon 
a close reading of the text, reviewers 
observed that Robinson 's work could 
be considered little less than a break
through in the genre . 

Reviewers from such diverse publi
cations as Agricultu ral History, Arizo
na and the West, the journal of Amer
ican History, the American H istorical 
Review, and the journal of Economic 
History, noted that Robinson had 
broken the boundaries of traditional 
state history, not only by expanding 
his lens to the region as well as to the 
nation , but also by including mate
rial more traditionally considered 
as anthropology, geography, eco
nomics, political science , ethnology, 

theology, nature study , and sociol
ogy. Rather than simply a narrative 
of events and individuals, Robinson 
worked from his interpretive frame
work of the six themes, grounded in 
the geographical realities of the state. 

Perhaps John Schlebecker most 
clearly articulated the true signifi
cance of Robinson 's achievement . 
Writing for the Journal of Economic 
History, he observed: "This history 
could well be used as a model for 
other state histories. Practitioners of 
this art have produced some excellent 
work oflate, but this is it, I think, the 
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best so far." Nearly as effusive was an 
unsigned "book note " in Agricultural 
History. To that reviewer, Robinson's 
work stood as "one of the few first
rate histories of states" distinguished 
by its "breadth, selectivity, and au
thority; and by the sharp insights 
and sympathetic understanding of 
its author " (Schlebecker 385). Clear
ly for close-eyed readers , Robinson's 
work was far more than the history 
of a specific state; rather, it was a new 
way of perceiving state history by 
placing it in the larger conte xt of the 
region, the nation, and, perhaps , the 
world . 

Moreover, the view of the state 
provided by Robinson was not one of 
simpl y dates and places with a focus 
on politicians and farmers. The text 
pulled into consideration alternate 
views of the region by the inclusion 
of materials that might more clearly 
be considered social sciences. And 
to make it all the more valuable, the 
text had not been sponsored by the 
state or a booster seeking to draw 
attention and dollars to the state. 
That Robinson was a professional 
historian immersed in the labor to 
explicate his state allowed the book 
all the more radiance in the eyes of 
his reviewers. 

Declaring the History of North 

Dakota to be path breaking in the 
1960s is one thing, to have it remain 
so in the second decade of the new 
millennium is quite another. Clear
ly Robinson has served the test of 
time, particularly if measured in 
the homage paid to him by those 
who have written in his aftermath. 
For, following Rob inson 's new in-
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terpretive framework , no historian 
of the North Dakota experience
at least in its entirety-could afford 
to ignore the by now infamous "six 
themes." And, to date, none has with 
absolute assuredness. 

Th is is not to suggest, however, 
that those who have followed in Rob
inson's wake-as scholar or reader

have not found reason to complain. 
The work was written 50 years ago 
and much has taken place, much that 
Robinson could not have forecast 
with the clearest of crystal balls: the 
rise of an oil culture and the boom of 
population, the increased productiv
ity of farmers and ranchers, the ex
panding roles for women, the expan
sive role claimed by government at 
all levels, the ethnic diversificat ion of 
the state , our expanding appreciation 
of the natural environment, the ar
rival of the electronic age, the alleged 
brain drain, etc . Simply put, the work 
needs to be updated in light of fifty 
years of history . Of course , beyond 
the timeframe that confined Robin
son's endeavor, subjects abound that 
historians of his gender and genera
tion did not necessarily find worthy 
of lengthy inclusion, if included at 
all : tribal Americans as anything be
yond hindrances , women, the natu
ral environment, non-Christian reli
gious adherence, etc. 

Topics worthy of further consid
eration are legion, and lifetimes of 
scholarship remains to be tackled, 
informed but not constrained by the 
infamous six themes . As a profes
sional historian, Robinson would un
doubtedly enjoy the ensuing discus
sions and wonder at his long shadow . 



Notes 
1•2See, for example, John T. Schlebecker, 
journal of Economic History 27.3 (Sep

tember 1967): 420; Arthur J. Larsen, 

American Historical Review 72.3 (April 

1967): 1089-90; Hiram M. Drache, 

journal of American History 54.1 (June 

1967): 169-70; Agricultural History 42.4 

(October 1968): 385. See as well, D. Je
rome Tweton, "Preface to the North Da

kota Edition: Elwyn Robinson and the 

Themes of North Dakota History," El

wyn B. Robinson , History of North Dako

ta (Fargo: Institute for Regional Studies, 

North Dakota State University, 1994). 
3See as well, Larry Remele, "North Da

kota's Changing History," North Dakota 

Quarterly 56.4 (Fall 1988): 284-93. 
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Robinson's History: Fifty Years Later 
Michael J Lansing 

Fifty years on, Elwyn Robin
son's History of North Dakota 

stands out. Unlike other histories 
of its kind , it remains the start
ing point for students of the state's 

past . Universally acclaimed upon 
its release, the book's erudition 
and breadth impressed reviewers. 
One called the work "engrossing" 
(Larson 1089-90). Another noted its 
"astonishingly comprehensive" ap
proach (Schlebecker 420). Yet anoth
er rightly called it "fascinating" and 
"valuable" (Athearn 86-87). From 
the vantage of 2016, many of these 
assertions remain true . 

But these days, the History of North 
Dakota's many strengths actually 
weaken the field of North Dakota 
history . Beyond inescapable over
sights (illuminated by fifty years of 
scholarship since its publication), the 
book looms too large over our under
standing of the state . Importantly, 
that's not Robinson's fault. In fact, 
given his commitment to clear-eyed 
analysis in service to the broader 
public, he would likely agree. 

Robinson's biography reveals much 
about the book's orientation. Hired 
at the University of North Dakota in 
1935, the Ohioan disliked large cities 
and appreciated North Dakota's ru
ral culture and people . He also rep
resented a generation of profession
al historians deeply committed to 
carefully-defined norms for teaching 
and scholarship. Finally, as historian 
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Gilbert Fite intimated many years 
later, Robinson was "low-key, solid, 
sensitive, thorough" and embod ied 
"sound scholarship and common 
sense" (195). 

History of North Dakota sports 
those qualities as well as four oth
ers that ensured it a long life. First, 
it represents prodigious research and 
careful writing conducted over a long 
span of time . Indeed, the draft man
uscript resulted from five years of 
research before ten years of writing . 
After Robinson sent it to his editors 
at the University of Neb raska Press, 
at least a year of intense revisions fol
lowed . He examined a broad range of 
sources and left few topics unexam
ined . Every word, every characteri
zation, and every generalization in 
the book displays crisp thinking and 
precise prose. 

Second, the author revealed his 
powerful commitment to the citizens 
of the state through his willingness 
to critique important aspects of its 
culture and orientation. Unafraid 
of pointing out limitations and mis
steps to a population known for its 
prickliness and insecurity, Robin
son treated North Dakota's past in a 
fair-minded way. He used his status 
as a well-liked authority to bring an 
outside perspective to bear on the 
state's trajectory. Robinson rejected 
simple boosterism and tried to ex
plain why some aspects of the state's 
history deserved celebration, while 



others did not. This not only ensured 
evenhandedness, but also earned him 
a great deal of respect from readers of 
every ilk. 

Third, Robinson did his best to 
produce a usable past. He believed 
that "adequate knowledge of North 
Dakota's" history provided "the best 
foundation for making public de
cisions which will determine its fu
ture." This stemmed from his work 
in what we would today call public 
history. Besides teaching the state's 
history to two generations of under
graduates and dozens of graduate 
students, Robinson's public engage
ment included his syndicated radio 
series "Heroes of North Dakota" 
(1947-1949) and his acclaimed public 
lecture on the six themes of the state's 
history in 1957. 

Fourth, those six themes-"re
moteness, dependence, economic dis
advantage, agrarian radicalism, the 
'Too Much Mistake' ... and adap
tation to environment"-are general 
enough to be difficult to refute, but 
specific enough to be recognizable. 

To be sure, fifty years on, there is 
much one would change about the 
History of North Dakota. Historians 
today ask different questions of the 
past. Robinson's characterization of 
the Nonpartisan League as socialist, 
for instance, reflects the Cold War 
moment he wrote in more than the 
reality on the ground. Few women 
grace its pages. The stories of Native 
peoples in twentieth-century North 
Dakota garner almost no attention. 
Attention to geography precludes 
stories of environmental degrada-

tion. These omissions-and many 

others-proved typical of histories 
written in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Even so, the most significant prob
lem with the book is its stature in 
the field. Alone among state histories 
produced in the mid-twentieth-cen
tury, History of North Dakota con
tinues to be the standard reference. 
Robinson likely would have been 
stunned by this. No doubt he hoped 
his book would open up the field of 
North Dakota history, not limit it . 
Upon publication, one of his former 
students suggested that the History 
of North Dakota provided the foun
dation "from which study of the sub
sequent history of the state can be
gin ." At least two others have tried. 
They offered little more in the way of 
insight. Even today, historians tend 
to examine North Dakota's history 
through Robinson's lens. 1 

Yet instead of wondering what 
Robinson would make of the conser
vative turn in the 1970s, the 1980s 
farm crisis, the rapid growth of the 
state's cities-at rural North Dakota's 

expense-in the 1990s, and the oil 
boom (and bust) in the 2000s, his
torians need to look at the entirety of 
the state's past anew. No one will ever 
write a book like the History of North 
Dakota again. Nor should they. 

We need new interpretations of 
North Dakota's past, interpretations 
that emulate Robinson's erudition 
and commitment to "view North 
Dakota's history in broad perspec
tive" yet move beyond his six themes. 
Only by escaping from his long shad
ow will historians of the state honor 

19 



his legacy. They must give North Da
kotans what Robinson showed schol
ars the people of the state deserve-a 
new vision of their past that helps 
them navigate a complicated future . 

Note 
1Robert P. Wilkins and Wynona 
Hughette Wilkins , North Dakota: A 
Bicentennial History (New York: Nor

ton, 1977) largely reiterates and ampli

fies Robinson's claims, albeit in a more 

concise (and perhaps negative) form. 

Norman K. Risjord's Dakota: Story of the 

Northern Plains (Lincoln: U of Nebraska 

P, 2012), is riddled with basic errors and 

problematic assumptions . 
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Occupying Elwyn: Contemporary 
Metaphors to Live By 

Sheryl O'Donnell 

Elwyn B. Robinson's famous 
themes of North Dakota 

history-remoteness, dependence, 
radicalism, economic dependence, 
the Too-Much Mistake, and adjust
ment-are much like psychologist 
Elizabeth Kiibler-Ross's themes of 
death and dying. Both lists offer an 
implicit chronology of grief and loss: 
a secret narrative demanding ulti
mate resignation to forces beyond 
our control. Short version of both 
themes : deny it, get angry, try to 
bargain, get depressed, get adjusted. 
"Life is Hard and Then We Die," 
read the wooden sign over the desk 
of NDQ editor and Hemingway 
scholar Robert W Lewis. The ironies 
of such a sign escaped most readers , 
They usually tried to "cheer Bob up," 
much to his wordless delight. 

North Dakota writers and artists 
have readily understood the grim hi
larity of human greed and narcissism 
in the face of a blizzard or plague of 
grasshoppers, and their works have 
pleased readers all over the world: 0. 
E. R0lvaag, Louise Erdrich, Thom
as McGrath, Lois Phillips Hudson, 
Robert Kroetch, Dale Jacobson, De
nise Lajimodiere, Gretel Erlich, and 
Meridel LeSueur, to name a few. Mc
Grath's claim that North Dakota is 
everywhere appears in countless essays 
and poems bent on making local con
ditions of human mortalit y global.1 

As far as I know, none of these 
writers are aware of Robinson's au-

tobiographical writings or those of 
his wife, Eva. Their letters, dairies, 
financial records, and family pa
pers make careful, daily accounts of 
failed efforts and firm resolutions to 
keep at it as they both, in their own 
ways and often "alone together," link 
private lives to public good . Togeth
er, they consciousl y created a life of 
study and teaching , research and 
debate, gardening and music and 
photography, cooking and cleaning, 
and ironing and raising children on 
the grounds of the University ofN orth 
Dakota which served as a hub for 
their ever-expanding circles of com
munity life. 

Elwyn, ashamed of his family and 
chronically ill, courted the daughter 
of a relatively famous Presbyterian 
poet, musician, and minister whom 
he consciously sought out. And he 
never got over the wondrous fact that 
she married him after he graduated 
from Oberlin College in Ohio. Eva, a 
French and mathematics major from 
the Women's College of Western Re
serve, loved pretty clothes and danc
ing and classical literature. They were 
engaged for five and a half years, 
camping in unheated pantries and 
store rooms in their parents' houses . 
"Sometimes it seemed as though I 
could never get my Ph .D., never get 
a college teaching job, and never get 
married," Elwyn wrote of his wife. 
But an offer came through in 1935, 
from the University of North Dakota. 
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"Delighted, we looked up North Da
kota in the Britannica" (3). 

They were married in Cleveland 
at 8 a.m. on September 2, 1935, and 
by 10 a.m. were on the Greyhound 
Bus to North Dakota. Eva rented a 
typewriter, learned how to type and 
grade papers and proofread, enjoyed 
concerts and plays and dozens of club 
meetings, where she often surprised 
and amused the company with her 
imitation of a "naughty little girl in 
Sunday school," or a wry quip about 
guest lecturer Tyrone Guthrie. Her 
diaries reflect much of the emotion
al life of the family, especially what 
would be scandalous for Elwyn to 
include (son Steven's divorce, their 
opposition to the Vietnam war), 
though he hints at his constant anxi
ety, fearfulness, calculating, and dis
trusting nature, as well as his sexual 
squeamishness which he consciously 
tried to overcome. Eva's warmth and 
spontaneity helped him immensely . 
She records his gifts to her: a cherry 
red slip, a heart-shaped box of Valen
tine candy, two records for dancing. 
Chronic rheumatoid arthritis didn't 
keep her from typing the 1000-page 
manuscript which became History of 
North Dakota in 1966, but it gradu
ally drove her from the garden and 
her multitude of clubs and concerts 
(Robinson, Papers). 

The radio broadcasts, visits to 
churches and bookstores and schools, 
teachers' conventions, libraries, and 
town halls recorded in Eva's diaries 
document their concerted efforts 
to publicize and market the History 
of North Dakota to citizens all over 
the state. Farmers and shop girls, 
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teachers and pharmacists, bankers 
and mechanics gathered at Elwyn's 
lectures and autograph parties. In 
the first year of its publication, Eva 
writes, over 4,500 copies of the His
tory of North Dakota had been sold. 
The geography of the state had been 
shaped to collectively imagine the fa
mous six themes. Artists and writers 
still celebrate the Big Questions these 
themes invite: what is the purpose 
of human suffering? How are we to 
treat each other? What role does edu
cation play in a democracy? What is 
the good life? 

An inheritor of these wide-sweep
ing themes is Kathleen Norris, whose 
book, Dakota: A Spiritual Geography, 
shifts Robinson's narrative of barren 
landscape pushed beyond its limits 
and its people to humiliating coloni
zation. She includes these desolating 
experiences, writing of her life as a 
small-town resident, a visiting poet 
in the schools, a Presbyterian pastor, 
a Benedictine oblate in a monastery. 
Telling the truth in a small town is 
almost impossible, even as out-mi
gration and depopulation make it 
easy to use the land as a dumping 
ground for nuclear waste, garbage, 
and missile installations. North Da
kotans entertain entirely contradic
tory notions of themselves: they have 
high self-regard with hidden feelings 
of insecurity and low self-esteem, a 
perfect description of Elwyn Robin
son's self-reflections which link the 
North Dakota themes to his own no
tions of self. 

Norris explains what happens 
when North Dakotans resist change : 
"It is the community that suffers 



when it refuses to validate any outside 
standards and won't allow even the 
legitimate exercises of authority by 
the professionals it hired" (Dakota). 

Norris compares this stunted reac
tion to fourth-century Desert Mys
tics, who defined sin as "refusal to 
grow." In her latest book Acedia and 
Me: A Marriage, Monks, and a Writ
er's Life (2015), she returns to this 
theme, explaining that acedia is a 
medieval term for the cardinal sin of 
sloth. A refusal to recognize others . A 
refusal to care. An indifference which 
chokes off possibility for communal 
living or collective action on behalf 
of mutual welfare and civic life. 

Another contemporary example of 
imaginative response to Robinson's 
six themes of North Dakota histo
ry is the work of geographers Deb
orah E. and Frank J. Popper, whose 
article, "The Buffalo Commons as 
Regional Metaphor and Geographic 
Method" (1987), stunned and of
fended an entire region as it sought to 
understand and create an alternative 
future for the Great Plains. The Pop

pers explained the method they used 
in language which recalls the work 
of Elwyn and Eva Robinson, who 
sought , often vainly, to use common 
language for public understanding: 

Many contemporary geographic 
techniques-for instance, GIS, 
deconstruction, or statistical infer
ence-frequently distance the dis
cipline from important lay regional 
audiences. Thus we urge geogra
phers to make more use of regional 
metaphor. The terms of the meta
phor must connect with the region, 
but at the same time it has to be 

open-ended, multifaceted, ambig

uous. To show how regional meta
phor can work, our argument first 
draws on our participant-observer 
experience in devising the Buffalo 
Commons metaphor for the Great 
Plains. We then suggest the impli
cations of the metaphor for other 
U.S. regions and for the practice of 
geography. (Dreiling 1) 

The Poppers were reviled, attacked, 
satirized, and loudly denounced, but 
they kept returning to North Dako
ta over the 20 years since their first 
suggestions for what might be done 
to reclaim the Great Plains to what 
is now called a "sustainable" condi
tion. They good-naturedly viewed 
a community play and parade por
traying them as clueless East-Coast 
Snobs. They showed up for hotdish 
casserole suppers and small-town 
town halls to discuss their notions 
of sustainable agriculture and farm
ers' markets, happy to discuss the 
accuracy of what Robinson called 
the "Too Much Mistake" of indus
trial agriculture and wasteful irriga
tion and monocultural planting of 
wheat, sugarbeets, corn, and alfalfa, 
and the beef feed lots, hog warehous
es, and turkey factories . 

"The only thing we got wrong was 
that it was going to be primarily a 
federal project," said Frank Popper. 

We were wrong, but we saw the 
Buffalo Commons as a sort of en
vironmental end state to which 
the Plains were moving and that it 
would be a place where traditional 
agriculture would become more 
environmental, where ecotourism 

23 



would become more important, 
and where the land would be treat

ed more lightly, more gingerly, than 
in the past. Settlement on the Plains 
would exist in an altered form. The 

word sustainable has been overused 

but it applies. (Dreiling). 2 

The latest boom and bust cycle in 

North Dakota involves another ex
tractive industry which has ravaged 
the landscape and poisoned pastures 
and people, in a Big Oil frenzy that 
has run its course for a while. 

Will we take its measure and ask 
Big Questions? The Heritage Center 
in Bismarck has just dismantled the 
travelling Smithsonian exhibit on 

Green Revolution, at the request of 
the oil industry ( Grand Forks Herald, 
1). Public schools in North Dakota 
are required to teach what is called the 

"Berg Curriculum,"which forbids any 

information about the effects of frack
ing or questions of human activity 
(burn-offs of natural gas) on climate 
change ("Content") .3 

How can we repair connections 
between higher education and the 

public good, which the Robinsons, 
Kathleen Norris, and the Poppers 

work so hard to create? We live here. 
We should not refuse to grow in 

this place. 

Notes 
1See Heidi Czerweic, ed. North Dakota is 

Everywhere: An Anthology of Contempo

rary North Dakota Poets. Fargo: North 
Dakota State UP, 2015. 

2See also ''A Buffalo Commons Bibliogra

phy, High Country News. http://www. 
hcn.org/issues/194/10204/print_view 
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3For additional work on this topic see 
Jennifer Heth, "Revisiting Elwyn's 

History of North Dakota : How the 
State History Created a Communi
ty." James A. Rawley Graduate Con
ference in the Humanities, Lincoln, 
Nebraska, Digital Commons @Uni

versity of Nebraska, 2008. 
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The Life that Happened 
Thomas Van Nortwick 

For Charles Murphy and Nathan Greenberg, in memoriam, and James Helm, 
with gratitude and affection 

Before you cross the street take my hand . 
Life is what happens to you while you're busy making 

other plans. 

Ablizzard was brewing outside 
the stuffy hotel room in St. 

Louis. Inside, three men, a friendly 
white-haired Irishman soon to retire, 
a lanky, bearded guy who looked a 
little austere, and, sprawled on the 
bed, a chubby, bald man who seemed 
barely awake. This was my last in
terview at the professional meeting/ 
job market and I was desperate . After 
five years of graduate school and im
measurable amounts of anxiety and 
self-doubt, I'd come to what felt like 
a fork in the road. Down one path, 
lined with lovely flowering shrubs, 
lay a teaching job; down the other, 
nasty thorned bushes ending in utter 
darkness. Forty-two years later, after 
all of us have retired and Charles and 
Nate have died, I am filled with won
der at what these men and this work 
did for me. 

I remember almost nothing of the 
interview, but something must have 
worked. I almost jumped through 
the phone in early February 1974, 
when Nate, the sleepy bald one, 
asked me if I was still interested in 
the Classics job at Oberlin . The posi
tion was for one year, to replace Jim 
(lanky) while he was on sabbatical in 
1974-75. Charles (Irishman) would 

John Lennon 

retire at the end of the year and who
ever got the sabbatical-replacement 
job would move into his tenure-track 
position . The catch was that the Col
lege might not return Charles's line 
to the department when he retired . 
Never mind: I would have agreed to 

sweep the floors and empty ashtrays 
if they'd hire me. I flew from Califor
nia to Ohio for a campus interview, 
did not apparently say or do any
thing catastrophically stupid, and at 
twenty-seven I had a real job for the 
first time in my life. 

None of this may seem especially 
noteworthy, but you must under
stand that I knew nothing about 
how to teach and my knowledge of 
the Classical world was wafer-thin. A 
late starter, I went to graduate school 
with one year of Greek when three or 
four was the standard. I had studied 
Latin in prep school and taken two 
courses freshman year at Stanford 
to get out of other requirements, 
then crammed in as much as I could 
during my junior and senior years. 
It was clear to me that it was only a 
matter of time before I'd be exposed 
as a fraud. Nevertheless, I assured the 
department at Oberlin that not only 
could I teach Greek and Latin at all 
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levels, but could also handle ancient 
history with ease, whoppers that 
would come to haunt me the next 
few years. Fall semester I taught el
ementary Latin, intermediate Greek 
(Homer's Iliad), and Greek history. 
The first two were challenging, but 
as long as the teacher kept one les
son ahead of the students I thought I 
could make it through. 

History, alas, does not allow for 
that kind of narrow margin. The 
course was to be mostly lectures, 
with occasional discussion, forty to 
fifty students. I appropriated Jim's 
last syllabus (showing good taste 
in that regard, at least; no one was 
better prepared and more thorough 
than he was) and went to work in 
June reading the textbook, trying 
to imagine myself talking for fifty 
minutes on any of the topics he list
ed. I was too afraid to work from 
an outline and decided to write out 
each lecture-about thirty of them, 
at twenty to twenty-five handwritten 
pages apiece-verbatim. Writing at 
a feverish pace through the summer 
carried me through the first month 
and a half, but from then on, I was 
up past midnight every Sunday, 
Tuesday, and Thursday night writing 
out a lecture for the next day. If, as 
often happened, I was nervous (or 
exhausted from sleep-deprivation) 
and read too fast, I finished my lec
ture early and had nothing in reserve. 
Whatever was in those twenty pag
es was all I knew about the topic. 
"Let's review . . . " 

I had a good group of students in 
the Latin class and began to feel cau
tiously optimistic by the last weeks 
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of the semester. One day when I 
was in the zone, fielding questions 
like Brooks Robinson at the hot 
sack, a hand went up in the back of 
the classroom. "How do you say the 
word 'yes' in Latin?" Not a clue. Here 
was the dreaded moment. It would 
now be known that an imposter had 
gotten the job under false pretenses. 
Hoping to stave off humiliation and 
doom, I tap-danced while scanning 
my brain wildly: "Well, in French, 
it's oui . ... " Finally I had to mumble 
that I'd get back to them on that one. 
(Turns out there is no single word for 
it in Latin. You use adverbs mean
ing, "certainly," "without a doubt.") 
The students, to my amazement, did 
not get up as one and storm out of 
the room demanding a refund, and 
I made it to the end of the semester. 

Then came student course evalu
ations. Oberlin did not then have a 
standardized form for evaluations 
and each department made up its 
own version. When mine came back, 
they were not all bad, some were 
even good, but all I could see were 
the most negative ones: "This guy 
should never be allowed to teach his
tory again," etc. I was shattered. Nate 
was chair that year, so I went sheep
ishly to show him my zingers. With 
a big smile on his face, he opened a 
filing cabinet, took out a folder, and 
showed me a sheaf of nasty evalua
tions he'd gotten over the previous 
fifteen or so years. Nate was one of 
the best teachers at Oberlin, so this 
gesture was immensely reassuring. 

But more than that, Nate's gen
erosity showed me qualities that I 
would see in both of my colleagues 



every day for the next twenty-three 
years: kindness, humility, and a gen
uine lack of pretense. The message 
was clear : we're in this together and 
there's no need to take ourselves too 
seriously. In the second semester, I 
saw how strong this commitment 
could be. Charles's position had 
been returned in the fall, so it looked 
like I'd be able to move into a ten
ure-track slot the next year. But the 
College committee that decided ap
pointments and salaries had begun 
to waffie on whether they would 
honor the arrangements made the 
year before about my appointment . 
Maybe there should be a national 
search, they thought. Tom can apply 
for the position, of course. Nate was 
not happy about this turn of events . 
In fact, he went to the Dean and an
nounced that if th e committee did 
not honor the prior arrangements, 
he would resign from the College . 
This kind of commitment would 
have been extraordinary if made to a 
tenured faculty member he'd worked 
with for some time . To put himself 
on the line like that for a lowly rook
ie, one he had known only for a few 
months, was astonishing. He had 
been at Oberlin for almost twenty 
years, owned a house , had a family . 
The term collegiality took on a whole 
new meaning for me. 

This sunny weather at work was in 
marked contrast to things at home. 
My first marriage was not a happy 
one and the reasons for this were 
beginning to tear at the fabric of 
the relationship . Childless, we were 
often miserable in each other's com
pany. My wife was from Los Angeles 

and found a small Midwestern town 

challenging. The result was that I 
looked forward to getting to work in 
the morning, where there would in
variably be friendly colleagues, eager 
students, and a forgiving audience 
for my bad jokes. There was plenty 
of work, too, as we were scrambling 
to cover the curriculum: Greek and 
Latin language and literature, plus 
courses where the texts were trans
lated into English, called Classical 
Civilization. All three of us always 
taught an overload, three courses a 
semester when the College expecta
tion was five courses a year . No spe
cialization was possible . We were all 
utility infielders. 

The pressure of this kind of sched
ule might have brought out resent
ments and backbiting. But when I 
arrived, the tone of the department 
had already been established: the 
welfare of the department and the 
program come first; support each 
other and we all prosper . Because of 
my inexperience-and abject grat
itude for being allowed to work at 
all-I was inclined to defer to Nate 
and Jim anyway . Meanwhile, I was 
learning on the job . There's nothing 
so good for learning a language as 
teaching it to smart undergraduates 
and once past the fear of being fired 
for criminal unpreparedness, I got 
better. In the big courses, I wanted 
to control the narrative as much as 
possible to avoid exposing my igno
rance . This meant lecturing most of 
the time, with the occasional "dis
cussion ," though the latter was of
ten me nudging students toward my 
FOUR IMPORTANT POINTS . 
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Free-ranging exchanges could lead 
to students thinking of things that 
didn't fit with my template . 

One salubrious check on my tyr
anny of knowledge was the big 
course we all shared on Homeric 
epic. Each fall, two of us would teach 
the class and the third would come 
in for one or two lectures . We met 
twice a week, once for a lecture and 
once for discussion, when we divided 
the class into two sections . We were 
free to take whatever approach we 
wanted to the material-there was 
no department line on how to ap
proach the poems. After each lec
ture, the three of us would sit around 
the department office and talk, and 
whoever lectured that day would get 
immedi ate reviews from the other 
two. The unspoken rule was no de
structive criticism . We also swapped 
ideas about how to get discussion 
going, what pulled students in, how 
to spin out their ideas without tak
ing over. (I had a ways to go on that 
front.) Being treated as an equal in 
these sessions was further evidence 
of my colleagues' generosity and pa
tience . I learned how to talk about 
my ideas and theirs, and more im
portantly, I learned how grown-ups 
talked to each other about things 
that might cause bruised egos. 

Something was happening that 
took me years to understand: I was 
figuring out how to live as an adult 
and, over time, what kind of adult 
I was turning out to be. My birth 
family had been shattered by alco
holism and divorce. My parents di
vorced when I was seven, leaving me 
and my younger brother with my 
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mother, who was embittered by the 
divorce and crippled emotionally and 
physically by addiction . My father re
mained a distant, elusive presence in 
my life, an opaque model for adult
hood at best. Like many children 
from alcoholic families , I tended to 

guess at what normal was, looking at 
others and trying to figure out from 
their outsides what my inside should 
be like . At home, cues for how to be
have were few. If I did something I 
thought would bring approval, I was 
never sure anyone would notice. And 
I wanted approval because, like most 
children, I thought the world cen
tered on me. My behavior had some
how resulted in my mother being 
drunk most of the time and my fa
ther leaving . Ifl could have just been 
a better boy, these things wouldn't 
have happened and I would not be 
by myself, trying to figure out how 
to live. 

It is no surprise that the stories I 
have come back to most often as a 
teacher have been the Iliad and the 
Odyssey. Both have much to say about 
the problems of young men strug
gling to grow up in the absence of 
male authority ; both dramatize the 
ancient paradigm for boys who want 
to become men : separate from the 
nurture of the mother, come to terms 
with the world of the father. For me, 
these imperatives would be neither 
simple nor easy. My mother loved 
me, but her disease kept her from 
being present emotionally. My father 
was both emotionally and physically 
distant. Teenage boys need some pa
ternal presence to push against, but 
my father was not there and my step-



father, a gentle man, did not fill the 
role of enforcer. I looked for surro
gates, my older sisters' husbands, my 
teachers. In the latter category, one 
man in particular captured my ad
olescent imagination in prep school. 
His course was mandatory for first
year boys, how to study in the first 
semester, ancient history in the sec
ond. Both semesters leaned heavily 
on rules. There was a right way to 
study (reading notes) and a wrong 
way (cramming). History entailed 
lists of emperors and pharaohs. 

I thrived in this heavily structured 
venue. At school, our every minute 
was programmed, from breakfast at 
7:00 to lights out at 9:30 . And more 
importantly for me, actions had con
sequences: do this, you get rewarded; 
do that, punished. The men (they 
were all men) who administered the 
rules were, as far as I could tell, im
partial. Favorites worked off their de
merits alongside the screw-ups. This 
world made sense and I am grateful 
to have lived in it for nine months a 
year while a teenager. But relying on 
outside structures as a way of making 
sense of the world worked less well 
when I got into my twenties. Married 
right out of college, my wife and I 
went to New Haven so I could begin 
graduate school. My reasons for pur
suing a PhD were suspect. I did not 
want to go to Vietnam and staying 
in school, with its built-in structure, 
looked like a way to put off entrance 
into full adulthood. Meanwhile, I 
could try out the role of SERIOUS 
INTELLECTUAL as a paradigm 
for living . People in pursuit of a PhD 
degree are sober and cerebral, I told 

myself. Bach, yes; Led Zeppelin, no. 
Proust, yes; Raymond Chandler, no . 
As was my habit, I modeled myself 
on how other people looked to me 
from the outside, my own preferenc
es being less important than fitting 
the template. 

Even more important was the drive 
to prove I was not my father. In the 
drama of my childhood, my mother's 
bitterness cast my father in the role 
of feckless spendthrift, irresponsible 
and untrustworthy . I was never to do 
anything that reminded her of my 
father. Since he was an indifferent 
student at best, academic achieve
ment was welcome proof that I was 
escaping the taint of his genes. Much 
of my success in prep school began 
with this motivation. Later, getting 
an advanced degree in Classical Lan
guages would prove once and for all 
that I was a person of substance, that 
I could try something hard and stick 
to it. I was certainly right about the 
hard part. Finishing the degree near
ly killed me. 

According to the Homeric mod
el, my determination not to be like 
my father might count as coming to 
terms with his world, I suppose. In 
any event, it was not hard to avoid 
entering his world, since it was com
pletely mysterious. His work, when
ever he did it, was opaque to me . He 
did not, like many of my friends' fa
thers, ride the train into Chicago to 
work, nor go anywhere on a sched
ule that I could discern . I know now 
that he was mostly signing checks at 
the family holding company down 
the road a few days a week, but who 
knew what a holding company was? 
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Work did not keep him from playing 
golf several times a week in the sum
mer or going to Florida to fish for a 
month in the winter. The relation
ship between time and energy spent 
working and material resources was 
invisible to me. I didn't have much 
sense of what being "on vacation" 
would be like, since he seemed al
ways to be on vacation . In any event, 
I was rarely invited to go golfing with 
him and certainly never went to Flor
ida. When he and my mother were 
together, they went on vacation and I 
stayed with Mr . and Mrs. Nelson in 
the next town . I never heard my fa
ther utter an opinion about politics or 
national affairs of any kind. He was, 
I now realize, a country-club Repub
lican who favored governments that 
stayed out of his life. I only began to 
form my own ideas about these issues 
when I went to college in the 1960s 
and my views, had I expressed them 
to either of my parents, would not 
have been welcome. 

Introspection and some glimmer
ings of self-knowledge were forced on 
me in the first few years of my time 
in Oberlin, by the failure of my first 
marriage and my mother's continu
ing downward spiral into addiction. 
In neither case did I have the slight
est chance of controlling the dam
age. My usual methods for dealing 
with the resulting pain, flight into 
work or emotional deadness, no lon
ger worked. Loneliness, which I had 
been determined not to feel, had been 
in there doing push-ups and now 
overwhelmed me. The crash came 
in 1980, right after I was promoted 
with tenure, an event that usually 
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prompts joy in the recipient . For me 
and my first wife, the chance to settle 
down permanently and make a life 
called in some chips. We had been 
essentially making it up as we went 
along, but now decisions seemed to 
loom. My plan for forming an adult 
persona-don 't be Dad; do be an in
tellectual-was not working well for 
me. I had few inner resources to draw 
on, not having cultivated many, and 
my marriage finally ended in 1984. 

Things began to change around 
the time of my divorce, when I was 
finally able to look at the effects of 
my mother's illness on me. Doing so 
not only prompted me to a greater 
degree of honesty about myself and 
my motives , but also gave me some 
tools, in the form of twelve-step pro
grams, for sifting through the rubble. 
What had felt like self-restraint in my 
relationships with my wife and my 
mother now looked more like evasion 
and emotional dishonesty. Owning 
my own thoughts and actions was 
often painful, but understanding 
why I behaved as I did brought some 
measure of relief. As I became more 
comfortable with talking openly to 
others about my fears and failures, 
the loneliness lifted. I met the wom
an who would become my second 
wife and found in her a life-long and 
loving partner. 

Even at the lowest point, when my 
life seemed to be circling the drain, 
my work life had remained the one 
consistent source of joy. Watching 
my colleagues at work offered a dif
ferent model for male adulthood. 
These men were clearly having fun
that much was like my father, but 



there the resemblance ended. They 
were both in the office every week
day, full of good humor, unfailingly 
patient and courteous, happy to talk 
to students or help me figure out how 
to run my computer. In the small 
economy of our office, Jim was the 
community-builder, thinking up 
ways to reach out to students and 
draw them in, while Nate radiated 
a welcoming spirit, endless curiosi
ty about ideas, and a good-natured 
skepticism about the plans of his two 
younger colleagues. The idea of work 
as an absorbing passion, a way of liv
ing out your beliefs, was on display 
every day. Doing your best to help 
others grow up could, I began to see, 
be just what I needed to become a 
grown-up myself. I became chair of 
the department for the first time in 
1982, and setting the agenda for my 
colleagues could have been daunt
ing. After all, these men had been 
my models for the past eight years; 
who was I to say how things should 
be handled? But except for the occa
sional ribbing-Nate softly singing 
"I did it my way . .. " as I laid out my 
plans-they gave me room to learn 
on my own and covered for me when 
I made mistakes. 

Under the benign influence of my 
work family-Nate as father, Jim as 
big brother, but without the sibling 
rivalry-I began to feel better about 
myself, and my work went from be
ing a refuge from pain to a source of 
energy. Because I had learned to trust 
Nate and Jim with my ideas and to 
listen to theirs, I' cl already had some 
practice at sharing my experiences 
with others who were dealing with 

their own pain. And what I learned 

about myself while navigating my 
personal struggles I could now 
bring back to my work-no need 
to wall off one part of my life from 
the other. One result was a series of 
autobiographical essays in response 
to Classical literature: the Iliad and 
grieving my mother's death; Thucy
dides's plague and my nephew's bat
tle with cancer; Oedipus's self-dis
covery and my own. 

Though these essays continued in 
some ways my habit of searching for 
paradigms, looking honestly at my
self made the process more fruitful. 
Instead of searching for what felt like 
a preset identity as a guide for how 
to behave, I was finding new ways 
to understand who I had become. 
Looking inward sparked neither 
fear (that I would find nothing) nor 
shame (that what I found would con
firm that I was not good enough), 
but relief: I was neither as unique 
nor as bad as I thought. One thing I 
did find was will. It turned out that 
I, who had often thought of myself 
as living at the whim of others, was 
a pretty willful person. I had found 
indirect ways to go after what I want
ed, avoiding confrontation but de
termined to have my way. The drive 
to escape my father's doomed legacy 
was fuelled by a fierce determination 
to choose a new self and will the old 
one away. 

Classical epic and tragedy are fruit
ful places to look for wisdom about 
an overdeveloped will. In the next 
ten years, I wrote two books, one on 
epic heroes, another on the Oedipus 
plays of Sophocles. Here I was not 
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speaking in the first person, mak
ing explicit connections between the 
characters in the poetry and myself. 
But people who knew me well would 
have recognized that these were in
tensely personal books. The first fo
cused on the interaction of the hero 
and his alter ego or second self. This 
figure, Patroclus to Homer's Achilles, 
Enkidu to Gilgamesh, embodies the 
parts of the hero that his arrogance 
and overdeveloped will cause him 
to lose touch with. The particular 
dynamics of the relationship vary 
from one poem to another, but in 
each case, what gets lost (killed off, 
in fact) is humility and compassion, 
the hero's ability to connect with oth
ers, to see himself as part of a larg
er whole. He completes his mission, 
and becomes the man he is supposed 
to be, by getting his way. But the 
cost for this victory is isolation and 
loneliness. I could see myself in these 
portraits. The second book explored 
how Oedipus's determination to 
avoid fulfilling the Delphic oracle's 
prediction-that he would kill his 
father and marry his mother-drove 
him to believe he could remake him
self as an entirely different person by 
the sheer force of his will. The drive 
not to be my father came sharp
ly into focus now, something to be 
measured against the healthier im
pulses that came from being around 
Nate and Jim. 

Throughout all this thinking and 
talking about myself, life went on 
its own way, filled up every day with 
teaching and learning. Nate retired 
m 1997 and Jim in 2003. In that 
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short stretch, I went from being "the 
young guy" to being "the old guy," a 
startling transformation. I eventual
ly came to have four new colleagues, 
young, smart, full of the energy I 
used to have. In the dozen or so years 
I worked with them, I tried to chan
nel what I had learned from Nate and 
Jim, to keep their spirit alive in our 
work together. Retired as of a few 
months ago and happy to leave the 
department in capable hands, I was 
left to wonder at how I got from that 
hotel room in St. Louis to this office 
in the library. Not so much what 
happened, maybe, but how to look 
at what happened, a new lens; not so 
much the life I had made as the other 
one that happened to me while I was 
making other plans. About my life 
as the product of negotiating with 
the past I knew enough and had said 
enough. If I were to have any hint of 
the other life that came about while 
I was rooting around in my psyche, I 
had to put aside the whole idea of my 
self as something to understand, turn 
away from the mirror of my obses
sions and toward the matrix of ener
gy that came about in the classroom 
and the department office. It did not 
belong to me or anybody else, never 
did. Even using the verb "to make" 
seemed to skew the focus. We were 
all "making other plans," my stu
dents, my colleagues, and I, but none 
of us made what happened on our 
own. Nate and Jim's friendship and 
example had helped to free me from 
the burden of my past, to enter into 
a new phase of my life. But how to 
do justice fully to the transforma
tion was still eluding me. Something 



else, something spiritual, seemed 
to be at work. 

The answer, when it came, took me 
back to the winter of 1992, to a gift 
that came to me unbidden. A col
league in another department had in
vited Ronald Sharp, an English pro
fessor from Kenyon College, to speak 
to humanities faculty about "gift 
theory." The discussion wandered 
from place to place, as will happen 
at that kind of event. My only vivid 
memory of the afternoon was the last 
topic we hit on, whether an exchange 
of gifts could ever really be entirely 
"selfless." Can anyone give without 
in some sense incurring an obligation 
and also, on some level, calculating a 
possible return? Can anyone be truly 
selfless? What would that mean? If 
this is possible, then one can give to 
another without calculation. If not, 
then all acts that appear selfless are 
in some way self-serving. 

