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JAMES SCULLY 

White Phosphorus 

it looks festive 

a geyser 
of high arcing foaming-over stuff 
dangling 
puff balls of ganglia 

there is no known human 
way to frame this: 
the many unsteady 
tentacles reaching out raining down 
over farms & villages, on every living thing 

we could hear their bodies burning 

there is no known 
image 
of dense inert metal explosives 

infinitesmal 
tungsten, blown 
like metaphysics through flesh 
melts bone 

leg bones of the half girl 
losing definition 

here the horribly died 
three, laid out in a row
eyeless carcasses 
like charred tissue papers 
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these strange looking 
things wrapped in sheets are loved 
now , with such a love 
it can't tear itself away 

no one sleeps 
this love off 

their strangness 
so creaturely 
makes thinking itself strange 
& feeling, stranger still-

their tenuous 
burnt -to-a-frazzle look 
has me thinking 
I confess to thinking 
what I cannot imagine 
of the Amarettti wrappers 
we took the sugar cookies out of 
& rolled into cylinders 
& stood on end , & lit 
- just these past holidays 
subdued flame crawling 
down, in fascination 
burning off the green blue & red 
barely legible writings & designs 
until, relieved 
of the weight of the world 
floating their empty blackness up 

they settled gently down 

here, where the slightest breath 
moves them in their stillness 

these the beloved 
barely holding their fragile shapes 
barely 
the sweetness that was in them 



CAROL K. HOWELL 

Blood and Milk 
. . . only a motion away . 

-Paul Simon, "Mother and Child Reunion" 

I am in the middle of childbirth, rocking frantically in the chair, com
manding Gordon to rock me, accusing him of not rocking hard enough 
and of smelling like meat loaf besides-when my mother, critical, 
demanding, a hypochondriac who hates doctors, enters a hospital five 
states away with self-diagnosed appendicitis. I am hooked up to a fetal 
monitor, twisting my feet in rapid circles to get through contractions 
while the nurses urge me to go limp, to go with it, go with the pain, till I 
use up precious breath shouting "Fuck off!"-when the surgeon opens her 
up and finds that she is full of cancer. I am hyperventilating, trying not to 
push, using every ounce of effort I can dredge up, spitting raspberries 
instead of genteely blowing feathers, my body bearing down anyway all 
by itself, weird grunts escaping me, Gordon and the nurses shouting 
"Don't! Don't push!" - when they wheel my mother into Recovery and 
wait for her to wake up. Later Gordon swears I barked like a dog. And I 
am reaching down between my legs and hauling the baby onto my belly 
like a slippery exhausted fish, kissing its slimy head when the worried 
Recovery Room nurse calls the surgeon back in. I ask my OB: "Is it a boy 
or a girl?" and he replies, deadpan: "I wouldn't know. It's the father's job 
to check." So Gordon lifts the tiny bottom and says : "It's a girl!" and, like 
biblical Sarah, I laugh and laugh. This is my last baby, and after two boys, 
my longing for a daughter is ferocious. Gordon has turned off his cell, so 
when the sitter finally tracks him down, I am holding the baby, nudging 
her lips with my nipple, murmuring to let her know she's in a good place, 
a safe place, and I scarcely notice his hurried conference with the doctor 
in the hall. Later he says the doctor told him not to upset me: might affect 
the milk, he said. 

9 



I can't sleep at all that night. The baby sleeps, but I trade war stories 
with the nurses who come to check on us until even they tell me to be 
quiet and get some rest. But it's no use . After the baby nurses again-no 
problems so far-I simply hold her, thinking velvet dresses and tiny 
denim jumpers, thinking French braids and girl-talk, thinking now I have 
a chance to get it right. 

It's not until Gordon brings us home, until Max and Toby are jostling 
to get right in the baby's face and see if she looks more like ET or Yoda, 
that I learn my mother is lying in a hospital bed "in a coma-like state," as 
her doctor says when I finally get him on the phone . It appears that the 
anesthesia weakened her already depressed system, which is why she 
hasn't woken up. He cannot say if or when she will. 

"Have you started treatment for the cancer?" I ask. 
He doesn't hesitate . "At this point, there's little we can do except 

make her comfortable." It's evidently an answer he's given hundreds of times. 
I put my coat back on. "Call the airport," I tell Gordon. "I have to go." 
"You can't go," he says. "You just had a baby." 
"I have to go." My older brother is in Seoul on business for his bank. 

My younger brother just got a job after 29 wretched months of unemploy
ment. He can't ask for a leave of absence now. My father's been dead five 
years. I have two aunts, both in nursing homes. I have to go. 

"Sandy can go," Gordon says. 
"Sandy's the daughter-in-law . I'm the daughter." 
"Then I'll go with you." 
"No, the boys would be miserable. I'll be okay. I'll just stay with her 

till Mitchell gets home or she dies, whichever comes first." 
Gordon looks worried. He's thinking that I haven't grasped the situa

tion, that I'm delusional again. It's true that after each of the boys was 
born I underwent a mild psychosis-a few hallucinations, a little para
noia, some irrational thought patterns . No big deal. It goes away when 
you start getting some sleep and your hormones settle down. There's 
nothing I haven 't grasped . My mother is dying. 

As I step off the elevator, my stitches give a giant throb of recognition. 
The body has its own memory: this hospital smells exactly like the one I 
just left. On this floor, though, the rooms are dim and quiet. No TV, no 
infants wailing, no boisterous visitors bringing flowers and balloons. The 
last time I visited an oncology floor was ten years ago when Pinky died. 
She was my mother's closest friend. There was nothing pink about her at 
the end. 

My mother's room is also dim and quiet. Our nurse escort bustles 
right in, but I pause at the door. There she lies in her coma-like state with 
surprisingly little equipment-no ventilator, no cardiac monitor, only an 



IV and a call-button lying within reach atop the crisp sheet. The other bed 
is empty. 

"She breathes by herself , but sometimes it's irregular," says the nurse , 
taking my mother's pulse . 

I take Emmy out of the carrier and lift her warm sleepy weight to my 
shoulder so I can touch my lips to her head . I have not seen my mother for 
two years . Her grand curly poof of silver hair has gone yellow and flat. 
Her face sags without its usual animation . 

"She's still wearing her hearing aids," I say, though I didn't know she 
had two of them until now. 

"Oh yes-talk to her. They say hearing is the last to go." She wipes 
my mother's mouth with a damp sponge and smooths on some lip balm. 
"There. Now I'll leave you two alone ." 

"There's three ofus," I say after the door has closed. 
It takes me a while to approach the bed. "Mother? It's Isabel. I had the 

baby-a girl this time. We named her Emma. Emmy ." 
She probably wouldn't remember the doll I had when I was young. It 

looked like a real baby, with rubber skin that was soft and warm. I called 
her Emmy because when I rocked her at night, crooning her name, I 
thought that was the sound of love itself. 

I pull up the chair, using a pillow from the empty bed to cushion my 
stitches. Emmy stirs against my shoulder, looking for the nipple in her 
sleep. My breast throbs in response, rather a painful throb, which makes 
me nervous. I had a lot of trouble nursing Max. The week he was born 
was surreal-I went three nights straight without sleep. I was a wreck, life 
was something out of a Dali painting, but try as I might I could not sleep. 
When I closed my eyes I would see his face looming gigantically before 
me, or I would think Gordon was handing him to me, even though both 
were asleep beside me in bed. I had constant butterflies in my stomach as 
ifl were about to go onstage. 

Part of the problem was that nursing had become such a struggle. The 
baby screamed , turned red, screwed up his face, whipped his head franti
cally from side to side. I kept trying to stuff my nipple in his mouth , but 
he simply wouldn't take it or he'd spit it out a moment later. Then he'd 
whimper piteously. I wanted so much to make it work, to nourish my 
child with my body-it seemed like the essential act of mother love, sure
ly what little girls yearn for when they instinctively clutch their dolls to 
their chests. But the baby was starving, he was dehydrated, this couldn ' t 
go on. So I gave up and put him on formula . With the very first bottle , he 
was transformed. He made contented noises while he sucked , he swal
lowed rhythmically , he nodded off like a tiny junkie . 

I tried again with Toby, but-as if competing with Max already-he 
was even worse, and I gave up sooner. But I still have hopes for Emmy . 
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Being a girl might make a difference. My milk has come in right on 
schedule, and she is snuffling a little, scrubbing her face against me. Soon. 

"The boys are fine," I say aloud. "But so competitive. They fight over 
who answers the phone, who goes through the door first, who gets which 
hanger to hang up his coat. Once I found Toby crying his heart out, and 
when I finally got him to tell me why, he said: 'I'll never be older than 
Max, never!"' 

Em gives a tiny grunt. 
"Max says some funny things too. Apparently he thinks there's some 

correlation between age and bra size because when we were walking 
through the lingerie department at Sears, he pointed to a bra and said-at 
the top of his voice-'Look, Mom, 42: that's your size!' And the whole 
store turned around to get a look at this size 42." 

Emmy is fussing now, giving a series of tiny hacks, with much inter
nalized agitation. She isn't used to making noise yet. I settle her in the 
crook of my arm, open my shirt and help her latch on the way the nurses 
showed me. There's a sharp pain as she starts to suck, but it subsides. Her 
eyes close again, her hands make little fists inside the drawstring gown as 
she swallows . 

"Look," I say softly so she won't startle. "Look, it's working." 
But no one's there to look. Gordon's missing this-I've deprived him 

of the first few days of his baby's life. But what else could I have done? I 
know what's expected of daughters. 

Halfway through, I stop to change her diaper. She's still full of meco
nium, the tarry residue from my own intestines. When her body finishes 
clearing that out and her umbilical stub falls off, we will finally and irre
vocably be two separate people. I pat her, but she doesn't want to burp; 
her head lolls drunkenly against me. 

"Not yet, little miss," I croon. "Emmy ... " 
Then I jump out of my skin when I hear my mother's voice-at a 

tenth of her power but unmistakably her voice-say in exactly the same 
crooning tone: "Pinky ... " 

I spin around, clutching the baby . My mother looks unchanged, but 
she has definitely spoken. It sounded like a greeting. 

In the dark I am jerked awake by the feeling that someone has sat down 
on the bed. The luminous face of my watch tells me I've slept an hour. 
Emmy, swaddled and capped, sleeps in the curve of my arm. My mother 
lies unmoving, barely a bump beneath the blankets. How can she be so 
diminished? She was the terror of my childhood. I was not the daughter 
she'd had in mind-I was dumpy, with weak eyes and bad hair; I was 
clumsy, gauche, oblivious, with a knack for blurting out stupid remarks 
(when Pennsylvania came out with new license plates featuring the 
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Liberty Bell, I stopped in astonishment as we were all walking through a 
parking lot and exclaimed: "Look! This one's cracked!"). At school I was 
the goat. 

And she, a high school knockout in her day, a ringer for Betty Grable 
who eloped at seventeen, spent her life trying to reclaim that early pinna
cle, to be glamorous and influential, an authority in matters of taste and 
etiquette, the center of everyone's attention as she was the center, the 
black hole, of our own little universe. Every night at the dinner table we 
would hear dramatic reenactments of indignities she had been forced to 
undergo that day or triumphs she had achieved despite insurmountable 
odds, recounted word -for -word, in tones of quiet dignity or ringing 
denunciation, often with a hand laid over her heart. Even those who 
deferred to her expertise seldom deferred enough: my mother was insuffi
ciently appreciated and let us all know it. My father tried, but nothing 
could ever plug the leak in her bucket. He wooed her all his life: trips to 
New York and Las Vegas, flowers for no reason, scavenger hunts with 
rhyming clues and little boxes hidden all over the house. It wasn't 
enough. She broke down on a regular basis, shrieking that no one cared, 
ripping up photos and cards and valentines we'd made her, shutting her
self in her room and, twice, swallowing handfuls of Valium. Then we'd 
all have to woo her back to life, as if she were a reluctant virgin and we 
the amorous swains. 

As for friends, though there were sycophants enough to provide a 
steady flow of gratification, I could see that aside from my father she had 
a strained and artificial relationship with everyone except Pinky. They 
were childhood friends, went to Sunday school together, rode the trolley 
downtown to look at clothes in the big department stores. Pinky was the 
only person who wasn't flayed alive for not deferring to my mother's 
expertise. "Is that a new lipstick?" she'd say. "Let me see." And when my 
mother handed it over, Pinky would drop it in the trash and bury it with 
coffee grounds. "You can't wear coral-how many times do I have to tell 
you? Rose shades, rose! And no frosted." 

Pinky herself wore only aggressive shades of pink, head to toe, and 
decorated her house the same way, despite having three sons. "Me, I like 
pink," she would say, deadpan. Pinky was nobody's fool but her own. At 
the end, after she'd lost all memory, the part of the brain that names and 
recognizes things stopped working. She didn't see chair, bed, table, floor: 
she saw blotches of color. It was a kind of blindness, the doctor said-like 
being a newborn. 