I remember feeling uncomfortable 
with the discussion. The model of the 
self that we were looking at seemed 
too narrow and impoverished. Could 
the self not be expanded by the giv
ing, I asked? Nate was there and, 
characteristically, wanted to talk 
more about my question, but time 
was up. On the way out, I introduced 
myself to Ron. He was, I discovered, 
the academic adviser at Kenyon to 
my nephew Mike, who had recent
ly been diagnosed with terminal 
cancer. The two had developed a 
close relationship and we were both 
saddened at the thought of meeting 
again at Mike's funeral. He urged me 
to read a book that had started him 

thinking about gift-giving, The Gift, 
by Lewis Hyde. 

Hyde, I soon discovered, is a poet 
and folklorist. His book puts those 
skills to work in expanding what was 
originally anthropological research 
on the phenomenon of the "potlatch," 
a ceremony entailing gift circulation 
among Native American tribes in the 
Pacific Northwest. He sees the pas
sage of gifts among tribes as a force 
for social cohesion, one that implies a 
model of the self a lot like what I was 
groping toward. Applying his ideas 
to an impressively wide selection of 
folktales in the first part of the book, 
he then concentrates on the literary 
works of Whitman and Pound. Most 
important for me were the first sev
enty-five pages or so, where he teases 
out the implications of the gift circle 
that can form when the "spirit of the 
gift," as he calls it, is present. He be
gan thinking about gifts, he says, in 
response to the problem that friends 
of his who were artists had with mar
keting their work. They often had the 
feeling that their art came to them as 
a free gift from somewhere else, so 
that selling it seemed wrong. The gift 
came to them, worked in them as it 
came into its final form, and then, so 
they felt, it should have passed on to 
someone else. 

Hyde's argument is rich and dif
ficult to encapsulate, but at its core 
it addresses what might be called a 
"spiritual economy," where the pas
sage of gifts forms a circle of rela
tionships. Though metaphors from 
economics are sometimes helpful in 
describing this set of relationships, 
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finally the system is fundamentally 
opposed to the market economy so 
familiar to me as a twenty-first centu
ry American. At the heart of the gift 
economy are movement, bonding, 
and paradox . Whereas the market 
economy requires that when a com
modity passes from one person to an
other, some increase remains behind 
in the form of profit, in the gift econ
omy the increase moves with the gift. 
Indeed, the gift must move to retain 
its power. And it moves, character
istically, to the empty place. In that 
sense, the religious begging bowl can 
promote the circulation of gifts. The 
gift comes to you and works in you, 
but you do not possess the gift until 
you give it away. As the saying goes 
in twelve-step programs, you have to 
give it away to keep it. The market 
economy, Hyde tells us, is in the spir
it of logos, reason and logic in general, 
the spirit of differentiation in partic
ular. Gift exchange is, by contrast, 
an erotic commerce, embodying the 
spirit of attraction, union, involve
ment that binds. 

Gift exchange, as Hyde describes 
it, always implicates the ego of the 
giver. When two people exchange 
gifts, there is likely to be the impulse 
(however much we may not like it or 
want to acknowledge it) to calcula
tion . I give something to someone, 
and somewhere inside me there lurk 
questions: "Did I give the right gift?" 
"Will I get something in return?" 
"What does the receiver of the gift 
think of me?" "What do I think of 
him/her?" If, on the other hand, 
the person receiving is not expected 
to reciprocate directly, but to pass 
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the gift (or its equivalent) along to a 
third party, then a circle is formed . 
The gift passes through the original 
receiver and out of sight, removing 
the impulse to calculation. 

Another way to mark this differ
ence is to understand that the self ex
pands with the gift when the circle is 
formed. Ifl am part of such a circle, I 
keep the gift moving, watching it go 
around a corner, and trust that it will 
come back to me from somewhere 
else, in some form at some time, but 
not on my schedule or according to 

my specifications . Meanwhile, the 
passage of the gift binds me to oth
ers, emanating the spirit of eros. I can 
do no better here than to quote what 
Hyde says about how the gift works 
in us: 

Between the time the gift comes to 

us and the time we pass it along, 

we suffer gratitude. Moreover, with 

gifts that are agents of change , it is 

only when the gift has worked in us, 

only when we have come up to its 

level, as it were, that we can give it 

away again . Passing the gift along is 

the act of gratitude that finishes the 

labor. The transformation is not ac

complished until we have the power 

to give the gift on our own terms. 

Therefore, the end of the labor of 

gratitude is simil arity with the gift 

or its donor . (47) 

The book hit like a lightning bolt, 
articulating half-formed ideas that 
had been percolating in me for some 
time. I have written about Hyde's 
ideas more than once in the past 
twenty years, but only now that I 
can look at the full arc of my life as a 



teacher can I see how deeply his met
aphors resonate with me. My nephew 
Mike died three months after Ron 
Sharp's talk and amid the sadness, 
I began to sense the circulation of 
gifts in my life. Hyde's book seemed 
to come to me through Mike and his 
adviser; I spoke to the students in 
my small Greek class about Mike's 
illness and death while we were read
ing Thucydides' description of the 
plague that swept over Athens. The 
kindness and intelligence of my stu
dents in the face of my sorrow was 
itself a gift, a counterpoint to the 
savage breakdown of civility among 
the Athenians under the pressure 
of the plague. 

That small class, over twenty years 
ago, opened me up in ways that 
changed me as a teacher and a per
son. For the first time, I began to 
see that I had a choice about how to 
experience teaching. Courses could 
be understood in the spirit of logos, 
a marketplace reinforced by strict 
hierarchies : students pay to hear me 
offer up knowledge; I stand apart and 
discriminate between them, ranking 
each of their performances and cer
tifying them so they can consume 
other courses. In the Greek class, 
that model seemed to pinch. Reading 
the dense language, thinking about 
the dark implications of Thucydides ' 
vision-especially in the presence 
of Mike's decline-we were all in it 
together, giving and receiving in the 
spirit of eros. We could see what Thu
cydides was giving us as a gift, for 
which we labored together and for 
which we could feel gratitude, for the 
work and for each other. 

I was beginning to feel the power 
of what Hyde calls transformative 
gifts. Making our way through nar
row passages of the spirit may have 
the feeling of death bur also offer 
the promise of rebirth. Gifts may be 
part of such passages, either marking 
change or being agents of it, and the 
arrival of such a gift may signal our 
receiving a new identity. Hyde cites 
spiritual teachings as examples of 
such gifts, and among these would be 
twelve-step programs, certainly a site 
for rebirth in me. As I opened myself 
to the teachings , I became the empty 
place. The gifts worked in me, and 
I knew I was worthy of them when 
I could give them away. As I did so, 
my crabbed and fearful self expanded 
with the gift. In my book on the hero 
and the second self, I was describing, 
I now realized, the passage of gifts. 
Pushing away parts of himself in 
his drive to get what he wants, the 
hero kills the second self and com
mits a kind of spiritual suicide. The 
subsequent grief empties him out 
and makes him ripe for the passage 
of gifts. When Achilles returns the 
body of Hector to his father, he wel
comes into himself the compassion 
that Patroclus embodied . By giving 
away the body he gets to keep Patro
clus's gift . 

After my nephew's death, my class
es were never the same. I began to en
joy teaching as never before . Instead 
of a testing ground for my insecuri
ties, classes began to feel more and 
more like a passage of gifts . I still 
had to evaluate students and distin
guish between them when it came 
time to assign grades-that was part 
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of the bargain. But the experience of 
being in class was something differ
ent. Covering a certain body of ma
terial and subtly enforcing my point 
of view gave way to the need to be 
open to the interdependent flow of 
ideas. The poetry, the plays, could 
become gifts that passed through all 
of us and worked in us until we were 
ready to give them away. I cannot, of 
course, speak for my students, who 
no doubt had their own ways of ex
periencing the classes, but I hope that 
the spirit of the gift was present for at 
least some of them. For me, its arriv
al often meant an upsurge of excite
ment, a force that flowed through the 
room and lifted me out of my myopic 
self-regard, opening me up to a kind 
of joy I would not trade for anything. 

The original gift circle, I can now 
see, was formed forty years ago with 
Nate and Jim. The spirit of eros per
meated all of our work together, 
binding the three of us but also ex
panding, in the classroom, the an
nual Classics picnic, the student din
ners with visiting speakers, the Bar
dic Readings of Homeric epic, and 
always in the office, the joking, the 
kvetching. Certainly the gifts they 
gave me were transformative, nudg-
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ing me out of the anxious self I had 
brought with me. I first learned how 
to be an adult, then who that adult 
had turned out to be, and then final
ly, how to plunge happily into the ev
er-expanding circle, becoming more 
than I could possibly have imag
ined, caring less about keeping track 
of myself. 

While the gift works in us, we suffer 
gratitude. We know we have received 
the gift when we are ready to give 
it away, the sign that we have come 
up to its level. I can only hope that I 
have been able to pass the gift along , 
that this act of gratitude is worthy 
of what began those many years ago 
with what Nate and Jim gave me. 

Note 
I am grateful to Mary Van Nortwick 

and David Young for much valuable ad

vice and editing, all of which has made 

this essay better than it might have been. 

Work Cited 
Hyde, Lewis . The Gift : Imagination and 

the Erotic Life of Property. New York: 

Vintage Books, 1979. 



The Dhambalin Animals 
Sarah Lindsay 

I must not tell where they are, she thought, 
even while calling to her assistant to see, 
quick come see the painted rock-
and if a local guardian serpent, 
five thousand years old like the paintings, heard, 
it would have had the same idea 
as it began moving toward her . No, 
she answered herself, they need protection. 
Nomads for generations believed 
the rock faces covered with animal pictures 
harbored evil spirits . Someone 
might try to destroy these leaping figures
yellow pink green red black brown white 
and busy, antelope, ibex, giraffe, 
dogs, snakes, humans with bows and arrows
so small she could cover that sheep 
with her hand. The sweat of her palm 
would ruin it. She lay down 
with her camera in the dust 
beneath the overhang to record the lambs 
and the collared pink headless cow, and she heard 
a snake breathing close to her ear. 

Too soft to call a hiss, the narrow stream 
of its single lung. She knew it meant 
venom, and saw without turning her head 
the viper's faint smile, its slim tongue 
lapping the smell of her fear, 
and she tried to keep as still as the ground, 
felt a shiver coming, but the snake 
withdrew then. Vanished . She couldn't think why. 
That's when the assistant showed up, 
ready for wonders, in time to hear 
her deep drink of air sounding loud and 
the loose exhalations louder, almost laughing, 
almost saying 'Tm here, I'm alive," 
just what the animals leaning over her said. 

in honor of Sada Mire 
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Sir Douglas Mawson slides his long body 
into a bath whose heat would have seemed 
unbearable not so long ago 
and contemplates his ugly feet. Perhaps 
it's time to stop knowing the number of months 
since his soles peeled off 
and he bound them on, stood up, and dragged 
his half a sledge another half-mile, 
with scarcely enough body heat for a mouse 
and a roar in his ears 
he hoped was the wind-

This house was built for mild 
rushes of air and moderate rains; 
he will never be required 
to saw it in two with a dull knife 
and haul one part over deep-frozen rubble. 
Paquita's roses bloom plush and tender, her soft 
bare fingers chime a teacup against a saucer; 
when he was south and three-quarters frozen, 
was there anything he would not have given 
to hold in his hands warm china, her hands, 
to breathe sugared steam-

Time perhaps to fold carefully away 
his thoughts of brave Ninnis 
endlessly falling 
between aurora-lit ice walls three feet apart, 
unscientifically wondering whether 
he might descend more slowly if he were not 
tied to the dogs and the weight of a sledge 
with food for three men, 
falling through nights and days so far down 
perfect white roses grow on both sides, but 
shatter when he claws them-
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Mawson's Bath 
Sarah Lindsay 



The water, a little less hot now, makes 
a lovely sound 
as it drips from Mawson 's elbow, 
as though a thaw were loosing 
single notes of music from tree to pond. 
No brute wind within earshot 
prowls round a scrap of canvas 
testing for any weakness. In this quiet, 
he can hear the scrabble 
of a mouse above the ceiling, 
and resolve to let it be. 
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"Keep your head down, " I said to the nestlings, 
little fat gourds with shrieking gullets, 
and began to explain I've been betrayed 
by hunger myself, but their mother shooed me away. 

"Keep your head down ," I implored the giraffes 
that broke cover and galloped like rocking horses 
as though they could simply outrun a hunter. 
I've known that breathless delusion too. 

I said it too late to a rash daffodil 
on a shivery Leap Day, but someone 
propped it up in the fork of a twig 
and it stood a week, trilling yellow. 

Unlucky in love, I muttered four words 
to an amorous mantis as his mate 
took his neck in her jaws, but he seemed sure 
he had nothing better to do with his life. 

My Advice 
Sarah Lindsay 



Narratives of Place and the Search 
for the "Real" in the Southwest 

Sophie Ell 

The class meets in a cold room 
with thick walls, fluorescent 

lights, and no windows, a room that 
resembles a bomb shelter. This is our 
space. This is our place. In this room 
we sit, protected from the outside 
world, doing our best to understand 
the difference between the two. 
What are we trying to save ourselves 
from? But even here, under the veil
ing vagueness of politically correct 
politeness, there is a secret battle go
ing on. Out of the twelve graduate 
students in the seminar, about half, 
namely the doctoral students, talk, 
theorize, ponder, and impress each 
other with jargon, name-dropping, 
and references to theoretical texts 
no one outside of their department 
reads or cares about. The other half, 
mostly MA candidates, is less audi
ble but, for the most part, resilient . 
After a few weeks of grappling with 
the foundational French philoso
phers, there seems to be a consensus: 
space is hypothesized, while place is 
lived. Unlike space, which does not 
necessarily entail sentient inhabi
tants, place is completely contingent 
on being populated. Perhaps that is 
the problem with our classroom on 
the ground floor of the humanities 
building. All nights and many days 
it remains unpopulated. We go in 
there on Tuesday afternoon and the 
stale air is always too cold, the creak
ing and uncomfortable chairs are al
ways arranged in the same awkward 
pattern that no one dares to disrupt, 

and the two blackboards on the walls 
we face are wiped clean. Are we the 
only ones using this room? When we 
come in for our weekly three hours, 
do we actually populate it, or do we 
hover in this space, shifting uneasi
ly in our cheap, pseudo-ergonomic, 
gray plastic seats? 

"The university," says Jean Baudril
lard, "is in ruins: nonfunctional 
in the social arenas of the market 
and employment, lacking cultur
al substance or an end purpose of 
knowledge" (149). A charged chapter, 
which we respectfully skip over. We 
don't need no dead Frenchman tell
ing us that we are nothing but rep
licas simulating the role of aspiring 
academics. There is an exchange of 
signs, Baudrillard suggests, between 
"teacher" and "taught," and this ex
change can be seen as a doubled col
lusion of bitterness and indifference. 
In a sense, "the university remains 
the site of a desperate initiation to the 
empty form of value, and those who 
have lived here for the past few years 
are familiar with this strange work, 
the true desperation of nonwork, of 
nonknowledge" (155-56). No, that's 
not what we are here to discuss. Em
phasis, by the way, is in the original. 

The students grapple with the term 
critical regionalism .. At times teeter
ing dangerously on the verge of crim
inal literalism. Other times experi
menting with cynical frictionalism. 
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We go back to the beginning. In the 
beginning, there was regionalism; a 
reaction to universalizing, unifying 
forces in architecture and design 
that promoted a revivalist, roman
tic celebration of a seemingly fixed 
culture. Problem: culture is never 
static or insular. Another problem: 
the celebratory nature of regional
ism easily gives rise to self-congrat
ulatory nationalism and-in some 
cases-fascism (Tzonis and Lefaivre; 
Eggener). Hence critical regionalism, 
with the precaution of the prevalent 
prefix that significantly tones down 
the festivities, offering a more open 
and fluctuating notion of "region" 
and a dynamic interrogation of both 
local and global political, econom
ic, and social forces that contribute 
to the shaping and reshaping of any 
given geographical area. It is also, we 
presume, a challenging, destabilizing 
critique of rigid boundaries, both 
physical and conceptual, that embed 
an "us versus them" slant into the un
derstanding of place. 

So far so good. So here we are, at the 
flagship university of a Southwestern 
border state, in the enchanted land 
of tortillas and triculturalism, meth
amphetamine and migrant workers. 

What is this place? How do the texts 
we read hypothesize it? Or, put more 
scholastically, how do they negotiate 
the tensions between the local and 
the global in the context of the per
meable regional and national border 
zones termed the "Southwest" by the 
settler colonial American rhetoric? 

[Key words: triculturalism, settler 
colonialism, border zones.] 
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In one of our foundational texts, 
Critical Regionalism: Connecting Pol
itics and Culture in the American 
Landscape, Douglas Powell elaborates 
on the abovementioned notion. "Re
gion," he stresses, should not be en
visioned as a stable, specific category 
but as a broader network of sites that 

are relational and that must be read 
in conjunction with distinct histories 
and varied forces from within and 
without that are at play in shaping 
the imaginaries as well as the mate
rial lives of a place (5). Furthermore, 
we should be aware that the push
pull dynamics between the local and 
the global are often the result of un
even relations of power, with domi
nant cultures and political/economic 
agendas encroaching on local tradi
tions, peripheral communities, and 
vulnerable landscapes. Bearing in 
mind the literary works on the semi
nar's reading list, for it is an English 
class after all, perhaps it is in this 
context of clashing cultures that sto
rytelling becomes charged with po
litical significance; with a resistance 
expressed in the particular substance 
of people's lived experiences. 

[Key words: power, resistance, fic
tion, lived experience.] 

Consider the colonial history of 

the Southwest, which systematically 
elided certain populations and ren
dered certain lives less valuable than 
others. This discriminatory history, 
as Chris Wilson argues, dispels the 
regional myth of harmonious tri
culturalism that has for a long time 
been a central marketing attraction 
across large stretches of this U.S. 
quadrant. This history, we are told, 



has political, social, and material 

consequences that deserve attention. 
Take, for example, Santa Fe. Accord
ing to Wilson, the creation of the 
city as a space and a cultural concept 
was an intentional assemblage of ar
chitectural revival, the promotion of 
romantic regional art and literature, 
and the commodification of various 
local traditions. Spanish heritage, 
Native American aesthetics, and 
modern conveniences were forged 
together to envision a luring tricul
tural confluence, but in actuality this 
narrative came at the bitter expense 
of the dispossession of native people, 
the obscuration of the dying lifeways 
of local Hispanic communities, and 
the active forgetting of historical 
processes of violence and conquest in 
the area. 

[Key words: dispossession, obscu
ration, violence, conquest.] 

In direct conversation with Wilson, 
Leah Dilworth's Imagining Indians 
in the Southwest interrogates cultural 
tropes that serve to construct an idyl
lic image of the region while masking 
a reality of racial discrimination and 
exploitation. Dilworth's project trac
es the cultural changes of the early 
twentieth century that gradually 
transformed representations of Pueb
lo, Navajo, and Apache Indians in 
the white public's imagination. Un
til the late 1800s Native Americans 
were perceived and depicted as prim
itive, inferior, and doomed to extinc
tion. The emerging tourist industry 
and modern artistic movements of 
the turn of the century produced a 
glamorized, venerated picture of in-

digenous peoples as utopian cultures. 

In this new view, Native arts, crafts, 
and traditions were reconfigured as 
remedies to the ills of modern life, to 
the lack of authenticity and a miss
ing connection to nature, and to a 
romanticized past. Let's go back, for 
a minute, to Baudrillard. "What ev
ery society looks for in continuing to 
produce, and to overproduce, is to 
restore the real that escapes it. That 
is why today this 'material production' 
is that of the hyperreal itself. It retains 
all the features, all the discourse 
of traditional production, but it is 
no longer anything but its scaled
down refraction" (23). Emphasis, 
once again, in the original. 

Was there ever an original, genu
ine, "real" Native culture that came 
before the refracted simulation? We 
assume there was, but the truth is 
we will never know. As tourists, 
artists, and collectors flocked to the 
Southwest to witness, appropriate, 
and purchase Native customs turned 
into commercial products, there is 
no question that, factually speaking, 
the movement did improve basic 
economic conditions on reservations. 
Yet, Dilworth contends, because 
it cemented indigenous identity to 
white notions of a utopian past, it 
also meant a foreclosure of Native 
peoples' integration into the present 
and the future of American society. 

[Key words: racial discrimination, 
exploitation, appropriation, foreclo
sure.] 

Even in our hyperreal, fast-moving 
twenty-first century, the Southwest 
is still imagined as the "'land'-
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of 'poco tiempo,' 'journey's end
ing,' and 'enchantment'-on which 
Americans have long focused their 
fantasies of renewal and authentici
ty" (Dilworth 2). From the very be
ginning, the region's Native inhabi
tants played an essential role in the 
enhancement of this imagination, 
but depictions of indigenous peoples 
by white ethnographers, writers, and 
artists are profoundly problematic, 
as all mediated representations tend 
to be. So, where do we turn? Natu
rally, to depictions of Native people 
by Native people. Presumably, this is 
where the reality of what it means to 
be indigenous in the Southwest will 
be revealed. 

Discrimination, dispossession, fore
closure-all of these are indeed pres
ent components of the narrative in 
N. Scott Momaday's House Made of 
Dawn. Good, yes, this is dark, dis
turbing, powerful literature, emerg
ing from deep within the subaltern's 
silence. But this is precisely where 
we might run into a labyrinthal en
tanglement. Momaday's deployment 
of silence, a traditional indigenous 
characteristic that has long become 
the trademark of Native resistance, 
is difficult to interpret, since it func
tions in the book both as an iden
tifying cultural trope and a literary 
device. A main character that never 
speaks seems to stand, at least at first, 
in radical opposition to the incessant 
chatter of Western civilization. Here 
is how Abel is portrayed through the 
eyes of his white lover: 
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Angela thought of Abel, of the way 

he looked at her-like a wooden In

dian-his face cold and expression-

less. A few days before she had seen 

the corn dance at Cochiti. It was 

beautiful and strange . .. . There was 

something mysterious in it, those 

old men chanting in the sun, and 

the dancers so . .. so terribly serious 

in what they were doing. No one 

of them ever smiled .... They were 

grave, so unspeakably grave. . . . 

Their eyes were held upon some vi

sion out of range, something away 

in the end of distance, some reality 

that she did not know, or even sus

pect. What did they see? (32-33) 

And later in the novel, an omniscient 
narration: 

He tried to think where the trouble 

had begun, what the trouble was. 

There was trouble; he could admit 

that to himself, but he had no real 

insight into his own situation .... 

The bus leaned and creaked; he felt 

the surge of motion and the violent 

shudder of the whole machine on 

the gravel road. The motion and 

sound seized upon him. Then sud

denly he was overcome with a des

perate loneliness, and he wanted to 

cry out. (93) 

But Abel does not cry out, does not 
talk, does not once vocalize the ag
ony he so stoically swallows, chased 
and reinforced , as expected, by large 
amounts of alcohol. Does his silence 
operate as that defiance we seek? As 
the contestation of white power and 
its relentless discursive formations 
and reformations? Is this nonspeak
ing protagonist a manifestation of 
the profound losses that are con
cealed over and over again, each time 



in a different manner and through 
different mechanisms, in our rapidly 
changing region? Does he become a 
performative symbol of dispossession 
and elision? Is there any hope for fu
turity in his tongue-tied story? 

The act of writing, as Gloria Anz
aldua observes, allows for unspoken 
experiences to rise to the surface as 
visible and vital reference points for 
articulating place and identity, and 
this is especially crucial in regard to 
the U.S.-Mexico border. Borders, she 
says, "are set up to define the places 
that are safe and unsafe, to distin
guish us from them. A border is a 
dividing line, a narrow strip along a 
steep edge. A borderland is a vague 
and undetermined place created by 
the emotional residue of an unnat
ural boundary" (25). Narratives in 
their various forms have the poten
tial to destabilize ideas of physical 
boundaries and racial separateness, 
as in their personal, familial, and 
communal struggles with contra
dictions and ambiguity they pro
duce a unique "hybrid vigor" (177). 
This vigor, along with the Texas
Mexico border, comes to life in the 
short vignettes, part memoir , part 
fiction, that make up Norma Elia 
Cantu's Canicula. Here the geo
graphical, physical line, which hap
pens to be the Rio Grande, becomes 
fluid and unsettled in numerous 
crossings-back and forth between 
nations, between cultures, between 
languages, between traditions and 
modernities, between girlhood and 
womanhood, always under the ris
ing power of globalized capitalism. 

Resistance in storytelling? Yes, it is 

there. The lived experiences of people 
on both sides of the border defy the 
rigid boundaries placed upon them 
by physical infrastructures and na
tional imaginaries that operate in the 
service of resource extraction, cheap 
mass production, and a relentless ob
session with commodity fetish. 

A possible thesis. These literary texts, 
the striving student could argue, 
possess an energy of resistance. They 
confront the myth of harmonious tri
culturalism, they highlight the glob
al market economy and its effects on 
local lives, and they burst open an 
unspoken American national imag
ination in which whites always be
long, while people of color exist in 
the excluded margins. Confronting 
categories of fixed race, class, and 
social identities, these stories decon
struct the barricades of otherness and 
stand for the oppositional agency, 
which, as Anzaldua posits, is integral 
to life in the borderlands; to living in 
a constant state of "psychic unrest." 
It's an argument, yes, but not ' a very 
interesting one. 

Try again . 
It is not the energy of resistance 

that gives storytelling its opposition
al agency. It is the lamentation, al
lowed by poetic language, that might 
lead to something. No society, ac
cording to Baudrillard, "knows how 
to mourn the real, power, the social 
itself, which is implicated in the same 
loss. And it is through an artificial 
revitalization of all this that we try 
to escape this fact" (26). Perhaps it is 
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through the poetics of literature and 
the way emotionally charged imag
ery conveys the pains and limitations 
of material existence that mourning 
is enabled. Here's an example, from 
Helena Maria Viramonte's Under the 

Feet of Jesus, the coming-of-age jour
ney of a Hispanic migrant worker 
girl in the sun-burnt, back-breaking 
fields of California: "The silence and 
the barn and the clouds meant many 
things. It was always a question of 
work, and work depended on har
vest, the car running, their health, 
the conditions of the road, how long 
the money held out, and the weather, 
which meant they could depend on 
nothing" (4). And further on: 

Estrella walked because of the 

playing field, her basket, jug, and 

knife bundled under the crook of 

her arm .... She reached the base

ball diamond before dusk, the skies 

like whipped clouds with lining of 

ripe nectarine red .... Two Little 

League teams played on the green 

of the lawn, behind the tall wire 

mesh fence .... Parents and other 

spectators sat on lawn chairs behind 

the batter 's bench or scattered about 

on the bleachers, ice chests at arm 's 

reach .. .. She squinted at the batter 

in his bleached white uniform going 

up to bat . Number four. He seemed 
blurred in the mesh of the fence . 

Her brother Arnulfo had talked 

about playing baseball. Ricky want

ed to fly. (58-59) 

Lamenting the loss of the real, as 
well as the simulation of the real, 
and even the hyperreal, it is through 
the protagonist's poetic contempla-
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tions that we become aware of the 
crushing presence of whiteness as it 
is observed from outside the baseball 
field's fence, in a story that mourns 
the debilitating false promise of the 
American Dream . 

A true story, local and contemporary: 
Driving home from class one eve

ning, it is raining hard. I am driving 
west on Lomas, getting close to Old 
Town, when a speeding car passes 
me on the left, veers sharply to the 
right, climbs the sidewalk, and crash
es first into a young tree in front of 
the Gertrude Zachary jewelry store, 
then loudly into a brick wall where 
it comes to a full stop, front end all 
smashed in, thick smoke rising from 
the engine, loose car parts rolling 
onto the wet road. I slow down, then 
pull over, watching all this, and it 
looks pretty bad . Three women slow
ly emerge out of the car. I get out of 
mine to see if they need help . The 
driver, a white older lady of dull ap
pearance, is moving in a daze, trem
bling as she's dialing 911. The other 
two are much younger. One Native 
with long black hair and crooked 
teeth, the other a Chicana with dyed 
blond hair, tight clothes, and lots of 
makeup. There's no blood as far as I 
can see, but they both appear to be 
in a lot of pain. Are you hurt? I ask. 
Bleached Chicana is crying, Native 
Girl is nonresponsive. When they 
are finally able to speak, they beg me 
to take them away from the scene, 
they don't care where; they just need 
to get out of there before the cops 
come . Through tears and panicked 
low wails they mumble something 



about probation and warrants. I nod, 
not quite understanding what they're 
saying, but somehow I can't just leave 
them there, and next thing I know we 
are in my car. White Lady, who is ap
parently on good enough terms with 
the law, stays by the wreck. Bleached 
Chicana in the back says she needs to 
get to Old Coors, Native Girl, near
ly passed out in the passenger seat, 
asks in a droning whisper if I can 
take her to San Mateo and Gibson. 
Off we drive into the storm . Incoher
ent fragments come from the back 
seat. The driver fell asleep. Sleep depri
vation. Too much .... Not enough. 
. . . Thrown around, head banged 
hard against the window, and she 
was praying Jesus Jesus please don't 
let me die. Head hurts, neck hurts. 
I have kids, her voice breaks, I'm a 
good person. After dropping her off 
at a dark storefront on Old Coors, 
I ask Native Girl next to me if she's 
okay. She is groaning, eyes closed, 
holding her collarbone, face contort
ed . I suggest driving her to the hos
pital. No, she opens her blood-shot 
eyes in alarm. Not the hospital. They 
can detain you there . Test for drugs . 
Call the cops. All right, all right, I 
say, and she retreats back into quiet 
moaning. We get to San Mateo and 
Gibson. She offers a slurred grateful 
blessing and stumbles to the gate of 
an old apartment complex. Slowly, 
I drive home through the flooded 
streets. Back on the corner of Lomas 
and 15th, a tow truck is getting ready 
to haul the totaled car away. White 
Lady is still standing there, wrapped 
in a blanket and smoking a cigarette, 
under a neon-lit poster of a svelte, 

headless model adorned in silver and 

turquoise. A policeman is taking 
notes. The poor broken tree, I think, 
sprawled awkwardly on the sidewalk, 
the pouring rain useless to it now. 

[Key words: drugs, cops, rain, Jesus.] 

It is the end of the semester, and we 
are out of our bomb shelter. Decem
ber already. As a transplant in this 
place I note that the word "Christ
mas" makes me think of food rath
er than snow, now that I know that 
here in New Mexico it means both 
red and green chili on your huevos 
rancheros, burrito, or enchiladas at 
any given restaurant. When I first got 
here and the question "red or green?" 
was presented to me, I thought I 
would have to choose. Christmas, 
then, was a great discovery that re
lieved a lot of pressure. And what 
about Baudrillard? He would be 
pleased, I believe, with our overall 
performance. We may be replicants 
in the simulated asylum of the acad
emy, but we are not dummies. And 
what about poetics, resistance, and 
grief? A short stanza from a poem by 
Levi Romero, entitled "Still Life #3": 

maybe we should just write 
and see what happens 

and what if something does? 
could we live with ourselves 
if nothing did? 
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Round Baby Believes in Ghosts 
Sheila Squillante 

Baby believes in ghosts, of course 
she does. She can feel if not 
see their misty outlines, their heat 
wave patterns rising from some 
energy field, their once-corporal forms. 
Baby's ghosts belong to her. Ancestral 
and loving, she longs to touch 
their slim-cheeked faces. Grandfather, 
Great-grandmother. Father says 
ghosts are just memories or wishes, 
shifting pixels trapped inside 
television screens. But Baby's all body 

-for Carol Anne 

and belief. In her bed, under carnival mesh 
that flutters and swirls, she stares 
at the Day-Glo constellations and cries, 
tries to conjure the scent of skin 
and hair. Longs to loan her voice 
to their scraped and soothing voices. 
They call her from the bright pink 
maw of the closet, Baby, we're here. 
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At the end of the block, 
there's a bus stop, 
no, a lamp post, 
no, a mouse hole. 
Baby, Baby, where 
are you planning to go? 
Stuff your bag 
with provisions: 
Matchbox cars, 
Shaun Cassidy, 
Skylab, Funyuns. Take 
the busted umbrella because 
Mother's always calling 
for rain. Roll your socks 
into tight round 
stones. When your feet 
get wet, go cold, 
stretch them all the way 
up and over, bind your top 
to your bottom, keep your body 
whole and warm and going. 
Run, Baby, the street 
is long and tree-less 
and the summer sun 
wants to eat you like 
a sweet, fat plum. 

Round Baby Runs Away 
Sheila Squillante 



Round Baby Finds a Bullet in the Street 
Sheila Squillante 

At first she thinks 
it's a turtle, elliptical, 
tiny and smooth, 
creeping from the median, 
across the asphalt, 
inching toward her 
where she squats 
on the hot sidewalk. 
She opens her 
palm to let it 
climb on. Come here, 
little cutie. 
Let me feed you 
seven kinds of lettuce 
from Mother's fridge. 
Butwait-
look closer. 
This morsel's 
movement's mechanical, 
inorganic. 
Don't move, Baby. 
It's heading over. 
It's aiming, straight 
and true. 
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Shoes off, 
toes tucked 
like mortar 
up, up, 

Round Baby Climbs to the Roof of the School 
Sheila Squillante 

hand over 
hand. Finger 
tip skin rips 
against cool, 
dark brick. 
Baby climbs, 
clever as 
a spider, 
silk-quiet, 
and stealth. Lugs 
muscles, lungs up 
and away 
from the play
ground below: 
You know what 
we're gonna do 
to you, Baby? 

Gang 
bang. 

Keep going. 

Those dopes 
don't know 
the lush of 
language, Baby, 
the danger and delight 
of getting a word 

just 
right. 



Tonight, you 
climb outside 
semantics, scale 
your own 
scaffolding, 
the words 
we learn 
to skirt 

(avoid 

a one-piece 

garment not 

joined between 
the legs) 

or launch
(load 

release) 

a volley 
(a discharge 

an outpouring 

a burst) 

a salvo 
(excuse or 

evasion 

concentrated fire 

something to soothe 

a person's reputation 

a rising, 

rousing 

round 

of applause.) 
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Camping in a Brave New Wild 
Stewart B. Shelley 

!don't go camping anymore. The contents of a pamphlet proffered recently 
by an earnest young park ranger should explain why: 

The National Park Service (USNPS) welcomes you to Yosemite National 
Park. Enjoy your camping experience, and remember: this is bear country! 
In the event that you are awakened in the middle of the night by the sound 
of your tent being ripped asunder, remain calm and carry out the following 
instructions. 

Step #1. Announce in a firm, but reassuring voice, "Good evening, Mr./ 
Ms. Bear. You are intruding. Please understand that I am armed in full com
pliance with USNPS regulations, and am willing to defend my family, my 
property, and myself." During this greeting, it is important to keep your voice 
well-modulated, and free of any telltale signs of fear, such as vocal tremors, 
and screams which might be mistaken for those of a little girl. Like all ani
mals, bears can sense fear, and such behavior will almost certainly increase 
the likelihood of attack. It is also recommended that you avoid direct eye 
contact at this time, since it tends to piss bears off. 

Note: In the event that the bear has not yet attacked, you are required by 
law to repeat the above greeting in Spanish. If you do not speak Spanish, and 
an interpreter is unavailable, you can maintain compliance by utilizing Na
tive American Sign Language. In the event that the bear has commenced his/ 
her attack, you may proceed immediately to step number two. 

Step #2. Retrieve your USNPS approved firearm from its USNPS approved 
gun safe, remembering to keep the weapon pointed down range and in "safe" 
mode until you are ready to fire. Failure to do so may be an infringement of 
the bear's civil rights. Such infringements are punishable by up to ten years in 
a federal correctional institution. Note: If your weapon is not stowed in an ap
proved gun safe, you may in some cases be authorized to store it next to your 
person, as long as it is properly fitted with a USNPS approved trigger lock. In 
this case, the best course of action is to scramble around the tent searching 

frantically for your USNPS trigger lock key, unlock the trigger lock, remove 
it carefully, and proceed to step number three. 

Step #3. Determine the intent of the bear. The bear may merely be search
ing for S'mores, or other light snacks, in which case you are not authorized to 
kill him/her. In such cases you should sternly remind the animal (in English 
and Spanish or Native American Sign Language) that he/she is in violation 
of USNPS regulations, and will be held responsible for damages and/or as
signed 30 hours of community service if such behavior does not stop. Note: 
Any small children in your party may be reasonably mistaken for tidbits. 
Therefore, you are not empowered to shoot until and unless the bear has 

54 



actually demonstrated its intent to attack by grabbing said child and making 
movements which could reasonably be interpreted as feeding behavior. You 
are not required to wait for actual munching, though your case in court will 
undoubtedly be strengthened if the child in question is missing one or more 
appendages . 

Once intent has been determined, you may shoot the bear. This should be 
relatively easy, as in all probability, the animal will be rather close by the time 
you have gone through steps one through three, above. 

If you survive the experience, immediately remove your soiled underwear . 
Wash it, being careful to follow USNPS Soiled Underwear Washing Proce
dures. A pamphlet detailing these procedures may be obtained at your nearest 
park ranger station. It is also permissible to burn the garment, if washing 
proves inadequate (a distinct possibility), or if environmentally friendly clean
ing agents are unavailable. In this case, you must be sure to follow alternate 
campfire regulations, as outlined in the appropriate pamphlet, available at 
your nearest ranger station . Remember, it is unlawful to burn soiled under
wear in any campfire used primarily for cooking. 

Speaking of soiled underwear, you may experience unusual "elimination" 
events for several days following the incident. Post-attack fecal matter tends 
to be somewhat runny, and is characterized by a peculiar greenish coloration, 
and a truly gawdawful odor. 

If you do not survive the incident, your next of kin are welcome to identify 
your remains by sifting through bear feces in the area . It's a harmless enough 
activity, and the bears find it amusing . 

We hope that you have found this information useful, and again wish you 
a safe and enjoyable camping trip. 

Sincerely, 
U.S. National Parks Service 

P. S. In the event that you are attacked by wolves instead of bears, repeat 
steps one through three above, remembering to substitute the words "Mr./ 
Ms. Wolf" for "Mr./Ms . Bear." It is not necessary to repeat the greeting in 
Spanish, as almost all wolves in Yosemite National Park hail from Canada . A 
simple, "Halt, eh," will suffice. 

P. P. S. This document was printed on recycled paper, which can be conve

niently substituted for toilet paper. 
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Before the Breaking Wave: 
The Duluth North Pier Lighthouse 

W Scott Olsen 

Monday, December 14, 2015 

Ihad expected a sound . Something deep, low frequency, something earth
core and knee shaking. Something heavy. Something I would feel in my 

teeth. Something dangerous, threatening, pressing . 
There was a storm on Lake Superior. Gale warning. The waves had grown 

large and were heading west, and I had come to meet them. But what I heard
no, what I felt inside the lighthouse was silence . Not the silence of emptiness, 
though. There wasn't a quiver to be found . No shudder. No bending or creak . 
Nothing hollow at all. The tremendous weight of the lake was pressing against 
us. This was the silence of strength. 

I don't know when lighthouses got into my imagination . Fifth grade seems right . 
Lighthouses _are perfect for a fifth-grade boy. They are dangerous and roman
tic. They are alone against nature . Alone against the universe. They stand, light 
shining, no matter what wave, no matter what storm. The lighthouse keeper is 
anonymous, mysterious, brilliantly intuitive regarding nature, and absolutely 
essential. Invisible and essential-what more would a fifth grader desire? 

I had the cliche down well. I would wear a cable-knit sweater and a pea
coat. I would wear some type of oil-skin pants and buckle-front galoshes, 
mostly unbuckled. My hat would be a sailor 's cap. I would smoke a pipe. In 
the evenings I would sit in front of a stone hearth and a peat-fueled fire, a bot
tle of good but not fancy scotch on the table, a bearded collie curled up near 
the chair, and I would listen to the BBC on an ancient console radio. I would 
listen to the news from Nepal or Antarctica or Senegal and I would know 
what the world was doing. And when it wasn't time for the news, I would 
listen to Celtic music. On a far table, in a dim corner, there would be a short
wave radio with VU meters, some type of very large dial, and a table-mic. 
Meteorological and ocean charts would hang on the wall above the radio. 

It was always evening. Or midnight. And it was always misty or raining. 
Sometimes thunderstorms. Frequently hurricanes. Waves crashed on the shore 
rocks, spray making its way into outer space . I don't know why, but in my 
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imagination it was never a pleasant Tuesday afternoon with bright sun, gentle 
breeze, comfortable temperatures, and steaks on a charcoal grill. 

In my fifth-grade imagination, I do not remember keeping ships from 
harm. But I remember how clearly, earnestly, completely I wanted to be ready 
to do so. Vigilant. Competent . Anonymous. Essential. 

And I suppose the desire never really went away. Even though I am very 
much older now, something about the idea of a lighthouse sticks . Self-suffi
ciency. Noble purpose. Romantic isolation. Like nearly everyone else, I still 
pause at the pictures, thumb the calendars, read the articles. It's a wistful, 
innocent, nai:ve dream, like owning a horse farm in the mountains or landing 
on Mars. 

Every now and then, however, I give the idea a push. I see a picture, waves 
exploding against the side of some lighthouse, often the famous one of La 
Jument off the coast of France, the lighthouse keeper standing outside looking 
at the helicopter that carried photographer Jean Guichard while a wave rises 
and envelopes the far side of the tower, or any tower during a heaving storm, 
and I do a bit of digging, just to make it real. Could I get there? There is a hole 
in the story. All the pictures are dramatic, exciting, and they are all from the 
outside. What is it like to feel those waves from the inside? What is it like to 
stand at the light glass and point a camera lens down into that spray? 

Some magazine published a picture of the American Shoal lighthouse in the 
Florida Keys, white-sided living space surrounded by a red cage that tapers to 
the light at top, so I called the Coast Guard to see what it would take to get 
inside. An act of God, they told me, notarized, in triplicate . Then I learned 
about the Frying Pan Tower, a lighthouse thirty-four miles off the North 
Carolina coast that someone was turning into an elite, expensive, adventure 
bed and breakfast. I called and asked if they would trade a couple nights and 
transportation out and back for a magazine story. I told them I wanted to be 
there during a hurricane. It was a short conversation. 

I live on the American prairie, where Minnesota borders North Dakota, so 
I am a long way from any salt water lighthouse. Yet every day I stare at a map 
in my office, the Raven map of North America. Every day my eye traces the 
shores of Hudson Bay, James Bay, Lake Superior. One day, the obvious finally 
got through. There were lighthouses on Lake Superior. Hell, I'd already been 
to one of them, the Split Rock lighthouse north of Duluth. There were two in 
Duluth, two in Two Harbors, one in Grand Marais, more ifl motored north. 
There were at least eleven in Wisconsin, at least thirty-three in Michigan just 
on Superior. I found photographs of storm waves breaking on the towers in 
Duluth and Grand Marais. 

The fifth grader in me smiled. All I needed was a way in . 

I called the United States Senate, the office of Minnesota Senator Amy Klo
buchar. No, I said, I did not want to spend the night in a lighthouse. All I 
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wanted was an hour or so inside. All I wanted was to take pictures , to listen to 
the tower and the waves, to tell the inside story . There was just one condition, 
though , I said. It had to be during a kick-ass storm. 

I sent an email that explained what I wanted to do, and a man named Tim 
Cossalter wrote me back. Tim is the Senator 's Outreach Director, retired Air 
Force General, like me a pilot. His language was more official, but what he 
said was, I have your request. Give me some time . Let me see what I can do. 

One week later his email said the Coast Guard was willing to listen. One 
week after that his email said full speed ahead. Over the next couple weeks 
I emailed or called the Coast Guard and spoke with Chief Warrant Officer 
Two James Taylor, William Sharp (ret), Chief Scott Lenz, and Petty Officer 
First Class Stephen Diggs. All set, they said. Welcome aboard. Just let us 
know when you 're coming. 

I will, I said. 
All I needed was a storm. 

September passed . October passed. On the web, I opened the NOAA Lake 
Superior wave forecast page every day. November storms rocked the east side 
of Superior every week . East of the Keweenaw Peninsula, waves topped twelve 
feet , then sixteen feet. On the west side, however, the reports from Duluth 
were two feet. Calm. Two feet . Calm . I kept a bag packed and ready. Novem
ber passed as well. 

December opened quiet . Strong storms moved by to the south and the east . 
This was an El Nino year, and I was worried the patterns had shifted . Already 
there was deep snow to our south while the upper plains were brown and 
dry . Then it came. A storm was going to move straight up the Keweenaw, its 
rotation pushing the waves back to the west. And this was no little storm. A 
Gale Warning had been posted. Wind gusts up to 50 miles per hour. Possible 
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waves of 24 feet in open water. I had been told the waves needed to be at least 
six feet tall to get the breaking and spray at the lighthouse tower. The forecast 
called for ten foot waves at the least. I called and made a reservation at a hotel. 
Then I ran for the Jeep. 

Gale Warning 

URGENT - MARINE WEATHER MESSAGE 
NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE MARQUETTE MI 
408 AM EST SUN DEC 13 2015 

LSZ162-263-264-131715-
/O.UPG.KMQT.GL.A .0020.151213Tl700Z-151215T0600Z/ 
/O.NEW.KMQT .GL.W.0077.151213T2100Z-151215T0600Z/ 
LAKE SUPERIOR WEST OF A LINE FROM SAXON HARBOR WI TO 
GRAND PORTAGE MN BEYOND 5NM-
LAKE SUPERIOR FROM SAXON HARBOR WI TO UPPER EN
TRANCE TO PORTAGE CANAL MI 5NM OFF SHORE TO THE 
US/CANADIAN BORDER INCLUDING ISLE ROYALE NATIONAL 
PARK-
LAKE SUPERIOR FROM UPPER ENTRANCE TO PORTAGE CANAL 
TO MANITOU ISLAND MI 5NM OFF SHORE TO THE US/CANA
DIAN BORDER-
408 AM EST SUN DEC 13 2015 /308 AM CST SUN DEC 13 2015/ 

... GALE WARNING IN EFFECT FROM 4 PM EST /3 PM CST/ THIS 
AFTERNOON TO 1 AM EST /MIDNIGHT CST/ TUESDAY ... 

THE NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE IN MARQUETTE HAS IS
SUED A GALE WARNING ... WHICH IS IN EFFECT FROM 4 PM 
EST /3 PM CST/ THIS AFTERNOON TO 1 AM EST /MIDNIGHT 
CST/ TUESDAY. 

* WIND AND WAVES DURING THE GALE WARNING: EXPECT 
SUSTAINED WIND OF UP TO 37 KNOTS FROM THE NORTHEAST 
... WITH GUSTS UP TO 45 KNOTS. THE LARGEST EXPECTED 
SIGNIFICANT WAVES WILL BE 16 FEET WITH A MAXIMUM WAVE 
HEIGHT OF UP TO 24 FEET POSSIBLE. 
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* TIMING: THE MAXIMUM WINDS ARE EXPECTED AROUND 
10 AM EST MONDAY WITH THE LARGEST WAVES EXPECTED 
AROUND 1 PM EST MONDAY. 

PLEASE SEE THE LATEST MARINE FORECASTS FOR MORE DE
TAILED INFORMATION. 

PRECAUTIONARY/PREPAREDNESS ACTIONS . . . 

A GALE WARNING MEANS WINDS OF 34 TO 47 KNOTS ARE IM
MINENT OR OCCURRING . OPERATING A VESSEL IN GALE CON
DITIONS REQUIRES EXPERIENCE AND PROPERLY EQUIPPED 
VESSELS. IT IS HIGHLY RECOMMENDED THAT MARINERS 
WITHOUT THE PROPER EXPERIENCE SEEK SAFE HARBOR PRI
OR TO THE ONSET OF GALE CONDITIONS . 

It's a five hour drive from my home to the harbor in Duluth. I arrived after 
dark. Alone in the Canal Park parking lot, I shut off the Jeep and listened 
to the sound of breaking waves in the rain . I walked to the pier and up to 
the locked gate. Waves broke over the shore rocks and spilled into the park, 
covering the paths. I watched water come over the pier wall, flooding the 
walkway. The spray in the air made it difficult to see. 

I already knew part of the story. Between the north pier and the south pier, 
the canal entrance is 300 feet wide and considered one of the most dangerous 
in all the great lakes. Make a mistake and your ship is immediately on the 
rocks. Each pier extends 1,150 feet from the shoreline. And the north pier has 
a lethal history. According to lighthousefriends.com: 
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The Duluth Canal piers are a dangerous location during a storm . On the night 

of April 30 , 1967, two sixteen-year-old twins and their seventeen-year-old 

brother were challenging ten to fifteen foot waves on the north pier, when 

witnesses observed a huge wave sweep one of them away. Boatswain 's Mate 

First Class Edgar Culbertson, Boatswain's Mate Second Class Richard R. 

Callahan, and Fireman Ronald C. Prei from the local Coast Guard base 

braved the storm and ventured out on the pier to rescue the two boys report

edly stranded at the pierhead light . The men tethered themselves together, 

with a spacing of twenty-five feet, and by the light of hand lanterns proceeded 

to the end of the pier. 

After finding no trace of the boys at the lighthouse, the coastguardmen 

headed back. While making their way along the pier, a twenty-foot wave 

swept Culbertson off his feet and carried him over the breakwater wall and 

into the turbulent Lake Superior waters . Despite a valiant effort by his crew-



mates, Culbertson perished. Culbertson was posthumously awarded the Coast 

Guard Medal, and a plaque on the north pier commemorates his sacrifice. 

My one picture is terrible. It's also completely accurate and true. Excited as 
hell, I put my hands on the bars of the gate, then turned and drove to the hotel. 

In the morning, I was early to the parking lot. I knew the Coast Guard would 
be there to meet me about 9:30 a.m., but I wanted to watch the lake and the 
breaking waves. I wanted to get some sense of the whole picture before I de
cided what to photograph . I wanted to get some sense of the size. 

The gate to the pier that led to the lighthouse was locked, so I stood as far 
out as I could and took pictures back toward shore. Looking north, I watched 
swells crest and turn into breaking waves, crashing onto rocks that lined the 
shore. Looking south, across the channel that leads to the inner harbor, I 
watched waves crest, break, then roll up on to the beach. Watching the crests 
and troughs roll down the side of the south pier, I guessed the waves to be ten 
feet tall. Maybe twelve. And they were moving fast. These were short period 
waves, little distance between them, especially likely to swamp and sink a ship. 
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Other photographers began to arrive . Most of them set up tripods a long 
way back from the spray and attached a very long lens. Then a TV camera
man showed up . Storm walkers appeared-that odd and wonderful group of 
people (I count myself among them) who go outside in very bad weather just 
to be inside it-and we greeted each other as we walked up and down the 
waterfront . 

"Isn 't this great?" 
"Yes, it is!" 
Off shore, a 581-foot long German ship , the Cornelia, parked at anchor and 

rode the waves. Filled with grain, the ship had been detained by the Coast 
Guard for suspected environmental violations. It could not leave. 

I had a sheet of paper from last night's hotel. It listed the expected ship 
arrivals and departures from the inner harbor, the ships that would parade 
down the canal for everyone to see. The Paul R. Tregurtha, 1013 feet long, 
was expected to depart from the Midwest Energy dock between 3:30 and 
5:30 p.m. The American Mariner , 730 feet long, was expected to arrive to 
load grain between 1:30 and 2:30 p.m . The American Century, 1000 feet long, 
was expected to arrive to load coal between 11:00 and 11:30 p.m . The Federal 
Bering, 656 feet long, flying the Bag of the Marshall Islands , was expected to 
arrive bet ween 1:30 and 2 :30 p.m . to load grain-the last outbound grain 
shipment of the 2015 shipping season from the twin ports . 

So we were all a bit surprised when another ship appeared on the horizon, 
steering for the harbor. The Algosteel, a 730-foot long bulk carrier , arrived . 
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Despite the waves, it moved into the channel dead straight and quiet as a 
ghost. Ship watchers made notes in their diaries the way birdwatchers record 
each new sighting, a particular look of glee in their smiles. 

Then my cell phone rang. 
"This is Seth Monemann, Petty Officer Second Class, from the Coast 

Guard," the voice said. "We may have a problem." 
I watched the Algosteel move toward the lift-bridge where the roadway, 

South Lake Avenue, is raised to let ships pass underneath. 
'Tm on the south side of the bridge," he said, "waiting for this ship to pass. 

I'll be there in a moment . But the pier is closed for safety reasons. The gate is 
locked." 

"I have permission," I said. "This is exactly what I got permission for." 
"For the lighthouse, yes," he said. "The Coast Guard owns the lighthouse. 

But the Army Corps of Engineers owns the pier." 

There is a museum at the beginning of the north pier. The Lake Superior 
Maritime Museum is filled with shipping history, elegant displays, a replica 
of a freight ship's cockpit, and windows looking out over the canal and lake. 
There is a web cam on the roof that's pointed down the pier to the lighthouse. 
It's run by the Army Corps of Engineers. By the time I got inside, Seth was 
already talking with a woman named Denise Wolvin, the Director of the 
Visitor Center. 

"You have the key," Seth said to her. 
"So do you," she told him. 
Seth looked at his collection and the two of them compared keys. I intro

duced myself. 
"There are two locks," Denise said . "They are different, but either will open 

the gate." 
It was clear I was going to get in. We just needed to figure out how. Some

one decided we should all go out to see what works and another woman 
stepped up. 

"You've never been to the lighthouse?" Denise asked her. 
Rebecca Gordon, a park ranger at the museum, said she had not, so the four 

of us gathered our coats and headed outside to the gate. There were indeed two 
locks. Both, however, were combination locks. While Denise called back to 
the office to get the code, I watched waves. 
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And then we were through. 

Denise returned to the museum and the remaining three of us looked down 
the path. Just a bit more than 1000 feet in front of us, the north pier light
house waited. Waves rose higher than the pier wall and flooded the way. 
Sometimes gently. 
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Sometimes with a bit more emphasis. 

As we walked, we joked about the pleasure of waterproof boots. Twice, the 
wind took my hat a good distance back toward shore, but it was easily recov
ered. Impervious, gulls lined the pier's north wall. 

--... ...____ 
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And then we were there. 
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Seth opened the door easily, then he and Rebecca entered the tower. I came 

in last. Seth closed the door behind me and that's when it hit me. The quiet. 
The wind noise outside, the incessant rushing sound of breakers on rock and 
beach, the sound of rolling water were all gone. 

The tower is not a large building. Only thirty-seven feet tall, ten and V2 feet 
wide at the bottom narrowing to eight feet at the lens, it rests on afoundation 
that's ten to eighteen feet above the water line and then roughly twenty-two 
feet below. It's made from latticed steel columns wrapped in a 5116th inch 
thick steel shell. 

It is, however, a completely different universe. It's not disconnected from 
the outside world. It's simply apart. 

A spiral staircase leads from the entry door to the lantern gallery. 

There is no bearded collie. No peat-fueled fire in a stone hearth. No charts 
or short wave radio. Certainly no bottle of good scotch whiskey. There are, 
however, windows in the tower. Windows that look out to weather and waves. 
I paused at one and watched the swells arrive. 
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I thought I would feel them hit. I thought I would feel the press of the lake. 
A gallon of water weighs a little more than eight pounds. There are three qua
drillion gallons of water in Lake Superior, roughly 10% of the earth 's fresh 

surface water. It is the deepest, the highest, and the coldest of the great lakes . 
I have been in very tall buildings that sway in the wind. Some buildings 

sway as much as a foot in any direction from center. Yet each wave passed 
without shudder or groan. Swells broke on the concrete foundation and spray 
filled the air. Inside the tower there was peace. Though, perhaps that's the 
wrong word. Permanence . Strength. Quiet. 

I followed Seth and Rebecca up the stairs and through a small hatchway 
into the lantern gallery. Perhaps because the hatch is on shoreward side of the 
gallery-which means a person finally stands free of the stairs on the water 
side, the lamp to our right-we all kept turning. We all looked first toward 
shore, toward the pier and bridge and rocks and buildings and ground. We 
watched the swells move past us-I counted four from lighthouse to land. 
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And then we turned to look out to the storm. 
There is something about the room being round, about glass opening the 

full 360 degrees. This was not a room with windows to let light in. This was 
an outpost, yes, and an observer's station . This was also the lamp held high, 
the place which housed the light that could be seen from any direction, in any 
storm, at any time. We spend most of our lives receiving-this was a place 
where the news began. 

There have been bigger waves and there have been more terrible storms. 
Whitefish Bay, on the far eastern side of the lake, recorded the lake's highest 
wave at 51 feet. Unofficially , mariners report waves a good bit taller. 

Looking out to the horizon, the records didn't matter much . The sky was 
flat gray. The wind loosed the tops of waves and blew spindrift foam across the 
water. A long time ago I learned about the Beaufort scale, a way to tell wind 
speed by looking at water. If the water is flat the wind is calm , the Beaufort 
number is zero. If the crests of waves are rolling over and there are streaks of 
foam, the wind is thirty-nine to forty-six miles an hour, what is called a Fresh 
Gale, and the Beaufort number is eight. The scale goes to twelve, hurricane 
force winds. 

Today was a solid eight . I looked out the windows pointing east . Waves 
broke against the concrete foundation , crested easily the 10 to 18 feet be
tween water level and foundation top, and flooded the inte rior space, which 
drained with every trough . Spray rose the 37 feet more to gallery glass, and 
then higher still. 

I pointed my camera into the break. 
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I thought I wanted clash and thunder, sturm und drang, explosion and col
lapse. I thought I would get something like a photograph looking down a tall 
winding staircase. But that wasn't the truth at all. I was feeling something else. 

Seth and Rebecca talked about the lamp and lens. It is an LED beacon, 
visible for ten and ½ nautical miles. It shines red, while the south pier light 
shines green, to mark the entrance to the canal. We all stood around, then 
after a few moments they went downstairs. Take your time, they said. We'll 
be waiting. 

I could imagine a deep, old, intimately worn chair. I could imagine the con
sole radio and the short wave, too. What I understood for the first time, 
though, was the fact that a lighthouse is not a place of action. It is, instead, 
serene. It is serenity in the midst of the whirlwind. That is the attraction. That 
is the romance and the myth. In a deep way, it's the hope of every adult. 

I watched the waves move from deep water to the pier. I watched them 
breach the pier wall and then hit shore. I watched them move down the canal 
and into the inner harbor. Outside there was rain turning to sleet and then 
snow. There was wind and spray. There was the sound of crashing waves. 
Inside the tower, I was warm. The air was quiet. There was no disconnect. I 
knew exactly where I was, and what was at stake should the lighthouse, this 
one or any other, fail. I was anonymous, in an essential place. I could stay 
here, I thought, for a very long time. 

At the base of the stairs, Seth held the door open for me. 
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"Get what you want?" he asked . 
I assured him I did . 
On the way back up the pier it occurred to me that I did not have a good 

picture of a large wave coming over the wall. I turned around, planted my 
feet, focused the camera and waited . 

"One wave," I yelled. "Just one wave." 
"There is a special god who hears those requests," Rebecca said. 
And as if on cue , the wave appeared. 

It curled over the canal side wall. 
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It flooded the walkway, hit my legs and raced up under and inside my coat. 

When I turned around, Seth and Rebecca were both braced against the north 
side wall, both of them smiling . 

"Your special god?" I said to Rebecca . 
"Yes?" she grinned. 
"Dry clothes . Just one set of dry clothes!" 
We laughed our way back to the museum, opening then relocking the gate 

without problem. I did not want to leave. 
I took a few more pictures, then stood for some time just watching the storm. 
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I had dry socks and shoes in the car. But I did not have a change of clothes . 
I drove five hours, a prairie winter storm warning in front of me in the Da
kotas, in very wet clothes. Happily. Quiet. And I swear to God, special or 
otherwise, there was Celtic music on the radio. 
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The Tapestry ofBayeux 
It winds through the rooms, enormous. 
Orange, umber, flora and fauna, exquisite 

Exquisite Tangent 
Anna George Meek 

technique, serpents uncoiling, the meaning of hounds, 
stallions stitched with sea-blue hooves . 

Imagine that Meteors Fall 
into the limbs of a cherry tree 
and they set the pink blossoms ablaze . 
The petals burn , then curl like tiny muscles. 

Surely, Neurons are a Textile 
relevant to touch, embroidered in linen, in the skin 
of daily waking. On the examination table, she cannot describe 
the pain, and the doctor cannot explain it . 
Wool threads find the richest of piercings. 

After Metaphor 
brushes against an inferior region of the brain, 
a synapse fails the fingertips that poise too long 
at the end of a match. Instead, it ignites the memory 
of a childhood friend, long dead. Fragile spark, 
adjacent to pain along one arm, 
movement along the other. 

Exquisite Tangent 
Thread spells them out, the striped caskets 
of wine and weapons; the king's corpse, 
gorgeous. What follows is the path of a nerve 
to the neck in its painful angle over the needlepoint . 
The tapestry survives for a thousand years, though 
the flesh at its crafting, all vanished. 
A thousand years, and another mind 
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takes in the tapestry, tangent to violence 
and compassion, until nerves can describe a path 
of oblique understanding . 
Sewn through, a newer body cries out. 



Primagravida-to a Child of Empire 
Anna George Meek 

First heavy, I am twice on this earth . 
Dual shapes under ivory sheets; the bulge 
of a new grave. My own 

pregnant body is a frosted glass window 
on the other side of which a light is shining, 
and outside, strangers feast their eyes 
on the vague nude moving within. The form is ripe 

with suggestion . For you, little creature, 
let's say I crave papaya shaped 

like full breasts, I crave the navels of oranges: or 
an empire of oranges: or the idea of empire, 
succulent as an exotic, milky fruit. No milk is pure . 
Thoughts hang in clusters. Sweetness, 

you will be born into appetite , we are all born 
into appetite . The Gauls and Romans fought 
to expand themselves, fattened their kingdoms 
with delicious words they looted from the gaping mouths 
of bodies in the fields: nubile, bovine, double-

breasted. I love you with all the etymology 
of the tongues of the earth. You are my heavy meal. 
I partake, and take hold, to claim my share 
of gravity. We are a family plot. You are fantastic, 

I am expectant : the moment of your turning, revolution 
about to begin. Your citizen bones will call the village children 
to dance a tarantella on the king's head, 
oh, my hope-made-flesh-also your own!
my dearest, terrible joy. 
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Racy Diorama at 
the Natural History Museum 

Anna George Meek 

Just where do we think we come from? Australopithecus 
under the gentle waterfall, back arched, nipples out, 
prelingual, drenched in clear pleasure : in real running water, 
and the surprise of light over her wet face, her-mind you
synthetic face, pencil-thin streams drawing 
attention to her hips as if the curves of her body 
hadn't been there before. Breathtaking 

conte xt for flesh. For words like erect 
which the onlookers feel, silently; they are standing 
very still. Perhaps in their hands, the warmth 
of defined shape, another hand , or the brass ra iling 
between them and 1.2 million 

sensuous years . Defined by 
genetic change, continental drift, landmass shifting 
to kiss the cheek of Asia where mountains rise up. It's an exhibit 
of the transitive property of touch, primeval, holy-
each rabbi ordained by the hand of a rabbi, 
omni cellula a cellula, and so 

each feels the source . Yes, this is an argument 
for the sex appeal oflanguage inside us. Tongues 
in our mouths , the grace of skin as it shapes 
our lust and longing . Behold attraction : 

elemental property of physics, atomic consummation, 
fusion, unstable gases, the stars whose children 
finally slither from the water to lick salts 
from a rock; they cannot yet form 

the word pleasure , although in their cravings , 
they feel the same heat that eons later, Homo erectus 
will unlock from this noun . A power the young feed from , 
the words into which we emerge : an infant gulping air. 
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Modern Tendencies 
Anna George Meek 

"Inaccessible and un-Soviet modern tendencies." 

-Pravda's criticism of composer Dmitri Shostakovitch 

Permit me 
to lose myself And you. 

My memory is very strict 
with me. It lets me out 
on my own recognizance. Even so, 
sometimes I forget myself. 

Why don't the Russians understand 
the verb "to be," ligament of equation, 
of standing still, standing 
in line, standing beside oneself? 

Commemoration means being of two minds: 
one to remember, the other to lose one's mind 
and be reminded. 

The nation and the fatherland 
go out for lunch. They 
don't get along, always 
interrupting each other. The people 
in the cafe keep staring. Finally, 
the waitress has to kick them out . 

77 



Watch yourself. 

The plush of American concert halls, red 
like the throat of a diva, 
in sound that doubles her 
size: Ah! In the audience, 
most of us swallow hard 
against this beauty. From the balcony, 
one man yawns, and his glottis 
swings forward like a church bell. 

~ 

Alchemy and the political science of music: 
some say the state poisoned Tchaikovsky 
because it did not know him anymore . 
He'd turned into something else. Threatened, 
Shostakovitch sang the lyrical party line 
while woodwinds pecked at it from underneath. 
The Fifth Symphony subverted itself. 

~ 

I must remember 
the violins, and standing in my kitchen , 
I cue their entrance on the radio . 
Thinking they have become one another, 
lovers gesture this way, 
embracing after the violent fighting, 
closely holding a thing they may never 
make sense of. 

~ 

An opera opens with the main characters 
You and I. You must be exiled 
for speaking too freely, something 
I just can't understand . I 
will miss You. 
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It can't be just that objects 
compel or repel, that physics 
remains the musical score, folio 
of all our earthly movements. Discord 
knows the common day can't sing 
a damn thing in tune. 
The gravity between you and me simply 
defies all laws. I am not abusing you. 
Please, you mustn't think thi s 

Gl1 

unreasonable. 
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Unlike everything else from 
childhood, it was bigger than 

you remembered. 
It was Paul who opened the time 

capsule-you'd used one of those 
canisters from the bank drive
through, which Clyde had simply 
walked-through and snatched-but 
he didn't need to unscrew the top 
and dump the contents onto the re
cently disturbed earth for all four 
of you to see that these were not the 
items you'd put into it twenty years 
before. 

Immediately you suspected Clyde. 
After all, it was Clyde who'd called 
you up and invited you back to Rock
ford, Clyde who'd known that-al
though suburban development had 
extended Applewood's dead end
the capsule would still be there in 
some stranger's back yard at the base 
of a tree so old that even the develop
ers would try to develop around it. 
Clyde who was always the rebel. 

When you were teenagers, his ha
tred of marriage, of religion, of set
tling, of employment, his eventual 
drinking, smoking, and screwing 
everything was merely heroic and 
scary. During college, when you were 
catching up with him, it became 
obvious that what you knew would 
eventually grow tiresome in your case 
would fail to transition in his. You 
embraced his enemies one by one, 
and it seemed like the real reason he 
never forgot to call on your birth-
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Your Contribution 
Joe Sacksteder 

day was so he could flaunt his still
bohemian lifestyle and, by extension, 
deride whatever news brought him 
up to date. 

He was invited to the first two 
weddings, where he of course got 
drunk and prowled . As you and 
whoever knew him kept on high 
alert for his views to surface through 
some slurred exclamation or-night
mare of nightmares-his hijacking 
the speech that had been denied 
him, what disturbed you more than 
anything else was that he seemed 
legitimately happy for the new 
grown-ups. And it wasn't even with 
that gloating, good-luck-with-that 
sarcasm. You wanted it to be, but it 
wasn't. And, if he was actually hap
py for you, why wasn't there a hint of 
loneliness masquerading as zeal, like 
there's supposed to be in a protract
ed adolescence? He didn't seem to 

notice the incongruity. Didn't seem 
to notice that the rest of you were 
growing calm, wry, puffy-and that 
he still looked just like his smirking 
Boylan Central Catholic ID picture. 

He didn't get invited to the th ird 
wedding . Sheryl, our tomboy's . Via 
his birthday call you tried to deal 
peripherally with his confusion. Per
haps it wasn't that she disliked him. 
Perhaps it had to do with needing to 

sever yourself from previous parts 
of your life to start another. No, you 
wouldn't tell Sheryl he'd mentioned it. 



As a child there's something unnerv

ing about a dead-end street . Nagging. 
Not a tidy cul-de-sac, but the abrupt 
termination of a neighborhood that 
seems hungry for more histories. It 
speaks of speechlessness, of botched 
promises. The language on reflective 
signs furnishes even the pre-liter
ary mind with symbolic meaning; 
they might as well read ONE DAY 
YOU'LL DIE. 

There was an orange and white 
barricade at the end of Applewood, 
which seemed more to keep furious 
nature from brambling its way up 
the asphalt than to keep cars from 
mistaking a narrow rutted path for 
more road. This path was main
tained vigilantly, recklessly, by your 
summer sneakers and Huffy tires. Its 
clearings were baseball fields, its trees 
fort foundations and bone breakers, 
its pitiful creek the site of early ex
periments in hydro-engineering, its 
secluded areas later a haven for bon
fires and other experiments . Stages 
for Clyde to show and tell. 

So the first thing you felt when you 
saw that your childhood had been 
paved and plotted and landscaped 
into another branch of Imperial 
Oaks was a tearing at the heart, like 
a vital organ had failed within each 
of you. "They should put the dead
end sign back up," Sheryl surprised 
you by sneering. 

Only then did the logistical prob
lems dawn on you. 

A final indictment disguised as a 
joke disguised as a peace offering dis-

guised as nostalgia. You would need 

a barometer to measure what you'd 
become from what you wanted to; 
Clyde's message was clear. It might 
have been funny if you hadn't had to 
take time off work, offload the kid on 
the ex, kennel the dog, if you weren't 
jet-lagged and sweaty. It might have 
been revelatory if the objects had 
been selected with greater care and 
less spite. If they had made sense. 

Clyde was the only one willing to 
investigate the mess of black feathers 
that , mashed against the inside of 
the canister, had been the first sign 
of wrongness . A chimera of a chi
mera : body of a chipmunk , wings 
of a crow. It was taxidermied, both 
eyes stitched shut with an X . Clyde 
turned back to the three of you. He 
looked frightened, or older. He had 
the expression of a person who, un
like his friends, had no explanation 
to arrive at. 

"My contribution was the shat
tered end of a canoe paddle I carved 
into a bear. I broke it trying to shoot 
some rapids at Quetico." 

Paul squatted down and picked 
up a rusty railroad spike that some 
impressive force had corkscrewed . 
"Mine was my first homerun ball." 
There was a polaroid on the ground. 
"Woah," he laughed a laugh that had 
nothing to do with funniness. "Why 
do I get two?" 

The photograph was of a teenage 
Paul, naked, leaning over the camera. 

Sheryl knelt and took the pho
tograph from him . "It's not yours . 
Don't you recognize that bedroom?" 
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Now it was Paul who had no ex
planation to arrive at. "But that never 
happened ." 

"No," Sheryl said. "And my contri
bution was a mix tape of love songs." 

Clyde handed me a scroll of sta
pled pages that were too white for the 
years that had passed. "Yours?" 

I remember contributing a short 
story I'd written, back when I as
sumed I'd be doing book tours by 
now. I read: Unlike everything else 
from childhood, it was bigger than you 
remembered. 

''Another thing bothers me," Paul 
said. "We know which object is ours ." 

A door opened, the back door of the 
house, and a woman stepped out onto 
the deck. You suddenly remembered 
that you were standing in someone's 
yard. Dressed in pastels, she was as 
anonymous as the vinyl siding or 
gazing ball or Little Tikes play place 
or never-used hammock. 
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Four adults standing in her back 
yard near a hole. The explanation 
would have been quite reasonable
charming even-if not for what they 
had unearthed. She would want 
to know the same thing they were 
currently wondering: what type of 
children had they been? She stepped 
down into the grass and approached 
the group. 

Just as you were about to offer an 
explanation, she smiled at Clyde and 
kissed him on the cheek. 

And lying there on the ground, 
the canister Clyde had swiped from 
the bank drive-through was twice its 
previous size. It was big enough to 
put your head into. 



The sugar house was situated on 
high ground where all the choc

olate in the world hardened into 
place. The chocolate made a base for 
the house, with underlying strength 
both for a ground floor and a cellar, 
as well as a second floor and garret. 
The sugar family lived there, a king , 
a queen , and two pawns, sons as 
they called them, even though each 
thought, perhaps, he was someone 
else. One thought he was a bishop, 
and the other dreamed he might be 
a knight. 

Now in the afternoon, the bright 
crystals of this sturdy sugar house 
gleamed, and everyone was happy. 
The sons had been raised very careful
ly, on the best of ideals, each of them 
little more than sugar, their parents 
thought, stirred in whole milk . 

On the other hand, below this pla
teau, beneath the clear radiance of 
the sun, in such full view, was a rain 
forest that only tempted those who 
imagined it, a place of lucid scents 
and crawling vegetation, mired in 
wetted , day-like earth. 

Perfection is never very easy when 
you are young. Young men are in
variably tempted by what they see. 
The two sons one day spoke to their 
mother, the queen of the realm. 
The older of the two, the would-be 
knight, said to her, "We get tired of 
sugar all the time. We need an ad
venture. Will you talk to Father, and 
convince him to let us go?" 

The Sugar House 
Craig Curtis 

Hearing this-protected, as they 
all were, from the enticement of the 
other world below these many pin
nacles of sunlit sucrose-the queen 
herself was tempted by the thought, 
which circled her mind like a but
terfly. She decided she would go to 
the king. In this way, the young men 
might be satisfied in their lust for ad
venture. Everything was subject to 
the king's approval. 

At this moment, of course, the 
king stood on his own chocolate par
apet, overlooking the extent of his 
confections, ignorant of what had 
been said between the queen and 
their sons. Indeed, he reflected solely 
on the beautiful state of things good 
fortune had brought him, yes, in 
spite of his own handful of guileful 
and wicked dreams. 

The queen, her sons in tow, sur
prised him. She was forthright, un
hesitating. "Why, I ask you, Lord, 
shouldn't those below us, far below, 
in the forest, share in our prosperity, 
and no longer bask in darkness?" 

"Indeed," the king answered. 
"Indeed," the queen said. "Why 

don't we send these two, our sons, 
down, to convert those less fortu
nate, less able? Could they not, then, 
redeem , yes, and enlighten them, all 
those cast in shade? Such a task will 
make our sons strong in virtue . All 
the world will be one cake." 

The king thought about this a 
moment . He paced the parapet. 
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"Ignorance is not natural," he said. 
After a moment-because his sons 
now waited impatiently on his deci
sion, which would be irrevocable
he added, "Why shouldn't those 
below us, in so many ways, have their 
own sugar houses, and live as we, as 
a testimony of our grace and under
standing?" 

"You're absolutely correct," the 
queen said. "One must never be 
afraid of change." 

They resolved, the king and queen, 
then, on the spot, yes, to send them, 
these sons, down to the forest below. 
Neither of them, as a matter of truth, 
had seen it. Armor was prepared for 
the knight, and a robe, miter, and 
crosier for the bishop, and they set 
off together. 

However, approaching the gate, 
made of so much fudge, the knight 
and the bishop conferred togeth
er, unaware their father the king 
was following behind. The bishop 
said, "Are we not individuals? It is 
one thing to desire something. It is 
another to be commanded . If I am 
forced to go in this manner, I'll just 
move about there, aimless, for a time, 
and come back. I won't take any con
fessions. I'll refuse, even though I 
am a bishop." To show his disgust at 
this thought, the bishop pounded the 
chocolate at his feet with his crosier, 
snapping the fragile candy cane stalk. 

The knight agreed with him. ''Any
thing that far below can't be more 
than an insect. If we pour chocolate 
over them, they'll never be more than 
chocolate covered insects." 
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With this, the knight mounted 
his steed of Dark Dutch, and the 
two-knight and bishop-took the 
path that led straight down. But the 
knight's steed quickly stumbled and 
the bishop lost his footing, probing 
with a damaged crosier. 

Seeing their reluctance, the king 
was angry. "If you do not descend, 
as I have commanded," he said, "if 
you fail to convert, instruct, and oth
erwise improve what you find in the 
forest, I'll dip your necks and heads 
in whipped cream, I'll steep your 
hands in molasses. Go . Do not come 
back until you have done what I say." 

So they went, hiding their irrita
tion, rather than invoke their father's 
wrath. And, by and large, they had to 
believe-alone, only these two, now 
as they descended-the trip was un
eventful. Nothing came in their way, 
either to waylay or frighten them. 
Their path was open, settled, and se
rene. 

However, farther along, after a 
day, perhaps an hour, it was diffi
cult to tell which, moving steadily 
toward what they knew was swamp, 
the forest all about them greened. A 
rotting smell edged its way toward 
them. Their own shadows, trailing 
them, evoked sodden, slick growth . 
They heard howls, beating wings, 
and found themselves-after a time, 
yes-working their way through spi
der webs, nothing else, silk squares, 
geometric, indelibly neat. They 
avoided the lattices of branches, side
stepped stones which resembled their 
own faces, not a trace of sugar near 



them, anywhere in sight, and their 
own formal expressions, it seemed to 
them , mired in reflection, such sun
less, cancelled pools, roots, tangles, 
half sunken things. 

"Not one of these creatures, possi
bly only illusions, I say," the knight 
said quickly, "will listen to us . Our 
father is crazy, even if he is a king . 
If one, yes, one , of these subjects, as 
I call them, refuses a single sugges
tion of mine , I'll skewer, spit them 
all , and we will have a feast, you, I. 
We 're alone now, Brother. No one is 
watching us. No . No one ." 

The bishop, exhausted, hungry al
ready, answered him quickly . "I agree 
with you," he said . "Our attempt to 
improve anything here could prove 
fruitless . But, eat flesh? It is a sin to 
eat flesh. We won't be able to digest 
any of it. And we may be changed 
into something else." 

"Just one taste," the knight said, 
and immediately sent his lance into 
the first crawling thing he saw before 
him-which happened to be a croc
odile. It took only two thrusts of his 
lance . 

"This is too tough," the bishop 
said , already eating. It had only been 
so many minutes, the bod y quickly 
separated into its pieces . The bishop 
winced uncontrollably, biting into 
the hide, which wasn't cooked, but 
raw. The knight's lance was soaked in 
blood. "What wonderful blood," the 
knight said. "It makes me dizzy, to 
see such blood ." 

"Even so, Brother , remember what 
I've told you," the bishop counseled, 
at the moment he had the head of 

the crocodile in his mouth . "We still 

need to talk to them, my brother, my 
friend. Father expects not less than 
this. We can't simply eat them, these 
creatures. We have to address their 
hearts, their minds, transform and 
inspire them, into something else, 
something better, I say. Have you 
forgotten Father 's words? Have you?" 

The knight wouldn't listen to this. 
His face suddenly became different, 
darker. "Have you tried the tongue? 
This really isn't bad , you know. In 
fact, it's lovely." Some of what he said 
was lost in chewing . "Try it, do!" 

But the bishop held back, and saw 
what was happening. The knight 
ate still more of the tongue . Then 
he belched. The bishop said, "You're 
growing darker. Look at you. You 
look like pitch." 

The knight stared . Yes, he snarled . 
"You're making this up, Brother. 
You're making everything up here, I 
say. There's no truth to this ." 

But the bishop wouldn 't let the idea 
go. It was visceral. He only shook his 
head . "I've one word to describe you, 
now, Brother. Thi s is absolute . Mud. 
In fact , you remind me of the forest, 
this swamp . There isn't any differ
ence between . You. The swamp ." 

"You lie," the knight shouted . "You 
can't even see what lies before you, 
a world of repast, of good taste, and 
now I'm stronger , by what I've eaten. I 
know this. I am a man . Nothing else." 

That said, the knight thrust 
his lance quickly, yes, which he'd 
cleaned meticulously, after their feast 
together, into the bishop's belly. Then 
he severed his body from his legs, and 
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the bishop's sugar, alas, spilled to the 
ground, and vermin feasted on it, tan
gling and untangling sugar from dirt, 
crystals from hard, igneous crust. 

The knight looked on his broth
er, as if to deliver another blow. It 
wasn't needed. 

"As a matter of fact, I don't think 
we ever really liked each other. I've 
never liked him. He only quarreled 
with me, and this, then, was a bold, 
decisive stroke. We never were close, 
that I can remember." 

The knight, alone, without a com
panion, determined he would de
scend even further. And, as he moved 
about, descending again, deeper, yes, 
hardly careful in his steps, the col
ors he saw before him intoxicated 
his very vision, having never known 
or imagined what reds are, violets, 
yellows, amber, of such clear magni
tude, all woven, congealed, perhaps 
confused, yes, possibly, with vision 
itself, and he was now, more than he 
had been before, hungry, famished, 
without limits. He said what he felt. 
"This place is without reason. It has 
no reason, anywhere, in what it is, 
and there is no such thing, when it 
comes to this." 

Yet how equally vast it was, all 
the same, and inexplicable. Nothing 
anywhere, in his imagination, at this 
moment, connected to the idea of ap
pearance, or any discernable reality 
of what it is to live, time itself a mis
understanding, a misapprehension, a 
wisp of concern. A turn of earth. 

"I like this," he said to himself. "I 
think I'll go back, home, yes, and I 
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will kill them, both, king and queen. 
I no longer look like them. I hope 
they are there." 

But suddenly, there came a torren
tial rain, and rainbows circled the 
horizon round, yes, and there was 
no path to be seen, or anywhere, as 
he thought, to be found. The knight 
squinted at swamp and sky, and he 
melted. In such an instant. 

The queen, awake now, on her hill
side of sugar, in her chamber, beyond 
the parapet even, over the projected 
view, after her afternoon slumber, 
now did raise herself off her pillow 
and looked, now, at her husband
lover, yes, king, yes, of all this sugar. 
"Our sons are dead," she said. "I have 
a feeling they are no more. I know 
this to be true. They no longer are 
our flesh." 

The king, not surprisingly, very 
much so, said to her, in response, or 
maybe despair, "Is this really true? 
You wouldn't lie to me, now, would 
you?" He studied her face. "This 
is surely, my love, merely a dream 
you've dreamed, just now, perhaps a 
nightmare. Tell me it isn't so." 

Immediately, the king went down, 
to the swamp, yes, and found nothing 
of his two sons, no trace of either one, 
or the other, or so much as pieces. 

"We must mourn them," he said to 
his queen, returning, tired by the ef
fort, by the long, not so long, journey, 
down, up, up, down, sometimes fall
ing to his knees. He was exhausted. 

"What did we mean," he said, 
"sending them out so, like this? We 
didn't waste them, I think. We knew 



what we were doing. Yet I can't re
member, precisely, what it was we 
had in mind." 

The queen had a smile on her face, 
a lovely face, after all. "No mat
ter," she said. "You see, I'm pregnant 
again." 

"You aren't lying, are you?" The 
king was confused. Was this true? 

"Would I lie?" 
The king, busy now, sorted 

through things, penetrating his 
drawers, his pockets, his secret pas
sages, looking for what his com
mand had meant. Yet he could find 
nothing intelligible-either to him, 
or anyone else. 

"What are you doing?" the queen 
asked, uneasy. 

"Well, I'm not sure what I'm do
ing. But why don't you tell me about 
your dream?" 

"How should I know my dream? I 
can't remember." 

"You have to know. Tell me. I de
mand you tell me." 