There's a sigh from the other bed. I raise my head to look at my moth
er. "Are you dreaming?" I ask. "Can you hear me? Do you know I'm here?" 

She probably wouldn't take much comfort from my presence: she'd 
prefer Mitchell-the-success or Ronnie-the-baby. We all got locked into 
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our roles early on. Oh, Ronnie will agree with me on the phone that she's 
seriously impaired, but that doesn't seem to dampen his devotion. And 
Mitchell calls her every Sunday, reports on his own two boys, inquires 
after her health and investments . He won't discuss her with me at all . His 
lips actually get stiff and he'll say: "She's my mother, Isabel." 

I call my mother occasionally. She describes in animated and 
painstaking detail the health concerns of people I've never met, repeats 
words of praise showered on her for her cooking or flower-arranging or 
scarf-tying, gives me elaborate instructions on preparing some fancy hors 
d'oeuvres she's had great success with; I tell her the latest cute things the 
children have said; then we hang up. 

I've only been home once since my father died. Until I met Gordon, I 
never even liked the word "home." As a child, I always tried to be the last 
one in the house after school, hanging back until my brothers were in and 
I could tell, by the pitch and volume of her voice, how safe it was. She 
had the stamina to shriek for hours about our rooms, our clothes, our atti
tudes, our behavior, our posture, our expressions, and, especially with me, 
our appearance. Mitchell looked sober and grown-up in his crewcut and 
black-rimmed glasses; Ronnie had dimples and a headful of curls; but I 
was a great disappointment. I didn't sparkle . I didn't even gleam . In my 
mother's presence I tried to keep a low profile, something she mistook for 
sullenness, but if I let my face or voice betray what I was thinking, all hell 
broke loose : bitter diatribes about lack of gratitude and respect, slammed 
doors, burnt dinners, and complete withdrawal until my father made me 
apologize. Once when I was twelve, I was coming out of the walk-in clos
et in my room, shutting the door behind me just as my mother came into 
my room with a stack of fresh laundry. Instantly she pitched the laundry 

onto my bed, and with a look of triumph that chills me to this day, flung 
open the closet door, expecting to see-what? A smoldering cigarette, an 
empty gin bottle? There were only the usual rows of dresses and shoes. 
She kept peering, though : she didn't want to miss the half-finished pipe 
bomb or counterfeit printing press. She took a good long disappointed 
look, and when she finally turned around, I could not for the life of me 
keep the contempt out of my eyes . She flew into a shrieking rage, and, 
nine hours later, my father had me knocking on her door to apologize. She 
never accepted apologies, though . She always said "No, you're not," or 
"It's not enough." Of course she was right on both counts. 

There's no more sleep tonight. I spend the hours holding Emmy and 
gazing at a tree in the parking lot which, as the darkness lifts, turns into a 
feathery golden puff. In sunshine it must be brilliant, but in this raw gray 
light I can trace the skeleton beneath the leaves. Autumn teaches a useful 
lesson . By the time you reach November, what was unthinkable in July 

14 



now seems inevitable. I hope death works the same way, though it didn't 
for my father. For him there was no warning, no chance to accept the 
inevitable. One minute cheerful, upright, putting my mother's special lit
tle cushion in the car, ready to drive her to the mall, the next lying flat on 
the driveway, eyes reflecting sky. A clot, the doctor said, a clump of dark 
blood in the wrong place. It cut him out of his life with surgical precision. 

When I was small, he'd dance me around on the tops of his shoes, 
singing: "Is you Iz or is you ain't my baby? Is you Iz or is you ain't my 
gal?" And I would squeal: "I is, Daddy, I is!" And my mother, famous for 
having no sense of humor, would snap: "Don't teach her bad grammar
she'll end up in a trailer park." 

I look at her now, so flat and inconsequential under the blanket, sus
tained by tubes, a vanquished dinosaur. The T-Rex, Mitchell and I called 
her when we were little because she roared and her approaching footsteps 
struck terror. Oh how we quaked when her shrieks summoned us to our 
rooms, where we found her dumping the contents of drawer after drawer. 
They had not been tidy enough. And the bedspreads, · such torture. I could 
never get mine right, especially the slippery part that folds over the pil
low. And the towels, which had to be folded in halves, then thirds, then 
fourths, with the stripes matched up like gift-wrapped parcels. And the 
sheets. It's agony to fold a sheet perfectly, especially a fitted sheet, if 
you're a child with stupid fingers. But most terrifying of all was the show
er curtain, new and expensive, with a vinyl inner liner, a muslin middle 
liner, and the fancy outer curtain made of velvet brocade. It fell in great 
loops and folds like a theater curtain, held back by thick gold tasseled 
ropes. I was enchanted and promptly took a shower. I should have real
ized you're only supposed to put the plastic inner liner inside the tub. The 
velvet curtain was "ruined"-that is, it showed faint scalloped water 
marks-and I thought my mother would scream the house down. 

My father was loving and warm, though he didn't protect us from her. 
He's the one who should be here now to shield her the way he did all his 
life. No one knew her secrets: the compulsiveness, the spending sprees, 
the fits of rage . Oh, and the vomiting-I was thirty before I realized that 
"Mom's nervous stomach" was just her way of maintaining a size 6. And 
she hadn't been in the hospital with either meningitis or pneumonia: she'd 
been having the Valium pumped out of her stomach. We were all in on 
the conspiracy: my brothers, my father, and me. It's what passed for 
closeness in our family. Now Mitchell is a successful banker who works 
all the time and is never home, and Ronnie has two ulcers, is too nice a 
guy, and can't hold onto a job. I'm the only one who's okay, except for 
the occasional brief psychosis. 

The golden puff in the parking lot has fully materialized. When the 
day nurse comes in to change my mother's diaper, I change Emmy's and 
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my own: the lochia is still flowing heavily . The nurse, Jackalene, talks to 
my mother the whole time. When I come out of the bathroom, she comes 
over to admire the baby, then takes a closer look. 

"This baby's just been born," she says, then peers at me. "Child , don't 
tell me you're here by yourself?" 

"No, I'm here with my mother," I say. It's supposed to be a joke, but 
Jackalene narrows her eyes. "My brother will come in a day or two. And 
my husband will come ifl need him, but we have two little boys- " 

"Boys or not, you need him." She steers me over to the empty bed. 
"This is too much for someone who just had a baby . What's your name?" 

"Isabel. And this is Emmy. My daughter ." 
"Okay, Isabel, you lay down and rest with Emmy-my -daughter. Your 

mama's not going anywhere, and I'm going to see you get a breakfast tray." 
"You have children, Jackalene?" 
"Only three from my first marriage and two from my second . So you 

know you can listen to me. I want you to stay off your feet till that bleed
ing lets up, you hear?" 

As Jackalene goes out, Emmy's eyes open. She looks watchful and 
severe. Her invisible brows draw together when I trace her hairline with 
my finger, and when I touch her cheek, her mouth opens on that side-a 
reflex: feed me. 

I tum to ease the stitches and look at my mother. This is the same hos
pital where she had me. What was that like, to sit up against pillows like 
these and study my small unfamiliar face? Was she curious? Did she won
der what I would say and do and think? Did she hope to know me? Or 
was I more like an accessory, a new purse or hat? All my life I have wait
ed for my mother to want to know me, and now it's too late. Not just 
because of the coma, but because neither of us knows how to be any other 
way with the other. She'd have to be a different person and so would I. 

Suddenly I gasp, startling the baby. The boys! My boys! First I disap
pear into the hospital, then come home with a new baby and disappear 
again. Do they think I've abandoned them? Are they crying for me right 
now? What kind of person forgets her own children? 

I struggle up-everything hurts-pull the phone over , and dial the 
long-distance number. It rings and rings. I'm not sure I dialed right. I'm 
not absolutely sure I remember the number. Where are my boys? 

I wipe tears away and look at my mother. The nurse said hearing was 
the last to go. "Mom?" I say. No response. I try again . "Did I tell you 
what Max said? He asked me if Earth is the biggest planet, and when I 
said 'No, Jupiter is twelve times bigger,' he said: 'Wow, it must have a lot 
of states."' 

My father would have loved these stories . I remember when Max was 
born how he held him and sang a Yiddish song about a pomegranate , bob-
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bing gently as if at prayer. He never got to see Toby at all. And Emmy, 
his first granddaughter-how he would have adored her! To see him hold 
her would be like looking back in time to see him holding me. 

"And you know what Toby asked me? He wanted to know if it was 
good for married people to have the same color hair. And when I was 
wearing my baggy old maternity pantihose, he asked why my legs were 
slobbering. And Max said-" 

My mother's eyes open and my heart slams into my ribs. 
"Mom?" 
My mother's eyes close. 
"Mom, it's Isabel. I had the baby-it's a girl, look!" 
But she's as still and closed as before. Did she hear? Does she know? 
"Probably not," says a voice behind me. "It was just a reflex." 
At first I think it's Jackalene, but I tum and see a face floating near the 

TV high on the wall, a warm, cheerful, freckled face I never expected to 
see again. Pinky. 

"Hello, mommeleh," she says. "It's good to see you too." 
"Terrific," I say. "Full-blown psychosis. I wondered when it would 

kick in." 
"Let me see that precious girl." The face floats nearer and now I can 

see more of her. She's wearing a pink beaded evening gown and flamingo 
earrings. Her voice is low and tender. "Such a shayneh maideleh! Such a 
zeesa punim!" 

A pretty girl, a sweet face. I can't help feeling proud. "She's not near
ly as red as Max and Toby were. And no jaundice at all." 

Pinky sighs. Death agrees with her: her wavy hair is black and thick 
again, her teeth perfect. "I always wanted a girl." 

"I know you did, Pink. You used to tell my mother how lucky she was." 
"I offered to swap-she could've had the pick of the litter." The 

flamingos quiver when she shrugs. "So I got to buy three sets of pajamas 
with trucks on them, and she got to go shopping for you." 

"Well, if it's any consolation, I used to wish you were my mother," I 
say. "You were so calm and cheerful. And warm, always so warm." 

"That's how I was made, lz. I was also made lazy and sloppy
remember what a mess my house was? It drove your mother crazy." 

We both look at my mother , whose hair and skin seem to fade against 
the immaculate glare of the hospital sheets. 

"That's how she was made," Pinky goes on. "Some things you can't 
change." 

"Some things you can," I say. "Especially if they involve tormenting 
smaller weaker human beings." 

"'Tormenting,' Iz? That's not a little strong?" 
"You don't know, Pinky. You were never in her power." I reach for 
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the box of tissues. When I turn around, Pinky is gone. I wanted to tell her 
how jealous I used to be that she was friends with my mother. How could 
my mother be anyone's friend? How could she laugh and talk with Pinky, 
be warm and loyal and tender and devoted when she couldn't be any of 
those things with me? All my life I've had trouble making friends with 
other girls. I still do-it never works, it doesn't last. Gordon is my only 
friend. 

I pull the phone over and call again, but there's still no answer. 
I think I doze. Nurses drift in, tend to my mother. The doctor comes 

and talks in my direction without saying anything new . Feeding Emmy 
wakes me up because it hurts. Jackalene brings me food, which I don't 
want, and little cartons of milk which don't quench my thirst. Toward 
evening I leave Emmy surrounded by a fortress of pillows to go wash 
myself in the bathroom, and make the mistake of looking in the mirror. 
The harsh light reveals a new loosening of flesh under my chin. What is 
the word for that? Wattle. Here is my first wattle, a preview of the dam
age yet to come. The Spanish have the right idea when it comes to talking 
about bodies: they say "the," not "my," distancing themselves . I am not 
my wattle. But look at those vertical grooves above the lips, between the 
brows, etched more deeply than before, etched deeper by the moment 
because every time I look at my face I catch myself pouting like models 
in magazines. I've been doing it all my life, even now-two days after 
childbirth , seeping blood and leaking milk, sleepless, seeing ghosts, star
ing at myself in the ghastly bathroom light, while in the other room the 
woman who tormented my childhood with predictions of ugliness-Don't 
cross your legs: it spreads the calf; Don't bite your lips: it makes them fat; 
Don't eat so much : you'll be big as a house and no man will marry you
lies wakeless, her own face as worn and creased as a paper bag. The mother. 

"This is one thing that was better in the old days," Pinky remarks, just 
above my shoulder. At the moment she's the size of a flying squirrel. "It 
was dark in those shtetls-you didn't have to watch your face deteriorate. 
For illumination we pay a price." 

We look at the humming green light which sounds, if you really listen, 
like a high-pitched mantra recited by a computer at breakneck speed. I 
tum the water on because I don't want to listen: I'm afraid I'll start under
standing. Behind me Pinky enlarges, her face wavering and indistinct. 

"Why are you haunting me?" I say. 
"Who says I'm haunting you?" 
As we tum to look at the motionless figure on one bed, a chirp and a 

series of tiny clicks and smacks comes from the other. The fresh pads in 
my bra grow damp . 