"First, there was nothing. And 
then there was." 

"Go on. I encourage you." 
"And then there was nothing once 

more." 
"Tell me something I can believe." 
"Don't be ridiculous." 
"And our sons?" 
"I told you what happened to 

them. Why don't you think of some
thing else?" 
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Tue Fourth Corner of the World 
Scott Nadelson 

One winter night in 1883, the 
colony not quite a year old, its 

youngest member-youngest after 
a newborn whose shrieks had kept 
him up for hours-left his cabin 
without a coat and witnessed some
thing he'd never forget . His name 
was Yankel Kolm. He was nine
teen, slight, with a patchy beard and 
pockmarked cheeks, and lungs that 
had given him trouble since infancy . 
Only cold air provided relief, and he 
sucked it in as soon as he stepped into 
the clearing, gasping and coughing, 
hands on knees. A recent snowfall, 
no more than two inches, melted 
around his feet, stuck without socks 
into unlaced boots . From the cabin 
came another shriek, followed by the 
child's mother cooing desperately, 
once more trying and failing to get 
its mouth to latch. 

That sound! If he never heard it 
again, still it would haunt him, he 
thought, until he was in the grave. 
Last night he'd sworn off having 
children, and tonight he swore off 
marriage, too, just to be safe. An
other night of the noise and no sleep, 
and he might castrate himself with 
a rusty saw. Except that even the 
thought of never being able-nev
er even wanting-to make love to a 
woman made him picture doing so 
now, and despite the cold he felt him
self flush. His breath came easier, and 
he stepped away from the cabin he 
shared with the family and two other 
young men, both of whom managed 
to snore through the child's cries. 
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Of the colony's fifty-one adults, 
eight were married and thirty-four 
were single men. That left only nine 
unattached women, all of whom 
Yankel had imagined wrapping arms 
around him, whispering in his ear, 
tickling his neck with excited breath. 
As yet, though, he'd slept alone every 
night he'd been here. Every night, for 
that matter, since he'd last shared a 
bed with his brother Aron, at eight 
years old. 

Aron, whose dream this colony 
was, though he hadn't lived to see it. 
If not for Aron, who'd first dragged 
him to meetings of Am Olam, when 
the whole enterprise sounded like a 
fairy tale, Yankel wouldn't be here 
at all. The thought of those meet
ings still amazed him . Fifteen boys, 
most only a year or two his senior, 
crammed into a room lit by a sin
gle gas lamp, talking heatedly about 
their outrageous vision : Jews leaving 
behind lives as merchants and bank
ers and jewelers, and with them the 
threat of violence that clouded every 
waking moment and thundered into 
their sleep. They'd return to long
forgotten roots, to the pastoral ex
istence of biblical forebears; only 
they'd give up the Bible, too, and 
the God who'd abandoned them to 
slaughter. They'd sail to the wilds 
of America, live as equals, men and 
women, on the fruits of their labor, 
the work of their callused hands . 
They'd finish their days free of fear 
and cravenness. 



To all this, Yankel listened as if be
ing read to from a storybook. 

And yet, here they were, in a place 
called Oregon, a name he'd never 
heard before, boarding the ship that 
brought him to it. His hands, once 
soft, had the calluses Aron once 
spoke of with such dreamy reverence, 
his fingers embedded with dirt. Their 
neighbors, all gentiles, had given 
them no reason to cower, offering 
only advice and supplies, making in
troductions to the bosses of the new 
railroad through the valley, to whom 
they sold timber for ties and bridg
es. The freedom Aron and his friends 
imagined in a bright-eyed fervor 
the night after the Czar's assassina
tion, when mobs roamed the streets 
shouting for blood, was now largely 
theirs. And for Aron, he hoped, a 
freedom less arduous, without the 
rain and cold, the stiff back and 
aching fingers, the stuffy cabin and 
screaming child. 

But Aron would have accepted the 
hardships along with everything else. 
He would have appreciated the mud, 
the late frost that obliterated the first 
season's potato crop when the plants 
were nearly a foot high, the moth
er's anguish at not being able to feed 
her infant. These things were part of 
independence, he would have said, 
of throwing off the shackles of op
pression. Nothing worthwhile came 
without a struggle . Yankel recalled 
these words every time he com
plained, silently, about his new life, 
and each time he answered, Easy for 
you to say. And then he suffered a 
combination of guilt and relief, the 
former for wishing to trade places 

with Aron, the latter for knowing he 
didn't have to do so. 

Only the colony's name would 
have troubled his brother. They were 
supposed to break with the past, for
get their history. How could they 
have called it New Kiev? This was 
what Aron would now never have a 
chance to understand: after months 
of traveling, after seasickness and 
blistered feet, after dozens of conver
sations in which they were berated or 
swindled in a language they couldn't 
speak, they'd developed in equal 
measure a delirious sense of nostalgia 
and a habit of irony. Mostly the name 
was a joke for their own amusement . 

Because of course this place 
couldn't have been any further re
moved from its namesake, from the 
place they'd left behind. No stone 
buildings, no grand avenues, no bus
tling riverfront reeking of coal smoke 
and fish. The only water a spring-fed 
creek that burbled over slick rocks 
and dropped through a steep canyon 
to the river a mile away. The dozen 
cabins were made of logs imperfect
ly stacked, the gaps between them 
stuffed with soil and moss. The woods 
from which they'd taken the logs 
crowded close on three sides, fir and 
spruce and hemlock taller than any
thing they'd seen before-anything, 
that is, until the first day the clouds 
parted to reveal a white-capped peak 
towering over hills that rose and fell, 
without end, to the southern horizon. 
Where the trees had been cleared, the 
fresh snow covered a field that would, 
in just another two months, sparkle 
with new sprouts-carrots, radish
es, peas-reaching up such bright 
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and innocent first leaves in their un
even rows Yankel would break down 
sobbing at the thought of some
thing so small, so fragile, bearing so 
much hope . 

It was into this field he walked now, 
to get a view of open sky. The clouds, 
just a few hundred feet above, had 
thinned to a wispy film, and for the 
first time in weeks, if not months, 
a little moonlight shone through. It 
guided his way far enough from the 
cabin to give him a moment's respite 
from the noise, all he could ask for 
tonight, since it was too cold to stay 
out much longer. He took one more 
breath , stuttering but deep, eyes ad
justed enough to the darkness now 
for him to see the curve of their hill 
dipping down at the edge of the field, 
and the next, wooded so densely it 
looked like the pelt of a sleeping ani
mal, rising up beyond. 

And when he turned back, reluc
tantly, to retrace his steps to the cab
in, to the screaming infant and the 
remainder of his sleepless night, he 
caught movement just past the clear
ing, between the jutting roots of an 
enormous cedar. He was still think
ing of pelts and animals, though the 
word that passed through his mind 
was "beast": something at once more 
menacing and less substantial than 
the creatures he'd come upon so 
far. In a year in these woods he 'd 
encountered fox and badger, plenty 
of raccoons, dozens of deer-none 
of which he'd seen before, most not 
even in books . He glanced around 
for a stick to toss and scare the crea-
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ture away but saw none close at hand, 
all hidden under snow. This was too 
big for a fox, in any case, or a badger 
or raccoon, too bulky for a deer, its 
shape coming more distinct now, a 
solid hairy lump at least five feet long 
and two high , its movements an agi
tated rustling of tightly curled limbs. 
Other colonists had glimpsed bears, 
and one of the gentile neighbors had 
shown them a mounted head with 
huge teeth hung on his wall. The 
previous summer and fall Yankel had 
been on the lookout constantly, ex
pecting at any moment to hear one 
charging out of the underbrush, to 
turn just in time to see similar teeth, 
yellow and slick with saliva, descend
ing toward his throat . 

But now it was only February. No 
bear should have been awake, not for 
another month at least. Still, failing 
to find a stick, he picked up a rock 
instead, twice the size of his fist, 
pointed at one end . Its weight made 
him lean to the side. Or maybe it 
was the knowledge of its power to do 
harm, his own capacity for violence 
in the face of fear. And yet, as he 
approached he knew it wasn't a bear 
at the base of the cedar, or felt that 
he knew , and knew also that it was 
no creature he'd seen or read about 
or heard mentioned in the most out
landish tale. Was this, too, in keep
ing with Aron's dream? To part not 
only with history but with all known 
forms of life, to enter a land so unfa
miliar it would erase any memory of 
the people they'd once been? 

The movements had become fran
tic, the creature writhing on the bed 



of fallen needles, the ground bare and 
dark where the tree's branches kept 
the snow from landing. And now 
that he was within a few meters, he 
could see that it had no limbs, none 
protruding at least, though it seemed 
they were buried just under the sur
face of skin and fur, struggling to free 
themselves. No limbs, just a hairy 
lump and human head. Or heads . 
Yes, three heads , in fact, pale skin 
and black hair bound together in a 
single body. Yankel had read enough 
to remember a three-headed dog 
from the Greeks, though only later 
would he call up the name Cerberus . 
Now he thought only : it has come to 
destroy us all. 

And no sooner had the words 
passed through his mind than from 
one of the heads came a grunt, from 
another a moan, and from the third 
a belch of laughter. The rock, for
gotten, slipped from his fingers and 
landed on his boot, scraping shin on 
the way. The child in his cabin had 
finally quieted, and now there was no 
sound except for his breath and the 
throb of his pulse . The creature, too, 
had stilled, all three heads pressed 
together, forehead to forehead to 
forehead. He continued to think of 
it as a creature, or to call it one in his 
mind , though he knew better now. 
He didn't want to admit to anything 
else, not yet. But his body understood 
and accepted. A mixture of heat and 
nausea, and again he thought of the 
saw slicing between his legs. How 
could he know so little about living? 

What accompanied the Bush of 
desire was a mountain of shame, as 

high as the peak he'd first glimpsed 

last spring, pressing down on his 
shoulders and back. He wanted 
only to hide himself, but to move at 
all would have meant exposure. He 
wished the child would start shriek
ing again, to provide distraction, 
but all remained silent. He could 
do nothing but stand where he was, 
perfectly still, and hope the gauzy 
moonlight wouldn't give him away. 

Soon the heads separated, all three 
laughing now, but softly, titters fol
lowed by a few whispered words Yan
kel couldn't make out. On two, white 
teeth appeared between dark beards. 
On the third, only bare cheeks , a 
clear rounded chin framed by black 
curls tumbling onto pale neck, lips 
bluish with cold . All three togeth
er rose, still bound, or rather bun
dled-not by skin and fur, of course , 
but by a blanket, wrapped around 
the bodies inside. 

Years later, long after the colony 
failed, its members dispersed all 
over the globe-some back to Rus
sia, some to Palestine, others to New 
York, Chicago, Paris, Buenos Aires
Yankel would think of this moment 
as the one in which he entered adult
hood, when the mysteries of life, so 
long hidden, were finally revealed. At 
the time, he thought of those mys
teries only in terms of the body and 
its desires, a subject to which he'd 
already devoted much consideration. 
The fact was, he'd heard the sounds 
of lovemaking before. As a boy, his 
parents through the thin wall sepa
rating his and Aron's bedroom from 
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theirs. More recently, the married 
couple in his cabin, late at night, 
quite often before the child was 
born. Some nights it interrupted his 
sleep, others he kept himself awake, 
waiting-praying-to hear it. He 
caught glimpses of them, too, or at 
least saw their dark silhouette against 
the darker wall behind, the rhythmic 
movement of the husband thrusting 
atop his wife, and once, to his delight 
and unaccountable horror, the wife 
sitting astride the husband, blanket 
wrapped around her shoulders, hair 
bobbing above his nose. 

He'd imagined men and women 
conjoined in every possible config
uration-or thought he had-and 
waited until the couple was asleep to 
make movements of his own, with a 
handkerchief he kept hidden under 
his bedding and which he washed 
whenever it grew too stiff to bend. 
There was nothing he hadn't been 
willing to picture, and no one had 
escaped the reach of his fantasies, 
including the wife in his cabin, even 
hugely pregnant, even desperate to 
nurse her child. 

And yet, his imagination had lim
its after all. This he never could have 
pictured, not given a thousand nights 
alone with his handkerchief in an 
empty cabin, or better yet, with all of 
the colony's women lined up before 
him. Though now, of course, he'd 
picture nothing else. The three bod
ies moved as one into the clearing, 
and emerging from the tree's shadow, 
their faces caught light from the par
tially covered moon. He didn't want 
to see who was under the blanket, 
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particularly not the men-the more 
difficult to imagine himself under 
it-but it was too late to look away. 

Leib Mielnick. Hyman Bloch. 
Aron's two closest friends in Kiev, 
the ones with whom he'd drawn 
up a manifesto rejecting the lives 
their parents and grandparents and 
great-grandparents had led, reject
ing shul and Torah and even God, 
whom they no longer feared if they 
believed in Him at all. What mat
tered instead, they wrote, was the 
collective will of men and women 
to choose their own destiny. Mar
riage, like all other proscriptions, 
was a confinement, at least as defined 
by Jewish law. Love was supposed 
to free one from confinement, they 
continued, to expand possibilities, to 
open one up to all the physical and 
spiritual pleasures the body could 
offer. Yankel remembered blushing 
when Aron read this part, before go
ing on to chastise their parents for 
the meagerness of their constricted 
lives, the pettiness of their business 
concerns, the stifling religious rituals 
that kept them from thinking about 
the condition of their souls. "No 
wonder the gentiles hate us," Aron 
read, with spit gathering at the cor
ners of his mouth, "when we behave 
as they expect us to, dull, weak, and 
cowering, worried only about the 
exchange of money and the passage 
of goods. How can we expect them 
to acknowledge our dignity when 
we don't acknowledge it ourselves?" 

What dignity did he have the eve
ning he was chased through a maze 
of narrow streets near the river, the 



sound of hooves close behind, shout
ed insults, his breath, even with 
healthy lungs, growing short? Leib 
and Hyman were with him then, 
when Aron fell a step behind . They 
didn't look over their shoulders, they 
couldn't, but they heard a thud like 
that of a hammer into a flour sack, 
no cries, no other noise at all. He 
couldn't have suffered, they said, 
couldn't have felt much pain at all, 
but they left it to Yanke! and his 
parents to retrieve the body. They 
wouldn't go back. They were leaving 
as soon as they could book passage. 
There was no joy left in the world, 
said Hyman, the taller of the two 
and the more handsome, and yet here 
he was not two years later, giggling 
clouds of frosty breath, one of his 
bare arms emerging from the blanket 
to ruffle Leib's hair. This, it seemed 
to Yanke!, was joy in abundance . 

But worse than recognizing the 
two men was spying the cheeks, the 
chin, the brow, the curls of Anna Ri
back-or rather, admitting to him
self that those things really belonged 
to her, as a part of him had known 
since the first sound of her laughter, 
or even before, at the sound of her 
moan . Of all the women in the colo
ny, hers were the arms he'd pictured 
around him more than any others. 
She was the closest to him in age, and 
also, he'd always thought, in temper
ament. She'd celebrated her twenti
eth birthday a month before arriving 
last fall, at which point he felt that 
now, finally, his life would blossom 
into something newer and richer and 
more enthralling-as if it weren't 

enough to trudge across the world 

and set stakes in a dark forest haunt
ed by bear. At the time he believed
what arrogance!-that Anna had 
been sent for him alone. Her small 
frame and wide black eyes, the smile 
that turned down at the corners, sug
gesting a sadness they shared : these 
things, forged in his dreams, came to 
life the day she appeared in the clear
ing, hair pinned under a hat knocked 
askew in the wind . 

But she hadn't come from his 
dreams, unless his dreams came 
from Odessa, by way of New York 
and then Portland . She was among 
the second wave of colonists who'd 
made the final leg of the journey by 
cart and whom Yanke! watched with 
amused skepticism those first rainy 
weeks, waiting for each to break 
down in tears and cry out for home, 
to curse this new life of mud and 
strain and paltry meals, feeling both 
gleeful and guilty when each did 
in turn . If you think this is trying, 
he'd say silently, and then imagine 
recounting his early days of confu
sion and misery. These newcomers 
couldn't have guessed what it was 
like to trudge all the way on foot, 
sleeping in the open, drinking from 
frigid streams, once feasting on a 
rabbit maimed by a hawk and left to 

die, whose foot Yanke! had kept as a 
charm and then abandoned when its 
remaining flesh festered and stank. 
They didn't see the hillside when it 
was pristine , wooded from river to 
peak, except for a half-acre spongy 
meadow filled with flowers none 
of them could name, the remain-

93 



der of which would bloom between 
the cabins come spring, only to be 
quickly trampled. They didn't cut 
down the first trees, which fell not 
with the whispery hush of needles 
and crackle of branches he'd expect
ed but an astonished groan, followed 
by a ferocious, teeth-rattling crash, 
the ground rippling beneath his feet. 
They didn't build the cabins or pull 
stumps from the field or plant the 
beets and onions upon which they 
were now living, along with dried elk 
meat donated by their generous gen
tile neighbors, the nearest of whom 
lived four miles away. Their difficul
ties, he told himsel£ would never 
match his. 

Of them all, only Anna didn't cry. 
The rain, the mud, the food, none of 
it bothered her. She worked along
side the men, sometimes pulling at 
one end of a crosscut saw, sometimes 
hitching logs to their single skinny 
mule, but after an hour or two she'd 
disappear, only to return half a day 
later with a basket full of mush
rooms, whistling to hersel£ though 
she had no idea whether or not the 
mushrooms were safe to eat. Or else 
she'd come back with hair loose and 
dripping and describe a lake she'd 
discovered three miles up the ridge, 
with water so clear you could see the 
bottom a hundred feet down. She was 
among those who claimed to have 
seen a bear, but unlike the others, 
who told tales of shouting or beating 
chests to frighten it off, she followed 
at a distance, watching it scrape bark 
from the trunk of a hemlock and nib
ble the bugs inside. She'd never seen 
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anything so beautiful, she said. 
Others might have accused her 

of laziness if not for the foggy, 
grief-stricken expression she wore 
most days, which suggested horrible 
burdens, a past she had to forget at 
all costs. Everyone agreed that some
thing in her had been broken, that 
she had to be handled gently, and 
Yanke! decided he was the only one 
to help her, though as yet he had no 
idea how. He'd spoken no more than 
a few words to her at a time, and not 
one had conveyed his delight in her 
presence, his insatiable need. He'd 
seen other men talking to her, joking 
with her, but distracted by the agony 
of unfulfilled intentions, he hadn't 
yet thought to be jealous. The few 
times he'd heard her laugh among 
the others, he'd reproached himself 
for all his secret complaints, for his 
ungenerous feelings toward Aron, 
whom he blamed for exiling him to 
this wilderness. What more could he 
ask for than the freedom to live? 

Now he thought, without quite 
understanding the question, Is any
thing crueler than freedom? Beneath 
the edge of the blanket, three pairs 
of feet were visible, two in boots, 
one bare, and when they reached the 
snow, Anna gave a little yelp and lift
ed onto her toes. Only then did he 
realize how cold he was, that he'd 
been hugging himself and shivering. 
Remaining still any longer seemed a 
torture . He wanted to bounce from 
foot to foot, lift his knees, clap hands 
over his head, anything to warm 
himself. He realized, too, that he'd 
forgotten to breathe, and when he 



did so now, the icy air struck his 
lungs a blow. The pain made him 
wince. He felt a cough rising and did 
everything he could to keep it down, 
but that only made the pain worse. 
He let it out as softly as he could, 
hoping the breeze would cover it. But 
all three heads turned at once. 

Leib, short and round-faced, 
Aron's dearest childhood compan
ion, squinted in his direction . After 
a moment, recognition turned his 
expression first sour with shame, 
then part sheepish, part indignant. 
Yanke! found himself wanting to 

apologize, as if he'd set out to watch 
them in their-what could he call it? 
transgression?-for his own enjoy
ment. Hyman's expression, by con
trast, hardly changed at all. His wry 
smile stretched, brow tipped, one eye 
winked . Instead of releasing Yanke! 
from his guilt, this only deepened it, 
along with his sense of having tres
passed where he not only didn't be
long but could never leave. 

Only Anna's face betrayed no 
judgment, not of Yanke!, not of 
herself. Nothing but the searching 
eyes, the mournful mouth, the white 
cheeks he'd imagined stroking, front 
to back, with the knuckles of his left 
hand-the less callused of the two, 
the one that didn't ache constantly 
from gripping the handle of his saw. 
And because the sight of him sparked 
neither surprise, nor distress, nor
what he feared most- pity, he kept 
his eyes on her for as long as she held 
his gaze. She watched him with cu
riosity, the way a doe caught eating 
sprouts in a field might, but without 

a doe's coiled fear, ready to spring 

away. After a moment she made the 
slightest motion with her chin, a 
tucking in that might have been in
vitation or might simply have been a 
reflex triggered by the cold. 

That motion broke his trance. 
He glanced down at the snow and 
back up. And then the blanket was 
moving again, the three pairs of feet 
below, the three heads of black hair 
above. When it reached the near
est cabin, looking once more like 
the pelt of an animal, hunched and 
hungry, one side flung away, and 
out danced Anna, still on her toes, 
a bundle of clothing tucked under 
one arm, twirling three times in the 
moonlight, which had now broken 
through the film of cloud and lit 
up the clearing as brightly, Yanke! 
thought, as any daylight he'd seen 
in months. The white of Anna 's skin, 
the dark of her hair, repeated below 
her waist, flashing once, then again, 
and again, and he was coughing once 
more, doing everything he could to 
keep his eyes on her while his head 
bucked forward, the sight so aston
ishing that he knew he would carry 
it into the ground or into the next 
world should there be one. And yet a 
sight so ordinary he couldn't under
stand why it had taken nineteen years 
to see it, nineteen years, four months, 
twelve days, though in the moment 
before she disappeared behind the 
cabin door, he was quite certain he'd 
never see it again. 

Alone, Leib and Hyman appeared 
confused, as if they 'd been released 
from a spell, awakening to find 
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themselves wrapped together in a 
blanket, while Yankel, coughing, 
watched from several meters away. 
They tried to separate, but neither 
wanted to step into the cold air and 
reveal himself as Anna had, so they 
walked the rest of the way to their 
cabin with the blanket stretched 
between them, hooked over shoul
ders, flapping around ankles. Yankel 
waited until they'd gone inside to 
bolt across the clearing. His whole 
body was shaking now, and he didn 't 
think he'd ever get warm again . He 
was careful to close the door behind 
him as softly as he could, but even 
under his blanket, clothes still on, 
he couldn't keep his teeth from chat
tering . And it was only a matter of 
moments before they woke the child, 
who screamed her screams of terror , 
of suffering, of impossible hunger, of 
resistance to the joyless brutal world . 
Until dawn he found himself cursing 
Aron for his dreams, for his silent 
death, for keeping whatever knowl
edge he had of that which followed 
living all to himself. 

He'd recall this night often through 
the remainder of his life, most of it 
spent in Portland, where he'd open 
a hardware store that would thrive 
moderately for many years until it 
passed to his oldest son who 'd quick
ly run it into bankruptcy. Certainly 
it would be in his mind the night he 
married, five years later , when all his 
fantasies dissolved in the awkward 
meeting of flesh, his wife's cry of 
pain in his ear, the words of aston
ishment and affection she whispered 
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afterward . It was no less present 
when she died in childbirth three 
years after, bringing their daughter 
into the world, a girl she wanted to 
name Anna after her grandmother 
though Yankel refused without giv
ing reason . He'd think of it again 
when he took his second wife to bed 
little more than a year later, and once 
more when the daughter whose name 
wasn't Anna contracted smallpox at 
ten years old, her face obscured by 
dimpled pustules, her cries through 
the door of her quarantined room 
first plaintive and then excoriating . 
It would be among his last thoughts 
when, at fifty-four, riding the train 
to visit his younger son in Seattle, he 
caught the Spanish flu and lost con
sciousness in a gymnasium filled with 
hospital beds and moaning strangers, 
the troubled lungs that had held out 
all those years finally giving in. 

He'd come to associate the memo
ry with more than just sex; or else sex 
itself was something he'd come to as
sociate with other, less tangible spec
ulation. The shift began the very next 
morning, when he looked for signs of 
satisfaction on the faces of Leib and 
Hyman as they worked either end of 
a saw, or pride in their deed, or anger 
when they noticed him nearby . But 
after a quick glance they paid him 
no attention, focusing instead on the 
movement of the blade through its 
channel, the spit of sawdust on either 
side of a colossal trunk. Yankel want
ed to believe they'd be forever altered 
by what they'd done, but instead 
they appeared glum and unmoved. 
All their talk of sexual freedom, and 



they were left with nothing but this 
sullen reverie, as the clouds closed 
over them again, rain soon follow
ing, the thin layer of snow growing 
pocked and then translucent before 
melting away. 

And Anna? She drifted through 
the clearing with the usual look of 
aggrieved sleepwalking, her dress 
and boots seeming altogether the 
wrong shape for the body under
neath-at least the one Yanke! re
membered, that continued to twirl 
whenever he closed his eyes. For an 
hour she worked beside him, the two 
of them trimming small branches off 
fallen timber, and she gave no sign 
that she recalled him standing at 
the edge of the field gawking at her 
the night before . She hummed bits 
of a tune Yanke! almost recognized, 
asked him to pull one end of a limb 
that was giving her trouble, polite
ly declined his offer to lend his hat 
when the rain came steadier. Finally, 
when he could no longer hold back, 
he said, "Last night. I couldn't sleep, 
and I came outside .... I-I thought 
I saw a bear." 

She took him in differently then, 
but not with the acknowledgment 
he expected, the amusement, or the 
interest he might have hoped for. In
stead there was concern in the tilt of 
her head, curls falling across one eye, 
hatchet blade held close to her chest. 
It was a look of sympathy that made 
his eyes itch. "I hope you weren't 
frightened," she said . 

He glanced away then to hide his 
face, toward the south, but where 
their hill curved down only clouds 

were visible, clogging the canyon be

low, obscuring everything beyond. 
'Tm sorry," Anna said, though 

he hadn't answered. 'Tm often 
frightened, too." 

When he turned back, she was 
moving away. She'd left her hatch
et balanced across two stubbed 
branches . The fog soon enveloped 
her. Yanke!, in bafflement, wept into 
his sleeve. 

The neighbors visited two weeks lat
er. There were ten of them, all men 
in overalls and hats whose rims no 
longer held their shape, and they'd 
brought a buck they'd shot and quar
tered, along with jugs of last year's 
plum wine. The colonists built a fire 
in the middle of the clearing and 
brought logs to sit on. With much 
difficulty they made conversation 
with their guests, and after everyone 
had finished a first glass of wine, two 
men from Lvov brought out fiddles 
carried all the way across the world. 
Others danced while the neighbors 
watched . This wasn't the first celebra
tion they'd had together, but it was 
the first during which Yanke! drank 
enough to make his head wobbly on 
his neck. He found himself propped 
against a tree, grinning for no reason, 
sometimes tilting to the side and then 
catching himself, giggling, and pull
ing upright . The air had never been 
so soothing in his lungs, he thought, 
and he couldn't remember when he'd 
last wheezed or coughed. 

The faces around him were blurred 
enough that he saw them all as equal
ly giddy and optimistic, believing, if 
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only for this one night, that the colo
ny would succeed, that life would get 
easier, that their freedom was worth 
all their struggle. The young mother 
was here, her infant awake and quiet 
in her arms. For the past three nights 
she'd woken only at regular intervals, 
and her shrieks were short-lived, her 
lips finally finding her mother's nip
ple and making a seal. The mother, 
still exhausted, was at least calm 
now, rocking gently, whispering to 
the child and sometimes kissing its 
nose. For two weeks now, Yankel 
hadn't pictured her free of clothing , 
and even with plum wine warming 
his belly and, he felt, steaming his 
mind, he didn't picture it now. What 
he'd seen had shut him off from the 
idea of her body. And from the body 
of every other woman in the colony. 
They were no longer mysterious, no 
longer alluring, no longer fodder for 
his lewd imagination. 

Every body, that is, except for 
Anna's. His thoughts had crystallized 
around the image of her springing out 
of the blanket, spinning in the snow, 
and no other, he thought, would ever 
replace it. He didn't expect her to 
invite him under a blanket, with or 
without other men. He didn't think, 
I must have her. He thought only, I 
am beholden, as she danced before 
the sputtering fire, sparks popping 
and twisting on either side of her 
waist, dark curls tinted orange by the 
flames, skin more flushed than on 
the night he'd seen her with Leib and 
Hyman . She danced with Hyman 
now, laughing at something he said, 
or some gesture he'd made, and only 
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then did Yankel realize he was stand
ing against the same cedar beneath 
which the three of them had lain. 
Here were the needles that cushioned 
the blanket, the soft spot where their 
bodies moved against each other. 
And only now did Yankel wonder if 
they'd all moved at the same time, 
if it were possible for both Leib and 
Hyman to be inside her at once-so 
little did he know then about the fe
male body-or if they'd taken turns. 
And if they had, who'd gone first? 
How had they decided? 

They hadn't decided tonight, that 
much was clear. While Hyman and 
Anna danced, Leib stood close by, 
arms crossed, scowling. When Anna 
laughed a second time, he took a step 
closer, so that Hyman had to arch 
his back to keep from bumping him. 
And then, as if to bring them togeth
er, the fiddlers started a troika. The 
clearing filled with trios imitating 
prancing horses pulling a carriage 
of the type none were ever likely to 
ride in again. Anna reached for Leib, 
and the three of them danced with 
hands linked. Except Leib didn't 
know the troika, and after a few steps 
his legs crossed, and he sat heavily in 
the mud. 

This time it was Hyman who 
laughed, while Anna kept moving 
to the sound of the fiddle . She might 
not have noticed Leib's face going red 
with humiliation and insult, or the 
faces of the gentile neighbors grow
ing strangely gleeful as Leib scram
bled to his feet and gave Hyman a 
shove that nearly toppled him into 
the fire. It seemed that they'd been 



wamng for exactly this, for these 
exotic newcomers to reveal their 
primitive ways, their inferiority and 
animal urges, no better than dogs. 
Yanke! noticed for the first time-or 
rather, took note of what he' cl seen all 
evening-that several of the men in 
overalls and drooping hats still wore 
rifles slung over their shoulders, the 
same rifles with which they' cl killed 
the buck. And if they' cl witnessed 
what Yanke! had seen under the ce
dar? Would they have hesitated to use 
them on these odd men and women 
in filthy suits and dresses meant for 
strolling along the Dnieper, with 
hardly an English sentence between 
them, who flaunted their indecency, 
their lack of morals and self-respect? 
Worse than dogs. 

They weren't safe, Yanke! thought, 
they weren't free, no matter that 
they' cl given up God and Torah, no 
matter that they' cl forsaken the lives 
of their parents for this absurd one 
among towering trees. Only Anna 
seemed to realize this, dancing alone 
as Hyman and Leib swung fists be
side the fire, a few other colonists 
trying to drag them away, a spark 
landing in Leib's hair, another singe
ing Hyman's lapel. She was beyond 
any illusions: that was the source of 
her sadness but also the inspiration 
for her misty wanderings, her naked 
twirling through the snow. She' cl 
suffered and knew she would go on 
suffering, and yet for now she would 
also go on living-though why this 
meant lying with two men under a 
blanket on a freezing Oregon night 
Yanke! still didn't quite understand. 

Now those two men were wres

tling in the mud, gentile neighbors 
leering while she danced. And per
haps two other men had chased her 
through the streets of Odessa the 
night of Alexander II's death, one 
short and round with no neck, the 
other tall and finely cut, cornering 
her in a windowless alley, the first 
holding her down while the second 
loosened his trousers. She' cl run for 
hours by then, Yanke! imagined, and 
had strength only to clench teeth as 
the tall one pushed a pistol under her 
chin, the short one prying apart her 
legs. When they switched places, she 
dug fingers into the mortar between 
cobblestones, bracing herself, believ
ing this would go on all night, every 
night, that she' cl never spend another 
moment without the angry pumping 
between her thighs, the cold metal 
on her jaw. But then the short one, 
jealous because the other was taking 
too long, smacked his compatriot on 
the ear with the butt of his pistol. The 
tall one in turn charged and knocked 
him to the ground. They rolled on the 
stones, forgetting Anna, who pulled 
her dress down and stood despite 
the pain and ran and ran until she' cl 
crossed the ocean and traversed a vast 
foreign continent and arrived in these 
woods, and Yanke! was running, too, 
through the clearing, around the fire, 
jumping over Leib and Hyman. He 
threw his arms around her, held her 
close, and in her ear whispered, "I 
also want to dance." 

He didn't know who pulled him 
off, who shoved him to the dirt. It 
might have been Leib or Hyman, 
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or one of the other colonists, or one 
of the neighbors with rifle unslung. 
He saw Anna's face above him for a 
moment, the wild curls blurred, and 
then she was gone. His drunken vi
sion filled with dark beards split by 
yellow teeth. Rough hands pinned 
his arms, a foot or knee bumped 
against his jaw, and yet he didn't try 
to fight back, didn't imagine grab
bing a stick or rock and flailing at 
the faces around him. Fear, too, had 
its limits, and he found himself able 
to give it up as easily as he had his 
balance. There were shouts, and the 
sound of the infant shrieking, and he 
wanted to assure the mother that the 
child wouldn't die. But if it did, what 
else could she do but sit astride her 
husband and move her hips and keep 
breathing the moist rank air? 

He was coughing now, and people 
were carrying him, and by the time 
they'd reach the bed, he'd already 
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have slipped into a tumbling, dizzy 
sleep. But before his mind went dark 
the image of Anna on the cobble
stones gave way to Aron, face down, 
blood pooled from the crown of his 
head to his waist, dried along the 
edges, filming over in the middle, the 
back of his skull dented and cracked 
by the blow that fell from behind as 
he ran. Beside him, Yankel sat on the 
ground, knees clasped to chest. He 
had no intention of moving. He'd 
stay until the men who'd done this 
returned. He wanted the same blow, 
in the same spot. He wanted to feel as 
much or as little as Aron had. 

But then his father tugged his col
lar until he stood, and his mother, 
face wet as if she'd dipped it into a 
basin full of water, directed him to
ward Aron's feet. "Lift," she said, and 
together the three of them carried his 
brother home . 



Prologue* 
Katrina Vandenberg 

It is Miss Carl, Anna's neighbor, who is a music teacher and a master 
gardener, who first takes Anna to the plant conservatory. The conservatory is 
wondrous to Anna, the world under glass. There, it is always summer. No: it 
is a place so warm you'd never think to call it by the name of a season . 
Seasons end. Inside the glass palace are ferns and palms, a whole rain forest, 
oranges, no end and no beginning. The conservatory is like Anna's snow 
globe, her dollhouse, the 68 miniature rooms she once saw at the Art 
Institute of Chicago, painstakingly scaled at one inch to one foot. The 
conservatory is the Faberge egg her mother once showed her in a fancy store. 
It is a world, yet it feels as if she could hold it in her hand . 

*Excerpt from Conservatory 
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The Scafetta* 
Katrina Vandenberg 

In a plant conservatory, all the windows count, and they let in every 
finger of light . In a music conservatory-the first kind, like the one in the 
Republic of Venice, hundreds of years ago-only one window counted, the 
scefetta, which was small and let infant girls in and nothing out . The girls 
could pass from a strangers' hands to the nuns', and neither would see the 
other's face. 

The glass-paned conservatory grew oranges and lemons in winter 
first, then plants from everywhere; the other kind of conservatory grew 
music, and children to make it. They learned to play flutes and viols, and 
trained their voices to sound like bells . 

(Then the conservatory that no longer exists, which was underground 
and windowless and grew nothing . It housed snow and ice to chill wine and 
meat in the summer. I imagine it as holding a perpetually-fresh falling of 
snow-as in, when God demands of Job, Hast thou entered into the treasures 
of the snow? A rich enough person could answer Yes-a crystalline room, 
pulverized diamonds, no two alike-though really the room was full of 
straw and dirty blocks of ice that had been cut and hauled from a nearby 
river, and the laborers had to be fed large quantities of beer to bribe them to 
finish the job.) 

Outside the music conservatory, by the scafetta, was a bell, so that 
you could come in the middle of the night and set down the child in the 
window and disappear into the darkness once you had rung the bell. And the 
bell would be the sound that divided the girls' lives into before and after, 
unknown and known, though the memory lived so deep they barely divined 
it there . Only when the girls were led through the streets of Venice , wearing 
their red robes and singing, and they looked down into the canals and saw 
themselves multiplied, and an oar dipped, breaking their reflection as the 
water rippled out and out-but memory is not really like that . 

Ferns were the first plants to be able to live on land . When the first 
ferns to live on land looked back into the pools from where they came, they 
saw no trees or flowers reflecting back, only themselves . Their song went
unceasing , like a round-Feet on land sure-footed feet dry land on feet surely we 
inherit. 

*Excerpt from Conservatory 
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Miss Carl: The Century Plant* 
Katrina Vandenberg 

The March after the hailstorm nearly destroyed the conservatory, one 
of its plants, a desert agave, began to send upward a single stalk. It looked 
like a spear of asparagus, and grew several inches every day. Eventually part 
of the brand-new conservatory roof had to be removed for it, and a new 
enclosure built around it, to protect it from the chilly Minnesota spring. The 
agave was illuminated by floodlights at night. On a clear night, you could see 
it from our second-story window. 

Then the stalk began to send out chartreuse-colored flowers, 
yellowish, greenish, masses of them, each in bloom for a single day. One 
radio station held a contest for the child who could correctly guess the 
number of flowers the plant would have on the first of July. I entered, but a 
young boy got it exactly right, seven hundred thirty-two. I have never had 
talent for guessing. After a few weeks, the stalk stopped blooming. The plant 
died. Surely it created a replacement plant or two, but I don't know what 
became of them . 

Desert agaves are called century plants, as if they only bloom once in 
a hundred years. It's really only a decade or two before they bloom, but I, 
too, want the plant to be more than it is. I want it to push through the roof 
I want its climb to be a singer's voice rising to a crescendo. I want the child 
to be my replacement plant of sorts. But isn't the plant rare enough? Isn't my 
life, as it is, enough? A desert plant bloomed, once in its lifetime, in 
Minnesota, just before Easter. It forced workers to remove the roof that they 
had recently replaced. The shoot offered blooms in the thousands to a big 
northern sky every night, for pollination by desert bats and moths that do 
not live here. It opened; it waited. 

*Excerpt from Conservatory 
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What's Going On, What's Coming Off 
Jonathan Baumbach 

My wife insists that I am never at 
a loss for something to write . 

It is how I sustain my idleness. Her 
belief in my productivity is almost as 
good as my actually being produc
tive. It would be even better if she 
would on occasion write something 
under my name to give this myth a 
public presence. It might even serve 
ifI wrote something under her name 
trying to imagine something I might 
have written. I ask her what she 
thinks I'm working on and she gives 
me this "Don't you know?" look. 

I'm not the one who tells everyone 
how productive I am, I say. You're the 
expert on my alleged productivity. 

I believe, she says, that you are 
writing a novel about a man who 
is unfaithful to those closest to 
him. A man who has a reputa
tion in the public world as being 
thoroughly honorable. 

How does he get away with 
such duplicity? 

It is his chronic ingenuousness 
that promotes the illusion, she says. 
He has no idea that he is being 
duplicitous, she says. He is unre
lentingly sincere, though temper
amentally variable. He also has a 
conveniently short memory . In fact, 
he has no long-term memory at all. 
Consequently, his life is being con
tinuously renewed . He lives each 
day as if it were the beginning of the 
world. So he can say one thing one 
day and the complete opposite the 
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next without ever knowing that he is 
contradicting himself . 

We'll call this man Henry, I say. 
That's not his name, she says. 
How can you be so sure? We're 

talking about an imaginary charac
ter, aren't we? 

He was only imaginary until I 
imagined this faithless fellow for 
you, she says. Once imagined, he is 
putatively real. You have to accept 
him as real. Otherwise he is less than 
nothing. 

How can he be less than nothing? 
That's the nature of hyperbole, 

she says. 
Then what's his name? 
Isn't it enough that I know it's 

not Henry? We're dealing with an 
unfaithful man who is not named 
Henry. 

What if we call him Peter? I ask . 
Call him anything you like but his 

name isn't Peter. 
If his name isn't Henry and it isn't 

Peter, what do we call him? 
We don't know him well enough at 

this point to call him anything. 
I'd like to give him a name. It 

would make him easier to refer to. 
How about Fred? 

Certainly not Fred. Almost any
thing but Fred. 

Well, give him a name . I want to 
know who we're referring to . 

She thinks about it, her chin rest
ing on her palm. We might call him 



Jimbo, she says, but that's not his real 
name either. 

No character of mine has ever been 
called Jimbo. 

That's only because you haven't 
written about him yet. His friends 
and enemies call him Jimbo. 

Would his given name then be James? 
I don't think so, but I won't swear 

against it. For our purposes he's 
named Jimbo. 

For your purposes, not mine. I 
don't know any Jimbos and my imag
ination doesn't know any either. 

Helping you compose your novel 
is a thankless chore. I regret having 
gotten involved. Call him whatever 
you like. 

I apologize for being difficult 
and relent on my objection to the 
name Jimbo. 

All we know about Jimbo at this 
point is that he's unfaithful and 
ingenuous. What are some of his 
other qualities? 

Well, he's a good friend until he 
breaches the relationship with infi
delity. He tends to be well-liked until 
he is well-hated . 

Why does Jimbo need to be un
faithful? Is he only unfaithful to 
women or is he unfaithful in all 
his relationships? 