"That's the only thing haunting you," Pinky says, disappearing piece 
meal like the Cheshire Cat. 
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Emmy's grunts grow frantic; she turns her head as best she can, seek
ing me. I scoop her up, but just holding her against my breast makes me 
wince, and when she latches on, I break out in a sweat. I must have made 
some noise, too, because a young nurse looks in, then returns with 
Jackalene, who snaps on the overhead light. 

Jackalene examines me gently . "You have an infection-see these red 
streaks? And you're all swelled up. I know it hurts ." She sends the young 
nurse to find the resident on duty and get him to authorize some 
Dycloxicillin. 

"Can I still breastfeed ifl'm taking it?" I ask. 
"You can-it won't hurt her." She watches as I gingerly touch 

Emmy's lips with the inflamed nipple . When I gasp again, she shakes her 
head . "But if it's that bad, and with everything else going on .. . " She 
glances at my mother. "Nothing wrong with giving that baby a bottle ." 

To my embarrassment I start to cry. "I wanted it to work. She's my 
last chance ." 

"Last chance for what?" 
"You know . To feed her. To be a good mother." 
Jackalene throws a towel over her shoulder, takes the baby, and 

expertly extracts a burp . "Good mothers take care of themselves and their 
children ," she says. For a moment she looks angry, and this confuses me . 
Did she call Child Welfare? Are they taking Emmy away? 

"Paranoid thinking, Iz!" Pinky whispers in my ear. 
Jackalene gives me another look. "What did you say?" 
I rub my eyes. I'm so tired. "Could I have some Tylenol?" I ask. "And 

some Thorazine, while you're up?" 

Emmy gulps the bottle right down and nods off. I sit on the chair between 
the beds and watch them both: my mother, who moves only to draw 
ragged breaths, and my daughter, whose breathing is imperceptible . They 
are both under spells . In a few weeks Emmy will learn to smile, laugh, cry 
real tears. She will lie on her back, gurgling at her mobile, waving her 
arms and legs like feelers. In sleep she will make little whimpers and 
sounds of protest, her face scarcely ever still. Sometimes her hands will 
fly into the air, then float down slowly as if through water. Awake , she 
will stare at me intently, as if her entire survival depends on her ability to 
hold my gaze. When I nuzzle her or blow on her belly, she will reward me 
with rich chortles , grabbing fistfuls of my hair , kicking her fat legs. 

Surely this is a baby's nature. Max and Toby were like this, and surely 
Mitchell, Ronnie , and I were too. And surely it is a mother's nature to 
respond in kind, to hold the gaze, to nuzzle , to adore and be adored . Did 
my mother ever do such things? Was she capable of such tenderness? If 
so, how could it be so utterly extinguished in my memory? 
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"Could be your memory's wrong," suggests Pinky. She hovers like a 
levitating guru, wearing a pink tracksuit and high-tops . 

"I may not remember my own infancy, but I recall Ronnie's very 
clearly. She wanted nothing to do with him. She stayed in her room with 
the door shut. We had to hire a baby-nurse." 

"See? Post-partum depression, just like you." 
'Tm psychotic, not depressed, and it goes away. Hers had nothing to 

do with hormones . She wasn't loving . Wasn't sympathetic to the child 's 
point of view. Couldn't imagine the child's point of view . She was too 
much of an infant herself, a terrible infant with power over others ." 

Now I'm too agitated to sit. I get up and pace. 
"Listen," I say. "A few weeks before Ronnie was born, Mitchell and I 

were playing in the living room. I was six, he was nine. We'd been 
cooped up all winter. Saturday morning cartoons were on, something 
about dinosaurs. Mitchell and I started pretending we were dinosaurs. We 
got on our knees, curled our fingers and began roaring. We weren't touch
ing, we weren't even near each other, and the noise was obviously play
ful-we were actually saying 'Ro ar! ' But my mother, coming up the 
stairs with a basket of laundry, eight months pregnant with a third child 
she hadn't planned on, decided we were fighting and punished us both. 
Then she imagined I stuck my tongue out at her-something I was much 
too frightened to ever do-and slapped my face." 

"Parents make mistakes," Pinky says softly. "You've never yelled 
unfairly at Max or Toby? Never smacked them on the tush?" 

"I have . But I know how to apologize, and my children get lots of 
hugs and kisses." I stop at the window and look for the tree, trying to get 
the tremor out of my voice. This always happens. I become that child 
again. Even under the best circumstances, my ability to project compe
tence and dignity is precarious. "Then she told me to go downstairs and 
get the milk from the pass-through. It was still delivered then, in glass 
bottles-I remember how heavy and cold and wet they were. I was wear
ing my fuzzy slippers. As I hurried back up the stairs, clutching the bottles 
to my chest, I tripped and went sprawling across the kitchen floor. The 
bottles smashed. There was milk and broken glass everywhere, and my 
mother's voice was like the shards of glass, screaming that her life was 
shit and no one gave a damn. My heart was slamming inside me as I 
picked up the glass, trying stupidly to scrape milk back inside what was 
left of the bottles. Then she stopped shrieking and seized my wrist. She 
said: Come here, you 're bleeding. Only then did I realize that my hands 
were streaming blood, blood mixing with puddles of milk on the floor. I 
didn't feel any pain until she held them under running water. Afterward, I 
sat on the couch holding my hands in the air-the pain throbbed with my 
pulse, glowing red beneath the bandages-and watched her struggle to 
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clean up the mess. I waited for my father to come home and punish me. 
He didn't, of course: he called her doctor." 

I look at Pinky. "I used to wish for her death until I realized how mis
erable it would make him . Then I wished for divorce, but only if he got 
custody. After her first suicide attempt, I stopped making specific 
requests." 

Now Pinky floats higher and stretches, expanding like a birthday bal
loon, pinkly transparent-I can look right through her at my mother lying 
in the bed. 

"You know what I hate?" I say. 
Her eyes are closed. She bobs gently against the ceiling. "Tell me." 
"Mother's Day. It takes forever to find a card that doesn't lie. They're 

all full of this You-were -always -there-for -me/What -is-a-mother? /Now 
you -are-my-friend bullshit. I have to search hard for one that says some
thing neutral like Enjoy your day." 

"But you send a card. You go and you search and you send it." 
"And I hate the way the media, our whole culture, all our institutions 

presume that everybody had this wonderful Ur-mother. There are nauseat
ing little poems in the paper, magazines do famous mother/daughter sto
ries-Hillary and Chelsea holding hands and swooning-people call talk 
shows to share the best advice their mothers gave them, Dear Abby runs 
her treacly annual tribute-God, it's sickening! Not everybody had a 
mother who loved them." 

Pinky opens her eyes. "But you send the card." 
"Yes, I send it! If I don't, she gets all haughty and stiff on the phone. I 

do it for my dad. He's done so much for me, spent so much money on me 
over the years, long after kids are supposed to be independent ... " 

"So it's fair to say you've been a conscious and willing participant?" 
I take a step back . Pinky is now wearing a salmon-colored suit and 

pillbox hat like the ones Jackie Kennedy had on when JFK was shot. Oh, 
and the hat has a little pink veil-nice touch . 

"Izzy, pay attention. It's fair to say you were complicit? You played 
the game, you held your tongue, you took the money. Am I right?" 

I don't think the Dycloxicillin is working. I'm hot and sweaty, and my 
bra feels like an ace bandage. "Of course you're right," I say irritably. 
"You're my superego ." 

"Sorry?" 
This is a new voice. The young nurse is standing in the doorway, 

looking apprehensive. 
"I need to do your mother's vitals ," she says. 
I nod. As she gets busy, I open the overnight bag that contains the 

nightgown my mother selected for apres-appendectomy : white, filmy, 
glamorous, something Jean Harlow would wear. She used to send me one 
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like it every year for my birthday . I always gave them to Good Will 
because I sleep in T-shirts. When did she stop sending them? 

"Time gets away from you, Iz," Pinky whispers. 
"How's she doing?" I ask the nurse. 
She hesitates . I make her nervous. "Her breathing's slower." 
I point to the underside ofmy mother's arm. "Are those bruises?" 
"No , the skin is darkening because her circulation's slowing down." 
She doesn't say what that means. She carefully doesn't say. I sink 

back down on the bed, almost squashing Emmy . I'd forgotten about her. 
And again I haven't thought about the boys for hours-a fine mother I 
am. It's like that dream I have, where I come out of the grocery store, put 
my bags in the car and drive away, leaving the baby in the cart. Then 
when it hits me, I can't tum around : the roads are one-way with no exits. I 
get further and further away, knowing some stranger is going to take my 
baby, and I wake up in panic. 

"Isabel?" says the little nurse. "Are you okay?" 
"My mother is dying." 
"Let me see if Jackalene's still here." She hurries off. 
Emmy's asleep, but I scoop her up anyway, ashamed of disturbing her 

for my own comfort. 
"Where were we?" says Pinky . 
"My complicity," I say bitterly . "Which I concede. But what about my 

mother, Pinky? Were we equal partners? She was the grown-up!" 
"Which I concede. Absolutely. She messed up, lz, and she didn't have 

the will or the ability to change herself-who knows why? It could be a 
character flaw, it could be psychological, it could be brain chemistry for 
all we know. But that's not really the question ." 

I look at the flat bed where my mother lies. She is disappearing. There 
is hardly any of her left, and no chance in hell we can ever make real con
tact now. 

"That's right," Pinky says softly . "You 're the conscious one. It's up 
to you." 

"What's up to me? What is there left to do?" 
"Forgive ." 
"I can't. It's not in me." 
"You're not an orphan yet." 
"How can you forgive someone for not loving you?" 
"How can you be sure she didn't?" 
"How does any child know? I have no memory, not one, of being cud

dled or caressed by her. No spontaneous embraces. No sitting on her lap. 
No affectionate touches. She took no interest in what I thought or felt. 
Even after I grew up, all she ever talked about was herself." 

"Your mother was shy." 
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"Shy? She was overpowering-she dominated every social situation , 
turned every group into an audience." 

"And she was afraid of you." 
"Are we talking about the same person?" 
"Don't you think she knew how bad she messed up? The thought was 

intolerable-that's why she talked non-stop. She was frightened of what 
might happen, what might be said, if she took the cap off the bottle. And 
so were you." 

I realize that I am patting and soothing the baby, though she is still fast 
asleep. I pull her pink blanket up so I won't wet her head with my tears. 

"She was actually proud of you. And intimidated by you, by your col
lege degrees and the books you read and your intellectual husband. And 
she loved the boys." 

"My boys?" 
"Oh yes. Every time you talked, she'd call me afterward to report all 

the funny things they did. How Max told you to stop saying 'Bless you ' 
when he sneezed, because from now on he was going to bless himself. 
How Toby brought you the stick from his first lollipop and said: 'Here. I 
don't like the bone."' 

"She told you that?" 
"How Toby wanted to know why there wasn't such a thing as 

Brothers ' Day." 
"She thought that was funny?" 
"She told me, didn't she?" 
"But she has no sense of humor." 
"I'll tell you a secret about your mother, Iz. She wanted one." 
"And I wanted a mother! A mother who knew me, who liked me! I 

missed out on all of that!" 
"I know, mommeleh . She missed out on it too . It damaged you both. 

But a famous rabbi once said that mistakes should be forgiven when it's 
too late to undo them." 

"Which rabbi was that?" 
"Me, actually." She looks over at my mother. "It may be too late for 

her, Izzy, but not for you." 
"Isabel?" Jackalene appears in the doorway. "How you feeling, hon?" 
"Talk to your mother. Let her hear your voice," Pinky murmurs as 

she fades . 
"Isabel?" Jackalene is feeling my forehead, my wrist. 
"It hurts," I say. "There ' s hardly anything left." 
She exchanges a glance with the younger nurse . "Now listen to me. 

Your husband called from the road-he's driving in with the boys, and 
they should be here in a couple hours. Your sister-in-law's on her way, 
too, and your brother's flying in from California- " 
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"Ronnie? But his job-" 
"Don't you worry about his job-he worked it out. I want you to stop 

trying to handle everything, you hear? When this baby sleeps, I want you 
to sleep too." She eases me back against the pillows and pulls the blanket up. 

As soon as the door shuts behind her, I sit up. "Pinky, come back!" 
Her face flickers on the TV. 
"Pinky, I need to know . Does my mother love me, yes or no?" 
"Izzy, Izzy-they gave me a death certificate, not a Ph.D. No one knows 

what's in another's heart. Go, darling. Proceed on faith. Listen to her." 
We both listen. My mother's breaths are ragged . Sometimes she goes 

five or ten seconds without breathing at all. 
"Talk, Iz. You're running out of time." Pinky flickers out. 
I watch my mother, what's left of her-the T-Rex who shook the 

ground of my childhood. She has run out of future. For me: a husband I 
love, two sons, a baby girl, a story I don't know the ending of. For her, 
blankness. 

I can't let sorrow wipe out the past. I can't betray that lumpish gray 
child, that ancient pain, that rage. They made me what I am. But Pinky is 
right. Soon Gordon and the others will be here, soon we'll all be caught 
up in the rituals of hospital, family, religion. The time to speak is now, but 
only ifl can say what I'm certain is true . 

"I'm sorry," I tell her. "I've looked and looked, but I don't remember 
feeling any love, either for you or from you . From Daddy, a lot. But not 
you. It's not in my memory." 

"Is that all?" Pinky whispers in my ear. 
"I wanted to love you." Now I'm crying. 
"Anything else?" Pinky whispers in the other ear. 
I look at my mother, so remote, almost a memory already. Soon like 

my father: only an image in my head, only stories I tell the children, only 
a handful of photos . I can feel the minutes pouring through my fingers. 

And suddenly it occurs to me that my mother couldn't have told Pinky 
those stories about the boys, because they're only five and six, and 
Pinky's been dead ten years. So I've made it all up. The past is truly past. 
The dead are truly dead. I've been talking to myself all this time. And 
now that the spell is broken, I know I'll never hear Pinky's voice again. 

"Mom," I say. This could be the last time I ever say it. "I wanted to 
love you. Did you want to love me?" 

The baby stirs in my arms. I struggle to my feet and smooth my moth
er's impeccable sheets . I wipe her mouth with the sponge and dab some 
balm on her lips . 

"Don't go," I say. "Don't go yet.'' 
And, pulling down the blanket, I crawl into the bed beside her, one 

arm around her fragile shoulders and one arm around my girl. 
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FRED ARROYO 

Working in a Region of Lost Names 
We stood in the middle of the pier looking out on the blue freshwater sea. 
My father was very thin, his guayabera and freshly pressed black pants 
elegant in the August sun, and there was something peaceful in his bony, 
gnarled hands holding those rails as if he were vacationing. A few boats 
bobbed on the white crested waves. The people on the beach were tiny 
and distant, yet I could easily make them out: sitting on colorful blankets 
and sheets, children building sand castles and running along the shore , 
and everywhere they splashed in the rising and falling waves. 

My mother and sister had walked to the end of the pier. Now they 
were making their way back; the henna strands of my mother's hair were 
full of sun, and the yellow ribbons in my sister's hair gently twisted in the 
soft breeze . My father would have been about 37 (close to my current age, 
though I was then only 14 or 15), and even though he had shaved closely 
that morning, his face smooth and clean and lean, he had missed those 
glittering gray and silver hairs just at the ends of his sideburns. 

The wind picked up and a sheet of thick white clouds moved in from 
the southwest, the July air turning hotter, the sky blanketed by a dulling 
haze of gold. 

My father rested his chin on the palm of his hand, his elbow leaning 
on the guardrail. Lately, he had taken to having my mother drive us thirty 
miles from Niles to St. Joe so he could walk out on the pier and look at 
the freshwater sea, Lake Michigan. 

The sea stirred with the breeze , the blue water pocked with discs of 
gold. My father seemed lost, as if he momentarily vanished and became 
the waves, crested and bobbed, disappeared , and then appeared out there 
in the blue, the more and more he stared into the horizon. 

What was he searching for? 
My father hardly ever talked to me, and from about the age of nine he 

never seemed to want to talk in English, and there arose between us a 
great distance like a turbulent sea I didn't know how to cross. That sum
mer he had been even more silent, and we began to live within our own 
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loneliness. He had lost his job at a factory. I'm not sure if it was because 
of cutbacks or his drinking, and he had sobered for a time by moving to 
Chicago to live with his sister's family and to work at a different factory . 
He had been arrested at one point for drunk driving. Given his previous 
offences, he had to serve time in a program that allowed him to work and 
stay at home during the week, but on Friday nights he had to check into 
the county jail in St. Joe for the weekend. 

I looked out on the horizon, tried to find the spot my father searched 
for. There were mythical days young people waited for, days that never 
seemed to arrive. A high clear blue summer sky. One stood along the lake 
shore, or, better yet, one looked from the vantage point of a high bluff or a 
tall dune, and then the Chicago skyline-ninety miles away-rising out of 
the freshwater sea, the buildings forming like black boxes on the horizon, 
the straight line and pointed top of the Sears Tower making it all the more 
alive. I couldn't see it. There were the waves, the warm wind on my arms, 
the white clouds, the horizon, but no distant appearing buildings, no sud
den realization of things arising out of nothing. But maybe my father 
knew of those days, maybe, at times, he dreamed them, and so up on the 
far bluff; when he spent his Saturdays and Sundays in the county jail, 
maybe there was some small window he knew, and on a clear day he had 
a way of looking I may one day discover. 

My sister and mother walked towards us. My father waved for us to 
follow, and we all walked back towards the shore, and then to the car. My 
father sat in the passenger's seat while my mother drove, and we all sat in 
silence as the countryside unfolded in gold and green and blue that late 
afternoon, the darker shapes of the orchards coloring with apples, plums, 
and peaches. Without saying a word, almost as if by instinct, my mother 
pulled off the highway into Vollman's Market. 1 

There is the smell of cantaloupe and dust mixing in the warm air drift
ing in through the pole barn doors that I can't seem to lose, that places me 
there in that fruit tinged air. I see tomatoes, zucchinis, mounds of green 
beans piled on tables, and on three 55 gallon drums set side-by-side, their 
tops covered by a red and white checkered cloth, there are quart-size card
board baskets filled with fat blueberries. The cantaloupes are in a small 
pyramid. Bushel baskets are filled with red and gold apples, and the bas
kets are on pallets . Fruit flies fill the air. There are clear packages of dried 
fruit and nuts on the table next to the cash register, along with canning 
jars of red, deep purple, and orange preserves. Against the wall there is a 
set of clear coolers filled with gallons of milk, sodas, eggs, and butter. 

A woman straightened some ten-pound bags of potatoes on a pallet, 
the sound of the thick paper crunching as she pulled on a bag, lifted, and 
dropped it into the pattern she was making, the smell of wet, beginning to 
rot, potatoes stinging my nose. I stood there for a moment. Then she 
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turned to me and straightened up. She was short, heavy, with black hair 
and glasses . I asked her about a job. Most of the work, she told me, was 
picking com and some odd work around the market, helping to unload 
deliveries, sweeping and cleaning, maybe helping to pick and bag pota
toes. She suddenly yelled over to an older man (the concrete floor was 
splotched with dark stains, and suddenly I felt a spasm of shame deep in 
my stomach as I flicked away a green fly crawling down my arm). The 
man, who was her husband and the owner of the market, came over. She 
told him I was interested in work. He had a thick, bristly mustache turning 
gray, his hands and arms trembling with a slight tick as he stood there, 
and it was hard to see his eyes because of his green hat, the bill pulled 
down low. After looking me over a bit, he simply said, "That'd be fine," 
and he mentioned the picking of com, and like his wife the extra work of 
loading and unloading trucks, some cleaning, bagging potatoes. I turned 
and looked across the market, my mother, sister, and father standing 
behind a table of lettuce and behind them the open door and the cars pass
ing by on their way north. 

I asked, "And my father? Can he work too?" 
Mr. Vollman tipped the bill of his hat back, and then he and his wife 

both looked past me across the market, their eyes not widening but their 
faces filling with some strange recognition. They looked at each other, as 
if they were used to talking without ever saying a word, and then she said, 
"Yes, your father can work too. We'll see you both here tomorrow at 6:00 
in the morning." 

Returning to that summer I have a difficult time pinpointing the exact 
year. Conflicting memories of work, drink, and those long, unending, 
sickening days when getting sober meant sitting with my hate and loss, 
are what return to me. That summer must have been in 1982, when I was 
fourteen. I'm not sure why I asked about that job on that day. When I 
close my eyes I see the black and orange Help Wanted sign tacked to a 
thick cottonwood tree as we pulled into the dusty driveway, the sign's 
squared perfection and how it seemed to float there surrounded by the 
black and green of the tree. I don't remember my father mentioning the 
sign, and I don't remember him asking about the job. In my memory-as 
I recall that day becoming grayer with thick, wet clouds; my father trying 
to sober up after a three-month bout with drink; the quiet stillness of the 
market save for a small fan blowing by the cash register, and then the 
sound of rattling glass as my father tried to steady his hand and the bottle 
of ginger ale he had lifted from the cooler-the feeling for my remem
brance tells me he hadn't said a word. I asked, suddenly, about the job 
because I had always worked in some way (various paper routes, detassel
ing com, picking blueberries), and I felt the money earned would be help
ful since school would start soon, since my father wasn't working. 
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In that one moment when I turned, gnats drifting back and forth in the 
gold, dusty light falling on the fruits and vegetables, I turned because I 
felt something rise in me, because I remembered my father, turned to find 
him, and then asked ifhe could work too. 

There was an odd chill in the market; I looked outside, the sky pre
dicting rain. We headed from the market, my father drinking his ginger 
ale, my sister and mother eating a peach . We passed the cottonwood tree, 
and when my father opened the passenger side door, I pointed at the sign 
on the tree and I said, "They gave me a job." Everyone looked at my 
extended arm for a moment, almost as if my words had come from my 
hand, and then I asked my mother if she could drive me out here in the 
morning before she went to work. 

"They're paying $4.35 an hour," I said, and thought how it was a good 
amount above minimum wage. 

"I asked ifChago could work too." 
My mother said, "Yes, I'll bring you out." 
There was no more discussion, no questions asked as we got into the 

car, nor as we drove home . Once home, my mother and father put togeth
er some lunches for the next day. My father pulled from below the kitchen 
sink a scotch plaid thermos. He raised it next to his ear, shook it, listened 
for any broken glass. I never heard whatever he heard in his shaking; a 
gust of wind hit the side of the house, a branch striking the roof crazily, 
and out past my mother and father's darkened profiles the sky turned 
blue-black, then silver sparks of rain shattered against the windowpane. 
My mother turned from the counter and placed two bowls, each with a 
spoon inside them, on the table . She placed a coffee cup next to each 
bowl. In the morning we'd have oatmeal and coffee, and in that darkening 
kitchen of summer rain I knew the morning would arrive soon. 

My decision to ask about the job was weighted by memory. Perhaps the 
summer before my mother's brother had returned to town and was look
ing for work. He, my father, and I had driven out into the hot August 
fields of Berrien County looking for work. Driving along those long roads 
flanked by fields and orchards, they would tum onto dusty one-lane roads 
that led into migrant camps comprised of small green or white shacks, 
children standing in the hard sun or running under dust covered trees, and 
always the women hanging laundry-a bright confetti of colors-along 
precariously secured clotheslines . These camps were mostly inhabited by 
Mexican families, but back then, in the early eighties, we also drove 
through compounds of three or four shacks inhabitied by Haitian families. 
My father seemed free and easy- speaking either Spanish or his fast, 
musical English-in the camps. Usually, at first, the women would look 
at us strangely, but then once my father began to talk they told us where 
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we needed to ask about work, often a mile or so down the road on the 
edge of a field, where we would find a green or silver trailer. We never 
found work at any of those trailers; there were already too many workers, 
and in my memory I remember a kind of awe in my father's voice when 
he said we could've worked at one farm, but we needed to bring our fami
ly to work there and live in one of the shacks. 

I wonder, as I return back to this colored geography of green trees and 
deep brown fields, the wind rushing through the car lifting my hair, if 
there was some larger memory behind our going out to the fields. My 
uncle, perhaps, asked my father to help him search for work because it 
was something my father was accustomed to doing all his life, and he did 
it well. When my mother and father moved us to Michigan from Hartford, 
Connecticut, in the mid 1970s, my father had, in fact, found work-right 
away-picking apples; and, of course, the only reason my parents met 
was because my father came to Michigan to work at the Green Giant can
nery in Niles. 

My father and I must have worked a day, maybe two at Vollman's 
Market, yet I don't recall any of this work. What I remember is the morn
ing-gold, everything-the grass, the trees, a long clothesline-speckled 
with dew-when my mother dropped us off at the market, and there in the 
driveway were three men. Two of them leaned against the hood of a long 
blue car, and the third man stood inside the open door of a cream-colored 
truck, his arms resting against the door. My mother stopped the car, 
looked at my father, although neither said a word. Once I stepped out of 
the car, I recognized the men as my father's friends. 

At some point, my father must've told them that there was work (he 
must've easily understood that there was more work than he and I could 
do, that there was the possibility that his friends might ask for work too). I 
remember that when Mr. Vollman pulled up with the tractor and wagon to 
pick up my father and me, he didn't seem to look at all strangely on the 
scene. He shut down the tractor and jumped to the ground. He pushed the 
bill of his hat back and then took off his gloves as he approached. We all 
stood in a semicircle, Mr. Vollman in the middle. My father stepped for
ward, and in a voice of ease and confidence said (his arms spread wide at 
his sides), "They work too, if you like." 