The question seems to mystify her. 
Well, all, she says, but mostly or most 
importantly with women. The why 
question is harder to navigate. Why 
does anyone do anything? Jimbo is 
someone who constantly reappraises 
and readjusts his needs. The wom
an he loved yesterday won't do it 

for him today. And tomorrow is an 
open book. 

And that's because he has a 
short memory? 

That's what he'd like us to believe. 
I suspect the cause of his behavior 
or misbehavior is more complicated 
than that. 

This Jimbo is really a devious fel
low, isn't he? 

He's never fooled me. Oh, may
be once or twice. I'd say he was on 
a power trip, but in fact he almost 
never feels empowered. If he's not 
doing something new, he feels mired 
in the past. 

There's a novel there somewhere. 
Isn't that what I've been telling you? 
If I'm going to write a novel 

about Jimbo, I'm going to have to 
change the name. Infidelity itself 
is old hat unless one decorates it 
with new feathers. I could call the 
book, An Unfaithful Man or per
haps The Unfaithful Man, which 
particularizes the character to a great
er extent. I suppose I could write the 
story or novel without naming the 
character, merely referring to him as 
He. That's been done before too. I'd 
be more comfortable starting out if 
my unfaithful character had a name . 
Maybe something like Conrad or 
Scott or Leo. Well, what about Leo, 
a familiarizing of the name Leonard. 

We're beginning to get somewhere. 
We have a subject and a character 
named Leo, sometimes called Lenny, 
also known as Leonardo. 

Leo has three women friends, only 
two of which he can remember at the 
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same time . If he has two, he is not 
so much being unfaithful to one as 
a man well-prepared for a rainy day. 
With three it not so much rains as 
it pours. So his limited memory is 
something of a blessing disguised 
as a handicap. And it is not as if he 
travels back and forth from one to 

the other. He spends a few months 
with each woman before moving on 
to another. So he is something of a 
short-term serial monogamist. When 
he is not near the woman he loves
to paraphrase the song-he loves the 
woman he's near. Perhaps love is the 
wrong word here. He tends to like to 

excess the woman he's near and these 
feelings are usually reciprocated un
less or until the inamorata discovers 
that there is more than one of her. At 
that point all hell breaks loose and 
Leo has to move on if only for his 
immediate health. 

The day Leo wakes up to discov
er that there are two other women 
waiting in the wings for him, he 
knows he's in trouble. Fortunately 
for Leo, that hasn't happened yet. 
In any event, each of the women 
has an inkling that there is someone 
else without any hard and fast proo£ 
Christine sometimes asks him where 
he goes the month or two he is not 
attending to her . Leo seems surprised 
by the question and usually offers a 
shrug as his answer. In his mind he is 
always with Christine, except when 
memory swallows her name. And 
then he is likely to be with Lois and 
sometimes with Poppy. He has a cal
endar to keep track of his schedule, 
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but he doesn't always know where 
said calendar is. 

Sometimes Lois or Poppy calls, 
wanting to know what's going on. 
Christine never calls. Christine be
lieves that all men are unreliable so 
why bother to check up on Leo . She 
takes or rejects his attentions as they 
announce themselves. Her questions 
are of a practical nature. 

Christine is the opposite of a ro
mantic, whatever that might be. 

Lois is not above nagging him at 
times. Who are you with when you're 
not with me? she asks. 

I also have to eat and sleep, shit 
and shave, he says. I have a life to live, 
so to speak. 

And when you're with me, you're 
not living that life? Is that what 
you're telling me? 

That's not what I mean and you 
know it. 

So where do you live your life 
when you're not with me? 

Leo doesn't like to lie but he also 
likes to avoid trouble. So he says, I 
never claimed that you were the only 
one in my life. I only said that you 
were important to me and you are. 
You'll notice I don 't ask you where 
you are when you're not with me. 

That's because you don't have to 
ask, she says. I'm always here when 

you return. 
If his memory was better, he might 

have denied her claim. He couldn't 
remember her not being home when 
he returned, but he also couldn't 
remember being away. And having 
to return. 



What he thought he would do was 
go away again so he would know and 
therefore remember what it was to be 
away. I'm leaving, he said, but I'll be 
right back. 

If you leave, she said, there's no 
point in coming back. 

If you don't want me, I'll find a 
woman who does . 

I want you enough not to see you 
go on a fool's errand. 

He swallowed her remark like 
medicine he didn't know he needed, 
let alone wanted. He was free to go 
wherever he wanted. He opened the 
front door hesitantl y and looked back 
over his shoulder. She was exactly 
where he left her and seemed to be 
watching him with narrowed eyes. 

Goodbye, she said. 
Goodbye? I'm just going outside 

to refresh my memory and then I'm 
coming right back. Close your eyes 
and count to ten and you won 't even 
know that I'm gone . 

She didn't follow his prescription, 
merely locked the door against his re
turn. All she was doing was making 
good on her word. If one person in a 
relationship was unfaithful, the oth
er had to go out of her way to keep 
things in equilibrium . 

Less than 10 seconds had passed 
and he was surprised to discover that 
the door was locked against him. Per
haps it was a mistake. He knocked to 
announce his return . 

Who's there? she called through 
the door. 

You know who it is, he said. I was 
just inside with you. Would you let 
me in please? 

I told you if you left, there was no 

coming back. Didn't I say that? I'm 
someone who can be relied upon to 
keep her word . 

He couldn't remember if she did or 
not. In any event, she was not the only 
woman in his life. His untrustworthy 
memory told him that he always kept 
one woman in reserve for just such 
emergencies . But he couldn't at the 
moment remember who she was and 
where they had lived together. He 
paced back and forth in front of the 
house trying to remember. Lois, if 
that was her name, would take him 
in and be glad of the opportunity . 
Nevertheless, he knocked again, un
convinced that Christine was reso
lute against his return. 

Yes? she asked through the door . 
He recited his name and asked 

again to be readmitted . 
I'll think about it, she said 

grudgingly. 
I'll come back, he said, when 

you've finished thinking about it , 
and he got into his Ford Fusion and 
drove two blocks to Lois's condo . 

He didn't even have to knock. 
The door was open to his return. 
He didn't even have to engage in 
time-wasting foreplay. She took him 
by the hand and led him into the 
bedroom. Before he knew it, her 
clothes were off and she was in the 
process of und ressing him . It was like 
a dream, he thought. 

And in fact it was. He woke up in 
bed in the morning next to a sleeping 
Christine . How did he get back into 
her apartment? It was most likely be
cause he had never left. The dream had 
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put him in a revved-up state. He had 
a mad erection but it was for Lois and 
not Christine, who was lying in bed 
next to him, still asleep. His hard-on 
prodded her from behind, which she 
interpreted in her dream as someone 
trying to push her off a diving board. 

There is a famous maxim about 
hard-ons-"use it or lose it"-which 
came appropriately to mind. Even if 
his hard-on was for Lois, it could, 
in fact it would, no doubt, work in 
pursuing the interlude of Christine. 
Don't let me fall, she said in her 
sleep, and so he turned her over on 
her back. Perhaps he should wait 
until she had her eyes open. It seemed 
the courteous thing to do. There was 
something a bit creepy about doing 
it with a sleeping woman, but what 
if when she woke, she wasn't in the 
mood to make love. 

He debated the issue in his head, 
but as one might expect, his prick 
had a mind of its own. It rubbed 
against her legs like the tail of a cat. 
She stirred, opened one eye. He lifted 
her nightgown and kissed her thigh, 
gradually working his way up to the 
port of entry, waiting for a response 
from headquarters. What's going on? 
she asked. 

There was more than one answer 
to that question so he withheld re
sponse. His prick, of course, had 
ideas of its own and moved its way 
up her no-longer sleeping form. He 
was not, he realized, in complete 
control of its actions. She repeated 
her question and he answered it by 
kissing her neck, a tacit ally to the 
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wandering prick . Who told you to do 
that? she asked. 

He liked her better, he told him
self, while she was asleep. Christine, 
he remembered, was someone who 
liked to be in charge. He was not 
in the mood for a fight so he went 
through the motions of backing off. 

Where are you going? she asked, 
grabbing hold of a random arm. 

Would you believe me ifI told you? 
I believe everything you tell me 

and nothing. She turned on her side 
and faced him, a forgiving smile on 
her face. She continued to hold onto 
his arm as if it were the only thing in 
the room that kept her from drown
ing. No one enters me without my 
say so, she said . 

He tried to release his arm, but her 
grip was resolute . 

So what do you want? he asked. 
I want to be on top, she said. 
He saw no point in arguing as it 

didn't matter one way or another to 
him so long as he found a good home 
for his prick to at least silence its nag
ging persistence. 

If that's what you want, he said, 
turning onto his back. After a 
moment of in-head discussion, 
Christine rolled on top of him, and 
despite some awkwardness they man
aged an accommodation. That is, his 
prick found the shelter it was look
ing for, a temporary home away from 
home. He couldn't imagine now why 
he had been in such an all-fire hurry 
to be on his way. 

This was as good a stopover as he 
might have hoped. He slept after-



ward and woke later in the day in 
a strange bed, a woman he barely 
knew lying next to him. He dressed 
briskly, thinking it was time to make 
an alternative move. He had Poppy 
on his mind-it was her turn-and 
Lois off it, lost in the slough of for
getting. 

As he pulled on his pants, Chris
tine asked him what he was doing, 
which wasn't exactly what she meant. 
It was where he was going and why 
that concerned her. 

He dredged up an answer. Going 
to work, he said, a rehearsed answer, 
always at his fingertips. 

She accepted the lie without ac
tually believing it, a woman with a 
highly developed sense of discretion. 
Don't work too hard, she said. 

I never work too hard, he said with 
unfe,lt bravado. We'll get together 
again soon. 

Maybe we will and maybe we 
won't, she said. 

I'll call you soon, he said, the un
specificity allowing him to believe 
he wasn't lying. At the moment he 
was obsessed with visiting the more 
docile Poppy. 

Christine may have said something 
else but he was out . the door-the 
door closed between them. Muffling 
her remark. 

He called Poppy from the cell 
phone in his car, announcing that he 
was on his way. Give me an hour, she 
said. I want to straighten up. 

I'm not into neatness, he said. 
Besides, your messes have always 
been charming. 

Then make it a half hour, she said. 

So he sat in the car for twenty 
minutes, staring through the wind
shield at the lightly falling snow be
fore heading toward Poppy's place. 
He hoped to be politely late so as not 
to show his eagerness. Poppy was his 
favorite among his inamorati, but he 
tended to get tired of her after living 
together for two months or so. But 
since he hadn't seen her for a while, 
he was hugely looking forward to 
this visit. He owned a key, but he 
preferred to knock on the door and 
be admitted like visiting royalty. The 
"visiting royalty" was his own private 
myth and never spoken out loud . In 
any event, Poppy had a way of mak
ing him feel royally welcomed. 

So we find Leo, thirty-five minutes 
after his call, knocking on the door 
to Poppy's house, which also had his 
name on the mortgage. To visit Pop
py was to come home. Poppy never 
asked him where he had been, tended 
to accept his visits in their course. 

She lets him in, giving him a wel
coming hug at the door. At the mo
ment of his arrival, he can't imagine 
why he ever leaves her. As usual, he 
is exhilarated to see her as she him. 
They never go into the bedroom right 
away, which is the case in his other 
liaisons. Poppy makes him a meal 
first-there are other appetites be
yond sex that require his attention. 
It is not that she is a wonderful cook 
but that she makes exactly what he 
wants, which is her special gift. She 
makes him eggplant lasagna, which 
is his favorite, and she gives him an 
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affectingly large portion , which he 
feels honor-bound to finish. 

And as soon as he polishes off the 
dish, he feels constrained to lie down 
until the digestive process relieves 
him of his burden. At the same time, 
Poppy likes a man with a healthy ap
petite, particularly when she is offer
ing the food. Leo gets off on pleasing 
her, which is not to say he doesn't 
like to eat her lasagna for its own 
sake. On the other hand, he doesn't 
like it when his stomach bulges . He 
is no stranger to restraint-the two 
impulses, eating and restraint at war 
with one another. 

When he is finished eating , he is 
too full to do anything else, which 
includes making love, the ostensible 
reason for his moving in with Poppy . 
There will be plenty of time for that if 
he hangs around for a while. 

Poppy is pleased that he relishes 
her food, but not that he disables 
himself by eating too much . Poppy 
is a partisan of moderation in all 
things . He is concerned that she will 
think he ate too much to avoid mak
ing love to her. He is quick to tell her 
that h is eating too much hadn't any 
intentionality behind it. He was se
duced by her cooking and the child
hood injunction that he should not 
leave food over, that it was his job 
to clean his plate. That was so deep
ly ingrained, he couldn't get around 
it even when he knew he had eaten 
his fill. 

He tried to explain the problem to 
Poppy, who was in any event willing 
to believe whatever lie he told her. I'll 
need a few minutes, he said. 

llO 

Take as much time as you like, 
she said . 

Sometimes it disturbed him that 
she was so accommodating. He 
would have preferred her to be more 
assertive at times, as long as it didn't 
include her rejecting of him. 

It 's your own fault, he said, for 
being such a good cook. 

I could take it in my mouth while 
you digest, she said . 

Why not , he thought, though in 
his present state of satiety, he was not 
predisposed to be aroused . His penis 
slumbered while his stomach vibrat
ed. She licked him for a few minutes, 
but quickly determined that there 
was nothing doing . 

Don't give up, he said. 
I'm not, she insisted, just catching 

my breath, sweetheart . 
The "sweetheart" did the trick. He 

felt a subterranean stirring, digestion 
be damned. He got off on endear
ments . He was all but ready to give 
it his best. He manufactured a belch 
to ease the weight on his stomach. 
He withheld the exuding of gas that 
tended to follow the belch like the 
night the day. He had a reputation 
in certain quarters for unexpected 
delicacy. 

Poppy reclined on her back, her 
hands folded under her head, waiting 
for his next move . 

His next move was a second belch, 
commemorating the first. 

Poppy wondered idly what was 
taking him so long to get to her. He 
was usually in a hurry from begin
ning to end as if he had a fire engine 
to catch . 



He could have used a follow up 
"sweetheart" to get him going. 

Coming, sweetheart , he said, 
hoping his use of the endearment 
would return in course to him like a 
delayed echo . 

He thought that undressing her 
might enable his cause. She was al
ready wearing a nightgown, but 
she had panties underneath, which 
equipped him with an activity . He 
was always looking for ways of es
caping the spaces of idleness . He 
liked to keep his hands in play if 
only to know he was alive. So he slid 
her panties down her thighs to her 
ankle s. All that remained was for 
Poppy to kick them off. You won't 
need those , sweetheart, he said to her. 

I feel protected when they're on, 
she said. 

You don 't need protection from 
me, he said. Do you think you do? 

I need protection from cold drafts 
and ill winds, she said. Oh, take 
them off, if it makes you happ y. 

Digestion was proceeding apace . 
He needed an activity to kill the 
requisite time necessary for the din
ner he had eaten to go the way of all 
former meals . He removed her pant
ies as if displacing a sacred object. He 
placed the panties on the bed next to 
her so she would know they hadn't 
gone too far, that, if it mattered, they 
were still in the picture. 

Do you still feel the need to be on 
top? he asked her . 

He could see that she was mulling 
over his question. Well, she said, all 
things being equal .. . 

Uh huh , he said, wanting to 

support her position, whatever it 
was, and rolled over on to his back 
and unbuckled his belt. His sleeping 
penis was stretching and preening, 
was on the cusp of reemerging. As 
soon as she noticed, she lowered 
her eyes. 

May I have this dance? he asked . 
It wasn't a question that needed 

answering . She tumbled over on top 
of him and joined the fray. I've come 
home, he thought, despite myself 
Home is where the hard-on finds 
its groove. 

Poppy was happy to have him back 
in his niche. After all, isn't that what 
family life is about, more or less? She 
gave him his dance while singing 
a few notes of her own in her own 
personal key. Though always im
patient, he wanted this go to last 
for a while . 

The expectation is somehow always 
more exciting than the fulfillment. 
Was that the sum of his earned 
wisdom? He thought of himself as 
Macbeth, in that when it was done, 
it was done . The assignation tram
meled up the consequences. He had 
moved back in after a month's ab
sence and he planned to stay awhile . 
He had no better place to go and so 
hung up his coat in the closet among 
her coats and dresses. His coat felt 
at home just like its former wearer. 
Well, maybe this time he'd stay for
ever. But then that's what he always 
thought the first day of his return. 
He'd just have to sit back and see 
how things played out. 
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The waiter told us the specials and 
he was so handsome it actually 

made me blush. He alone was what 
made me order the sweetbreads with 
parsnip mash. Jim choked on his 
Coke when I did, and the kids 
promptly asked me what sweetbreads 
are, the answer to which was met with 
energetic disgust. 

But I stand by it. It's going to be 
delicious. Everything is delicious in 
this city, just like I knew it would 
be. The croissants, the cheese. And 
the women are beautiful. Even the 
four old women dining at the cor
ner table have elegant scarves knot
ted at their necks and their shoes are 
glossy, have gold buckles. Old age is 
not an excuse to give up in this city. 
Nothing is. 

"Let's order wine," I tell Jim, push
ing over the list the waiter has left 
behind. "We're on vacation." 

"Does that mean we can order 
Shirley Temples?" my 15-year-old 
daughter asks, always on the lookout 
for coaxing the most out of us that 
she can. 

"You already have Sprite," I point 
out and she slumps over, looking 
at Jim with this stricken expression 
that begs, at once, for sympathy 
and collusion. 

He gives in. 
"Order them with extra cherries so 

I can have some," he says winking. 
Their compatriot and my traitor. 

His finger slides down the wine list, 
stopping at a Californian Zinfandel. 
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"We always have Zinfandel," I say 
too quickly. "Let's try something 
French. We're in Montreal." 

He slides his finger upward and 
stops it at the cheapest French wine 
on the menu. 

"This fancy enough for you?" he 
says. He doesn't look up when he 
asks it, just stiffens in place like he's 
been frozen. 

I look away and out the window, 
pressing my tongue on the roof 
ofmy mouth. 

The waiter comes with bread and a 
little pot of gherkins, which the kids 
attack. My son spreads his butter on 
his entire slice, though I've told him 
countless times to butter in pieces. 

"Your napkin belongs in your lap," 
I tell him. 

"Oh, sorry," he says with his 
mouth full, spraying crumbs and 
seeds on the table just as the waiter 
arrives with the wine. My son, 13, 
tries to wipe up the mess until I tell 
him to stop, just stop or he's going to 
spill something. 

I watch the waiter pour a small 
taste in Jim's glass. He sips it quickly 
and automatically says it's fine, em
barrassed by the decorum. The wait
er pours me a full glass and I correct 
my posture, watching him as he 
walks away. 

I listen to the soft French music 
Boating above us. I inhale deeply and 
smell butter and garlic. I look out 
the window again and focus on the 
tops of the buildings where there are 



romantic cornices that glow against 
the black night. 

"So tomorrow we'll visit the old 
port," I say, infl.atedly cheerful, in
terrupting a conversation about 
video games. The kids sense my 
mood change is an admission to be
ing irritated earlier and both look 
purposely bored. 

"Is there a lot of walking?" 
"Yes. You can expect a lot of walking." 
I smile, accentuating wrinkles in-

stead of conveying joy. I take another 
sip of my wine. 

The trip to Montreal happened be
cause I read a romance novel called 
The Woman in Yellow. I know I 
shouldn't admit to reading romances, 
but they are so delicious and I don't 
watch reality TV (or too much of it), 
so I figure I deserve a treat every once 
in a while. 

Anyway, this book was set in Paris 
in the 1920s and is about a woman 
named Felicite, a poet who becomes 
part of a writing salon. A frequenter 
of the salon is a writer named Georg
es who is brilliant, gorgeous, and a 
jerk. Felicite and Georges butt heads, 
engaging in fiery debates while the 
other writers watch . Felicite never 
backs down to Georges until final
ly one night, left alone in an artist's 
studio, he grabs her wrists and kisses 
her. I won't ruin the book, but let's 
just say they do some interesting 
things with watercolor paints that I 
won't soon forget. 

After that, I longed for something 
French. Paris was out of the question, 
we couldn't afford that, but I looked 
into Montreal. The tickets were pret-

ty reasonable. Allison, who lately 

only comes out of her room for meals 
and money, became my fellow travel 
planner. We read about restaurants 
on Trip Advisor. She wanted a hotel 
with a pool and to go shopping on 
St. Catherine's. I wanted to see the 
Saint-Lawrence and the old port be
cause I love the water and history of 
the fur trade . 

Jim was lukewarm about the 
whole thing. Usually, our family va
cations are camping trips to national 
parks . Jim likes to drive and doesn't 
like to spend money on hotels. But I 
think he saw how much I wanted it . 
Or maybe he saw the fight we would 
have if he said no . So here we are on 
our third day in Montreal. 

I saw a girl today riding her bi
cycle, which of course had a wicker 
basket. She was wearing a silk jump
er and her hair was blowing in the 
breeze . No one can pull off a jumper 
like that. No one can wear a pattern 
like that and look slim: little orange 
giraffes and acacia trees on a navy 
background. But she did, and she 
made it look so effortless and free. I 
bet she was going to her apartment . 
Hardwood fl.oors and books spill
ing off shelves. She was probably 
coming from work, where she de
signs dresses or makes chocolates or 
books concerts . 

But the jazz festival is on and when 
we were walking past one of the stag
es tonight on our way back from 
dinner, no one in my family wanted 
to go. Jazz is boring, Steven said and 
Jim, by continuing to walk, silently 
agreed with him. Allison was too 
busy lnstagramming to notice . But 
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the music was there, swirling and 
offering itself up. The city was wait
ing for us if we could just stay awake 
and interested . 

Now I'm in bed with Jim and the 
kids are asleep on the hide-a-bed 
in the living room-I sprang for a 
suite. But having our own room, and 
so maybe the opportunity for a lit
tle romance, was wishful thinking. 
Jim is sleeping too, his mouth ajar 
and weak on the pillow. Lately, he's 
always tired, even though he only 
works 40 hours a week; he's a mid
dle manager for Sanford Health. It 
even got to the point where I started 
making him take vitamins, which 
haven't helped . 

I was so hoping he would have a 
nightcap with me tonight. We're 
staying downtown and there are lit
tle bars all around us. The kids are 
old enough now, we could run out 
for a drink, I whispered to him when 
we got back. But he said the kids 
would be alone in a strange city and 
he didn't feel comfortable with that. 
Now I just feel like a terrible mother. 

I finally fell asleep around 2 and now 
it's 7 and I'm up again. The tolling 
bells of the church nearby woke me 
and it felt like Europe. How would 
your life be with the sound of bells 
ringing all day long? Instead I wake 
up to my neighbor's barking German 
shepherds in Bismarck. 

I get up quietly and slip out, with 
Allison grumpily turning over after 
I hit my shin on the metal frame of 
their bed. I'm going to get myself 
some coffee, something really frothy 
and French. 
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There is a coffee shop on the next 
block-a real one, not a Starbucks. 
I sit at one of the tables on the ter
rasse and order a cafe au lait. I re
membered to bring my book-my 
best friend Ginni lent me 7he Paris 
Wife for the trip-though now, with 
everyone headed to work, there is so 
much going on I can't concentrate 
on it. 

The men dress differently here. 
More feminine, more self-conscious. 
Their pant legs are cut slim so you 
can see the line of their calves. And 
their shirts are more fitted, reveal
ing the true breadth of their chests, 
which are smaller than you'd think. 
They are walking with purpose, eat
ing bananas and muffins as they pop 
up out of the metro station, their hair 
shaved like handsome WWI soldiers. 

They don't notice me and that's 
OK, I expect as much with my lame 
khaki shorts that are just fine in 
Bismarck but not here. Still, if they 
did want to look, they'd see I keep 
my body trim thanks to shakes and 
Zumba. I have really nice long brown 
hair that still looks pretty even 
though I'm 45. 

I've always wanted to work down
town, have an office with a window 
looking down at the tops of other 
buildings so you can see the swim
ming pools and rooftop gardens that 
hide there. 

I used to be a high school En
glish teacher before I had kids. I 
liked talking about books with my 
students and they liked me. I didn't 
worry about messy handwriting 
or even, to a degree, late papers. In 



English class, we were above that. We 
were there to discuss, not pick. That's 
how I felt about it. 

But then I had Allison and Steven 
and I left that behind. For years, I 
busied myself mashing their banan
as, wiping their dirty faces with re
assuring warm cloths, teaching them 
to read before they started kindergar
ten. Now I'm just a chauffeur, taking 
Steven to hockey practice, Allison to 
volleyball games. 

Jim says I should get back to writ
ing, that it will give me purpose. I 
used to spread out a blanket at Serro
ma Park, right by the river, and write 
long essays about my life. I'd use blue 
stationary with my initials on the 
top and come back to my apartment 
and hang each ink-covered page on a 
bulletin board, feeling like an artist. 
When I started dating Jim, he would 
put his hands behind his back and 
read them, leaning in just slightly, 
maybe 30 degrees. Never touching 
the pages, just silently reading from 
the board. I thought his subtlety was 
sexy then. I thought it was refined, 
even British. Now I want a man who 
would rub those pages all over his 
body. Even suck on them . Push them 
inside me. 

Like John would have. 
But no. I'm going to go back to the 

hotel and we're going to have a nice 
day. The kids are going to love what 
they see today. Culture. History. Na
ture. We're going to joke, observe 
some dumb tourist from New Jersey 
and we'll make fun of his accent and, 
from then on, we'll have this inside 
joke together. This accent we can all 
do that makes us all laugh and re-

minds us of this day. Finally we can 

be that family that other families 
look at and think, "Wow, aren't they 
having a good time. Why aren't we 
like that?" 

When I get back to the hotel room, 
Allison is putting her hair up in a 
ponytail in front of the mirror, while 
Steven sits cross-legged on the bed 
watching SpongeBob. The room is a 
mess with wet towels on the sheets, 
clothes from the suitcases all over the 
floor. I step on a mascara tube. 

"Were you all born in a barn?" 
"Where were you?" Allison count

ers, an accusation. 
"Out," I fire back teenager style 

and oh but that feels good, just for 
a second, to be rude to my daughter. 

She rolls her eyes like she doesn't 
care, but I can tell she's taken aback. 

"Are we ready for breakfast?" Jim 
says, pulling a yellow polo over his 
head. I can see the hair circling his 
belly button and wonder, not for the 
first time, if I really want to have sex 
with him or if I only do because he 
doesn't want to with me. 

"Ready," I say, deciding not to 
shower. Maybe I'll come back later, 
while they're busy being tourists, and 
shower on my own. 

The front desk clerk directs us to a 
place called Eggspectation, where, I 
suspect, there are a lot of other peo
ple who have been sent by hotel desk 
clerks. Everyone's runners are a little 
too white, their T-shirts just a little 
too neutered. I order eggs Benedict 
and the Hollandaise is clotted and 
the egg not poached all the way. 
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"So what's the plan, champ?" Jim 
asks me. That's his nickname for the 
kids and now, apparently, me. 

"Notre-Dame basilica and 
then the old port," I say. "Later, 
if there is time, we can go to the 
botanical gardens." 

"Gardens?" Steven says. 
"Yes. Flowers. Trees. There's a bon

sai section. A rose garden ." 
"Sounds lame," he says. 
"There is an insectarium," Jim 

adds, playfully dangling the infor
mation like a carrot. 

"Well, that's something ." 
"I'm glad that meets your approv

al. Since we'll be spending about 
$100 on tickets." 

My tone stings and Steven hunch
es over and bites into his egg sand
wich. Why did I do that? Why didn't 
I keep my mouth shut? But why is 
everything an accommodation? Why 
can't they just be grateful? 

We walk to the church quietly, 
Jim and I ahead but not holding 
hands. In front of the church, there 
is a long line that is met with sighs 
from the kids. 

"First time we've been to a church 
in a while, huh?" I say to Steven, el
bowing him in the side. 

He doesn't bite, until I elbow 
him again. 

"Stop," he says, trying to throw 
off the smile surfacing by shaking 
his head. 

Boys are so forgiving. 
We get inside and immediately 

smell incense, which reminds me of 
my childhood. After my dad died, 
my mother, who grew up in Kiev, be
came a staunch Catholic and hauled 
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me to St. Mary's in downtown Bis
marck every Sunday. I never enjoyed 
nor understood the sermons, but 
there is something about the inside 
of a church that is peaceful. It could 
have everything to do with that 
woody incense that makes the air 
feel mystical. 

At the back, Steven looks at all of 
the candles burning in red votives and 
amassed like a choir on bleachers. 

"Why would you pay two dollars 
to light a candle? What a crock," 
he says. 

Thankfully, he knows enough to 
speak quietly, and Allison laughs. I 
shush them but he's got a point. 

Dig deeper. Find meaning, I tell 
myself . Take this time for yourself. 

I let them go on ahead to the gold 
altar up front, so overwhelmingly or
nate it looks fake. I force myself to 
look at the stained glass windows, 
which portray religious scenes from 
the Ville-Marie settlement. The 
guidebook said they're unique in 
that they don't depict the usual bib
lical scenes. One of them even shows 
the settlers walking through snow. I 
breathe deeply and imagine the in
cense washing through me, wiping 
me free of all my irritation. I need 
to hold on to this feeling, remind 
myself of it when I am disappointed 
or hurt by my family. I need to re
member that Jim is kind and stable, 
a good dad and what I needed after 
John. My kids are healthy and happy. 
I am so lucky. I am so lucky. 

After complaints about seeing "bor
ing history" in Old Montreal, I relent 
and we head to rue St. Catherine to 



shop. Allison is thrilled. Her body is 
young and coltish and I am proud 
of her, her hair (my hair) swinging 
and bouncy. 

"I want to go to H&M," she says, 
and it feels great to just say OK. 

We separate from Jim and Steven, 
who want Sports Experts, and walk 
into the store, where silver faceless 
mannequins wear clothes that are 
too young for me. Allison jumps 
in, flipping through the racks with 
an authority I didn't know she had. 
Soon she has an armload of clothes. 

"You should try some stuff on too, 
Mom," she says, eyeing my shorts. 
"This would look nice on you." 

She hands me a peasant shirt and 
a pair of skinny jeans. I know this is 
probably an attempt to butter me up 
so I buy her more clothes, but I don't 
care. I actually like what she's chosen 
for me and, for a second, I can imag
ine what it's like when she's older and 
we can just be friends. 

I sit on the bench outside her 
change room, trying to be gentle 
about her choices when she comes 
out to model them for me. My 
harshest critique is, "That color is 
not doing you any favors," and she 
actually agrees. 

Once she's done, joy and hope 
beaming from within her, she tells 
me it's my turn. I step into the 
change room, smelling her feet and 
Tokyo Lotus body spray. There is a 
three-way mirror and I brace myself 
for a view of cellulite and spider veins 
I didn't know I had. I quickly pull 
on the jeans, jumping once to get 
them hiked up. My legs look slim 
and shapely in them and the blouse, 

which is orange with red and yellow 

embroidery, flows loosely, offering a 
peek at my cleavage. 

I feel young. I even feel a little bit 
beautiful. I check out my ass and do 
duck face in the mirror like every
one does now in selfies. My cheeks 
are hollow and my lips plump, and 
I wonder what John would think of 
me now. 

That summer. We met at the sand 
volleyball courts at Pioneer Park. 
I was in cut-off jeans and a fluores
cent pink tank top that said, "Life's 
a beach." My girlfriend Leslie and I 
had just won our game and we were 
eating hotdogs with mustard waiting 
for our next one to start. 

He'd been watching me play and 
came over. His skin was golden. His 
hair was thick and golden. And his 
mouth. That mouth. 

He was from Portland, had been 
tree planting in the Canadian bush 
for the past two months and was rich 
off the quick cash he'd made. I was 
back in Bismarck for the summer af
ter finishing my sophomore year at 
North Dakota State . 

He came up to me and asked if 
he could try my hot dog because he 
was considering one for himself. He 
asked in a way that he knew I would 
think it was a weak pick-up line
he even laughed at it-and so it 
was perfect. 

We spent that summer driving to 
Minneapolis on the weekends in his 
green Jeep. We went hiking around 
Strawberry Lake. He taught me how 
to make coffee on the stovetop with a 
Moka pot. He played the guitar and 
loved black licorice. When he kissed 
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me and fucked me, I was honey and 
sunlight and salt. 

At the end of the summer, he asked 
me to go to Italy with him. He was 
going to hike across the country, he 
already had the backpack and the 
Lone/,y Planet. He told me about the 
gelati and the focaccia and the pesto. 
We'd stay in hostels, get a rail pass, 
live on $10 a day. But I was halfway 
through my teaching degree. I could 
only afford one or the other and my 
mother, my immigrant widowed 
mother, would never understand. 

So he left. He left me. We kissed 
at the airport, one of those couples: 
full tongue, tears. When I drove 
home, I felt like my guts had spilled 
out. Should I have turned around 
and rushed onto the plane? Should I 
have met him in Rome wearing a rose 
tucked behind my ear? 

"Mom. Are you still alive in there?" 
Allison's joy is dented now by how 

long I'm taking. 
I look at myself in the mirror again. 

It's a fall outfit. It's a back-to-school 
outfit. But I suddenly can't stand the 
thought of putting my other clothes 
back on, so I don't change. 

"Ready?" I ask her. 
"You're wearing it out?" 
"They can cut off the tags at the 

counter," I say. 

We head in the direction of the old 
port. I've wanted to see the sea
way there for nearly the past nine 
months now. The length of a preg
nancy. Steven is wearing a new 
Detroit Redwings jersey and looks 
like an American. Jim doesn't say 
anything about my outfit change, 

118 

though I can see him assessing it so 
I know he's noticed. Allison swings 
all her bags in victory, dwelling in 
pure teenage vanity. 

Finally, I ask Jim if he likes my outfit. 
"It was inexpensive," I add. 
"You look about 24," he says in a 

way that isn't a compliment. 
"Well, I certainly feel younger. 

More like I'm from Montreal instead 
of terrible boring Bismarck." 

It feels good to say it. It feels fan
tastic. No one loves Bismarck. Bis
marck doesn't even love Bismarck. 
But Jim looks like I've just poked at 
his marrow. 

"There is nothing wrong with our 
lives," he says. 

We walk down rue Saint-Sulpice 
and Steven and Allison take turns 
saying the street name aloud using 
exaggerated French accents. 

The streets are made of polished 
cobblestones now, the cracks be
tween them wide and unapologetic. 
We pass souvenir shops whose win
dow displays show bobble heads of 
hockey players, jars of maple syrup, 
and soapstone carvings. I want to 
head to the water, but the kids are 
interested in going into the souvenir 
shops. Jim and I wait outside. 

"You can each get one thing under 
$20," he calls after them. 

"You realize we'll be lucky to get 
them out of there in less than 30 
minutes," I tell him. "In the Badlands 
last summer, I watched Steven debate 
over a carving of Mount Rushmore 
and a stuffed prairie dog for a full 20 
minutes. He had one in each hand. 
He looked like the scales of justice." 



I mean for this to be funny . Like, 
look how sweet our kid is that he 
cares so much. But Jim thinks I'm 
being impatient . 

"Is there some place else we have to 
be?" he says. 

"Well, no . I mean I'd like for us to 
walk along the water at some point . 
It's nearly 5. I've always wanted to see 
the St. Lawrence River. Jacques Cart
ier and all that." 

"OK . So no room for this in your 
itinerary, champ?" 

I look at him, but he is look
ing away, squinting a little into 
the distance. 

"What is that supposed to mean?" 
Jim goes into the souvenir shop 

without answering . 
"Come on, kids, let's hustle. Your 

mother is in a hurry," I hear him say 
before the old door closes. 

I want someone to witness what 
just happened so they can tell me 
how unfairly I've been treated. 
The kids come out with matching 
small bags. I put my arms around 
their shoulders. 

"What do you feel like doing now," 
I ask, walking ahead with them, leav
ing Jim behind. 

"I saw a sign for zip lining," 
Steven says. 

"Zip lining? Sounds like some
thing you would do in Florida ." 

"That would be so awesome," 
Allison says. 

"Don't you want to see the old 
clock tower?" 

"Not really." 
"Isn't it dangerous?" 
"Mom." 

So I agree, and the kids follow the 
zip lining signs like breadcrumbs. I 
watch them go ahead, Jim far beh ind, 
his hands behind his back, wearing 
his stupid banana yellow polo. 

We arrive at the port where there 
are vast cement docks used to tether 
cargo ships. The only water I can see 
is oily and littered with floating cups. 

We walk to the quay Jacques Cart
ier, which is crawling with tourists. I 
smell waffle cones and flavored pop
corn. There are jugglers and people 
painted to look like stone statues . 

"There is the Cirque du Soleil 
tent," I point out, but they don't care. 

The kids line up for the zip line 
and Jim joins them, not wanting 
them to do anything alone. People 
are laughing, holding hands, lick
ing ice cream cones . What would 
it be like if I joined them? Slipped 
into the crowd and kept walking . I'd 
walk until I finally got to the water, 
the real water at the end of the dock, 
where it is choppy with strong cur
rents. I bet it's cold and refreshing. I 
bet it's dangerous . 

I find a fence on the dock that I 
can lean against, drop the shopping 
bags that are now my responsibili
ty, and look up at the SO-foot tower 
from which my kids will launch into 
thin air. Wearing a helmet and waist 
harness, a girl descends onto the ca
ble and zooms along its length, land
ing at another, lower tower a thou
sand feet away. When she passes over 
me, I look up and she is reduced to a 
black shape against a sky so white my 
eyes water . The line is louder than I 
thought it would be, a true, soprano 
rip , and the girl squeals. 
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H er two o'clock patient was late. 
The patient, a 45-year-old part

ner at a major New York law firm, 
was often late, and felt entitled to go 
overtime, even when other depres

sives/borderlines were sitting in the 
waiting room. He spoke in a faux 
intimate tone intended to convey the 
impression of honesty, of forthright
ness, while concealing and mislead
ing and misdirecting and overcom
pensating for feelings of sexual inad
equacy. He purported to be honest 
with his mistress, Amber, concerning 
his sexual appetites, his need for va
riety, while insinuating that she was, 
so to speak, the one, or at least the 
only one in addition to the wife. He 
deemed his wife unable to handle 
the truth, and so withheld it from 
her, allegedly to spare her feelings, 
but also because he feared, though 
he would not admit it, that the wife 
would leave, reinforcing his feelings 
of sexual inferiority attendant to re
jection by a childhood intimate, Cin
dy Lemon. Cindy was the archetype 
of the woman-destroyer, the sexually 
precocious twelve-year-old whose 
words, Hairless limp dick, get out of 
my sight, resounded in his head de
cades later, leading him to believe, 
notwithstanding sexual grandstand
ing and serial affairs, that he was less
than-nothing, undesirable, a sexual 
null. 

The patient enjoyed recounting 
lascivious exploits, remaining entire
ly indifferent to the interior lives of 
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his lovers or their emotional strug
gles or, for that matter, their border
line hysterical tendencies and threats 
of self-harm. He refused to acknowl
edge the mistress's feelings or the 
wife's feelings, engaging in persistent 
self-denial and delusional thinking 
concerning the ramifications of his 
actions. He denied that he had been 
the cause of the mistress's break-up 
with her fiance, asserting, in any 
event, that if he were the cause of 
the rupture, he had done her a fa
vor. The fiance was unable to satisfy 
Amber sexually and was, moreover, 
inadequately endowed. The patient 
purported to love the mistress while 
disavowing altogether any responsi
bility for her wild mood cycling and 
dysphoria. 

The patient rejected the view that 
the wife's froideur in the bedroom 
was a subconscious distancing mech
anism and a reaction to his rampant 
infidelity. He maintained that her 
lack of interest in sex had nothing to 
do with him. He speculated that she 
had a pathological aversion to close
ness. Else, she was a lesbian. 

The patient was highly adept at 
compartmentalization, which en
abled him to maintain, on the one 
hand, that he was a loving husband 
and father, and on the other, to pil
lage the workplace for love interests, 
subordinates with whom, by virtue 
of the inherent power differential, 
he could reenact the dynamics of the 
Cindy Lemon relationship. 



As the patient recollects, Cindy 
invited him over one day, hinting 
that she would allow him to fondle 
her breasts and feel the warm space 
between her legs. Cindy intimated 
that she found the patient attrac
tive, or at least not repellent. She said 
that she would get to him as soon as 
she was done with Bobby Cherry, a 
fifteen-year-old from the neighbor
hood. The patient recounted feeling 
scared, exhilarated, at the prospect 
of fondling Cindy. He remembers 
sitting on her plaid couch, "In-A
Gadda-Da-Vida" on the turntable, 
awaiting his chance. He can describe 
the teardrop shape of Cindy's breasts, 
peering through a sheer training bra, 
Cindy's body the prototype of wom
an, her basement recreation room the 
prelapsarian idyll from which he had 
been expelled. 

The patient revealed, toward the 
end of the last session, that he was 
feeling "dissatisfied" and "bored" in 
his relationship with the mistress. He 
found himself attracted to a tempo
rary legal assistant and had begun 
to text her . He made plans with her 
to go out for a drink, omitting men
tion of the mistress, with whom they 
both worked. 

Honesty and love and ultimately 
respect for Amber required that he 
include her in his tentative plans to 
seduce the legal assistant over marti
nis. Honesty compelled him to admit 
that he was attracted to the legal as
sistant-albeit in a purely sexual way 
that ought in no way be construed 
as threatening to the mistress-and 
had been fantasizing about the legal 

assistant for weeks. Honesty and re

spect for the mistress required that he 
open up to her about his desires for 
other women, women who, although 
they could not compare to the mis
tress in any meaningful sense, none
theless had bountiful breasts or long 
shapely legs or firm buttocks that 
he could imagine himself playfully 
slapping. Honesty compelled him to 
reveal that he had made plans to see 
the legal assistant the following week 
at Fizz, a champagne bar near the 
office. The patient recalled that the 
mistress had been infatuated with a 
female student during college, and 
enjoyed making out with her and 
fondling her breasts. The patient sug
gested that the mistress might find 
the legal assistant attractive, and vice 
versa. The patient offered the mis
tress the opportunity to explore any 
latent same-sex tendencies, so long 
as he was privy to the interaction. 
The patient was content to allow the 
two women to fondle and stroke one 
another, and would limit himself to 
watching, possibly masturbating. 

The psychiatrist questioned 
whether the patient's tendency to 
test lovers-to push them to their 
emotional limits, and to transgress 
boundaries-was not perhaps a strat
egy to ensure dominance, leaving 
the lover with a Hobbesian choice 
between not participating in the 
menage a trois and disappointing the 
patient or, on the other hand, partic
ipating and further eroding already 
questionable self-esteem and fragile 
ego-identity. The psychiatrist ques
tioned whether the patient's plan was 
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not perhaps an indirect and sadistic 
method of distancing himself from 
the mistress; whether he was perhaps 
expressing repressed hostility toward 
his mother, a closeted lesbian whose 
lover, a truck driver named Vera, 
moved in with her shortly after his 
father's funeral. 

The psychiatrist wondered wheth
er the patient's plan-which threat
ened not only to undermine his re
lationship with the mistress but also 
to expose him as a sexual predator, 
attracting the attention of Human 
Resources-betrayed a desire to be 
found out, to be exposed as a craven 
and self-centered lothario not in the 
least interested in the feelings of the 
women with whom he slept. The psy
chiatrist opined that the patient, in 
serially seducing vulnerable subordi
nates and inviting them to engage in 
threesomes, was attempting to ele
vate his status and rectify a damaged 
ego. The psychiatrist submitted that 
the patient's predatory sexual behav
iors were a pathological abreaction 
to rejection by Cindy Lemon, who, 
according to the patient, had cruelly 
rebuffed him after issuing her direc
tive to strip and let her have a look. 
The psychiatrist opined that by fo
menting latent same-sex tendencies, 
and encouraging his mistresses to 
participate in threesomes, the patient 

was symbolically avenging his father, 
who apparently had no clue about 
his mother's lesbian proclivities. His 
wife, whom he frequently described 
as frigid, uninterested in sex, and a 
tease, was a proxy for Cindy, for all 
the women who would ever refuse 
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him, deride his physique, and insin
uate that he was unable to perform . 

The patient remembered waiting 
for Cindy as she serviced Bobby. As 
soon as she saw his leftward tugging 
member, she exclaimed, Oh my God, 
it's so freaky. Cindy's critique echoed 
in his head every time he stripped 
and exposed his body to scrutiny, ev
ery time a woman unzipped him and 
wanted to take him in her mouth, 
every time a woman complained 
that she was feeling jabbed from 
the inside, that something was not 
quite right. 

Now it was ever more imperative 
that they explore the ramifications 
of the patient's tumultuous and sex
ually ambiguous childhood. Ever 
more imperative that the patient 
symbolically confront Cindy Lemon, 
who had led him to believe that she 
would allow him to feel the warmth 
between her legs, only to run away in 
terror; imperative that he recognize 
that his mother's sexual orientation 
was ingrained and irrepressible and 
in no way a disavowal of him or his 
father; imperative that he recognize 
that his need to seduce women and 
to pit them against one another was 
merely an exaggerated response to 
the trauma inflicted by Cindy, whose 
notorious promiscuity was in all like
lihood the byproduct of sexual abuse 
at the hands of her stepfather. 

It was critical that they exorcise 
feelings of emasculation associated 
with Cindy's rejection. It was vital 
that he confront the girl whose un
witting rejection had led him to em
bark on a symbolic quest to conquer 



the female sex, whose cavalier assess
ment of his sexual worth (What are 
you going to do with that, limp dick?) 
scarred his developing psyche, whose 
confusing effusiveness/withholding 
became the paradigm for his rela
tionships with all women: the tease/ 
frigid wife, the hysterically ambiva
lent mistress. It was imperative that 
the patient see that in preying on 
women, pitting them against one 
another, and persuading them to 
break sexual taboos, he was symboli
cally assuming the role of Cindy, his 
abuser; that in directing women to 
befriend and to fondle one another, 
he was preying on their vulnerabili
ties; that in whispering / love you and 
then asking the mistress to seduce 
another woman, he was imitating 
Cindy Lemon, who would allow him 
to gaze on her naked body but never 
to touch it, keeping him at a physical 
and emotional remove and calling 
his very worth into question. 

Although the psychiatrist had 
sworn an oath of nonjudgmental 
and honest appraisal, she found her
self wanting to talk him out of pro
ceeding with the menage a trois. She 
wanted to challenge his perception 
that co-opting the mistress into his 
multi-partner fantasy would alleviate 
feelings of low self-esteem or repair 
the damage inflicted by Cindy on 
his pubescent psyche. She wanted to 

challenge his perception that exploit
ing Amber, capitalizing on her weak 
ego-integration and need for approv
al, would erase the stigma attached to 
Cindy's insults. 

The patient needed to acknowl
edge the pain experienced by his 
pubescent and sexually undeveloped 
sel£ The shame he felt every time 
he disrobed and exposed himself to 
a woman, the shame he felt every 
time he was erect and vulnerable, 
the shame which encouraged him to 

loathe himself, the shame that made 
him question his member, which he 
had been assured was capable ·of be
stowing pleasure, despite its leftward 
drift or unusual features. 

The psychiatrist wanted the pa
tient to understand that his serial 
conquests were nothing more than 
attempts to vindicate his self-worth. 
His desire to control women, to se
duce and reject them: all elaborate 
reenactments of the scenario in Cin
dy's recreation room. Wasn't it pos
sible that Cindy was simply afraid 
of proceeding further? That what he 
perceived as rejection, symbolic cas
tration, or unflattering commentary 
regarding his member was never in
tended as such? That it was reflective 
of the confusion of a young and in
secure teenage girl? That it was not 
all about him, as he was wont to 
believe, but an assertion of power 
by a girl who otherwise felt victim
ized in her role as neighborhood slut? 
That as long as he remained stuck in 
the past, in a room with a skipping 
turntable, he would never be able 
to have a healthy and mutually ful
filling relationship with a sexually 
mature woman? 

With twenty-five minutes left, not 
enough time to explore the reper-
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cussions of engaging in a menage a 
trois-which, even under the best of 
circumstances, threatened to devolve 
into an ongoing drama and create a 
secondary triangle, complicating his 
life and requiring further evasions 
and deceptions-the psychiatrist 
debated whether her loyalty to the 
patient demanded that she remain 
silent, a nonjudgmental mirror. She 
had built a certain rapport with the 
patient-through mirroring body 
language, selectively nodding, and 
gently drawing attention to prob
lematic behaviors (Wouldn't it be the 
wiser course to . . . )-and debated 
whether she ought to risk squander
ing it all by expressing disapproval. 
She debated whether she ought to 

drop the therapeutic fac;:ade, step out
side the Freudian/Jungian paradigm, 
and speak to him as a human qua 
human, emphasizing that his plan 
endangered the fragile psyches of at 
least three individuals and in the end 
would only reinforce feelings of neg
ative self-worth. 

She sighed, and penciled him in 
for two o'clock the following week. 
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The Middle Ages 
Connie Voisine 

I know men who would 

rape you. That's why. 

As long as the sea is wild 

and I would burn a boat to hide. 

You wouldn't want to see me naked, scarcely if. 

I would have wanted to have the next of kin . 

Once. 

The easiest thing to make a woman 

such as me. Cry. A dead child on the news 

works, which. 

Makes me piss my panties and 

I smell different. 

I didn't know we were religious. 

Troubles press on every side but I am not crushed, 

destroyed. 

The skin on my hands, under my chin, 

over the skin on my stomach, plus scar. 

Should try to cook on the days I work, meat 

or something. You fat bitch. 

Baby pictures make me. 

125 



It's a gift . Is I must learn to eat, shut up 

and not tell a person what I think . 
Anymore . 

Because I won't be forgiven . Why has this happened 

to us? Does this 

mean a person might die without? 

The sea collects in small pools of. A daughter is hard 

on her mother. 

Never done fear. Although not young. 

Since you started all this shit. 

I had hair down 

to the pockets of my jeans. 

It's too hot in here, these. 

Chicken skin, chocolate, stinking cheeses, wine. 

My mother never. How credible. Did anyone see 

Or notice her when. 

Begin the repossession. Drinks too. 
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Starring Brigit Bardot 
Connie Voisine 

Metaphors are hard tonight, 
The similes are harder, but they always 
are. Who can find another object adequate for 
the task of enlarging this cooking pot? The way 

the antique streetlights create dull nimbi 
on the dry grass in the park? Dis-moi 
quelque chose de gentil is what Bardot 
sings in "And God Created Woman," and I 

would sing it now if there were any song 
in me. Tell me something nice, mon cheri. 
Take me in your arms, kiss me and smile. 
Tonight, this singing does not help. I feel 

bad for Brigit in her bikini bottom on the album 
cover, hiding her breasts with her arms. 
I feel bad for the Buzzfeed list with pictures 
of her now, part of the series "Celebrities 

Who've Let Themselves Go." These days, 
she saves the mutts of Rome, brings them 
to her country home for sunshine and food 
and whatever love they can bear. Touch my cheek 

and speak to me low. Our gate makes a noise 
when opened or closed, a clink I hear now. 
But no one knocks. Sometimes a kind stranger 
will find it open to the street and close it for me-

Clink. Tonight, synecdoche might be enough. 
One small part to suggest the whole. 
I need a smoke and I drank the cup-all 
more bearable. Nice threads. Take my heart. 
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My neighbor has 
arthritis bad and 
a pierced tongue, purple hair, 
the last two rare 

in a person over seventy. 
What she does not have is 
a web presence (I've looked) 
but I must also confess 
I am not sympathetic to her 
Pomeranians, who give all 
Pomeranians a bad name, sad 
Little creatures who, stupid, 
nearby, must absorb much 
of my hate. My other neighbor 
was a drunk until they 
carried her off to the medical 
center, lights blaring 
the early evening, the doctors 
had told her to stop drinking 
of course, after she showed up 
drunk at the house across the street 
wearing only a toothbrush 
and rage towards 
her husband, Ivan, who, 
for reasons I cannot fathom, 
(and none of this is fathomable, 
inhabiting the deep recesses 
of human mind and 
human drunkenness 
and human flesh, fear and 
grief) once she died, Ivan 
took up with their cleaning 
woman, lovely and cheerful, 
with two school-age kids. 
She spoke no English 
and didn't care that Ivan 
understood not a word 
she said, that he was a sour 
and impenetrable man 
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who might drive a person 
to extremes as her brothers began 
fixing cars on the street, 
and parties spilled 
off the porch and into 
police cars. Again 
Ivan is alone, and whether 
his choice or not, he is 
unlucky in love and we 
all know it, all my 
neighbors, my haphazard 
family of house holders: the park 
walkers, the Alameda Depot 
Neighborhood Association, the 
former official of the EPA 
under Reagan whose wife 
(another neighbor said) thought 
she was Grace Kelly, was another 
drinker of vodka, in a ratty fur 
and yelling all night. 
Warren, NATO man, 
who got in a fight with my 
husband about Obama which 
my husband now regrets (why, 
he says, get into it with a 
a nice person?) walks 
his aging rescue mutt 
with such patience, letting her 
sniff and wander for hours around 
the hillocks and shrubbery 
that is the park named 
for Pioneer Women , the park 
created in 1920 by the Women's 
Improvement Association, 
a group of white women 
in the recently Mexican territory 
who loved roses and started 
the first lending library 
next door to my house, 
to improve our tiny town 
by books and roses. 
Its last member died 
just before we bought in, 
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bought the Witherspoon House 
of 1910, built by Maude 
for her sister Cora, who was, 
Elsie told me, different, 
wore pants and smoked 
cigars and Nelson , the aging 
dentist, told me he 
didn't know then what she 
was, but he knows now, and 
when he was growing up , 
a prisoner of war camp 
was just over Alameda. 
As he molded plastics in my open , 
suffering mouth , he said 
his parents told him 
not to speak to the Fascists 
who came every day to our 
neighborhood, in formations 
that wobbled and flowed 
over the park and down 
Miranda Street to the empt y lot 
where they worked and sang 
and ate the lunches the soldiers 
brought them , building 
a playground for children like 
Nelson . The Fascists gave him 
candy that his mother 
made him throw away, so 
he learned to shut up and hid 
in an old trough to eat it. 
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1 

H e considered himself lucky that 
when he lost his job there were 

such great sports on television . For 
a week or two, maybe longer, he sat 
idly on his sofa wearing sweatpants 
and ragged old T-shirts, cooking piz
zas in the oven, and drinking diet 
soda. 

His condo was only a half-mile 
from the Metrodome. When on a 
Monday night Brett Favre's Vikings 
beat the Packers by a touchdown, 
Barkley watched from his balcony 
as a ribbon of purple and gold un
spooled into the streets, the clamor 
and camaraderie reaching him all the 
way on the fourteenth Boor. The next 
night in Game 163 the Twins out
dueled Detroit over twelve innings, 
and again the streets were blanket
ed with a horde of like-minded fans, 
this time a singular body of navy 
blue and red. 

Previously Barkley had been a law
yer-a legal advisor specializing in 
quality assurance. His company was 
a low-grade electronics wholesaler 
called BuyAll. They provided him his 
own office with a little fridge and a 
window, and gave him the unimpos
ing duty of proofreading occasional 
bits of fine print. It was a sucker's job, 
and he was paid more than he was 
worth. 

Then began a series of cryptic 
memos written in jargon even Barkley 
couldn't comprehend. In total, these 
memos alluded to an investigation-

Barkley the Ice King 
Joseph Holt 

something of "alleged systematized 
pecuniary improprieties ." One even 
listed several pages of files and doc
uments to be immediately destroyed, 
the last of which was that memo 
itself. In time Barkley recognized 
his role in BuyAll's malfeasance: he 
was an empty suit, a name on the 
payroll suggesting compliance. And 
something became loose within him, 
some deep-seated paranoia . Plagued 
one afternoon with stultifying panic, 
he hid out in the supply closet and 
collapsed: his heart rate accelerated, 
his breathing intensified, suddenly he 
was perspiring . 

He thought of quitting BuyAII 
but feared looking guilty . His shift
iness alone, he worried, was arous
ing suspicion. Eventually the CFO 
entered his office and slipped him a 
folded, handwritten note reading 6 
month severance for your silence. In 
truth, what sensitive information 
Barkley knew wouldn't have filled a 
notecard . Right then he cleared his 
desk, a security guard looming over 
his shoulder. 

It didn 't strike him as urgent, look
ing for another job. He was thinking 
he might try a new line of work, 
though he had nothing in mind. 
One afternoon at his computer he 
created his own personal letterhead: 
FRANK BARKLEY in large, sharp 
letters, and in smaller type below 
that, his home contact information. 
When a 500-count box of statio
nery arrived in the mail a few days 
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later, he admired it briefly. Then he 
stowed it in his bottom desk drawer 
and retreated to his kitchen with the 
newspaper, bypassing the classifieds 
in favor of sports. 

Not since he was an adolescent col
lecting cards had he paid attention 
to sports. For all he knew Pete Rose 
was still in good standing, Quebec 
still had a hockey team, and Tom 
Landry still roamed the Cowboys 
sideline wearing stoicism and a fe
dora. Once Barkley went to college, 
he began accumulating debt, worked 
a few dead-end jobs in a few differ
ent cities, fell in love, got married, 
graduated law school only to fail the 
bar four times, separated from his 
wife and put on forty pounds, di
vorced from his wife then lost twenty 
pounds, and once he finally focused 
on his career to distract from his 
personal life, they-sports-had 
come to seem trivial and unimport
ant. They were low culture, a pacifi
er for the masses. It was an attitude 
he now recognized as snooty and 
holier-than-thou. He liked sports 
too. This was the new Frank Barkley, 
a sports fan. 

Freddi called in January to ask 
what he was doing Monday nights. 
"Monday nights are broomball," she 
told him. Freddi, an administrative 
assistant from BuyAll, had also lost 
her job. "I started a team. You're on 
the roster." 

Broomball's like hockey, Fred
di said. Barkley responded that she 
was in luck, because he'd been 
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third line on his high school's JV 
hockey team. 

"Oh, super," she said. "I don't know. 
I guess that makes you our ringer?" 

The object of broomball, he 
learned from the internet, is simply 
to put the ball in the goal. You play 
in an ice rink, just like hockey . But 
rather than a puck you use a bright 
orange ball about the size of a grape
fruit, and instead of skates you 
wear boots with rubberized soles 
meant for purchase. The sticks re
semble brooms, with a flat, rubber
molded blade at one end; in that way, 
the ball is swept across the ice from 
player to player. Don't bother look
ing for broomball on television, the 
website said-it is a graceless activity 
for beardos and beer-bellies. It was 
listed behind only kickball as the 
second-most pathetic game played by 
grown-ups. 

At the first game, the lcekateers 
(Barkley hated the name) needed to 
be told by the referee where to stand. 
Prior to the face-off, several players 
slipped on the ice and fell. Once 
the ball was in play, an opponent 
dribbled into the lcekateers' zone, 
slipped, and fell. Darryl Drummond 
tried to pass but fell. The ball rolled 
to Freddi. She fell. 

The only goal came in the second 
half, when Bogey deflected a loose 
ball past Suz, the lcekateers' goalie, 
into their own net. "Yes!" shouted 
one of their opponents, high-fiving 
a teammate. Soon after that Barkley 
went to shoulder check the man but 



tangled his feet around his own stick 
and fell. 

He told his therapist that from 
what he observed, most people treat 
broomball as strictly recreational, 
and with a little oomph he would 
dominate. She was not so enthusiastic. 

"Broomball is not a serious 
game, Frank. You just said, strictly 
recreational." 

"Right-for them," he said. "For 
me, it's war." 

"That attitude is incorrect," his 
therapist told him. On the wall op
posite her desk was a grainy photo of 
old Metropolitan Stadium-a prop, 
Barkley recognized, to conciliate her 
patients. She was from Guatema
la and ten years younger than him. 
"But," she continued in her Latin 
American drawl, elongating her vow
els, "it is good to have a hobby. Life is 
more fulfilling when you are passion
ate about your hobbies. I for one like 
gardening, and drinking tea." 

"Whatever," Barkley said. "Watch 
me. I will kick ass. I'll be king of 
the rink. Ice King." New-age piano 
music played softly from a small pur
ple stereo. "And drinking tea, by the 
way, doesn't count as a hobby." 

His therapist made a note on her 
canary legal pad. "You are especially 
confrontational today, Frank." 

At the third game Michelle and 
Erica Lynn arrived with a set of 
hand-me-down hockey sweaters. 
They were red like hothouse toma
toes, and across the chests in iron
on letters were the words REGAL 
BUTTE SCHOOL. 

"Don't ask," Michelle said. The 

team goon, T-Storm, peeled his sweat
er down to GAL BUTT COOL. 
The letters on Barkley's had al
ready been removed to read, simply, 
GAL UTE. 

There was some truth to what he 
predicted to his therapist: he did ex
cel-though not dominate-if only 
because he tried harder. His playing 
style became one of sprawling, of 
dropping to his knees or stomach 
and thrusting out his stick, disrupt
ing opponents' passes or unsettling 
their shots. He became a nuisance, 
an annoyance. He created loose balls 
that created scrums that created pile
ups. Once, after tripping up an op
ponent near the boards, he was told, 
"Watch where you're going, douche." 

"Blow yourself," Barkley said. 
"This isn't figure skating." 

"It's not the Stanley Cup either." 
"If it was, I'd win." 
"What's that supposed to 

mean?" the man said. "Look at the 
scoreboard." 

"There is no scoreboard, you dumb 
dick." Barkley made for the ball, but 
when he saw the man clumsily try
ing to stand, he returned and hip
checked him into the boards. 

In that third game he finally 
scored-the Icekateers' first goal. 
Twenty feet out, he found himself 
kneeling with control of the ball. He 
nudged it one way and pump-faked 
a slapshot, then dribbled across his 
body and let go with a wild, forceful 
swing. It was a move he'd observed on 
the Internet, in a montage of Canadi-
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an broomball highlights. In the vid
eo, the man's shot rocketed over the 
defense into the top corner of the net. 
Barkley's swing, by contrast, merely 
grazed the ball. It spun rapidly like 
a top, arcing slowly toward the goal. 
This misdirection-unintentional
sent the goalie across the crease, 
where she collided into the post and 
fell. One defender scrambled to block 
it, but he too fell. The ball dribbled 
over the goal line, weakly. 

Their opponents responded with 
two quick, fluky goals, the first im
mediately after the face-off as Suz was 
adjusting the straps on her helmet, 
and the second when Bogey again 
deflected the ball into the lcekateers' 
own net. Barkley hustled to make up 
the difference. He scored again, this 
time by lingering outside the crease 
and muscling in a rebound. In re
sponse, their opponents scored an
other quick three goals. Game over. 

Of course he was often whistled for 
misconduct. By the fifth game he 
had spent well over an hour in the 
penalty box, as well as accrued a 
good number of enemies. He made 
notes after each game, detailing the 
times he speared an opponent with 
his stick, heckled a woman who 
couldn't keep her footing, yanked 
a man's sweater over his head and 
shoved him through the goal crease. 

Earlier his therapist had assigned 
him to create a transgressions diary, 
an inventory of his outbursts and 
tantrums. On his personal statio
nery he created a grid for the dates 
and instances when he'd lost his 
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temper, created a scene, belittled or 
threatened someone, and his level 
of ensuing remorse. The diary filled 
two hand-scribbled pages, front and 
back. It had entries for bullying a 
salesclerk-in-training (5/10 for re
morse), for laughing at a man sprayed 
with slush from a passing truck (6), 
for cutting off another driver in retri
bution (3) and then throwing a paper 
cup of sunflower shells at him (8). 
He hadn't learned anything from the 
assignment. He feared his therapist 
would require him to make amends 
for each transgression, an idea he 
found deplorably akin to the premise 
of a shoddy sitcom. 

On the day it was due, he went 
downstairs to photocopy the diary in 
his condo's management office. After 
finding the door locked, rattling it, 
waiting, and kicking it, he spotted 
the receptionist outside with one of 
the maintenance men. 

"Hey," Barkley said, craning his 
head out the front door . "I need in 
the office." 

The two of them ignored him. 
They were smoking cigarettes, ar
guing. Each time the receptionist 
spoke, the maintenance man snipped 
at her and cut her off. He had a bris
tly tattoo, a rooster maybe, covering 
his forearm. Despite the cold they 
both wore T-shirts. 

"Hey-" Barkley said, "I'm not 
talking to myself here. Unlock the 
office." 

"She's busy." 
"I didn't ask you. I said I need in 

the office, not my toilet's plugged." 



"What the fuck's that mean?" 
said the maintenance man. "Who 
are you?" 

'Tm Frank Barkley. I own half this 
building." It was an egregious lie. 
The man stared at Barkley, unmov
ing. "Wanna bet your paycheck on it, 
you prick?" 

The woman sighed. She closed her 
eyes in a forced, Zen-like way. Then 
she flicked her cigarette into a snow
bank and brushed past both men on 
her way into the building. Barkley 
followed her, flipping off the mainte
nance man as he went. 

Inside, the woman unlocked the of
fice door and switched on the lights. 
She took the phone off the hook and 
replaced it. Finally she pushed her 
hair back from her forehead, gathered 
herself with one deep breath, and ad
dressed Barkley: "What? What is so 
goddamn important?" 

"I need copies," he said. 
"Copies, that's it? You've got your 

panties stuck up your ass over copies?" 
"No, I've got my panties stuck 

up-I am upset because I've been 
waiting ten minutes for you to come 
and unlock the office." 

"Moron," the receptionist said, 
"it's lunchtime. I was upstairs mak
ing lunch for my family." 

"No, you were outside hot-boxing 
cigarettes with that scum janitor." 

The office window then thumped. 
Outside, the maintenance man 
launched into what seemed an ar
dent, vicious rant, though filtered 
through the glass it was reduced to 
a murmur. "Blah," the receptionist 

said. "Blah blah." She gave him the 

jerk-off hand wave, and when Bark
ley turned back around the man had 
disappeared from view. 

"Is he bothering you?" 
"Shur up," the woman said. "You 

don't know anything. If you're so 
smart you woulda looked at the sign 
and seen we're closed over lunch." 

"The sign?" Barkley went to the 
door, where a white placard was 
suction-cupped against the glass. "I 
looked at this sign." He yanked it free 
and threw it on the desk. It read WE 
WILL RETURN AT and had two 
adjustable dials connected to a clock 
face. "This sign says you won't return 
until six-thirty." 

"Get a clue." The woman held 
out the sign like Barkley was stupid. 
"Look." She flicked the dials, which 
spun around and fell to the six po
sition. She did it again, and again 
both hands fell straight down. She 
dropped the sign on the desk. "It's 
broken, dumbass. The nut on back 
is loose." 

Barkley turned the sign over 
and spun the nut. Its threads were 
stripped. He pinched it, jiggled it and 
tried it again. Then he tried ripping 
the sign, and when it wouldn't tear he 
flung it frisbee-like against the wall, 
where it chipped away several flakes 
of mauve paint. 

"Chill out, hothead," the woman 
said. "I was making lunch for my 
family. The office was closed. Do you 
want my family to starve?" 

"I didn't ask about your family," 
Barkley yelled. "Fuck your stupid 
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family. I hope they do starve . They 
can wither and die and rot in un
marked graves, for all I care!" 

The woman breathed deliberately. 
She did some yoga thing, sweeping 
out her arms like harnessing her 
last bit of calm. ''Asshole," she in
toned, "why are you here? What do 
you want?" 

"Copies!" Barkley slammed his 
transgressions diary on the desk. 
"Just copies! I already said that." 

"Cuppies," she mocked him. "fuss 
cuppies!" 

She collected the papers and 
went into the next room. The copier 
whined to a start. "One?" she shout
ed, and Barkley shouted back, "Just 
one." The woman punched the copier 
or kicked it, rattled a tray. It hummed 
for what seemed a long time . Then 
she returned and tossed the papers 
carelessly on the desk. 

"Twenty cents," she said . She fold
ed her arms over her chest. "God, it's 
freezing in here." 

"You should wear a sweater if 
you're going outside." 

"Oh, wear a sweater, he says. 
Thanks for the wisdom, Pops." 

Barkley lofted a quarter onto the 
desk. It took an odd bounce, car
omed off a paper clip, and skipped 
to the floor, finally rolling to a stop 
against the near floorboard. Barkley 
snatched up his papers and turned 
to leave. 

"My husband doesn't want anoth
er kid, and I do," the woman said . 
"That's what we were fighting about, 
if you're curious. I'm twenty-seven . I 
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don't have forever. I'll quit smoking. 
He can get another job." She wiped 
her nose with the back of her hand. 
"What do you care? You're just some 
dickhead making copies." 

'Tm thirty-eight," Barkley told 
her. "I don't have kids or a job." 

"Then you don't understand. Leave 
me alone." 

"Keep the change." 
"Choke on your own dick ." 
That afternoon Barkley 's therapist 

wasn't interested in the transgressions 
diary. She assessed it with the disin
terest of a tract found on a vacant bus 
seat. "The diary was for you, not me," 
she said. She tore it into halves and 
more halves, and dropped the scraps 
into the garbage . ''Are you kidding?" 
Barkley said. "Here, I made a copy." 
She took it from him and discard
ed it in the same way. "Goddamnit, 
Doctor Avilas. Are you trying to piss 
me off?" She suddenly arched her 
eyebrows. "Shoot," she said. "On sec
ond thought, you should have torn it 
up yourself." She shrugged . "Please 
do not look at me like that, Frank. 
Please, less intensity." 

Later that week Freddi e-mailed 
the team. She reminded everyone 
to stretch, and to take ibuprofen for 
those sore hammies and groins. She 
noted that with no wins, five losses, 
and only two games left, they had 
secured their place as the league 
laughingstock (that's if anyone ac
tually gave a shit, which she didn't, 
so like, whatever). And she invited 
everyone to an informal, optional 



practice-"more of a dick-around," 
she wrote-next Sunday morning. 

Barkley read her email at the desk 
in his condo, sports talk radio play
ing in the background. It was late 
afternoon. He was eating a bowl of 
Coco Roos. 

He clicked reply all, beginning: 

whats up broomers. i dont know 
about you guys but my groins in 
need of a serious rubdown haha. 
even if the scores dont show it weve 
shown everyone we are the icekat
eers we are a group ofbadass mother 

Then he stopped, unsure whether 
it should be motherfuckers or mutha
fuckas. He tipped up his cereal bowl 
and drank the last of the chocolatey 
milk. Then he deleted it all and ad
opted a different tone: 

Fellow Icekateers, even if the scores 
haven't gone our way, we've put up 
a good fight. If we just practice once 
we can make a game plan to really 
strike some fear into our opponents' 
hearts. You bet your fucking ass I'll 
be there Sunday. We'll win a game, 
Freddi, and when we do instead of 
Gatorade we're dousing you with 
hot coffee. 

He read it back to himself. He 
typed a winking smiley after strike 
some fear into our opponents' hearts 
and changed fucking ass to bottom 
dollar. Then he typed all the beast, 
and signed it Frank "the lee King" 
Barkley. Finally he added: p.s. if any-

ones up for a drink this weekend shout 

at me. He typed his phone number 
and clicked send. 

Sunday morning he got in an acci
dent driving to the rink. A cold fog 
had dropped over the city and he'd 
gotten lost. While he was parked 
against the curb examining a road 
map, a car fishtailed around the in
tersection behind him. Its tail end ca
reened outward, thunking into Bark
ley's truck and snapping off his side
view mirror. The car's brake lights 
flared up momentarily. Then it right
ed its course and continued down 
the street. 

Barkley dropped the map and 
laid on the accelerator. The engine 
revved because he was still in park. 
He shifted into gear and pursued the 
car, beating his horn and flashing his 
high beams. Eventually the car sig
naled right and pulled over. 

"Hi there," the man said, climb
ing out onto the icy pavement. He 
was maybe Barkley's own age, wear
ing dress chinos and leather shoes. 
His car, a Nissan coupe, rattled and 
belched out little clouds of gray ex
haust. "Some fog, huh? Did you or
der all this fog? Wowie zowie. Slick 
roads, too. Black ice." The man re
moved his stocking cap and tipped 
his head. "Saw you flashing your 
lights. Everything all right, pal?" 

Barkley punched him in the 
face. He grazed him, actually. His 
feet splayed out when he swung, and 
the man caught Barkley and held 
him upright. 
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"Slippery, isn't it?" The man 
seemed to have missed the fact of 
Barkley's anger. 'Tm OK, no harm." 
He helped Barkley steady himself on 
the ice. "Boy oh boy," he said, "over
time at the fog factory today." 

"Get your hands off me." Bark
ley shook loose and straightened his 
parka . "Stop talking like a moron or 
I'll smash your head through your 
fucking windshield ." 

"Ha-don't tell that to my wife," 
the man said. "She really likes this 
car." He motioned to the passenger 
seat, where a woman craned her neck 
watching them. She had on big glass
es and a stocking cap with a rainbow 
pompon. "Our kid's in the backseat," 
he added . 

"You be quiet," Barkley told him. 
"Don't get close to me. One more 
word and I swear I'll ram your 
fucking car into the river with your 
family inside." 

"River's two miles that way. Are 
you lost?" 

Barkley stepped backward, even 
with his truck. He looked over at the 
broken mirror. 

"Oh, I see," the man said. "Knew 
I'd come close. Yep, I see. Nuts." 

"You could have killed me," 
Barkley said . "You weren't even go
ing to stop. Plus, you're a little twerp 
with elephant ears and a pebble 
for an Adam's apple, and I want to 
knock your pissant face around just 
for that ." 

"Is this a gag?" The man chuckled. 
"Quit joshing ." He pulled off his mit
ten and reached out to shake hands. 
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'Tm Doug Clancy . I'm the Clan
cy Man ." When Barkley resisted, 
Clancy nodded and grinned stupid
ly, like he was coaxing a child up the 
stairs. Finally Barkley shook. 

The only damage was to the side
view mirror. It dangled from a black 
cable. Clancy poked at it, knocking 
loose a few shards of glass. "Uh huh," 
he proclaimed, "busted. Wait-how 
in the world?" He held his hand 
against his chest, indicating the 
height of the mirror; then he mo
tioned to his car, which appeared 
lower to the ground. 

"You were driving like a maniac." 
Clancy went back and kicked the 

debris from Barkley's mudflaps. He 
crouched beside the exhaust pipe. 
"Smells like you're burning oil." 

"Impossible. This truck's not even 
a year old" Barkley said. "Get your 
insurance card" 

"Hmm. We shouldn't rush to as
sign fault . From what I saw, you 
were parked an illegal distance from 
the curb." 

"Don't dick me around, Clancy. 
My lights were on." 

"Hey, what's this? This metal 
pole?" He indicated Barkley's broom
ball stick in the backseat. "Golly, if 
you wanted me to crap you shoul
da come out swinging that thing. 
Yikes." Clancy rested his hand on 
Barkley's shoulder. "You play poker?" 

Cold sunlight pierced the fog, 
gleaming off the dull, filthy snow
banks. A faint draft cut through Bar
kley's parka, chilling him where his 
underarms were sweating. 



"Do you play poker?" Clancy 
asked again. 

"Get your hand off my shoulder." 
Barkley shivered. "I'm not your friend." 

"It's freezing out. You should be 
wearing gloves." 

"Shut up." 
They exchanged information . 

Clancy described himself as a strug
gling family man with sky-high in
surance rates already, and he con
vinced Barkley to send him the bill 
directly . He scribbled his address 
on a worn receipt from his wal
let, then folded it over onto itself. 
Barkley found an old business card 
from Buy All and wrote his number on 
the back. 

"Pleasure meeting you, Frank," 
said Clancy, reading from the card . 
"Engine's burning oil. Get that 
looked at . Probably need new wiper 
blades, too." He winked. "All right 
then, happy trails." He whistled back 
to his car. 

In his truck Barkley thawed his 
fingers against the vents . Ahead of 
him, Clancy's wife seemed distressed, 
until Clancy said something that got 
her really laughing . He turned and 
made a funny face into the backseat. 
Then his wife raised a hand to the 
side of his face, the brake lights came 
on, and the Nissan pulled away. 

Barkley set out for the rink . The 
next intersection was another one
way, and further down there was 
still no outlet. The street curved and 
somehow he ended up on a frontage 
road, which led him back to where 
he'd started . He had another go and 

did the same thing . He reached for 

the map on the passenger floor and 
glimpsed the receipt with Clancy's 
information. The ink was smeared 
across the waxy paper, the only leg
ible part his name : The Clancy Man . 
Finally Barkley drove several blocks 
through a narrow alley and found a 
one-way in the other direction, saw 
over the trees to the downtown sky
line, and he began home. 

2 
That afternoon he lay under a blan
ket on his sofa watching college 
basketball, an invitational tourna
ment in Hawaii. Between commer
cials the establishing shots showed 
beach-goers lounging on white sand. 
They wore sunglasses and tiny floral 
suits. Even their smallest gestures 
portrayed contentedness, placidity . 
Barkley, unable to escape the chill of 
that morning, set the thermostat to 
80 and wore his stocking cap. Behind 
the television, frost intruded upon 
the corners of the windowpanes. Not 
far off, smokestacks unfurled reams 
of exhaust into the gray sky. Occa
sionally he scanned his email, but no 
messages arrived from the team. He 
fell asleep. He woke . The next game 
had begun on the television . 

Overwhelmed by some pent-up 
energy, some aimless, rabid urge, 
he paced his living room . He went 
outside and returned with a Sun
day paper, but couldn't read beyond 
the first paragraph of any story. He 
cannot concentrate . His thoughts re-
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main undeveloped, unresolved. He 
spirals down into panic. 

He collapses, dropping to his 
knees on the living room floor. 
His body folds up into itself-chin 
against his chest, forehead against his 
knees, clenched teeth, balled-up fists. 
His elbows rattle against his ribs. The 
wind escapes him and he pulls des
perately at shallow, erratic breaths . 
Something buzzes around his ears. 
He is not alone in the room-de
mons flank the corners . Shadows: 
something hovers over him. It presses 
down on him and soon he is writh
ing, his feet scraping and fingernails 
clawing the carpet to no escape. 

In his mind parades a litany of 
inadequacies . Worthlessness: he had 
but one task today, go to the rink, 
and failed . Helplessness: he was 
duped somehow by the Clancy Man . 
Hopelessness: he will never work 
again, he'll default on his mortgage 
and soon he'll be on the streets in the 
cold. Loneliness: no one could ever 
accept his nature, his temperament, 
and from now on he will live alone, 
only then to die alone . Regret : a life
time of meaningless decisions over
analyzed, significant ones dispatched 
with haste. 

In an instant he is drawn up onto 
his knees . Then just as quickly he 
writhes out again. From somewhere 
a demon cackles, mocking him. The 
shadow from above draws closer; it 
shrinks in toward him . An acidic, 
battery-like foam rises in the back of 
his throat. 

And then it ends. He finds himself 
standing, his arms braced against 
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the back of the sofa, regaining his 
breath as if he had only just jogged 
a mile. His pulse recedes, his focus 
returns. The shadows scatter and the 
room empties. 

Cotton-mouthed, he goes into the 
kitchen. As he reaches for the light 
dimmer a bolt of static shoots from 
his fingertip and blows the fuse. 

That night in bed he cannot sleep. 
In his mind he diagrams a broom
ball rink: the red center line and 
faceoff circle, two blue lines mark
ing the zones, and on each end the 
goals and goal creases. He makes the 
ice smooth, cleared of any snowfall. 
He orders his players onto the ice: a 
goalkeeper and two defenders, two 
centers, two forwards. Then him
self Frank Barkley . He has no zone. 
He will pursue the ball everywhere, 
intercept passes and defend shots, 
shoot for the goal. He is stealth, he 
is elusive. His shots are laser-like in 
speed and accuracy . 

An important match: he rallies 
his team in the tunnel to the arena. 
The lights blink out and the crowd 
goes silent. The air is pure electrici
ty. Then the speakers thrash with 
Ted Nugent's "Stranglehold," an an
nouncer calls Frank Barkley's name, 
and he enters the rink to the roar 
of unseen spectators. He does a lap, 
saluting his fans and hoisting his 
balls at his detractors. He raises his 
fist to say I will be strong, I'm Frank 
Barkley. I will fuck you up, he says 
to the opponent's bench. He and 
his teammates are huddling at cen
ter ice, pounding their brooms and 
chanting like warriors, when from 



his nightstand the phone rings and 
wakes him. 

"Frank Barkley," says a voice. 
"You're in trouble." 

He looks at his phone; the dis
play reads Unavailable. This is not 
a dream. 

"Frank Barkley." 
"This is Frank," he says, sitting up 

against his headboard. "What is it?" 
"I know who you are, Frank. I di

aled your number." It's a man's voice, 
whispery and calm. "You're in trou
ble," it says. 

"Who's this? What do you want?" 
"What do you want, Frank?" 
"I don't know. I was sleeping." 
"Then wake up!" the voice sudden-

ly screams. Then, back to a whisper, 
"Don't be an idiot. Listen. I know 
what you did." 

The clock on Barkley's nightstand 
shows two in the morning. "Don't 
tell me what to do." His legs are 
sweating. Cradling the phone in his 
neck, he reaches down and strips off 
his comforter. 

"Right, no one can tell you any
thing. You won't listen. I know you, 
Frank. I know this: you'll get what 
you deserve." The line goes quiet: 
soft, measured breathing. "I don't 
care whether you self-destruct. May
be I want to be there to watch, is 
all. But tell me, Frank, do you ever 
feel sorry?" 

"I will beat the shit out of you for 
calling so late." 

"Shut up. You and your stupid 
swagger. He's a loudmouth." 

"You shut up, asshole," Barkley 
says, kicking back the coversheet. 

"You don't know who you're talking 
to. You're wasting your time. You 
don't scare me-I won't be bullied." 

'Tm not calling to bully you, 
Frank. You owe me an apology." 

"For what?" 
"That depends. Want to guess? 

How many people do you owe apolo
gies?" The voice pauses. "It's not just 
me. I've seen you, Frank, I've seen 
your destruction. You can start with 
me, say you're sorry, but that's just 
the beginning. For you, apologizing 
to just one person is like bailing your
self from a flood with an eye dropper, 
and you're already drowning." 

"T-Storm, this isn't funny. Knock 
the shit off, Travis." 

"Who?" 
"I'm talking to you, motherfucker!" 
The voice sniggers. "I think you're 

talking to yourself. In fact, I think 
you've plain lost it. Hey, Frank, lis
ten-" 

"No," Barkley interrupts. "You 
listen, tough guy. You don't know 
me, because if you did you wouldn't 

threaten me. You've seen me angry? 
You just got me angry. Keep laugh
ing, dickhead! Antagonize me-see 
what I'll do. I don't take shit! I'm the 
monster that sleeps under your bed, 
I guzzle gasoline and fart fire!" That 
was stupid. He should stop talking. 
He continues, "Stay on the line-I'm 
tracing this call. You better crawl 
back into your cave, start praying. I'll 
call in the helicopters-I'll bring the 
dogs! And I don't care what happens 
after that, I don't care about you. I'm 
Frank fuckin Barkley, you know it!" 
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From the other end comes tinny, 
distorted laughter. Barkley's on speaker 
phone. "Helicopters!" mocksthevoice . 
"Holy shit!" The laughter builds into 
hysteria, until eventually the line 
disconnects. 