Mr. Vollman looked around briefly, looking each man in the face. 
And then he looked at me. 

I'll always remember his smile, the twitch of his graying, bushy 
moustache, and how he waved us all towards the wagon, and how we all 
jumped on the back end, the sudden sound of talk and laughter, and how 
when the tractor hit the dirt lane and jerked, I was immediately aware of 
the cold morning air and how the cornfields were endlessly beautiful in 
the golden dew. 
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My sense of our work back then has become dull over the years; I 
never experience the deep-in-the-bones pain from that time; I never have 
those afternoons and nights of undisturbed sleep because sleep is what the 
pain in my arms and legs call for. The work only comes back to me in the 
strange weather of July : the fields cold and wet in the morning, and then 
by noon-my face red and cut by the sharp cornstalk leaves, my thighs 
raw and swollen from my soaked jeans rubbing between my legs as I 
stoop up and down in those tight lanes-the sun high and hot. The smell 
of the wet burlap sack at my side mixing with the smell of my sweat and 
wet clothes, and then an odd odor I can't seem to place but imagine as my 
skin rotting like the bruised, overripe fruits found in the trash heap behind 
the market. 

The work returns finally as a rhythm, a faint music : I follow it in the 
soft beat of a lightly tapped conga drum, the quickly scratching tempo of 
shaking maracas, my hands pulling ears of com from a stalk and sliding 
them into my burlap sack, my feet lifting slowly and coming down in 
what felt like light, giant steps that took me further down the row of com 
towards the bright light at the end, as a new, quieter music arose within 
my thighs and spread up into my stomach, chest and arms, a tender, invis
ible yet flute-like music that called me to work with it, to keep on moving, 
to not lose the music, to know that soon we'd be done . 

The wagon piled higher and higher with the bags of com we dumped 
there, and then eventually we jumped on the back and Mr. Vollman jerked 
the tractor on the lane and headed back to the market. Once there, we 
headed into a pole barn where there was a wagon filled with dark, dusty 
potatoes. 

My father stepped on an overturned milk crate, a pitchfork in his 
hands, and then placed his feet broadly and with assurance on the wagon 
as he began to shovel the potatoes onto a running conveyor, the potatoes 
bouncing and nudging against each other as they made their way down 
the line. One of my father's friends stood on the side looking for stones, 
plants, weeds, and bad looking potatoes that he threw into a wooden box 
at his feet. At the end of the conveyor the potatoes gathered into a pool 
that continued to rise the more my father shoveled potatoes. Another of 
his friends scooped up with his hands the potatoes from the pool into a 
scale, and once loaded with ten pounds, he dropped the potatoes into a 
new open white bag, and then placed the bag on a waist-high table where 
another of my father's friends twisted the tops of each bag closed with a 
copper band . He lifted and tossed the bag free into the air towards me-I 
caught each bag in my cupped elbows, one of my hands immediately 
grabbing the bottom and the other forming around the twisted, copper 
banded top . Twisting at the waist I laid it down on a pallet, twisted up and 
caught another, twisted, laid it down, beginning to create a three by five 
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pattern, twisting and laying down, twisting and laying down, the pattern 
growing into the layered rows of ten-pound bags of potatoes I stacked on 
the pallet, the rising pattern of bags clean and new and vivid, the paper 
and copper bands etching themselves within the grain of my palm, and the 
pain of the work sometimes forgotten as I focused on the image of the red 
mountains and a thin green stream running between those mountains on 
the bags. 

Later in the afternoon, under the high, cutting sun, we followed a 
potato picker rumbling through the dusty fields, a few of the men standing 
on the picker looking for stones and weeds, while the rest of us picked up 
potatoes that fell off the wagon and the potatoes turned up in the picker's 
wake. 

Right away I became aware that I was not a man like my father or his 
friends. I could not keep up with them; I didn't have the body, experience, 
and memory of work most of them had since childhood, my father begin
ning to work in the fields of Puerto Rico when his own father made him 
quit school in the third grade. 

My father and his friends asked Mr. Vollman if we could go out to the 
edge of the potato fields, out back behind the market, and use one of the 
white migrant shacks during our breaks between picking com, bagging 
potatoes, and the afternoon potato picking. There were two out there, side 
by side, and although they seemed bright and clean and freshly painted, I 
think they were the remnants of a time long past, a time when the market 
was a much bigger farm, when families had traveled to live here and work 
all summer and deep into the fall. My father and his friends picked up 
some of the still edible fruits and vegetables that had been thrown away at 
the market, a few bruised peaches or a cantaloupe soft with rot yet still 
good on one side, some wet celery, a blackening onion. We walked the 
quarter mile or so out to the shack. Someone dug some potatoes from the 
field. Someone started a small fire of sticks within a ring of broken bricks 
and stones. The potatoes were peeled and washed in the spigot in between 
the two shacks, and then boiled in an old pot on the fire. Someone had 
brought a small jar of mayonnaise, an off-white set of salt and pepper 
shakers, and what was salvaged from the celery and onion was chopped 
up, mixed with the cooked and cubed and salted and peppered potatoes 
and mayonnaise . 

The warm potatoes melted the mayonnaise velvety smooth, the celery 
crunchy and briefly bitter, the onion burning the roof of my mouth and 
nose. I drank a coffee cup of cold water from the spigot. The lunch felt 
like the end of the day, my body beginning to rest, content with those 
warm flavors deep in the pocket of my stomach, content in the quieting 
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stillness of my arms and legs. 
Inside the shack the walls were bare and dark, the smell of cracked 

and crumbling dusty boards and then the faint scent of wet soil and rain. 
An old mattress, dusty and stained by water or sweat or what-I did not 
know-lay on the floor. It felt so cool and good to step out of the sun. I 
sat down on the mattress entranced for a time by that summer doorway, 
the square of gold and blue vividly present and real because of the dark
ness of the shack, and the talk and laughter of my father and the men out
side. It became an original moment I couldn't-I still can't-frame; and 
now, just as then, I let it exist, as it needed to exist after a morning of 
cold, wet work. I lay back on the mattress, the gold and blue coloring the 
insides of my eyelids, as I fall into a deep colored sleep that, no matter 
how brief, is only broken when I hear the men call from outside that it's 
time to go back to work. 

Somewhere in the region of my mind are the names of those men, my 
father's friends. When I close my eyes they all seem to blur together, 
lying back against a pile of com we've just picked, walking behind a 
wagon of potatoes, their figures like brown shadows in the drifting dust, 
their faces indistinct because of the sun and sweat in my eyes. Their 
names are nowhere to be discovered. 

I recall an old man with a droopy long gray mustache, his eyes a sharp 
silver blue . His chin and his cheeks are speckled with silver and gray, and 
it seems he might have shaved every three or four days. I only heard him 
speak Spanish , yet his hair-a light sandy brown-is the longest I have 
ever seen a Puerto Rican man keep, striking the collar of his shirt . He 
always wears a very clean and neat white or light blue dress shirt. His 
dark blue pants attract dust, and when considered alongside his shirt, I 
don't see a man ready to go to work but, instead, a man taking a stroll 
down a city street on his way to a park where he'll sit on a bench and read 
a book in the company of pigeons and swaying trees . Almost as if when 
taken together these features don't create a definitive portrait of this man, 
and so I can only see them in the simplest of terms : the features of a man 
getting old and in need of money, who worked in a field alongside other 
men who lived with similar circumstances, men he had worked with-in 
countless regions and fields-for at least five decades. 

There is also a very dark man working with us, and his face stands out 
because his eyes are coal black, his cheeks deeply defined as if chiseled 
into their smooth slenderness, and he has the wickedest smile, and each 
time he smiles I see a worn knife drawn across his lips, and then hear 
heavy laughter inhabited by cigarettes and something deep within him 
that he likes to share, but will never give away. I have to remember his 
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face the only way I can: Asian . An ancient face I've seen in museums on 
masks and figurines, and a face I've passed countless times on the streets 
of New York, San Francisco, Madrid. And I seem to remember his face 
because his hair is the black of a raven's wing . His name-like all their 
names-remains a mystery . But he always wore, no matter how hot, a 
green plastic helmet. With some certainty I assume it was a leftover from 
his past; he probably worked at the Green Giant cannery in the 60s or 70s, 
and the helmet he wore, back then at the cannery, would've been fitted 
with a little light for working in the dark bunkers where mushrooms were 
grown. Raphael. Raphael returns to me without certainty, but as I repeat 
this name a few times I discover a timbre-shaped by a lonely piano and 
a sorrow filled cello-that does justice to his face. 

The man I remember the most I'll name Juan. (I hear this name no 
matter how empty the region oflost names.) Ever since I suddenly discov
ered that things can be beautiful in themselves because of the care I take 
to see them, Juan's handsomeness has supported my search for elegance 
and perfection. Juan's skin is a rich copper color , and in the right circle of 
sunlight his skin glows and tints his hair with red and gold, his hair 
always swept back with pomade and combed smooth and glossy and per
fect. In his middle years he must've begun to develop a beer belly. No 
longer, though, since his T-shirt revealed a chest and biceps defined by 
muscles as well as a particular youthfulness that would continue . on until 
he died (and in my memory that youthfulness lived beyond his sad death). 

He was quiet, like me. Perhaps he was shy like me. He looked at 
things a long time, all the while making valuable discriminations (some
thing I'm still learning). When he worked he wore a yellow baseball cap, 
the bill turned down and curved, the perfect shape a pitcher needed when 
standing on the mound on a bright sunny day. I'll always remember 
watching him as he leaned against the doorway of a migrant shack, the 
sun brilliant against his arms folded across his chest. I have brief memo 
ries of baseball when I was eleven, a few practices, a game, a yellow 
baseball hat, and a man standing inside the open door of his cream -col
ored truck watching me as I worked on throwing low strikes. Juan gave 
me a hand when I often fell behind picking com or bagging potatoes. 
Later, when I forgot Juan without intending to, I heard he committed sui
cide by shooting himself in the stomach with a rifle . Something about his 
quietness stays with me . 

Now, as I look out on the bare trees of late November-Thanksgiving 
has passed, the leaves have fallen, the sun becomes weaker and weaker as 
the fall ends and winter begins-I see that something seemed continually 
etched on Juan's brow, appeared at work in his memory. What was Juan 
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doing, given the life he seemed to have created in town, out there in those 
fields? Why did he want or need to work out there? Something must have 
been at stake for him-but what? And when did he reach the point where 
he felt he had nothing else to wager? 

There were years when I drove past the old Green Giant cannery 
almost every day, at least once a week. Sometimes I would pull over, get 
out of my truck, and look at the crumbling buildings, the broken, sagging 
roofs, the cement walls seeming soft to the touch, grass and weeds grow
ing up through the sides of cracked walls, many of the fences surrounding 
the property rusty and weak, some fallen on their sides. I have no choice 
but to acknowledge the fact that my mother and father only met because 
my father traveled from the east coast in response to a call for workers 
needed at the cannery. This call is more than likely the only reason a 
dozen Puerto Rican men ever lived in Niles, Michigan. But I won't accept 
the possibility that the closing of the cannery and the loss of a job pushed 
Juan towards death. I have to imagine another possibility: when the pres
ence of the Green Giant cannery no longer exists, when it seems wiped 
away from Niles' memory, I'll still return to a region of lost names, a 
region where I can work to remember how those men lived with dignity. I 
need the chance to stop on the side of the road in southwestern lower 
Michigan, look out on the orchards and fields, and demand from the sky 
and the sun and the soil something like memory and hope and justice .. . 
even ifl can never fully redeem Juan's life. 

I'll need to move backward and forward. I'll need to invent the past with
in the present, the present within the past, if I'm ever to come to terms 
with Juan's death. Juan's taking of his life placed him, I recognize now, 
within a larger pattern crisscrossed by departures, migrations, and 
arrivals. A larger pattern crisscrossed by sons and daughters within the 
silence and solitude their fathers leave behind when they depart, a pattern 
sometimes shaped by violence and death. In my extended family, I have 
relatives who have never known their fathers. I often forget that my 
cousin is part Puerto Rican because her father, a contemporary of my 
father's, was never known, has been lost from memory, and, it seems, 
deliberately forgotten. Her mother, my mother's sister, was briefly mar
ried to this man who migrated to Michigan in order to work at Green 
Giant like my father. They had a daughter, my cousin, born three months 
before I, and then they split up. I often heard him evoked in what seemed 
like a mysterious whispered tone or in a voice that seemed filled with 
rage . I have the image of a man with longer black hair, brown skin, and a 
long Pancho Villa mustache-but the image is vague, and it fades away. 

I'm not sure I ever actually encountered him as a child, and as far as I 
know my cousin did not either. I do distinctly remember my father-his 
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eyes wide, his hands shaking-saying he had learned that my cousin's 
father was killed in a bar in Puerto Rico. My father's right hand was 
clenched into a fist, and then his arm extended, his thumb rising, and he 
said my cousin's father had died from a knife wound as he jammed his 
hand violently into some imaginary space, just about waist high. 