Barkley slams his phone onto 
the nightstand. Its display casts the 
room with an eerie bluish glow. 
He is wide awake, sitting against 
his headboard. His heart is rac
ing, but he's not frightened. He's 
sweating-shaking, even-but he's 
not frightened . 

It cost $200 to have the side-view 
mirror reattached . At Barkley's re
quest the mechanic ran a diagnostic 
to check if the engine was burning 
oil. It wasn't. The mechanic said Bar
kley was crazy for thinking it would . 

Back home he searched online for 
Clancy's number, but he'd forgot
ten his first name. He searched "the 
Clancy Man" but got no results. 

That night he scored again. After ad
vancing the ball into the defenders' 
zone, he dropped to one knee and, his 
stick low across the ice, swatted an
grily. The ball lofted up and bounced 
over the goalkeeper's broom . The 
goalkeeper, a full two seconds too 
late, swung with his hand and fell. 

"Nice hit, Ice King!" Freddi called 
from center ice. She dropped her stick 
and clapped her pink gloves together. 

"Real pretty." T-Storm whipped 
Barkley's shoulder with the blade of 
his stick. "Highlight material," he 
said. "Someone call the papers." 
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The Icekateers held the lead only 
a couple minutes, until their oppo
nents, a group called the Mighty 
Sucks, scored two quick goals on 
chance and clumsy defense. 

Late in the game a fat, oafish guy 
in a bicycle helmet swung at an air
borne ball and struck Michelle in 
back of the head . Michelle dropped 
to the ice. Play stopped. Freddi and 
Erica Lynn rushed over. "No, no," 
Michelle said, waving everyone off, 
"it just surprised me." She patted the 
fat guy on his shoulder. 'Tm fine." 
The referee sent the fat guy to the box 
with a minor penalty. 

"Goddamn, that grinds me," 
T-Storm said to Barkley, both on the 
other end of the rink. "I will kick 
that guy's ass." 

"Power play," Barkley said. "We 
can still win this." 

Following the Icekateers' draw
back, Erica Lynn dribbled out and 
passed to Darryl Drummond. He 
kicked it up the boards, then shoved 
it forward to Freddi, who moved 
into the defenders' zone. At once 
Freddi's feet splayed out from un
der her and the ball rolled lazily to 
the corner. Barkley rushed behind 
the net and fought an opponent for 
possession, then dribbled up for an 
angle on goal. He saw Bogey push 
off the opposite boards and crash the 
point, and he scooped a pass, lobbing 
the ball over an attacking defend
er. It arced in toward the middle of 
the rink and bounced just short of 
the crease, in position for a hard
muscled shot on goal. Bogey cocked 



back his stick, then collided into 
Darryl Drummond, who had wan
dered in as if he was lost. They both 
fell. An opponent recovered and 
cleared the ball down the rink. 

"Drummond, you turd! And Bo
gey, you suck!" 

Slowly, the mass of players changed 
direction toward the Icekateers' zone. 

In the final moments of the power 
play, Barkley took a hope-and-a
prayer shot on goal, swinging with 
all his might from just past the cen
ter line. His shot lifted high in the 
air and cleared the chicken-wire 
backstop, landing out of sight in the 
snowy field beyond the rink lights. 
Everyone stopped, looked around 
helplessly. 

"Son of a bitch," Barkley muttered. 
One of the Mighty Sucks tramped 
through the snow to retrieve the ball. 
At center ice Erica Lynn slipped and 
fell, unprovoked . 

When play resumed, the fat man 
in the bike helmet reentered the rink 
over the penalty boards. Immedi
ately T-Storm cross-checked him, 
sending him sprawling forward on 
the ice. "High-sticking piece of shit," 
T-Storm yelled. "Hit a girl, you piece 
of shit." 

The referee shrilled his whistle. 
A Suck bum-rushed T-Storm but 

was blocked, diplomatically, by an
other teammate. T-Storm threw off 
his gloves. "I'll kick all your asses," 
he said. "Every one of you." Freddi 
cut him off and wrapped him in a 
bear hug, clutching the back of his 

jersey when she couldn't embrace his 
full girth. 

"Sit down, butthead." 
"Fuck you," T-Storm shouted, and 

someone shouted back, "Fuck your
self!" Then Freddi lost her balance 
and fell to the ice, bringing T-Storm 
down with her. 

One of the Sucks tripped over 
Erica Lynn's stick while crossing to
ward where the fat man lay. The trip 
seemed intentional, and one woman 
took off in Erica Lynn's direction . 
Bogey tried grabbing the woman's 
elbow, but he slipped and dropped 
on his tailbone. People wanted to 
fight, or else halt what might become 
a fight-it was unclear. No one could 
stand long enough to do anything 
meaningful. Then a Suck reached out 
to help Bogey, and Bogey pulled him 
down and punched him in the neck. 
The referee dove in to separate them. 

"Grow up," said a female Suck. 
"Grow tits," said T-Storm. 
Barkley arrived late to the scene, 

having been at first restrained by Dar
ryl Drummond. As he approached 
the fray he shouted something incom
prehensible even to himself Then he 
saw the fat man in the bicycle helmet 
rise from the ice, aided by a couple 
teammates, and he changed direction 
and went for them. 

The fat man, unaware, turned 
and swung his stick, rested over his 
shoulder like a hobo's bindle, into the 
side of Barkley's face. Barkley crum
pled to the ice. Almost immediately 
he was back on his feet, disoriented. 
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"Sorry," the man said. "I didn't see 
you there." 

"You son of a bitch," Barkley said. 
"That was a cheap shot." 

"It was an accident. I didn't mean 
to." Then the man did something for 
which Barkley was unprepared: he 
reached out and embraced him. A 
man-hug: one-armed, bear-like. 'Tm 
sorry, galoot." The man smelled of 
sweat and cheap musk . His whiskers 
brushed Barkley's cheek. Barkley was 
disgusted, yet he couldn't manage a 
thing to say. He reached up and pat
ted the man on the back. 

"Cut the grab-ass," T-Storm called 
from the penalty box. "You'll make 
me puke." 

Barkley subbed out, leaving the 
team short-handed. His temple 
throbbed where he took the hit, ten
der to the touch. Already he knew 
it would become a black eye. And 
he thought about how he'd had ab
solutely no plan for once he reached 
the cluster of Mighty Sucks, and ifhe 
hadn't been blindsided who knows 
what he might have done. Nothing 
smart, that's for sure . 

After the final whistle both teams 
shook hands at center ice. T-Storm 
and the fat man exchanged words of 
apology. Freddi reminded everyone 
about the final game next week. No 
one mentioned anything to Barkley 
about missing yesterday's informal 
practice . He suspected no one else 
showed up either. 

His phone rings at one in the morn
ing. "Frank," says the voice, leathery 
and uninflected, "are you sorry?" 
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"You again. Thanks for calling 
back, asshole. I know who this is. 
You don't intimidate me." 

"I asked a question. Are you sorry?" 
"Think you can play games with 

me, Clancy? You owe me two hun
dred bucks, you dick. I'm a lawyer. 
I'll drain you dry." 

"Who's Clancy?" 
"Oh, I'm the Clancy Man," Bar

kley mimics. "Call me the Clancy 
Man. Listen, I will find you and get 
my two hundred bucks. I will hunt 
you down ." 

"You're talkative tonight." 
"I had a broomball game . I can't 

sleep." He sniffs back a runny nose, 
still cold from the bitter night air . 

"Broomhall? Whatever that is," 
says the · voice . "I figured you'd be 
a night owl, kept up by your con
science." 

"What did I do to you?" Barkley 
asks. "Give me a hint." 

"Just me? What about everyone 
else, Frank? It's not just me." 

Barkley pulls the cord to his night
stand lamp . It's too bright, and he 
extinguishes it. "You think you're hot 
shit harassing me on the phone," he 
says. "You're just a coward." 

''And you're a bully. You think 
there's some honor in fighting." 

"I'll fight until I win. There's honor 
in winning." 

"Is there?" 
"Ask me after I've beaten your ass 

bloody." 
"Shut up, Frank. Drop the bull

shit. God, you're a loser." 
"Take that back!" Barkley ex

plodes. "That's not true!" When the 



voice doesn't respond, he continues. 
"You don't know a thing about me. 
I'm the champion-no one's better 
than me. You should see me! I would 
kick your ass in hockey, in basketball, 
in football, or in checkers, I'd kick 
your ass in racquetball, in throwing 
and in a fistfight-" 

When he hears the voice laugh
ing, he pops off his phone battery . 
and hurls it into his kitchen, where it 
makes a blunt cracking noise against 
a cabinet door. 

February closes out with record 
lows. Northern winds sweep down, 
turning everything brittle and rigid . 
In the streets, bodies are indistin
guishable in their parkas and scarves, 
cars are uniformly gritty with sand 
and salt. Intermittent sunlight warms 

nothing, only casting the grid of 
downtown in odd, transient shadows . 

The calls continue. The voice persists. 
His anxiety rises and he is saddled 

with paranoia. He cancels the weekly 
meeting with his therapist, thinking 
she might be cranking him as part of 
his treatment, then decides against 
it, reschedules, and when they meet, 
he finds himself near tears describing 
the latest panic attack. 

"The days are so long," he tells her, 
"yet they add up so fast . Every night I 
have this feeling of someone standing 
on my chest . If I die tomorrow I'll 
leave nothing behind, nothing. It's 
too much pressure. It 's my fault-I'm 
responsible for my own life, but holy 
shit." He looks off absently toward 
the wall, where her diploma hangs 
crookedly. He is grinding his teeth. 

"God, I hate my ex:-wife," he roars. 
"You know , I'm almost forty, I still 
can't grow a full beard. Of all those 
job applications , not one company 
has even acknowledged getting my 
resume-not one! And of course the 
fucking Vikings blew it in overtime 
and missed the fucking Super Bowl. 
Goddamnit, I can't catch a break!" 

"What are you not telling me?" 
"I think I'm hearing voices, Doc

tor Avilas." 
She assesses him, but shakes her 

head . "No," she says, "that does not 
happen to you . You are not the type." 

Freddi e-mails the team , saying those 
with jobs should call in sick Tues
day: after the final game they will 
be drinking . The forecast predicts 
bone-numbing cold, she writes , so 
prepare for bourbon shots lit on fire: 
blazing saddles, hot tamales, Ken
tucky fireballs, flaming assholes. 

"Why do you answer, if you don't 
want to talk to me?" 

"Because I won't back down. I 
won't run away, and I won 't quit." He 
is sitting on the edge of the mattress, 
his bedroom lit by the nightstand 
lamp . It's nearly two in the morning, 
and he's been waiting. 

"What's the black eye from, Frank?" 
"None of your business ." Barkley 

brings his hand to his face. By now 
the purple has faded into a tender 
ring of marigold. "Where are you?" 

The line falls silent for a long time , 
a couple minutes even. 
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Barkley says, "Listen, why are you 
calling? What do you want?" 

"This isn't about me, Frank . What 
do you want?" 

Barkley rests his elbows on his 
knees. He holds his phone with one 
hand and cradles his forehead with 
the other. 

"What have you done, Frank?" 
Again there is a long silence . 
''I'll get you started," says the 

voice. "First you kicked a taxi that 
was pulled too far into the crosswalk . 
You spit at a bum who walked into 
you on Nicollet Mall. You cursed a 
woman for throwing a cellophane 
wrapper in the street. Familiar yet, 
Frank? This is just for starters. You 
chucked your remote against the wall 
when your cable was down, and you 
threw a cup of sunflower seeds when 
someone cut you off in traffic. You 
yanked a kid's earbuds on the bus be
cause his music was too loud-why 
were you even riding the bus , with 
your temper?" 

"I have panic issues-sometimes I 
can't drive. " 

Just then a woman's voice mutters 
something in the background. 

"No, " the man snaps. "He has to 
know." He addresses Barkley again: 
"There's more-you called your old 
boss and threatened extortion. You 
scolded your own mother when she 
misplaced your father's military pen
sion. And you made the woman in 
your condo cry because the clock on 
the door was wrong-you did these 
things, Frank! You can't take them 
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back. People are hurt because of 
you-you hurt people." 

Barkley knows what he's done . 
These were entries from his trans
gressions diary, all except his fight 
with the condo receptionist. When 
he'd gone to add that one, he found 
the pages already full; margin 
to margin. 

"So what," Barkley says. "Sorry ." 
"Is that the best you can do?" 
"Yes." 

"I hate you." 
"If it's worth anything, I hate 

myself ." 
"I want an apology," the man 

on the phone says. "I want you to 
mean it." 

"You want an apology?" Barkley 
says. 'Tm sorry. I really am . I'm not 
just saying that . For whatever I did 
to you, whatever I said to your wife, 
I'm sorry . I didn't know I made her 
cry. But you don't need to badger me: 
I live a life of remorse. I have faults 
and failures, it's not news to me . I'm 
trying to be decent . And what you're 
telling me is old news," Barkley says. 
"I have a whole new list of wrong
doings, friend . Terrible , disgusting 
things-a long list. Interested?" 

"Very." 
"Well, you know where I live. 

Come on up, knock on my door, 
and I'll shove them so far up your 
fucking ass it'll shatter your fucking 
skull. This isn't kid's play! You want 
me to change, then don't provoke 
me. Leave me the fuck alone! Don't 
pester me for a small apology . I'm al-



ready plenty sorry. You want me to 
live right, then leave me alone . Don't 
call. I'm doing it my way. I'm trying 
to improve-I want to be better. I 
already know I need to be better!" 

Barkley waits in silence. He 
looks at his phone, but the call has 
ended. He goes out and squints 
through his peephole onto an empty, 
quiet hallway. 

His heart settles, and he returns to 
bed . Soon he is asleep. 

The final game of the season : the 
coldest night yet, the air thin and 
penetrating. 

The Icekateers win control on the 
drop, until Michelle promptly falls 
and turns it over. Their opponents 
advance it, attempt a fundamental 
perimeter pass, then turn it over. 
Soon after that, the Icekateers again 
turn it over. Erica Lynn fumbles her 
stick and whacks T-Storm in the 
shin . Darryl Drummond is absent 
on defense wiping his nose with a 
handkerchief Barkley watches a 
stretch from the penalty box. Bo
gey falls into an opponent who falls 
into Freddi . 

The match continues like this, er
rant passes and wayward shots, pile
ups and spills. No strategy . No skill. 

Late in the second ha!£ the match 
still scoreless, Barkley drops to his 
knees and slides into a scrum behind 
his own goal. He threads his stick 
through everyone's feet and dislodges 
the ball, undercutting several oppo
nents. He shakes them off, recovers 
the loose ball, and turns up the rink. 

He dribbles along the boards, 

where a dusting of snow provides 
him traction . An opponent steps up 
to screen him and he passes ahead 
to himsel£ shoulder-checking the 
man. Another opponent shuffles over 
on defense and Barkley fakes a pass 
across the wing, where Bogey is call
ing for the ball. It works: both Bogey 
and the opponent fall to the ice. 

At the defenders' zone he angles in 
toward the goal. It's only him and the 
opposing goalie . He senses fear in her 
face; she steps backward into the net . 
"Fuckin do it, Ice King!" he hears 
from behind. 

He has a move: he sweeps the ball 
to his backhand side then dives for
ward onto his stomach . Sliding, he 
reaches out and hand-passes across 
his body, juking the goalie. She 
lurches to the side, bumps into the 
post and falls. Barkley coasts with his 
stick extended and engages the ball. 
He needs to gently redirect it, let its 
own momentum carry it into the net. 

He goes for the kill. He whiffs. 
Something crashes into the crown 

of his head, the goalpost maybe. Some
thing thunks. His trajectory changes 
and he collides into the boards. Things 
are blurry. Somewhere off and away he 
sees the orange ball, not in the goal. 

No one is cheering. 
And then he is no longer thinking 

about broomball. Instead he's re
membering the times after JV hock
ey practice when he and his three 
best friends-Digger, Schwartz, and 
Fat Jerry-would pile into his Cut
lass Supreme and drive to the qui-
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et backroads in the sticks, singing 
along to Queen or David Bowie on 
the tape deck, sometimes smoking 
dope, sometimes not. Barkley would 
floor it down the icy streets, joggling 
the steering wheel, and as they began 
to fishtail he would turn to Digger 
riding shotgun and feign a look of 
panic. Then in an instant he would 
slam the brakes and twist the wheel, 
sending them spinning down the 
road, spinning and spinning. God, 
they laughed-how they laughed! 
They made Fat Jerry sit in the back, 
saying his weight acted like a pen
dulum. One time Schwartz actually 
pissed his pants, he was laughing so 
hard. He grabbed Fat Jerry's soda 
and dumped it in his lap to cover it 
as an accident, but Fat Jerry had al
ready seen and ratted him out. It got 
Barkley laughing so wildly he bucked 
forward and got a bloody nose from 
the steering wheel, and they went 
into another spin, coughing clouds 
of laughter. Nothing bad ever hap
pened. There were no consequences. 
They just kept going, spinning and 
laughing, singing in falsetto, cookie 
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after cookie, quitting only when they 
were too dizzy to see straight. 

"Ha! Your head sounded hollow. I 
heard it from the other end." T-Storm 
yanks on Barkley's sleeve and pant 
leg, turns him onto his back. "Come 
on, asshole. Time's almost up. 
You didn't score, but we all had a 
good laugh." 

"What an absolute boner," Fred
di says, shaking her head. Then she 
squats to her haunches and peers 
in at him. "Wait, he might be hurt. 
Maybe we shouldn't move him." 

"No, look at how he's clutching 
his stick." 

"But his eyes. He looks bonkers." 
"That's normal." T-Storm nudges 

Barkley with his foot. "Let's go. Get 
up, Ice King. You OK?" 

He's OK. He'll get up in a min
ute. Don't worry, he's fine. He wants 
to keep playing. He wants to be so 
good that while everyone else plods 
and shuffles along the ice, it's like he 
alone is dashing through a field of 
thick summer grass. He's getting up. 
He's fine. He wants to win. 



prologue-September 17, 1994 

(31 days after the killing) 
These seconds are the last he has 
and he counts them silently on the 
hard bunk. When the rubber sheet 
crackles he restrains his breath, star
ing through the cell door window at 
panel light that smells of bleach and 
socks and soap and shit and shame. 
For thirteen seconds he studies the 
dilution of shadow under its moon
white glare, a black plank stabbing 
through a sepia cone on the concrete 
floor. 

At ten minute intervals Offi
cer Kelly-Aileen-performs sui
cide checks, which means that at 
five-hundred twenty seconds (to be 
safe) Ravi closes his eyes and feigns 
sleep. Cinderblock walls amplify 
the tacky snap of her shoes on the 
painted floor. With his eyes closed 
he can discern when her head in the 
window eclipses the dayroom light. 
The cell is as dark as it ever gets then, 
but never quite bedroom dark, never 
again Tori's sleep-twitching hand on 
his waist, the heat of her knees be
hind his. 

The dark lifts. He needs to find 
h is breath. 

The window empty when he opens 
his eyes, he sits forward and with a 
steady pull frees the top sheet from 
its forty-five degree corners, count
ing 18, 19, 20. Years of meditation 
practice have fine-tuned his timed 
breathing, one second in, one sec-

Seasons of Doubt 
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ond out. Tori once asked if he said 
Mississippi or one-thousands to him
self, enamored then with his mind
ful focus. How do you just unplug? 
Her voice is inescapable now, all the 
thought-bumping practice failing 
him in the end. 

To fashion the chlorine-smelling 
twin sheet into a rope, he needs to 
be standing on the concrete. He 
rolls warily onto his stomach as the 
mattress crackles like paper, rotates 
his legs around and stops when his 
bare toes lower to Tim Rutherford's 
mattress. In the four weeks they have 
shared this cell Ravi has not spoken, 
yet he's reasoned that Rutherford 
will permit him this final act. It will 
end the incriminating secrets Ravi 
knows, and for a time Rutherford 
will have the cell to himself. 

Moments pass, Rutherford is still, 
and a warmth spreads through Ra
vi's chest, a tiny welling of trust. He 
lowers one foot at a time to the cold 
ground . 

He doesn't expect to see Tori in the 
afterlife. In his heart he can't believe 
in a holy or unholy realm where souls 
take the form of people they once in
habited. If there is not a place, there 
will be no pain. If there is a place, 
perhaps there will be no pain. What 
he knows for certain-all the know
ing he has left-is that unendurable 
pain exists here and now. 

137, 138, 139. 
The top bunk level with his chest, 

he rolls the sheet from the center out-
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ward. The mattress sounds like a fro
zen puddle as his rolling compresses 
against the steel pan underneath, 
but this cannot be helped. A flash of 
memory invades his present moment, 
and before he can bump it away he 
is nine years old with his parents in 
the Chopta Valley, rolling a tent as 
the shama birds sing, the forests of 
pink rhododendron with their ap
ple-smelling leaves, his father saying 
.. . his father. When he learns of this, 
what will his father ... 

152, 153. 
He rolls the sheet imperfectly, the 

center flabby, the ends spiraled, but 
there isn't time to start over. At the 
head of the bunk bed he ties the sheet 
around the steel tube frame and leaves 
a foot-long tail. He adds an identical 
half-hitch and pulls down so that the 
knot climbs the loose end; just as he 
tells it to stop in his mind it does, the 
knots locking with the small creak of 
a floor board. He puts his weight on 
the knot until he is satisfied . Then he 
does the same with the other end. 

289, 290, 291. 
Fastened on both sides to the up

per frame, the cotton sheet ham
mocks loosely, and he twists a loop 
that he pulls up and through to keep 
his head from spinning out. 

"Babar," Rutherford says, and the 
sickening whisper jolts Ravi from his 
work. He checks that the window is 
still empty. Underneath him Ruther
ford cranes his head back, chin stab
bing up, Brillo hair mashed down, 
and whispers, "Put in a good word 
for me. Wherever the fuck." 

For a long moment Ravi stares at 
the boyish upturned nose, regretting 
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that this is the last face he will see. In 
the pores on Rutherford's forehead 
he can almost visualize what cannot 
be condemned, the cells dividing 
and aging, innocent of knowing the 
kind of person they are keeping alive. 
The sound that leaves Ravi's throat 
is scraping rust, a voice not his own 
that forms a single word. 

"Bye." 
Rutherford lifts his back from the 

mattress. "You can talk, you son of 
a bitch?" And the only question is 
whether he can contain himself. A 
moment, throbbing, before he sighs 
and settles back. "Just fucking do it." 

Ravi has lost count, lost time. He 
checks the window again and pulls 
the scratchy cotton loop around his 
head. He wants his neck to break, 
but there isn't much slack. Reach
ing behind him for the top head rail 
of the bunk, he allows Tori into his 
thoughts, not the voice that haunts 
him, those unbearable final words of 
her life-Why couldn't you leave me 
alone?-but the low churchy satin 
voice that Atlantic Records expected 
to go platinum. 

Feel my soul brushing yours, killing me 
Imagination is killing me 
He pulls back against the top rail, 

his shoulders pressing the rim of an
gle iron that keeps his mattress in 
place. Holding his weight with his 
hands he makes a loose lotus fold of 
his legs, his abdomen muscles shak
ing, his forearms starting to burn . 
He pushes off the top rail and lets go, 
the sheet constricting with a jerk be
fore he pendulums back against the 
bunk. A flashbulb as his skull bash
es the angle iron. He snaps open his 



fists, flexes his toes on the concrete, 
his neck unbroken. But the sheet has 
clenched his windpipe closed, and 
he lifts his feet again so that the ex
ertion makes his heart race. A tickle 
down the back of his neck, warm, 
cooling. Blood. 

The light dims, the shadow of a 
head, massive, shuddering on the 
wall before him . The door latch clat
ters . "No, Ravi." Aileen . "No, God." 

He tightens his fists, his thighs, his 
jaw, to amplify the demand for air. 
More agonizing than suicide is the 
thought of Aileen catching him in 
his attempt, living through her dis
appointment. 

Dizziness . He can feel himself get
ting smaller. 

Then distantly the hard sides of her 
arms around him, the bones as she 
clamps her wrist behind his back and 
jerks him up. Her stiff officer collar 
grazes his chin. His shoulder blades 
press on the cross of angle iron, pin
ning him there. Her voice is near and 
far: "Help me!" 

But he's almost there, almost free, 
the light behind his eyelids graying 
to ash . A scrape at his throat, distant . 
Her voice imploring help again is 
further now, softer. 

Spinning . Dull bashing. A sound
less thump of concrete floor on his 
hip and shoulder. The breath in his 
throat bursts out and a new, very cold 
breath fills his chest and head with 
the fruit of Aileen's shampoo. Her 
soft cheek against his. "Breathe, yes, 
there, good. Breathe." 

His mind fills with Tori, regret for 
all that he's done and needs to an
swer for. The torrents of guilt held 

back for so long finally pour through 

him, and again he feels his voice in 
his throat, but all that will come is a 
dry horn of sound . 

"Oh, Ravi," she says, and there is 
light pressure on the wet of his hair, 
her hand falling through his sight, 
shimmering. His breath is running, 
he's forgotten it, but this will be the 
way, his blood coursing out. The 
darkness is upon him again, the irre
sistible sleep. 

"Rutherford!" Her voice exploding 
now. "You son of a bitch. Why didn't 
you help me?" 

Light pressure against his bleeding 
scalp-her sleeve?-and Ravi opens 
his eye, blinking into focus the sight 
of Rutherford lurching from his bunk 
and pulling the cell door closed. And 
then the softness gone, yanked from 
him as she is swept away. Glass ex
plodes in his ears as his head crashes 
to the floor. 

When he opens his eyes Aileen is 
on the ground on her back, Ruth
erford on top of her, his big hand 
mashed over her mouth. He opens 
her arms away as if she weren't trying 
and pins them with his knees . "What 
do you got down here, Fort Knox?" 
he says. ''I'll let you know ." He con
torts around and thrusts his free 
hand down the front of her pants. 

From Chapter 3-August 21, 1994 

(4 days after the killing) 
On quiet days in C-Pod, Aileen 
imagines the men being somewhere 
else, a sports bar or barber shop, 
a hotel lobby. They share sections 
of USA Today and play checkers or 
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card games, and the newest offend
ers have begun to manage the rude 
absence from their lives of alcohol, 
coffee, sex, freedom. There is con
versation and tentative laughter, near 
the ceiling daylight so pale you for
get it passes through security-glazed 
glass that her training officer said can 

withstand "three men of well-devel
oped physique taking fifteen swings 
each with a sledge hammer." 

From her officer station, a metal 
stool behind a chipped laminate po
dium, Aileen finds herself drifting 
back to the slummy northeast city of 
her childhood. Until he died in the 
bed of a woman who wasn't his wife, 
her father, Manny Rudy, ran a flop
house motel whose lobby-brick red 
shag carpet, avocado counters-she 
can still smell. Orange creamsicle air 
freshener and coffee. A rabbit-eared 
black-and-white TV received three 
channels, and she is sitting on the 
corduroy sofa with pony-tailed men 
smoking raptly as Marcia Brady steps 
on stage the night of the big play. 
They tell Aileen how good the coffee 
is, even though it's just water out of 
the bathtub, because it's faster than 
the sink, a paper filter like a huge 
cupcake wrapper and three scoops 
from the big blue can. 

Aileen never had their attention 
long before they went off to chase 
their psycho women down at The 
Mermaid, or to commit easily solv
able crimes that Manny would tell 
her about as Aileen helped him bag 
up their clothes and toiletries. If they 
were in Oregon they would have seen 
the inside of C-Pod at some point, 
middle-security inmates doing un-
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lawful possession, assault, robbery, 
theft, manslaughter, occasional pro
motion of prostitution or extortion, 
and a few maximum security offend
ers, like Ravi and Rutherford, await
ing trial. 

To high schoolers on a field trip 
they look terrifying, leaned over tat
tooed forearms on backwards folding 

chairs for a 12 Step meeting, but Ai
leen has seen many of them terrified 
themselves, letting go all the way, 
howling, pissing, biting, their eyes 
wild or dim. The worst qualify for 
methadone maintenance, but most 
white-knuckle a few nights of nau
seous, goose-bumped, nose-running 
withdrawal. Behind cell doors they 
pace, sweat, evacuate themselves, 
write letters to their families, occa
sionally to their victims, and at some 
point cry. During cell inspections, 
Aileen will find snippets of their 
crumpled pleas in the rubberized 
wastebasket. Eventually they manage 
a soft step out, mutter a few words in 
the dayroom as they beeline to a pa
tio chair facing the TV. A few weeks 
of counted days, and they imagine 
reentering a world rinsed clean of 
trouble by their shining new sobriety. 
But the real test, Aileen knows from 
experience, will come as euphoric re
call: on a certain afternoon, often not 
a bad one but a good, exciting one, 
they will need to steer past a partic
ular tavern, or keep their finger from 
summoning the old arrangement of 
numbers on a telephone . These mo
ments above all others will define 
their recovery. 

At this morning's 12 Step meeting, 
Pastor Bob says, "Fear tells me I'm 



not good enough. But pride says I'm 
better than you are. So when I was 
scared you wouldn't like me, I stuck 
my tongue out first." 

He employs sermon theatrics, 
drawing out baritone syllables, paus
ing to scan faces, breaking out in 
sudden all-is-well grins. It doesn't 
matter if what he says is personal re
flection or memorized from The Big 
Book. Around him thirteen pairs 
of eyes fall indiscriminately to scuff 
marks on the concrete as his words 
cut into their life stories. Cigarettes 
might contain the only breathable 
air, they're sucking on them so hard. 

Len Pomeroy snubs his butt on the 
concrete. "Your mother start working 
here, Pomeroy?" she says. A hand up 
in surrender, he drops the butt in the 
big ketchup can. 

The meetings are constructive, 
even if the occasional participant, 
seeking community, will narrate a 
fiction not apparent in the details-a 
bar, package store, it's all feasible
but in the psychology of addiction, 
that unvarying, inextinguishable 
want. Aileen can't point to an exact 
omission or incongruity, but when 
the drinking stories are true she feels 
ice in her spine . She thinks of that 
third gin and tonic and fresh ciga
rette holding the secret, ushering her 
true quick-witted, poised, benevolent 
self into the world. 

"Sober, I feel like this hollowed-out 
egg shell," says Dave Babcock, whose 
blood alcohol was .25 when they un
wedged him from an upside-down 
Nova in which his fiance and broth
er were killed. "I mean, what's the 

point if you're not getting loaded," he 

says. "Drink water if you're thirsty. 
It's free." 

Aileen stands abruptly and walks. 
Often she needs to go for walks 
during meetings. One of the new in
mates is leaning with his arms folded 
against the west wall of the dayroom 
waiting on the phone . He catches her 
eye, juts his chin at the clock. Shane 
Bardell is slumped in a chair talking 
on a steel wall phone that makes col
lect calls only. "Jeanie and me had 
some rowdy times, Ma , but Christ . 
I belted her. Ifl'm turning into Dad, 
I'll put a bullet in my ear right now." 

Aileen touches his shoulder . "Fin
ish up, Shane." 

Through the open door of cell 17, 
the second from the end on the south 
wall, Ravi is sitting with his legs 
folded on the top bunk. She stands 
in the doorway, concerned about the 
weight he has already lost in his days 
of confinement. Hollows on his face 
are pooled with shadow, and his Ad
am's apple protrudes like a golf ball 
stuck in his throat . He is unshaven 
and has developed flaky skin on his 
forehead. But what alarms her is that 
Ravi shows none of the intrinsic jail 
tension, the rigidness in the shoul
ders, the alertness that, even half 
asleep, healthy prisoners have. What 
she sees is a defenseless man she may 
not have much time to help. Already 
some of the inmates have been test
ing him. They think he's faking and 
are insulted to be outside his confi
dence . C-pod is a very dangerous 
place when inmates feel insulted. 
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From Chapter 4-August 22, 1994 

(5 days after the killing) 
Many of his earliest memories are 

of sitting in linen drawstring pants 
before an altar of Hindu gods that 
his father, a Buddhist, didn't believe 
in. His mother , a Hindi, refused to 

join her husband and son . She said 
that Hindu meditation, unlike sim
ple Buddhist meditation, was very 
complicated and for the monks . For a 
time, Ravi wanted to become a Hin
du monk when he saw books that 
showed them able to fly and break 
things with their minds. 

First a breathing exercise, focused 
on a grain or knot on the hardwood 
floor of the small spare bedroom . 
Then the compassion meditation, his 
father starting, May I be happy. May 
I be well. May I be loved. May you 
be happy . May you be well . . . . on 
through relatives, friends, acquain
tances, those unfriendly, and a final 
blessing to all sentient beings ev
erywhere. When it was Ravi's turn, 
names came easily, especially those 
unfriendly in the later elementary 
grades, where kids asked if he could 
walk on hot coals . Ifhe slept on a bed 
of nails. When a teacher made an 
example of him for his reading, one 
of the popular kids said , "It's only 
because Indians can sit still forever." 
He never explained the difference be
tween Indian and Sri Lankan, or that 
he was born in Iowa. 

Now he retrieves his father's 
woodsy aftershave and soft voice as 
he sits in the jail. When Rutherford 
is on his bunk, Ravi sits in the day
room, away from Aileen behind the 
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wooden podium, heeding her advice 
to keep their friendship secret . After 
the 0745 chow hall run he will return 
and sit through yard time, which is 
voluntary, until 1330 chow, which is 
not. The concrete floor and cinder
block walls are the same platinum 
gray latex , the monochrome garishly 
broken by plastic chairs whose glossy 
green is the color of M&M candy. 

Occasionally they speak to him . 
"Personal friend of mine did four 
years in the Salem nuthouse . You 
think it's a sleepwalk, man are you 
mistaken. They strap you to your 
bed, dope you up . And soon as they 
catch you acting normal they bounce 
you right back in a courtroom." 

The gray floor is marred by sneak
ers they're allowed to wear in the 
yard. Sitting, he can focus on a smear 
whatever his position in the room. 
He knows it is afternoon when his 
eyes burn from the cool forced air. 

He looks up blinking and is met 
by the stares of two men whose voic
es have been entering his thoughts. 
The first man has a neck tattoo and 
a shaved head, and the second is a 
thin Hispanic with small, inexpres
sive eyes. The first says to the sec
ond , "My brother Eddie was in Cali 
changing oil for Mercedes. In his 
pocket he's got this little case, looks 
like a pack of Juicy Fruit. But inside 
are two pieces of clay. Most of those 
rich fucks just hand over the whole 
key ring. So Eddie presses the house 
key, makes a copy out of zinc . Then 
he scopes the place from the address 
off the work order . Finds one with no 
alarm, nobody home in the daytime . 
So he jacks the place, right? Wrong . 



Only thing he does is go in and 
take inventory. What kind of stereo, 
VCR, jewelry, silver, antiques, scrip 
meds, power tools, guns . He writes 
up the time of day to go, the items 
inside, and he sells it with the key to 
affiliates of the fucking Milano fam
ily. They're paying him two grand a 
key, and probably taking the house 
for fifteen or twenty. You know how 
long he's doing this? Two years. Not 
even a close call. Then one time the 
guy he's selling to brings a buddy. A 
fucking mute. Milano's guy vouches, 
but sure enough the quiet guy is lard 
bacon. Five to ten in San Quentin. 
Eddie loses his house and my neph
ews. Couple weeks ago, he loses his 
eye out in the yard ." The man turns 
suddenly to Ravi. "You hear me, 
Gandhi? You got something you 
need to say?" 

"Somebody shiv his ass, then you 
watch him holler," the Hispanic man 
says. "Then he cannah speak." 

In the mess hall Ravi can smell the 
rinsed-off food carried by steam, and 
chlorine bleach, which is everywhere 
always, but more concentrated where 
they eat. When the man in front of 
him walks, Ravi follows, pushing a 
red tray, pale where it's been bent and 
bent back . Anchored away from the 
edges of the room are three rows of 
brushed steel tables, and he sits on 
an attached bench. Men sit on either 
side of him as he is scooping corn 
from a round tray well. 

"I tell you who I miss," says the 
slack-jawed man across from Ravi. 
"It ain't her. It sure as hell ain't her 
kids. I miss my dog. Beautiful Bel-

gian Malinois . My wife, she got this 

little asshole Pomeranian. You look at 
him and he shits his pants." 

"I hate dogs," says the curly-haired 
man next to him . "We had a droo
ly-ass Newfoundland when I was a 
kid." He looks at the skull-faced man 
across the table. "Hey, Little Arson 
Annie . Did you ask for it well done?" 

''Am I going to have to stomp your 
ass?" the skull-faced man says. "I can 
do some O-seg for it. That's fine." 

"Man, can't you take a joke?" 
The curly-haired man looks around . 
''Anybody seen that little fucksick
le Morgan? Owes me half a pack of 
Camels." 

A heavy middle-aged man says, "In 
a couple days they get our smokes, 
gentlemen. I was in New York when 
they took 'em away there. They get 
your lighters too, so you need shanks, 
better make 'em now. Oh, you'll get 
the patches. All they ever done was 
give me hiccups and the shits. There's 
not much. Not much." 

As he finishes a spoonful of canned 
pineapple, Ravi feels a pressure be
hind his right knee. He puts down 
his spoon and reaches for the pain, 
but his hand is caught and held at the 
same time the man on his left catches 
his other hand. The pressure magni
fies to fire. 

"Tell me when to stop, Slurpee." 
He can hear men stand and walk 

away as the thick fingers grip his 
thigh through loose canvas pants, 
skin and muscle twisting out a bulge 
that seems to have grown out of him 
like a new appendage, and he expects 
there to be blood. In his ears a crowd 
of trumpets bark one soprano note. 
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In his vision, a dimming before dark 
ropes twist. Throbbing on the sides 
of his jaw, and a trembling at the 
hinges. His breath short and shal
low, spasms of his pulse thumping 
in his neck. Only his blinking hasn't 
changed. 

The urge to resist comes in a 
lightning flash and passes, and the 
contraction softens. His attention 
becomes correcting his breath, deep
ening it. He hears the heavily ac
cented voice of an old man from his 
youth-a humid room full of people 
in robes, he and his father the winter 
after his mother was killed during 
Black July in Sri Lanka. "Allow," the 
old man is saying. ''Allow." The pain 
opens and there is everything to ob
serve. There are sunset colors, beats 
on a snare drum, the taste of rhu
barb. And there is equanimity. 

When Ravi stops resisting with 
his arms, the man on his left loosens 
hold of Ravi's hand, though he keeps 
the hand. The other man doesn't 
change his strong grip as he contin
ues pinching Ravi's thigh. "You just 
say the word, I'll quit," the man says. 

The pain has reached a plateau be
fore sensations cancel each other out, 
fire and ice, contraction and release. 
And there is equanimity. 

"Quit, man," the one on his right 
says. "Before I chunk." 

When the fingers let go his thigh 
swells without limitation, expand
ing like the just-born universe. He 
caps his breathing, reels it steadily 
back. Now the throbbing, the burn
ing itch. Allow. Allow. And there is 
equanimity. 

"Motherfucker's a zombie." 
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The hand that was crushing pats 
him lightly on the back. "Eat, man. 
Eat. We had to know." 

From Chapter 6-August 25, 1994 

(8 days after the killing) 
Aileen shouldn't be here. From a 
round-backed club chair that smells 
like new leather, she reads the law 
certificates to distract herself from 
thoughts of Warden Talbot telling 
her, grim as a father, to clear out her 
locker. In 1975 Maggie Pierce re
ceived a Juris Doctor Degree from 
Yale. For a few years she lived a town 
over from Aileen, in West Haven. 
Perhaps they had even seen each 
other when Aileen's sixth grade class 
took a field trip to the Yale Art Gal
lery and ate sack lunches between 
medieval brownstone buildings in 
one of the quads. 

The idea of a convergence almost 
twenty years ago draws Aileen to 
consider that she and Maggie are 
alike now only in cursory ways
women in Oregon who work with 
inmates-but what if that trip to 
Yale had been the spark of having 
faith in herself? This olive leather 
love seat, buttoned and antiqued, 
this wide mahogany desk facing a 
gizmoed mesh and chrome chair, 
like a UFO on wheels, these stained 
glass tulip floor lamps, what are they 
but the trappings of confidence, the 
unshakable certainty that winning 
court cases will earn it all back a 
hundred-fold? If Maggie Pierce ever 
doubted herself she certainly over
came reluctance with faith. Aileen 
thinks of her mismatched yard sale 



and thrift shop furniture at home. 
The pride she's taken in reusing feels 
a lot like consolation now. 

Maggie comes back with white 
mugs and sets one in front of Aileen, 
an orange spice tea seeping rust from 
a large sash bag. Maggie sits in the 
fancy desk chair, closes a brick-red le
gal book so worn that threads drape 
from the cover. Her hair is styled in a 
trendy flip, the sandy mix concealing 
gray, but her eyes look tired, sunken, 
overworked. She wears light makeup, 
pendant earrings, somewhere be
tween fighting her age and embrac
ing it. 

"I like your paintings," Aileen says. 
"They're forgeries. I mean, of 

course." She waves her finger be
tween the mermaid and the wom
an smelling a pink rose. "I saw the 
real Waterhouses in London once. I 
couldn't tell the difference, but that's 
not saying much. It's good to see you 
out of uniform." 

Aileen feels a blush rise as she won
ders, too late, if this visit is presump
tuous. "I know Ravi Patel. He's the 
drummer in my husband's band . I 
didn't know if you knew that." 