This man, who I continue to evoke without a name, I place alongside 
Juan, adding him permanently to the pattern. Yet what he adds is too 
sharp; it cuts away whatever meaning I try to create with words, as if the 
words too must depart when they are exhausted, when they become lost 
fathers tired of putting up with certain conditions. 

I see now that when I wrote earlier of memory and hope and justice, I 
meant that there must be hope for the bloodline-of fathers, language, 
memory, generations, and history-to continue, that I have to work to 
continue the bloodline, even though I will always face the hard reality that 
I may fail to provide what's needed to help someone carry the bloodline 
into the future.2 We each make our own wagers in this life, and I have to 
see that my wager-through a life of writing-can be placed alongside 
those men I worked with. I can continue work in a way that honors the 
struggle and dignity of their lives, no matter how much of their lives I'll 
never know. I have to try to bring them-the words, to~back home. 

And of course there's so much for me to still discover. I realize in this 
writing that I continue to evoke "my father," and yet the truth of the mat
ter is that the man I'm evoking was always known as "Chago." For some 
reason I never called him father, dad, papa, or papi . Only Chago, the 
diminutive of Santiago. 3 And the man who died of a knife wound in a 
bar? I realize for the first time in my life, through this writing, that he is 
my uncle by marriage. Or should I write, in memory, that he's my uncle 
by blood? 

Maybe you asked about that job on an impulse. Maybe without intention 
or design you took a chance to save your father. You wanted him to stay 
home after all those years of being away. 

My work alongside those men didn't last very long. We may have worked 
four weeks together. Perhaps only three. We made some good money, but 
that money helped my father to begin drinking again. School was starting; 
I wanted to be on the football team, and practice commenced a few weeks 
before the first day of school. Our time together fell apart. When I left the 
fields for the beginning of the football season and school, my father start
ed riding to work with his friends. There wasn't that much work left at 
Vollman's Market. There was no more late sweet com to pick; whatever 
was left in those unpicked fields was plowed back into the soil-or let to 
dry and wilt in the sun. There were no more potatoes to bag; a semi trailer 
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had left the market full of neatly stacked pallets of ten-pound bags, and 
the pole barn, too, still housed some of the pattern I tried to design, I tried 
to hold together, even if for only the briefest of times. My father, Chago, 
started to drink with great fever ( as he liked to say in Spanish of the most 
exciting things) and went into his last time-a year---ofbeing drunk, before 
he began the long sober dream and plan of his departure for Puerto Rico. 

Those days of dew, sun, com, and potatoes will always be a part of 
me. They are a part of the bloodline I'll work to continue until I die, and 
then maybe they'll fall apart like crumbled dirt and turn to dust and 
become a part of the sun and the sky and the earth. Although I don't 
remember the work that much anymore, I, nevertheless, continue to return 
to those white shacks, how clean and strong they appeared amid those rich 
brown fields, those thick tall swaying green trees, and the miles of potato 
fields that went on and on and on. 

My father and his friends shared stories and memories I'm grateful to 
have been a part of. Their loud laughter and broad smiles are so important 
as is their happiness in each other's company. They helped me to know 
whenever I ate my lunch or whenever they called for me in my colored 
sleep inside that shack, that there could be much more difficult things in 
life than working together on a hot summer day. 

When I look back I'm haunted by seasons-those seasons of fruits 
and vegetables, cold and heat, birth and death. My looking back has never 
been to simply emphasize a season of change nor about my living beyond 
change. My looking back is more of a deep recognition of how a season 
leaves and we then suddenly return to who we are, a temporary vessel of 
ragged skins and brittle bones filled with the loss of what has just depart
ed. Yesterday the sun was topaz and warm in the leaves, and the sun 
stayed with twilight for some time as I started to count the emerging stars 
tinged with gold. Today the clouds hang heavy and wet in a bunched 
together sky, the leaves falling heavily to the ground when the northwest 
wind shakes the trees. Yesterday a man in a yellow baseball cap walked at 
my side down a farm lane, one of his arms tucked under my arm in sup
port, the other helping me to hold up a wet burlap sack brimming with 
ears of com. Today I can't find him no matter how long I linger in a 
region of lost names. 

Notes 
1"Vollman's Market" is the invented name of an actual market I've written 

about in fictional terms. The invented name holds such a powerful place in my 
memory I write it once again in this essay. 

2My thoughts on the bloodline are shaped by Ernest J. Gaines's Mozart and 
Leadbelly: Stories and Essays. I'm especially moved by his eloquent thoughts on 
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the migration and exile of fathers when he writes , "I wanted to see on paper the 
true reason why those black father left home- not because they trifling or shift
less, but because they were tired of putting up with certain conditions" (9-10). 

3My adolescence might be characterized as a series of events filled with 
silences and transitions. Through these events I learned to silence one language , 
Spanish, in order to learn, work, and live with another , English . That language 
taught me that memory is a fiction (and this is a particular lesson that becomes 
clearer every time I try to write memories that I cannot hear or see just in English , 
and the force of this lesson is all the more brutal every time I try to address my 
father ' s silences) . The fiction of my memory is most evident in this fact: every 
time I write "my father," it seems is as if I'm committing a lie to paper. Chago, 
what I called and still call my father, the diminutive of Santiago, moreover, is a 
name lost to me for many years, a name I never thought to understand, and thus a 
name I've only recently begun to search for in a region of lost names. 
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ROBERT BAGG 

Paparazzo on Parnassus 
1. 

Writing about live encounters with poets is an ancient pleasure that had 
from the start a People-magazine aspect. One premise held by those who 
tell such tales is that since truly great poets are extremely rare-each cen
tury is allotted only a handful-there must be something close to superhu
man in their character that will disclose itself under scrutiny. So the genre 
often involves a search for a poet's secret power source, which may be in 
fact invisible to others and only activated when the poet is drafting a 
poem . 

Whether anything so extraordinary as genius can be deduced from 
anecdotes of poets living their unscripted lives remains to be seen, but the 
temptation endures. I record on these pages moments from the lives of 
poets I've met (all, I believe, are ones whose work will endure) that might 
interest their future readers, biographers, and critics; I myself have gotten 
pleasure from what contemporaries over the centuries have set down 
about poets they've known . Sometimes, with the grainy immediacy of 
black-and-white newsreel footage, an image comes into focus of a poet 
coping with a distant but suddenly explicit world. Faithful reportage, or a 
snapshot developed in memory long after the shutter has clicked, can dis
play a poet's mind at work and play, provide a cameo of an otherwise 
irrecoverable person. 

One very ancient and splendid account of an evening in the life of 
Sophokles, from a text whose provenance we can be pretty sure is gen
uine, comes to us from Ion, a fellow playwright. Ion pictures and quotes 
Sophokles in fine form at a dinner party on his home island of Chios in 
440 BCE; the poet who gave us Oedipus puts a stuffy academic to rout and 
then entices a handsome young wine steward into kissing range. Ben 
Jonson's admiring but sometimes snarky take on Will Shakespeare 
("Would he had blotted a thousand!") emerges from a conversation 
recorded by Jonson's Scots host, Drummond of Hawthomdon. But the 
master class in the genre is William Hazlitt's sharp-eyed memoir of 
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Coleridge and Wordsworth . Hazlitt gives us not only lively pictures of the 
duo's high-spirited lyrical balladeering in the habitat they made famous, 
but ventures entertaining critical connections as well between both poets ' 
physical quirks and their characters. Hazlitt ' s insights are so striking 
they've surfaced ever since in biographies and classrooms : Wordsworth, 
for example , who always got where he wanted to go with undeviating 
pedestrian strides, outdistances Coleridge, a meandering seeker of glori
ous destinations that would forever elude him, even as his feet zigzagged 
over Lake Country roads . 

I can 't pretend to provide the magisterial hindsight of a Hazlitt, but 
my memories of poets, however brief, are tactile: I wince from Robert 
Frost's gruff, and Richard Wilbur's gentle , rejoinder to my boyish pre
sumptions. Ted Hughes' otherworldly pronouncements ricochet through 
my ears, while the sheeny texture of Sylvia Plath's dress skims my leg 
(both are sensory remnants of a shared cab ride). I brace for the bumps 
when I recall Gregory Corso lashing me down the uneven stones of the 
Appian Way in my 1957 Volkswagen. 

2. 
Amherst College in mid-century was a good place to be a young poet; I 
began as a freshman there in fall 1953. Emily Dickinson's reputation was 
on the rise and coming into sharper focus, as her once gussied-up poems 
were finally being printed and taught in the headlong form she wrote 
them . Robert Frost on his college rounds visited Amherst twice a year and 
had time for all who wanted to talk. James Merrill taught at the college 
during 1955-56 . And in spring 1957 Richard Wilbur visited a class in 
Modem Poetry taught by C. L. Barber. Our Class of '57 Poet , George 
Amabile, and I were in the room the day Wilbur appeared- tall, casually 
elegant in the era's academic uniform of tweed jacket and khakis, his first 
Pulitzer Prize only weeks away. He read us new Roman poems from his 
third book , The Things of This World, and answered our questions . 
Impressed both by the poems and the authority of his resonant voice , our 
first wave of inquiry was respectful and appreciative. 

As all too often in those years, when tempted to veer from the pre
dictable , to do what wasn ' t done, I spoke without calculating the conse
quences. I'd recently read a review by Randall Jarrell of Wilbur's second 
book, Ceremony , that contained a canard (one still around). To wit: 
Wilbur the poet is like a halfback who, rather than gamble on cutting 
toward daylight for a possible TD and risk being thrown for a big loss, 
settles too often for short, steady, respectable gains. It was , at that public 
moment, churlish of me to ask our guest how he'd felt about Jarrell ' s 
flashy put-down . But I did. Wilbur ' s polite answer disappointed me-but 
it made me aware of my impertinence . He was reluctant to express his 
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displeasure with Jarrell. Rather than adopt Jarrell's trope and suggest that 
he had pulled off some very long gains in his newest book, Wilbur quietly 
left the scorekeeping to us. He'd just read us, after all, "For a Baroque 
Wall-Fountain in the Villa Sciarra," "Love Calls Us to the Things of This 
World," and other gorgeous, ambitious riffs. My own scorecard that 
morning read: Wilbur 84, Jarrell zilch. 

Quite properly, Wilbur later gave a heads-up to George Garrett, his 
colleague at Wesleyan who was to be my fellow writer at the American 
Academy two years later: Watch out for Bagg. Now, fifty-some years on, 
I'm not sorry I provoked Wilbur and embarrassed myself. Jarrell's canard 
stimulated trains of thought and action that led me to face the issue of 
how ambition impacts specific poems and whole careers; it spurred me to 
take some chances of my own, in poems and within my friendships with 
other writers. 

That day in Barber's class Wilbur also told me Jarrell was not the crit
ic responsible for the review I'd referred to: "It was written by Horace 
Gregory," he confidently said. I was abashed. Well, for 47 years I 
assumed Wilbur was right. It must have been Gregory. Then, as I began in 
2004 to check out mid-century reviews of Wilbur while writing an essay 
on his religious poetry, I discovered that in fact Jarrell had originated the 
dubious football analogy . But I also turned up a review in which Gregory 
accused Wilbur of being in sync, in both Things of This World and his 
earlier books, with America's bourgeois complacency. Had Wilbur mis
taken Gregory for Jarrell because he instinctively identified Gregory's as 
the more hostile review? 

Harsh reviews of books that critics judge flawed are inevitable and 
healthy in a literary culture that values excellence. But the fallout from 
robustly discriminating criticism can discourage such practice. Authors of 
adverse reviews risk ill feeling, retaliation, and being passed over when 
contests are judged and fellowships awarded. Worthy poems will survive 
faint praise or damnation even by an era's savviest critic-as Jarrell was 
in the postwar years. Poets, though, will always hold an advantage over 
critics, since no critic can articulate definitively the DNA all poems must 
possess to lengthen their shelf life and their fascination for generations to 
come. (Although often refuted, Jarrell's football analogy has had legs, 
particularly with people who've never actually taken a snap and run with 
a leather football against determined opposition.) Jarrell's differences 
with Wilbur were never resolved, but there was no lasting enmity between 
the men; Wilbur and Jarrell continued to meet, correspond, and enjoy 
each other's company. 

3. 
When Robert Frost read in Amherst's Johnson Chapel, or to smaller gath-
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erings in fraternity and faculty houses, he encrusted his poems within an 
amiable and rambling, often topical, monologue; then with a peppery 
phrase or two he'd veer into favorite lines he knew he'd be expected to 
read. One subtext of all Frost's political and cultural banter was that none 
of these transient concerns mattered the way immersing oneself in poetry 
and literature mattered . For Frost, liberal education required active 
engagement with science and the arts, past and present; college wasn't 
merely a spectator sport. Hence his discourses made light of the intellec
tual follies and fads that bloomed in any given year. His mission as an 
itinerant bard was to bring the literary gospel undiluted to believers and 
nonbelievers. 