Considering the stacks on her 
desk, Maggie nods . "His father told 
me." She jots on a yellow sticky note 
and sticks it to one of the papers 
in an open file. She glances at her 
watch. 'Tm surprised Talbot didn't 
assign you a different pod ." 

"He doesn't know." 
Maggie's lifts her brows, and Ai

leen glances at an abstract painting 
between glass front bookshelves, 
spheres and cones in pastel repeti
tions. Their familiar camaraderie 

is slipping away; she feels as if she's 

imposing. "Do you know how you're 
going to defend him?" 

Maggie watches her cautiously, her 
mouth drawn into a straight line. 
"Still looking for the right bowl of 
porridge. We're going to shrink him 
again Tuesday and see how practical 
a mental defense might be." 

"Will you argue he's innocent? Be
cause he is. I think he is." 

Maggie puts down the pen, and 
her ergonomic chair tilts silently. 
"You think, or you can prove, Aileen? 
I'm a little short for time ." 

"I just know he's not capable of 
killing Tori," Aileen says, and she 
hears how pathetic that sounds. But 
where has her connection with Mag
gie gone? Mornings when Aileen 
worked the Hub, Maggie would of
ten bring her coffee from Sally's on 
High Street . In a low, confidential 
voice Maggie would ask how she was 
holding up. There was the solidarity 
of being women in their professions, 
but something deeper they shared 
had to do with Aileen's empathy for 
the convicts. Two years ago a lumber 
surveyor named Richmond Caine 
had been falsely accused of killing 
his ex-wife and step-daughter. Mag
gie had taken the case pro bono be
cause she believed in his innocence. 
Richmond later confided in Maggie 
that he was suicidal and that Aileen's 
compassion alone gave him strength 
to fight the charges . After his acquit
tal, Maggie had treated Aileen and 
Richmond to steak dinners at The 
Peppermill. 

"The problem is, Ravi told the po
lice just the opposite," Maggie says. 
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"Under no apparent duress. It's going 
to be a neat trick getting that confes
sion tossed. If a jury's going to find 
reasonable doubt, they need a rea
sonable alternative. If your intuitions 
don't prove anything, they don't 
mean anything. Sorry to be blunt." 

Aileen can feel an echo of heart

beat through her veins. 
"The DA overcharged this," Mag

gie says. 'Tm not sure why, if he's 
looking to plea down or if he thinks 
it'll go all the way." She takes off her 
glasses, a pale stripe barely wider 
than dental floss across the bridge 
of her nose. From the desk's shallow 
front drawer she removes a cleaning 
cloth and rubs the lenses . "For now 
we focus on what a prosecutor can 
prove. Legal guilt, not factual guilt. 
For murder one the state needs to 
show that he killed willfully, deliber
ately, and with premeditation." 

"Even if he didn't do it?" 
"This isn't a Matlock episode, Ai

leen." Her glasses on the desktop, 
Maggie rubs her temples. One finger
tip is missing from a car door when 
she was a child, Aileen remembers. 
"To defend him as innocent, I'll need 
nothing less than undying certainty 
of his innocence. I'll need to affir
matively believe in it, to feel it in the 
core of my being, so that it radiates. 
Then the jurors know that I believe. 
But I'm certainly not there now. And 
I'm not going to wager the rest of his 
life on the chance I'll get there. My 
strategy is to react to the prosecu
tion's strategy . I focus on shooting all 
the holes I can in the state's case ." 
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"So if he gets off, it's on a tech
nicality," Aileen says. She feels the 
emotion well up again, surging hot, 
recalling her bartending days. 

"Look . Ifl can walk him I give him 
back his life. Does the way you're ac
quitted change how sleeping in your 
own bed feels? You more than any
one should know that justice is rel
ative . Is dodging a life sentence less 
real because the state failed to prove 
their case beyond a reasonable doubt? 
I'm not defending his conduct. I'm 
defending his constitutional rights." 

"Believe he's innocent," Aileen 
says. "Feel it. As a friend I'm asking 
you to." 

"You're going to get yourself fired. 
You know that, right?" Maggie sits 
forward and replaces her glasses. 
"Aileen, when I meet with Ravi I 
see someone normal in every re
spect other than communication. 
Someone who can process enough 
to obey commands, but who won't 
respond to direct questions. If we're 
very lucky, the jury's seen enough B 
movies to blame it on post-traumatic 
stress. He's got no criminal record, 
no legal history of violence, and he 
just watched himself in the heat of 
passion kill his girlfriend. Maybe if 
they go guilty, they go murder two 
instead of one, or even manslaughter. 
Or else I put all our eggs in the inno
cent basket and they see a guy who's 
trying to get off on a mental defense. 
Which looks deceitful, and which 
can be less forgivable than murder." 

"He's not faking," Aileen says. "I 
know Ravi. I promise he's not faking." 



Maggie stares at her a moment, 
then sits forward and sips her tea . 
"What I have is a confession that 
right now is Everest in a storm. The 
police talked to him in a conference 
room with the door open. There's 
no sign of coercion. There might 
be something I can do with Miran
da, but it doesn't look like he ever 
thought he wasn't free to go." 

"Prove it by calling me up," Aileen 
says. 

"Oh, Talbot would love that." 
"I don't care. I'll tell the jury how 

inmates fuck with him every way 
you can twenty four hours a day. You 
could prove he's not faking if you 
make them imagine that." 

Maggie blinks twice, sighs, reaches 
for a legal pad. "Call you to testify," 
she says and jots a quick sentence. "I 
just might do that." 
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Iwas kidnapped twice. First I'll ex
plain how my father stole me, and 

then I'll tell you about the prostitute . 
The order of events is important. 

My parents had been high school 
sweethearts in Camp Verde, Arizona . 
They'd planned on attending college 
and getting married, but Vietnam 
was going on and the summer before 
enrolling in the university, my father 
received a draft notice and found 
himself in Southeast Asia for the next 
two years. When he came home, he 
kept his promise and married my 
mother. But the war had changed 
him. I think he saw enough death 
over there to make him want to enjoy 
as much fun and pleasure as being 
alive could offer. He liked drinking, 
gambling, and chasing women, and 
he only worked when he absolutely 
needed to. My mother put up with 
this for a while, but it wasn't long af
ter I was born that she kicked him 
out. That didn't keep him from com
ing around of course. He stopped 
by whether my mom wanted him 
to or not . 

He'd swing by before he got drunk 
or stoned or lost in a three day poker 
binge with some of the cowboys who 
worked the Silver Plate Ranch. But 
every now and again he'd show up 
late, waking us. Once he banged on 
the front door around midnight , and 
my mother was greeted at the door by 
a slobbering Saint Bernard my father 
won playing craps. I woke up and 
thought the dog was magical because 
it was so big. I cried when Mom 
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made my father take the dog away. 
Another time Dad didn't knock. He 
busted open the lock and let himself 
in . Mom and I found him standing 
naked in the kitchen drinking milk 
out of the carton. A woman in a 
cocktail dress sat at the table hold ing 
a towel to a bloody lip . I didn 't see 
him for a while after that. 

Then one night in that blur be
tween spring and summer, he 
rapped at my window until I awoke. 
I was six. 

"Let me in, Parker." 
I slid out of bed, pulling a blanket 

around me like a cape. 
"Why are you outside?" 
"Daddy lost his keys. You want a 

new toy?" 
I smiled and nodded. I opened the 

window. Cold winds Boated in off 
the desert Boor and the air tasted of 
stone, sand, and saguaro Bowers
like overripe muskmelon . My father 
pulled himself through and fell to 
the Boor in a soft thud. He was a lit
tle drunk. 

"Where's my toy?" 
"Daddy will take you to buy a new 

one. You want to go now?" 
"The stores are closed." 
"I know one that's open." 
Dad kneeled and put his arms 

around me. The house was quiet. 
He wore a denim jacket over a worn 
undershirt . He held me close to him, 
and I put my chin on his shoulder 
as he stood and carried me away. His 
beard, bushy and wild, smelled of 
sweat and campfire smoke. We snuck 



out the window like two cats, and he 
carried me to his Pinto and put me in 
the backseat . He told me to sleep, and 
he started the engine. We rolled away. 

I didn't know it at the time but 
my parents had been fighting over 
me. Dad was working in Phoenix 
and wanted me to come live with 
him. Mom had been against it. Now 
my father had decided to resolve the 
matter in his own special manner. 

Dad drove through town and 
headed south . I stared out my win
dow and tried to stay awake . Up until 
then my world consisted of playing 
outdoors and exploring the arroyos 
and gulches after a hard rain, chas
ing jackrabbits through the brush, 
and wading in the Verde River. Ev
erything was about to change. I fell 
back asleep to the hum of the engine, 
and when I awoke it was dawn and 
we were driving into the puffed up 
chest of Phoenix . 

The sunrise sliced between the 
buildings in hot streaks. My eyes 
felt crusty. My mouth went dry. We 
stayed on the freeway until we got to 
the center of the city. He took the off
ramp and slowed down as he rolled 
to one red light after another. The 
world had transformed in one quick 
ride from red and brown earth to 
grey cement and iron . 

I didn't know where I was, but I 
knew my father had not been honest. 
I began to cry. 

"Stop it," he said . "If you're a good 
boy we can have fun later today." 

"I want Mom." 
Dad paused. He had both hands 

on the wheel. The car took a left turn 

onto a small street behind a grocery 

store . Dad looked at me through the 
rearview mirror. 

"Mom doesn 't want you anymore," 
he said. I immediately began to wail. 

Obviously, my father was lying. 
But I was young and believed him. 
He told me it would be okay. He 
said we would have fun together. He 
promised me toys, pizza, and car
toons . He was a man on a streak who 
wasn't about to start losing. 

Dad pulled up to a square stucco 
cottage and parked. The place looked 
nearly abandoned. The front consist
ed of jagged rocks and yucca. A chain 
linked fence ran around the perime
ter. All the neighboring houses had 
bars on the windows. Dad held my 
hand as he walked me through the 
gate and across the yard to the door. 
The insides lay practically bare. A 
television sat on the living room floor 
in front of a beat-up couch . A card 
table and a plastic lawn chair wait
ed in the kitchen like a lonely pup
py. The walls were naked and white 
with off-colored blotches wher e 
holes had been covered and smeared 
with spackle . 

"Welcome to your new home, 
little man ." 

I tried to stay motionless . I didn't 
make any noise. Dad placed me on 
the couch and turned on the tele
vision. A rerun of Leave it to Beaver 
played. Dad went to the kitchen and 
reappeared with two Tupperware 
bowls filled with cereal. He handed 
me one as he sat beside me. "See," he 
said . "Nothing but good times with 
your pops." 
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Sunshine burned outside the win
dows and bled in through the blinds. 
Cars rushed by on the freeway be
hind us . Dogs barked not far away. 
I don 't remember what was going 
through my mind. I simply felt a 
type of nervous anxiety that I had to 
grip onto to keep from gushing out . 
I wouldn't see my mother for several 
months, not until the police found 
me wandering the streets in my 
underwear. 

My father had essentially gone off 
the grid. The house where we lived 
wasn't his, neither were any of the 
bills in his name. He paid for every
thing in cash. I found out later that 
the place belonged to an army bud
dy of his, and my father worked odd 
jobs for him in exchange for rent. For 
the first few days my father spoiled 
me. He took me out for hamburgers 
and movies. He let me stay up late. 
I didn't have to brush my teeth . He 
bought me stuffed animals and com
ic books and candy . But then he had 
to go back to work, and I was left 
alone during the day while he put up 
drywall and collected trash around 
construction sites. My mother knew 
who had taken me but the police had 
no way to find my father. 

There wasn't much for me to do 
during the day. I watched soap operas, 
flipped through copies of Mad Mag
azine and Spiderman, and I listened 
to the radio-Night Ranger, Jackson 
Browne, Blondie. Dad instructed me 
not to go outside . Though I'm sure he 
said this to keep me from being seen, 
I obeyed him. Everything surround
ing us was sharp, hot, and dangerous . 
A small door opened to a back alley 
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where a chained-up Rottweiler with 
mange would lunge at you, all fangs 
and drool in the midday heat. Pud
dles of glass shards lay on the black
top out from. There were no clouds . 
Just sun, metal, concrete, and fumes 
from cars and trucks tearing across 
the desert as fast as they could go. It 
wouldn't be until dusk that my father 
came home with a fifth of whiskey or 
a case of light beer. After he threw 
back a few drinks, he'd usually take 
me to a fast food joint and he'd eat 
his fries while I tossed around in 
the ball pit until I tired myself out. 
At night the heat didn't go away but 
the desert became alive. I saw coyotes 
scavenging near the dumpsters . Old 
men sat with bleeding scalps beside 
the railroad tracks . All the pavement 
turned the desert into an oven. I nev
er saw the stars while I lived with 
my father. 

The worst was when Dad had his 
nightmares. His slow wheezing would 
be interrupted by blunt mumbling 
followed by gasping and screaming . 
His howls came from his room in 
streaks of pain and fear. All I could 
do was stay on the couch and hold my 
blanket and stare at his door . After a 
while his yells dimmed to a whine, a 
light would come on, and Dad would 
stomp out and drink water from the 
kitchen sink's faucet. If he looked at 
me I pretended to be asleep. 

"I know you're awake," he once 
said to me . I slowly opened my eyes. 
He stood by the couch with a · beer 
in his hand. "You having fun living 
with your pops?" I didn't say any
thing . He sat on the arm of the couch 



and drank some of his beer. "Well? 
You like it here?" 

"No," I said. 

"No? What's not to like? We need 
to toughen you up. This is where any
thing can happen. This is the city of 
second chances. To new beginnings." 

He raised his drink and took an
other sip. 

"Myth of the Phoenix, Parker. The 
bird that rose from the ashes. See, 
there used to be people here called 
the Hohokam and they had all these 
canals to bring in water. Duppa and 
Swilling built new canals many years 
later. Rise from the ashes. Just like 
us, compadre. We're starting over 
and we're going to do it right ." 

He rose and drank his beer. He 
staggered back to his room . He might 
have been a hedonist, but he was 
also an optimist. He believed better 
things were always right around the 
corner. He was just enjoying himself 
until these better days arrived . 

Some nights he came home with 
his pals. They'd play cards, show 
me magic tricks, and call me names: 
Sport, Bud, Buckaroo. They'd also 
get roaring drunk and curse and 
yell. Sometime they'd get into knife 
throwing competitions and toss 
their blades into the drywall. They 
were all from someplace else and 
were just passing by. I tried to sleep 
through their bellowing but it was 
never much good. If they saw I was 
up they'd pour beer over my head 
or blow smoke in my face. I wanted 
Mom and I prayed for her to come 
and find me. 

Women visited my father, too. 
They came after dark. They wore 

mini-skirts and shoes with big heels 

that clomped around on the Boor. 
Their heads consisted of hairspray 
and smeared make-up . Dad called 
these women his friends, as in "Meet 
my new friend, Candy," or "This is 
our friend Peaches." Dad would give 
the lady a drink and then they'd go 
to the one bedroom while I watched 
late night movies. 

The last prostitute my father 
brought home was named Zelda. I 
must have already fallen asleep when 
they got in . I woke up on the couch 
one Saturday morning to the noise 
of cartoons and a woman coughing. 
Zelda came out of Dad's room in a 
short tough burst. She gently closed 
the door behind her. She looked at 
me. Her eyes were big and round, as 
if in a constant state of surprise. She 
had frizzy permed hair and tan skin. 

"Hi," she squawked and adjusted 
her bra strap . A red purse dangled 
from her shoulder . 

'Tm Parker," I said. Scooby-Doo 
played on the screen. 

"My name is Zelda." 
She walked behind the couch 

and touched my hair, and then she 
touched her own as if wanting to 
compare texture. Her lips went Bat 
and straight as she smiled. She let out 
a short, mufHed laugh. 

''Are you friends with my dad?" 
"Sorta. I'm like a friend for 

hire. You know, like when you're 
feeling blue." 

I smiled and then she smiled. She 
stopped touching her hair but con
tinued playing with mine. Her fin
gers slid from the top of my head to 
the side of my face. She put her palm 
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over my ear and her thumb rubbed 
my cheek. 

"Do you like school?" 
"I don't go to school," I said . "Not 

anymore ." 
"I wasn't good at school. They told 

me I had fits. I bet you do real good 
in school." 

Her head tilted slightly to the side. 
Her fingers felt cool against my skin . 
Dad snored from the other room. 
I wasn't sure where she was from 
but she had a type of accent that 
stretched out her vowels . She started 
gnawing on her lip and her eyes went 
blank. She stopped touching me. 
She smacked her lips but didn't say 
anything. 

She sat and talked with me for a 
while . I stopped watching the car
toons . She wasn't like my father's 
friends-the ones who got loud and 
drunk . When I spoke I could tell she 
was listening and not just nodding 
and waiting for me to go away. Her 
voice was gentle and calm . She told 
me about places she'd been : New 
York, Florida, California. I asked her 
if she was here to start over like Dad 
and me. 

"I don't think so," she said. "I 
think that window came and went." 

"Could you make me something 
to eat?" 

"I can make you toast," she said as 
she stood . She straightened out her 
skirt. "That's about all I know how 
to cook ." 

"I don't think we have any bread ." 
A car backfired outside and Zel

da dropped to the floor, covering 
her ears. She pulled her knees to her 
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chest as she trembled . She looked as 
if she were trying to make herself as 
small as she could, like she wanted 
to become a crumb and vanish into 
the dirt on the ground. Dad's snores 
grew louder. Zelda whimpered. 

'Tm sorry, baby. I didn 't mean 
to," she said as she pushed herself 
up . She tugged on her skirt and mut
tered apologies as she looked around 
her until she locked her sight on me 
again. Her eyes looked different, 
like they were focused on something 
far away. Dad let out a heavy snort . 
Zelda covered her mouth as if trying 
not to yawn or scream. She reached 
out to me, practically in tears . 

"You're coming with me, Patrick," 
she said. 

"My name is Parker. " 
"We got to go, baby. Come on." 
She reached across the couch and 

snatched me. She used both arms and 
lifted me off my seat . She picked me 
up as if I was a bag of groceries or 
a sack of school books. She clutched 
me to her sternum and stomped out 
of the house before I realized what 
was going on. I felt small and light 
against her frame. She plucked me 
away and then we were gone. 

She carried me to Van Buren where 
we got on a bus for a few blocks. The 
sun was baking everything to a crisp. 
The streets lay hot and black. Gas 
stations and convenience stores sat at 
every corner. The sky was grey and 
the land was all colorless concrete . 

No one said anything on the bus. 
Zelda kept my head to her collar
bone, rocking me a little, whispering 
to me and calling me Patrick. You 



should know that there was some
thing calming about her that made 
me forget she was a stranger leading 
me away. I didn't care where we went 
or how we got there. I wasn't scared. 
I wasn't nervous. 

When we got off, Zelda took me 
to her home, a small room in a run
down residency hotel. The lobby 
smelled of an odd mix of dirt, laun
dry detergent, and Gold Bond body 
powder. We went up the stairs to her 
place, and when she unlocked her 
door she looked at me with a grin as 
if excited to amaze me. There wasn't 
much to look at. A bed. A television. 
Heavy curtains pulled shut to keep 
out the sunshine. A lone beam shone 
between them and across the center 
of the floor. Dirty clothes lay every
where. The bed was unmade with the 
sheets kicked halfway off. You could 
hear the traffic and the radio playing 
mariachi music from next door. 

"I know it isn't much," she said. 
"But it's a quiet place to hide." 

I just stood there. Though I was 
worried when my father whisked me 
away in his Pinto, at least I knew who 
was whisking me away. Now I was 
with a stranger, a stranger who kept 
calling me Patrick. Part of me knew 
I should have tried to get away from 
her, to get back to Dad. But I also felt 
I needed to escape my father. I had 
not seen my mother in weeks and I 
had no idea if I'd ever see her again . 

Zelda came up to me. She touched 
my hair again. I stared at the ground. 
She put two fingers to my chin and 
lifted my head. 

"Hey," she said. "Don't be sad." 

And then she smiled. It was 

strange. Almost as if she cast a sweet 
and simple spell. I suddenly wasn't 
upset or afraid. For the first time in a 
long time I felt perfectly safe. 

Zelda and I went and lay on the 
bed and watched reruns of I Love 
Lucy, The Dick van Dyke Show, and 
The Honeymooners. My cheek rest
ed on her chest . I closed my eyes 
and listened to her heart. Her skin 
felt warm, almost hot. I heard her 
breathing. We fell asleep like that, 
our bodies curled together. 

When I awoke, the TV was off 
and Zelda and I had slid beneath 
the crumpled blankets. We were still 
locked onto each other. I liked how 
her hands felt on my shoulders and 
the side of my ribs. She pulled a sheet 
over our heads, sealing us in a thin 
cocoon just for two. 

"No one can get us here," she said. 
'Tm hungry," I said. 
"Me too." 
"Can we get McDonalds?" 
"You don't want that. You want to 

stay here. Here is better." 
"But I'm hungry." 
Zelda sat up straight. The sheet fell 

to her lap. She used her right hand to 

brush back my hair. 
"I can get us some food," she said. 

She got out of bed, found her purse, 
and started digging through it. 
"Don't worry. I can get us some can
dy bars or some chips. Do you like 
chips? We don't have to go outside." 

"I want nuggets." 
"Just wait a minute, Patrick baby. 

I've got something here. I know I 
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do. How about gum? Do you want 
some mints?" 

Before I could respond, a knock
ing came at the door. Zelda froze. 
There was more knocking and then a 
voice called out , "Z! Open up. This is 
Lizard. I know you're in there." 

Zelda's lower lip curled. Her body 

trembled. She said nothing . I stayed 
quiet . She looked around the room 
and rubbed her eyes. 

"Ok, baby," she said . 'Tm coming . 
Just a second. " 

Zelda laid her purse on the bed 
and went and answered the door, 
slowly at first and then whoever was 
on the other side pushed it all the way 
open. Zelda took three steps back. 

The man who came in was tall, 
lean, and pale. He wore white jeans 
and a black tank-top. His blonde 
hair was thinning into spikey tufts 
around his skull, and he had the 
brightest, greenest eyes I've ever seen. 
His lips stayed snarled so you always 
saw his teeth, sharp and yellow and 
decaying near the gum. 

"What the fuck, Z?" 
"Hey, Lizard ." 
"Don't bubblegum talk me, Z." 
"Baby-" 
"Shut it. Now I take my money or 

I take your thumbs . Your choice." 
He pulled a blackjack out from 

his back pocket and softly swung it 
into the meat of his palm . Zelda took 
three more steps back. 

"It's OK, Lizard. I got your money. 
I do." 

Lizard maintained eye contact 
with Zelda, but when he got to 
the foot of the bed he stopped and 
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swung his head like an eagle and 
put his sights on me. His pupils con
stricted to grains of dust. His body 
shook a little, almost as if a billion 
ants lived beneath his skin . There 
was little to no fat on him but he 
wasn't muscular. 

"Who the fuck is this? " 
"That's Patrick. You remember 

Patrick ." 
"This isn't Patrick, you dumb 

whore . Remember the bathtub? Je
sus. Tell me your name, kid." 

I was still in bed. I told him my 
name was Parker. Lizard looked at 
Zelda. Then he looked at me . His 
teeth chattered as he stared at me . A 
bus rolled by outside the window. A 
neighbor's television played a Span
ish language game show. Somewhere 
a baby started crying. 

"Come here," he said. I didn't 
move. "Kid, I said come here ." 

"No." 
"Christ." 
Lizard returned the blackjack to 

his back pocket and made a half
lunge across the bed toward me . I 
tried to scoot away but he pulled me 
by my ankle until he could hoist me 
up. Zelda screamed. Lizard took me 
to the closet and threw me in. I sat 
on the floor beneath the hangers. He 
shut the two doors and wrapped a 
piece of panty hose around the han
dles to keep them locked. The doors 
consisted of blinds so I could still see 
the legs, hips, and arms of Lizard and 
Zelda . I watched and held my breath. 

"You little bitch. You stupid mon
key-bitch." 

"Lizard, it isn't a problem . I've 



found Patrick now so we can go 
home now." 

"Have you been smoking that 
new shit?" 

"Baby's been good, Lizard." 
"Like hell." 

Lizard took out the blackjack 
again. Zelda put up her hands to pro
tect herself. None of it mattered. She 
didn't get the chance to yell. Lizard 
hit her in the head. It sounded like 
cracking open a rotten nut. Her body 
collapsed on the floor. He kneeled 
and hit her again. He cursed her, but 
I didn't hear what he said. 

I know I was crying because I felt 
the tears on my cheeks . My jaw locked 
so hard I thought my molars would 
explode. Lizard hunched over Zelda's 
body. I saw Zelda's feet tremble and 
go still. He hit her again several more 
times. Each smack sounded louder 
and wetter than the last. Everything 
I had been holding onto-the fear 
and anger and loneliness-was let 
loose. Adrenaline pumped into every 
muscle and fiber in my body, and I 
felt as ifI was floating. 

I punched the door's blinds. I kept 
hitting and smashing, using my en
tire body, until I splintered an exit 
through the blockade . A high pitch 
roar came across the room. It hurt my 
ears. I couldn't tell where it was com
ing from. That was the only noise . 
I pulled myself through the hole, 
scraping my arms and legs bloody 
raw on the shards. I flew at Lizard's 
face. I was all claws and fangs. Lizard 
shoved me off. I dropped to the floor 
and the screaming stopped. 

Lizard stood and hovered over 
me. I sat on a pile of timber. Zelda 

lay in front of me. Her face was a red 

blotch. She didn't move. Lizard took 
a step toward me. His lips snarled so 
far back they looked like they had 
been cut off. 

"Kid, I don't know who you are 
or how Z found you, but you just 
made the last dumb decision you'll 
ever make." 

He kneeled and I tried to scam
per off. He snatched my shirt and 
yanked me toward him. At the last 
second I grabbed a sharp wedge. Liz
ard opened his mouth as if about to 
recite some threat or prayer. Zelda lay 
a few feet away. Lizard pulled me so 
close I felt his breath on my brow. I 
didn't think about what I would do. 
The rest just happened. 

Before Lizard could speak, before 
air could rush past his vocal chords 
to utter some noise, I did it. I lifted 
the stick and slammed it into Liz
ard's left eye. He let go of me and 
his hands froze in front of his face as 
if afraid to touch the weapon or the 
wound. He screamed and twirled in 
a demented and painful dance. 

'TU rip your spleen out. This isn't 
nice. That's not fair." 

I shot out of the room to the hall 
and the stairs and to the lobby. I was 
still barefoot and without pants. I 
didn't know where I was or where I 
was going . When I hit the sidewalk 
the afternoon heat slapped me like 
burning sandpaper. I looked down 
the boulevard in both directions . I 
can't recall which way I went. The 
world was all pavement, barbed wire, 
cactus, and broken glass. I began 
to run with my arms outstretched, 
ready for anything. 
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I agree to speak, but only 
on condition of anonymity 

I worry about my children 
being ostracized at school 
and still feel much shame 
for being unable to prevent 
over 150 thousand people 
having to flee their homes 
in the nuclear exclusion zone 

it happened so quickly, like 

anonymous, as invisible man 
Lee Ann Roripaugh 

a line of falling dominos, one tile 
knocking down the next: 
first, the terrible jolts 
of the Tohoku earthquake 
causing the massive tsunami, 
which knocked out power 
and flooded the emergency 
generators, preventing coolants 
from reaching the fuel rods, 
causing them to overheat 
and melt down three 
of the nuclear reactors, leading 
to the hydrogen explosions 

a hero? I don't consider myself a hero 

the international media 
named us the Fukushima 50 
but there were hundreds 
of engineers, technicians 
soldiers, and firefighters 
who remained in the heart 
of the disaster for weeks 
with dwindling food and water 
and no reinforcements 
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those of us who responded 
to plant manager Yoshida's call 
and returned to Fukushima Daiichi 
to cool the crippled reactors 
by manually pumping in seawater 
were prepared to sacrifice 
our lives like kamikaze pilots 

the other workers formed a line 
and saluted us as we departed 
the disaster-response headquarters 
where we'd been evacuated 

TEPCO reprimanded Yoshida 
for defying their orders, 
then later commended him 
for preventing a chain 
of nuclear fission reactions 
that would have led 
to the evacuation of Tokyo 

some people claimed we saved Japan 

it was a full month before 
I'd leave Fukushima Daiichi again, 
and when I was finally released 
for the first time to visit my family, 
I was almost unrecognizable 

I'd lost so much weight 
and grown a scraggly beard 

I hadn't bathed in weeks 

I was asked to strip down 
for the compulsory radiation check 
and given a too-big track suit, 
a plastic bag to carry my things 

I decline to reveal 
my internal radiation levels 
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people gave me strange looks 
on the train and avoided 
sitting next to me, but when 
we arrived at Tokyo station 
the city glittered and jostled 
the same as before Fukushima, 
as if none of it had happened 

I got off the train, slipping 
into the city's stream .... 
and then I quietly disappeared 

170 



Editor's Notes 

This Issue: Summer Reading 

Nancy Friese's vibrant Lake Light watercolor on the front cover sets up the 
focus of this Spring/Summer issue of North Dakota Quarterly. You don't need 
those big fat summertime reading lists . You are holding in your hands a won
derful collection of fiction, essays, and poems . The strangely haunting "Kin
dle and Scorch" by Jaclyn Watterson leads off the issue and is the first in more 
than 80 pages of engaging fiction. 

The collage of review-essays about Elwyn B. Robinson's History of North Da
kota examines the 50-year old book that set the standard for state histories. 
And Thomas Van Nortwick's reflection on a long career in teaching is of 
interest not only to other teachers but also to students . Likewise Sophie Ell's 
essay explores the complicated and diverse nature of place and history and 
discussion of such in the classroom. W Scott Olsen's photo-essay "Before 
the Breaking Wave" shows us what it's like to be inside a light house during 
a "kick-ass storm ." 

Poetry, from Sheila Squillante's Round Baby series to Lee Ann Roripaugh's 
moving poem about an anonymous member of the Fukushima 50, the group 
of employees who remained on-site to help at the failed Fukushima Daiichi 
Nuclear Power Plant, rounds out this issue. 

North Dakota Quarterly and Budget Cuts at the University of North 
Dakota: It's Not the First Time 

North Dakota Quarterly, published by the University of North Dakota for 
more than 83 years, recently learned it will lose its University funding. Effec
tive August 15th, NDQ will no longer have salaries or funds for publication 
and support staff. We are disappointed. Along with many at UND, we're con
cerned about the consequences of these cuts not only for educating students, 
but also for serving the community and the state. 

The faculty editors, managing editor, and editorial board of NDQ will con
tinue producing the journal both in print and online. We are already plan
ning next year's issues (see below for a call for submissions) . We will argue for 
refunding by UND and will pursue other funding support. 

It's not the first time . Records show that NDQ's budget was slashed in 
1993, and in 1997 funding was eliminated. 
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NDQ and Budget Cuts: What Can You Do? 

We'd like to thank everyone who sent notes of support, words of encour
agement, and thoughts our way as we look ahead. To keep this conversa
tion going and to keep you informed of our plans, please visit our website 
[ndquarterly.org] and add your name to our email list. We will not pelt you 
with requests for contributions nor fill your inbox with frivolous updates. We 
want to make sure that people who care about the Quarterly are kept informed 

of new (and classic!) digital content. 

Call for Submissions: Special Issue on Thomas McGrath 

For 50 years, North Dakota Quarterly published work by and about the poet 
Thomas McGrath . Now NDQplans to celebrate the 100th anniversary of his 
birth, November 20, 2016, with a special issue. We welcome material about 
McGrath and writings that reflect his spirit. Submissions must be previously 
unpublished. 

McGrath was celebrated worldwide and has been compared to Walt Whit
man in his scope and language. McGrath was a Rhodes scholar at Oxford 
University and was later dismissed from a college teaching post after refusing 
to cooperate with Senator McCarthy's witchhunts. McGrath founded a lit
erary journal , Crazyhorse and later taught at North Dakota State University 
and Minnesota State University, Moorhead. He died in Minneapolis in 1990. 
Visit our website [ndquarterly.org] for links to some of McGrath's work. 

North Dakota Quarterly is a peer-reviewed, public-humanities journal pub
lished since 1911 at the University of North Dakota in Grand Forks . Please 
address submissions to: The Editor, North Dakota Quarterly, Merrifield Hall 
Room 110, 276 Centennial Hall-Stop 7209, Grand Forks ND 58202-7209. 
The deadline for submissions is September 1, 2016. 
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Contributors 

Born in Brooklyn, son of a painter, father of a filmmaker, Jonathan Baum
bach is the author of 18 books, including the much-heralded YOU, B, On the 
Way to My Father's Funeral, D-Tours, Separate Hours, Reruns, Babble, 1he Life 
and Times of Major Fiction, and A Man to Conjure With. A book of stories, 
"The Pavilion of Former Wives," and a collection of film criticism, "Shots in 
the Dark," will be out this fall. His short stories have been widely antholo
gized, including 0. Henry Prize Stories, All our Secrets Are the Same and Best 
American Short Stories. He has written extensively on film and is a former 
chairman of the National Society of Film Critics. In 1973, Baumbach co
founded (with Peter Spielberg) Fiction Collective, the first national fiction 
writers cooperative in America (reinvented as FC2). He has had cameo roles 
in all of his son Noah's films. 

William Caraher earned his PhD from Ohio State in 2003. At the Unversity 
of North Dakota, he teaches Western Civilization and The Historian's Craft . 
His research interests include the Late Antique East, Byzantium, and Medi
terranean archaeology. Caraher also is an NDQ editorial board member and 
the Digital Editor for NDQ. 

Craig Curtis has published widely over the last several decades . His work 
has appeared in New England Review, Cream City Review, Chicago Review, 
Carolina Quarterly, and Wisconsin Review, among others. He lives in Idaho. 

Sophie Ell holds a BA in English from UC Berkeley and an MFA in Cre
ative Writing from Saint Mary's College of California. She is currently a PhD 
student in the American Studies Department at the University of New Mex
ico in Albuquerque, where her research focuses on cultural studies, critical 
regionalism, and engages in an interdisciplinary exploration of written and 
visual narratives of space, place, and identity. In particular, she is interested in 
affective articulations within various narrative forms that hold the potential 
to question, subvert, and challenge normative configurations of "self" and 
"other ." 

Wayne Harrison's short stories have appeared in Best American Short Stories, 
The Atlantic, Ploughshares, McSweeney's, Narrative Magazine and on NPR's 
''All Things Considered." His short story collection "Wrench" won the 2015 
New American Fiction Prize and will be published in 2017. His novel The 
Spark and the Drive was published in 2014 by St. Martin's Press. The excerpt 
in NDQ is from a new novel, "Seasons of Doubt," co-written with writer and 
professor of English Jeffrey Voccola. 
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Joseph Holt teaches at the University of Minnesota and is a PhD candidate in 
the Center for Writers at the University of Southern Mississippi. His creative 
work has appeared in Gulf Coast, Beloit Fiction journal, and Harpur Palate. 
His essay "The Textual Condition of Hemingway's African Book" appeared 
in North Dakota Quarterly 76.1&2. 

William Jensen grew up in California and Arizona. His work has appeared 
in 1he Texas Review, New Plains Review, and elsewhere. He now lives in Texas. 

Tara Kaprowy is a writer and journalist who lives in rural Kentucky. She 
earned her master's degree in literature from American University in Wash
ington , DC, and is a native of Manitoba, Canada. 

Carol LaHines' fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Fence, Cimarron 
Review, Literary Review, North Dakota Quarterly, South Carolina Review, Ne
braska Review, North Atlantic Review, Sycamore Review, Permafrost, redivider, 
Mount Hope, Bloodstone Review, Literary Orphans, Brain Child Magazine, and 
Literal Latte. She is a graduate of New York University, Gallatin Division. 

Michael J. Lansing is associate professor of history at Augsburg College and 
the author of Insurgent Democracy: 1he Nonpartisan League in North American 
Politics (University of Chicago Press, 2015). 

Sarah Lindsay is a Lannan Literary Fellow and author most recently of Debt 
to the Bone-Eating Snotflower. Her work has received a Pushcart Prize and 
the Carolyn Kizer Prize, and has appeared in Poetry, 1he New York Times, 
Parnassus, and others . She earns her keep as a copy editor in Greensboro, NC. 

Anna George Meek has published in Poetry, Kenyon Review, Yale Review, 
½rginia Quarterly Review, Massachusetts Review, Seneca Review, Missouri Re
view, WaterrStone, Crazyhorse, and other journals. She is the recipient of a 
National Endowment for the Arts grant and two Minnesota State Arts Board 
Fellowships . She has also been a finalist for the National Poetry Series (three 
times), the Minnesota Book Award, and the Yale Series ofYounger Poets. Her 
first book , Acts of Contortion , won the Brittingham Prize in Poetry; her chap
book Engraved won the Snowbound Chapbook Competition. Her second 
full-length book, 1he Genome Rhapsodies, won the Richard Snyder Prize and 
was just released by Ashland Press. Meek lives with her husband and daughter 
in the Twin Cities, where she sings professionally and is a professor of English. 

Jim Mochoruk earned his BA from the University of Winnipeg and his MA 
and PhD from the University of Manitoba. While at UND, he has developed 
a series of courses in Canadian, Canadian-US ., British, and British Imperial 
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History. He has also been heavily involved in the creation of the Canadian 

Studies Program at UNO. He developed a strong interest in First Nations his
tory on both sides of the Canada-US. border and works closely with UND's 
Department oflndian Studies. He has published a number of books, the latest 
of which is Reimagining Ukrainian-Canadians: History, Politics and Identity 
(University of Toronto, 2011), and is at work on two more. 

Scott Nadelson is the author of five books, most recently a novel, Between You 
and Me, and a memoir, lhe Next Scott Nadelson: A Life in Progress. Winner 
of the Reform Judaism Fiction Prize, the Great Lakes Colleges Association 
New Writers Award, and an Oregon Book Award, he teaches at Willamette 
University and in the Rainier Writing Workshop MFA Program at Pacific 
Lutheran University. 

Sheryl O'Donnell teaches English at the University of North Dakota. Her 
interest in Elwyn B. Robinson began in 1979 when she took a class from Dan 
Rylance and read History of North Dakota. 

W. Scott Olsen is a professor of English at Concordia College in Moorhead, 
Minnesota. His most recent book is A Moment with Strangers: Essays and Pho
tographs at Home and Abroad. 

Kimberly Porter is a professor of history at the University of North Dako
ta . She specializes in American history, particularly that of the Midwest and 
Great Plains. 

Lee Ann Roripaugh is the author of four volumes of poetry: Dandarians 
(Milkweed Editions, 2014), On the Cusp of a Dangerous Year (Southern Illi
nois University Press, 2009), Year of the Snake (Southern Illinois University 
Press, 2004), and Beyond Heart Mountain (Penguin, 1999). She was named 
winner of the Association of Asian American Studies Book Award in Poetry/ 
Prose for 2004, and a 1998 winner of the National Poetry Series. She is cur
rently a professor of English at the University of South Dakota, where she is 
director of creative writing and editor-in-chief of South Dakota Review. Rori
paugh currently serves as South Dakota Poet Laureate. 

Joe Sacksteder is a PhD student at the University of Utah. His album of Wer
ner Herzog sound poems (as The Young Vish) is forthcoming from Punctum 
Records. Check them out on Sleepingfish, lhe Collagist, and textsound. He is 
the new media editor of Quarterly West and a film reviewer for lhe Rumpus. 

175 



Stewart B. Shelley is a retired English teacher. He is a multiple winner of 
the Masonic Lodge Essay Writing Award, has written one novel, "The Last 
Word," and is currently working on three others . He is also the author of more 
than a dozen short stories and several essays. "Camping in a Brave New Wild" 
is his first work to be published. 

Sheila Squillante is the author of the poetry collection Beautiful Nerve 
(Tiny Hardcore Press) as well as three chapbooks of poetry . She teaches in 
the MFA program at Chatham University in Pittsburgh, where she serves as 
editor-in-chief of The Fourth River. She is also blog editor at Barrelhouse. 

Katrina Vandenberg is the author of two books of poems, The Alphabet Not 
Unlike the World and Atlas, and co-author of the chapbook On Marriage. Her 
poetry and nonfiction have appeared in American Poetry Review, The Southern 
Review, The American Scholar, Orion, Post Road, Poets and Writers, and other 
magazines. She is the poetry editor of Water~Stone Review and a professor in 
the creative writing programs at Hamline University in St. Paul, Minnesota . 

Thomas Van Nortwick is Nathan A. Greenberg Professor of Classics at 
Oberlin College, where he has taught since 1974. He has published scholarly 
articles on Greek and Latin literature, autobiographical essays, and five books, 
the latest of which is Late Sophocles: The Hero s Evolution in Electra, Philoctetes, 
and Oedipus at Co/onus, published by the University of Michigan Press in 
2015. He was awarded the American Philological Association's Excellence in 
Teaching Award in 1993, and the 2005 Award for Excellence in Teaching by 
the Northern Ohio Council on Higher Education. He is an NDQ contribut
ing editor. 

Connie Voisine is the author of Calle Florista, published this year. Her pre
vious book, Rare High Meadow of Which I Might Dream, was a finalist for the 
Los Angeles Times Book Award. She is living in Belfast, Northern Ireland, 
though she usually teaches at New Mexico State University . 

Jaclyn Watterson's work has most recently appeared in Puerto de! Sol, Loose 
Change, Paragraphiti, Psychopomp, and Two Serious Ladies. She lives in Atlanta . 
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