Meeting Frost in person was like going to confession with a priest 
who could see into your mind. In the spring of 1956 he performed one 
night at Amherst and a day or so later at the University of Massachusetts, 
in Bowker, its biggest auditorium. My girl at the time was a UMass fresh
man whom I'd met by cutting in on her at a mixer I'd crashed with a 
classmate . After Frost's Bowker reading I went backstage to say hello . .. 
well, yeah, to impress my date by being on speaking terms with the great 
man. I may not have fully realized my unworthy motive, but Frost did. He 
looked at me and Kay and said, "Ah, Bagg, you are an interloper, I see. 
Or are you eloping? Well, I think you two just better lope." And we did. 
A poet with Frost's verbal reflexes can tum a perfectly calibrated repartee 
on an interlocutor so that it stings but doesn't wound. I would later appre
ciate just as keenly the acutely sensitive verbal readiness of Richard 
Wilbur and James Merrill. 

Two years after I graduated, my Amherst Greek professor, Tom 
Gould, took me for a chat with Frost in his hotel room at the Lord Jeffery 
Inn. Someone had shown Frost the erotic poems I'd been publishing. 
Skipping the pleasantries, he asked why, at my age, I was writing poems 
about sex, a theme W. B. Yeats didn't take up until old age when he did 
so with gusto. Frost's eyebrows and smile conveyed disapproval. Maybe 
even of Yeats . Was Frost urging me to postpone poetry about sex either 
forever or wait until I was as old as Yeats? Although Frost's challenge did 
make me question why I was writing such poems and what a sophisticated 
audience might make of them, I didn't take his advice. 

4. 
I wasn't emolled in the writing workshop James Merrill taught at Amherst 
when he covered for Walker Gibson in 1955-56, but he invited me to join 
his class the day Marianne Moore addressed it and to contribute a poem to 
the sheaf she critiqued. Moore liked my poem and we corresponded. A 
few years later, agreeing to back me for a Guggenheim, she picked up 
where Frost left off. I'd sent her a few poems, including some in the erotic 
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vein on which Frost had pounced. Unlike Frost, Moore gave me explicit, 
practical advice that became a useful mantra: "Try to keep the text racy," 
she wrote me, "but not overripe." 

When Walker Gibson, a witty and substantive poet who published fre
quently in The New Yorker, returned from his New Mexico sabbatical in 
fall 1956, he directed my Honors Project, a group of poems. Gibson gave 
me three priceless gifts. He told me I should keep right on writing poems 
after graduation and not pursue any other career for awhile; he persuaded 
the college to give me some money toward doing so; and he encouraged 
me to keep writing up my boyhood adventures in blank-verse narratives. 

In the 19 5 Os the term "self -fashioning" had yet to be launched by 
Stephen Greenblatt, but I borrow it now to describe the impression I got, 
but couldn't quite formulate, from meeting James Merrill at Amherst and 
afterward. On campus he typically wore a yellow shirt, cuff links, and a 
jazzy tie . And spoke in sentences that never stumbled and whose out
comes one couldn't predict. As someone wrote of his poems, he paired his 
nouns and verbs as ingeniously as his Windsors and socks. He had the gift 
of effortlessly enhancing the ordinary . Once in Seattle (where he gave a 
reading while I was teaching there) my colleague Elizabeth Dipple 
thought she'd been babbling to him and said, "Mr. Merrill, forgive me, 
you're seeing me at my worst." He replied, "Ah! So often one's worst is 
one's best!" He was always leaving such verbal treasures in his wake. 

I took a bunch of poems to Merrill twice during that academic year. I 
remember only one of his specific suggestions: Pay attention to the little 
words, the prepositions and articles. By maneuvering them you can tease 
out the best grammatical arrangements to suit your voice and rhythms 
and give your lines a dramatic snap. That advice has stayed with me. Its 
force comes through whenever I read the intricate grammatical dances in 
Merrill's poems. 

It was Merrill who introduced me to the perils of life at faculty parties. 
Late in spring 1956, he invited my newest girlfriend Zibbie and me to an 
afternoon gathering held at the house he was renting from Gibson. At the 
party were Russell Moro (a '52 Amherst summa cum laude hired by his 
alma mater to teach freshman English), David Jackson (Merrill's partner), 
Benjamin DeMott (an assistant professor who later became the Amherst 
English Department's dominant force), Ben's wife Peggy, Doris 
Abramson (a UMass Theatre professor), and Doris's partner. Also present 
were the young novelist Alison Lurie and her husband Jonathan Bishop. 
DeMott played jazz tunes for a while on the upright piano and then 
assumed his favored posture, a chained bear among curs, leaning confi
dently against a mantelpiece and defending opinions he thought would 
distress and provoke the greatest number of fellow guests. Moro always 
rose to Ben's bait with cordial ferocity during these sessions. 
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Alison soon had us sitting in a circle for the evening's main attraction : 
"amusing" party games. Versions of these Lurie would soon use to dra
matic effect in Love and Friendship , her roman a clef about Amherst 
College. In the lead-off game (a seeming ly pointless one, at that) each 
participant was to answer in tum a set of questions put by the "It" per
son-who had been sent off to another room while Alison disclosed to the 
group the game's one rule: we were to answer as if we were the person 
sitting to our left . This displacement ensured her ultimate objective : to get 
people to speak unguardedly about others . 

I was assigned in this game to answer as if I were DeMott . One ( or 
more) of my answers mimicked his bullying demeanor. I was probably 
thinking not only of his penchant for taking unpopular views just for the 
sassiness of it, but of efforts he made to embarrass students. (Once in his 
17th-century literature class George Amabile entered ten minutes late, 
shambling, unshaven , unkempt, bleary -eyed, and wearing a roughed-up 
leather jacket. DeMott challenged : "Mr . Amabile, are you deliberately 
affecting the appearance of an ex-con?" George confessed : "I stand con
victed , sir.") My relationsh ip with Ben DeMott never fully recovered 
from my impersonation of him that day. 

The most disorienting game Alison organized was one, now called 
"Scenario," I believe , that also began with the person who was "It" being 
sent out of the room . " It " had already been instructed that the group left 
behind would devise a murder mystery whose victim and killer and mur
der weapon he or she was to discover by asking members of the group 
questions to which each would answer "yes" or "no" until the crime was 
pieced together. Unbeknownst to the woman who was " It" in our game, 
Alison told us that we weren't going to concoct a plot at all, but simply 
answer the woman's questions "yes" when they ended with a vowel or 
"no" if with a consonant. 

None of us had ever played this game. Only after it was over did we 
learn its Freudian donnee: the plot was one the "detective" would create 
from the unconscious; fears , phobias , antipathies, and guilty impulses 
would both generate and be revealed by the murder plot. The "detective " 
would self-convict in a way reminiscent of Oedipus fulfilling the horren
dous predictions of the Delphic Oracle by trying to flee from them . Your 
life for it , as Frost often said. 

Russ Moro's booming intervention stopped the game , but not soon 
enough for most of the guests, by bellowing "More light!" like Claudius 
(a part Moro had played as an undergraduate) sensing the mousetrap had 
been sprung . Russ then restored order and civility by calling for "More 
wine, more glee, more music!" DeMott played tunes, Merrill poured, and 
conviviality returned. 
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Lessons have surfaced for many years from that harrowing party. I 
saw right away what mischief unprincipled gamesmanship could inflict on 
unsuspecting souls. Lurie became Merrill's life-long friend but, judging 
by a memoir she wrote about his relationship with Jackson, a somewhat 
possessive and judgmental one. As a powerful social observer in her 
comic novels (several apparently autobiographically generated), she con
scripted many defenseless acquaintances of hers into an army of charac
ters . (If Alison sometimes took advantage of a friend's or acquaintance's 
emotional misadventures in her work, Jimmy refracted his own friends' 
troubles and eccentricities through his poems without demeaning them.) I 
made it into Lurie's first novel as the clueless sophomore who, assigned 
to write on Walden, spent a night out in the Pelham woods in the name of 
research. What Lurie didn't know (she never asked, of course, but it 
would have enlivened her satire) was that I witnessed two lovers, one an 
older fraternity brother of mine, seeking other kinds of experience as they 
stumbled past my sleeping bag in the twilight. 

Another obvious lesson I began to grasp that day at Merrill's party 
was that a writer's life was certain to be full of traumatic events, the 
reporting of which may both damage and enlighten participants and wit
nesses. The kind of filter used in importing explosive reality into a work 
of art is one crucial ingredient in a writer's morality. 

Much later, as Merrill began to publish what became his huge Ouija
board generated epic, The Changing Light at Sandover, I realized that the 
poem was largely gossip drawn from several periods of world 
history-but raised to a cosmic, transcendent pitch. Merrill had, con
sciously or not, transmuted the human interests he shared with Lurie with 
the sure hand of his humane genius. 

A few years later I saw Merrill in action again. He had arranged for 
me to meet Count Umberto Morra, an English-speaking fan of Americans 
and American culture, who happened to be an illegitimate son of the last 
king of Italy, also named Umberto. Morra was a beloved national figure. 
(As a younger man he had Greyhound -ed himself to Oxford, Mississippi, 
to seek out Faulkner, one of whose novels he was translating; Faulkner 
was, alas, in Charlottesville.) Morra was generous to my first wife Sally 
and me when we were at the American Academy in 1958-59. He invited 
us to dine out with his dashing multilingual friends and visited our apart
ment on the Gianicolo. He had been by that time long in charge of the 
Italian cultural center in London . 

In spring 1959 Morra invited us to visit him in Cortona when Merrill 
and Jackson were also to be in residence. Jimmy and David didn't come 
down to Rome that year, warned off either by Jim's personal fortuneteller 
or a dead celebrity they contacted via the Ouija board. Whoever this infor
mant was had warned Jimmy he'd die if he ventured inside the walls of 
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the Eternal City, an omen sounding to me like something manufactured in 
Delphi . Merrill would surely have consulted an oracle had he lived back 
in the day, paid her handsomely, and treated the Sibyl's riddling heads -up 
as gospel. 

Umberto's villa had a long cypress-lined driveway and looked to be 
an 18th- or 19th-century beige stucco structure. It had its own chapel, to 
which Umberto said he had a priest in every Sunday to hold communion 
for his "peasants." I have a photo of Jimmy barely visible carrying a chair 
deeper into a dusky grove adjacent to the villa's graveled terrace. There 
was a startling trompe l 'oeil wall in the guest quarters where Jimmy and 
David were lodged, which invited you through seemingly open doors into 
a room with precariously perched objects, a room where anything might 
jump out at you. A hand holding a candle reached into the room from one 
of the painted doorways, as I uncertainly recall. 

Umberto had a key to Cortona's art museum, and Jimmy drove us all 
there in a Mercedes he'd bought and planned to bring back to Atlanta for 
his mom; he (and we) were a bit unnerved by the subdued but ferocious 
horsepower underfoot while careening along the narrow switch-backing 
roads up to the compact hill town . Once inside the museum, Umberto 
pointed out the masterpieces he had saved from destructive "restorations ." 
In the local culture, his writ apparently oversaw everything artistic. 
Cortona was a joyful place to which I've several times returned, though 
never to Umberto ' s estate . 

Jimmy saved me from a (literal)faux de main or, as he would put it if 
a rhyme on "raw" were necessary , a faux paw . Umberto's chef (to whom 
he eventually bequeathed the estate) was offering me a bowl of colorful 
fruit compote , and I was about to plop a juicy spoonful onto a hundred
year -old round doily . Jimmy , with a slight clearing of throat and quick 
sleight of his own hand, moved the proper glass bowl underneath the 
descending fruit before it hit the linen. At dinner Jimmy drew Umberto 
out; I remember that his friends Alberto Moravia, Iris Origo, Mario Praz, 
Bernard Berenson, and Ignazio Silone figured in his stories; Moravia had 
written his first novel at nineteen while staying at Umberto ' s villa . 

The guest bedroom we stayed in housed about three -score silver 
framed photos of Umberto's black-garbed ancestors, all staring from the 
walls and tabletops. There was a child- and woman-less gloom throughout 
the house, scarcely disturbed by Sally's and my three-month-old son 
Chris whom we'd brought along in a basket. The best part of the long 
warm evening was outside in the grove with Jimmy and David bringing 
Umberto up to date on all his American friends and interests while Sally 
and I took everything, alas not indelibly, in. 

5. 
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Sylvia Plath (Smith '55) was two years ahead ofme in college. We never 
crossed paths during the years we overlapped at our neighboring schools, 
though I had read a few of her poems and women I knew at Smith spoke 
of her as a hugely gifted and attractive poet who won all the prizes and 
had tried to overdose on sleeping pills. The earliest firsthand accounts of 
Plath came to me from Lynne Lawner, Wellesley '57. Lynne and I were 
competitors at Mount Holyoke's Glascock Poetry Contest in 1957; Lynne 
had met Sylvia when both were competitors for the prize in 1955. The 
two poets bonded, shared a visitors' dorm room, and sat up talking all 
night after the poetry reading . Sylvia told Lynne that she planned, during 
her imminent Fulbright year at Cambridge, to marry the best poet in 
England. Well, I laughed to myself when I heard that, Philip Larkin? 
Good grief and good luck to her. Unbeknownst to me, Sylvia had already 
married Ted Hughes (on Bloomsday, 16 June 1956). One British faculty 
member at Smith had reported at the time, "Newnham College is very 
pleased with the match." Sylvia shared the Glascock that year with a poet 
from Williams. 

In June of 1957 Russ Moro (he later changed his name to Thomas 
Jefferson Reveille) , invited me to visit him in Manhattan. Russ and 
Hughes had become friends during Moro ' s own Fulbright year at 
Cambridge ; Russ planned to take me with him to meet Ted and Sylvia's 
ship, the Queen Elizabeth II, when it docked at a Hudson River pier on 
the fifteenth, and then we 'd all come to dinner at his family ' s apartment. 

I first saw Hughes standing under the letter H in the luggage reception 
area. Sylvia was ill, Ted told us, badly sunburned, and still ministering to 
herself in their cabin. Hughes, a Yorkshireman whom I'd never seen 
before, even in a photo, was tall, burly, and resonant of phrase . "Sylvia's 
arms are BLISTERED LIKE BULLION, " he told us. Then, his eyes scan
ning Manhattan's skyscrapers, "MASSIVE AS MADRID." It occurred to 
me later that Manhattan's massiveness was more akin to the iambic thump 
Hughes's voice made when he pronounced MADRID than to that city's 
own more modest skyline, which I'd seen in 1955. We milled and chatted, 
waiting for Sylvia and for the custom inspectors to sift through their lug
gage. By the time she disembarked , Sylvia seemed totally recovered. She 
was also tall, her blonde hair reined in under a kerchief-and all business 
in dealing with officialdom. My impression of Sylvia that day was of her 
hyperintensity, her unconcealed sensuality, and her fierce devotion to Ted. 

Every trunk and suitcase possessed by Plath and Hughes was duly 
opened. A huge trunk was crammed with Sylvia's books ; every one, we 
could see as the customs official riffled their pages, was embellished with 
underlining and her voluble marginalia. Of most interest to the inspector 
was possible contraband Sylvia might have hidden among her academic 
books. He dug into them, reading titles and zeroing in on pictures, appar-
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ently suspecting Sylvia of importing the banned novels of Henry Miller. 
But the only book that (I saw) received his full attention was a copy of 
The Nude, by Kenneth Clark, which certainly had provocative pictures as 
well as its bare -assed title and cover art. One ofus deflated the inspector's 
slow perusal of it by noting that the book had been published in Garden 
City, Long Island. My eyewitness version of this customs' search differs 
from an account in Elaine Feinsteins's Ted Hughes: The Life of a Poet , 
which has the inspector confiscating Plath 's copy of Lady Chatterley 's 
Lover and interrogating her until she burst into tears. It might have been 
that my attention was elsewhere during this incident, but there ' s no ques
tion that the customs guy was giving her a most unwelcoming hard time . 

In those days when overseas travel was still mostly by transatlantic 
liner , the cavernous dock had alphabetized kiosks where passengers could 
pick up mail addressed to them in care of the arriving ship. Sylvia and 
Ted found a stack of mail awaiting them, including a telegram from T. S. 
Eliot , Ted's editor at Faber & Faber in London, informing him that Hawk 
in the Rain was the Poetry Society's quarterly selection . 

Russ and I helped Ted and Sylvia heft their considerable luggage out 
to a Yellow Cab. We were a bit cramped with so much gear to pack in the 
trunk and backseat. Ted sat up next to the driver while Sylvia sat between 
Russ and me. For the first part of the trip across town she perched on my 
lap while Russ rearranged some luggage so we 'd all have room to sit 
comfortably. Sylvia's talk was all about young poets. Who did I think was 
the best of the new ones , she prodded , after stating with conviction that 
her husband was already the best of "our generation." I said I liked 
Merrill and W. S. Merwin. Sylvia said she found Merwin much too vague 
and dreamy. I immediately wondered about my taste since it was 
Merwin ' s evocative expeditions to places like Persia, "the land between 
the rivers ," I found congenial. (A few months later the Merwins and 
Hugheses would meet in Boston and become close friends; there was to 
be a memorably tense visit to the Merwins' house in the Dordogne , 
recorded by Bill ' s then -wife Dido.) At one point during the cab ride 
Sylvia asked me, "Who won the Glascock this year?" "I did ," I said . 
"Who were the judges?" she wondered . "Nemerov , Hecht, and Andrews 
Wanning of Bard." "Lucky you ," she said , meaning, I hoped , lucky to 
have had such a distinguished trio . (The Glascock Contest in 1957 intro
duced me not only to Lynne Lawner but to Michael Fried , the future bril 
liantly maverick art historian and writer of compact explosive lyrics, and 
Frederick Seidel-the best poet-to -be among us.) 

Present with the Moros at dinner , which was cooked and served by 
their Italian maid , was an Amherst classmate of Russ's named David 
Keitley, an editor at (now defunct) World Publishing. Either shortly 
before or after this meeting, Keitley declined to publish one of Sylvia ' s 
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early book manuscripts. He was probably right in thinking her collection 
not yet quite ready, that it would be enriched by new poems Sylvia was 
likely soon to write. So she would, while teaching at Smith and living in 
Boston, after she'd decided to forgo an academic career. 

A week or so later Russ and I drove from Northampton to Wellesley, 
Massachusetts, to attend a garden party at which the couple was intro
duced to her mother Aurelia's friends and neighbors. My most indelible 
memory of the pleasant party (other than my guilty and furtive glancing to 
find the exact spot where Sylvia had crawled under the house during her 
suicide attempt in 1953), were of Hughes's reaction to a mimeographed 
collection ofmy poems I'd given him in New York. Not being able to see 
much promise in the poems themselves, Hughes asked if I knew the pre
cise hour of my birth on 21 September 1935. I had no clue, so he was 
unable to develop an alternate assessment of my poetic future using his 
astrological expertise . While waiting for his life to descend upon him in 
Cambridge, Hughes had supported himself in part by writing the astrolog
ical column for the Cambridge newspaper. He apparently asked Faber & 
Faber to set the publication date of The Hawk in the Rain (1957) on a day 
recommended by his star chart . I once wondered what the stars advised 
when he was deciding whether or not to marry Sylvia. There's a partial 
answer in Hughes's Birthday Poems, a book of poems written after her 
death and addressed to Sylvia. In "St. Botolph's" he gives an astrological 
reading of his and Sylvia's horoscopes at the time of their first meeting 
that seems to predict both good and evil in their conjoined future . Hughes 
goes on to present the joint horoscope to an imagined Chaucer, who sighs. 
Hughes then writes: "That day the solar system married us / Whether we 
knew it or not." 

The only poem-actually, a line-of mine Hughes singled out to notice 
was one he might have written himself , "hot promptings of the healing 
steel," from a poem then called "Toward a Scar," transcribed below. 
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The bullet tugged at his left sleeve 
while shrapnel shreds her farewell prattle: 
"So long, Soldier." Could she believe 
feelings would deepen in that battle? 

His wound is being cauterized, 
charred thick to hold gangrene at bay. 
As pain is slowly realized 
his facial muscles underplay 

hot promptings of the healing steel. 
The wound goes black where red steel goes, 
the nerve ends die like men, and feel 



blood glazing at them, as fame heals heroes. 

She who fingered this aftermath 
died when his cut was fresh and raging. 
Her final smile had cut a swathe 
through that lost battle, and now, aging, 

a streak of stale sensation runs 
below the scar's white ghost of harm, 
leaving him something of the sun's, 
a woman's touch along his arm. 

It's possible in some spooky sense that I "channeled" those lines 
through Hughes, since I had probably read in American magazines several 
of his poems-particularly one about his ancestor, Bishop Farrar, who 
was burned alive in Ted's lines . 

It was obvious even in 1957 that the Hughes/Plath combo had a com
bustible aspect to it. Older academic folk at Smith harked back to the 
Brownings for an analogously gifted pair. Russ, who knew Hughes 
well-once Ted had said to Russ, "Sylvia has a heart like a ball-point 
pen"-disliked Sylvia and thought it odd that Ted fell for a high-strung 
literary woman, since his prior attachments at Cambridge had always been 
to no-literary-nonsense nurses. (Ted's last wife, in fact, had trained as a 
nurse.) Indeed, Russ thought the coupling risky, a Fitzgerald-esque time 
bomb. But if Sylvia resembled Zelda, Ted was no Scott; Sylvia had wed a 
much more Hemingway-esque outdoorsman. Their marriage had so many 
volatile elements, produced so many masterpieces; but it still keeps many 
of its secrets. 

Looking back (I didn't grasp this at all when meeting them, or even 
soon after), it wasn't only the Darwinian battlefield of Hughes's poetry 
that informed with its default grimness Sylvia's sensibility, but also his 
very voice's spondaic detonation of the charged verbs he chose to express 
his kinetic view oflife . That's what she heard daylong, his staccato speak
ing habit, which sought out arresting alliterative combinations. When 
Plath's letters to Lynne Lawner were published some years ago in an 
American magazine I found in one a reference to me as the "enigmatically 
blue-eyed, butterscotch-dipped Bob Bagg." 

6. 
After my own wedding on 24 August 1957 to Sally Robinson, and a brief 
stay at her family's vacation cottage in Medomack, Maine, we sailed to 
Cannes aboard the American Export Line's Independence from the same 
suite of Hudson River docks where Hughes and Plath had disembarked. 
For a year we lived an eventful and disorienting but poet-free year, mostly 
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in Cap d' Antibes. But first we Left-Banked it in Paris for a month, wait 
ing for delivery of the VW Beetle that was her parents' wedding present 
to us. Paris was where we met Allen Ginsberg. 

Ginsberg's name had showed up a few lines above ours when I was 
signing the American Express visitors' book. Where, under "Final 
Destination," I'd written "Cap d' Anti bes," Ginsberg had scrawled 
"Heaven." There have been many uncomfortable moments in the literary 
side of my life-encountering a superior imagination, for instance, one 
that spies a startling metaphor in drab garb-and this was one of them: 
Ginsberg lit up the registry's uninspired request "Final Destination" with 
a Blakean stroke of a pen on a chain . His scribbled entry also invited 
those who wanted to meet him to leave a note at the American Express 
mail desk. I left one, proposing we meet for a drink . He answered a day 
later and we met at the Cafe Bonaparte, already in those days known as a 
homosexual hangout . Sally and I were sitting on a banquette when 
Ginsberg and Peter Orlovsky walked in a little after six P.M. Allen yelled 
"BAGG!!!" twice. I waved , they sat, we talked. Mostly Ginsberg talked ; I 
got from him what were called earfuls in that era. He might have seen a 
couple of my lugubrious sonnets in Poetry or The Atlantic ; I'd brought 
him some newer and I hoped better poems. He riffled, glanced, then 
pounced . "PENTAMETERS, for god's sake!" He explained that "pen
tameters" was a lethal disease but one with a cure: free verse, spun out in 
long Whitmaniacal lines. Pretty much like the ones he wrote in Howl, 
which of course I'd read but couldn't imitate because I wasn't into pot or 
male sexual partners, hadn't hitchhiked cross country, did not binge drink 
or denounce my own country and social class. Besides, I already had a 
wife and couldn't stay out all night. 

Allen advised me to drop out of Amherst (he somehow assumed from 
my adolescent looks and manner, and despite the presence of pregnant 
Sally, that I must be an undergrad on junior year abroad) and urged me 
not to write like Merrill or Wilbur. I foolishly said I had no intention of 
copying my Amherst betters. Hearing that I knew some Greek and had 
translated Euripides' Cy lops for my college roommate to stage at 
Amherst, Allen seized an opening and asked me to recite some Homeric 
hexameters in Greek. I did, since I'd once been forced to memorize the 
first page of the Iliad. He beamed at what he heard, though my flow soon 
petered out. "THAT'S IT. That's what poetry should sound like!" 

7. 
Once in Rome I spent a part of most days working in a rustic woodstove
heated studio overlooking the vast backyard garden of the American 
Academy. The studio (now tom down and removed) was lodged high up a 
steep slope and nestled against the old Aurelian Wall . During ten months 
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of rummaging through its drawers and shelves I discovered items left 
behind by previous tenants, each a man already or soon-to-be famous . 
Ralph Ellison left letters from convicts; Louis Simpson the manuscript of 
his dissertation on James Hogg; Anthony Hecht a snapshot of his ravish
ing, sunbathing first wife; and Richard Wilbur large placards thumb
tacked to the burlap wall above a plywood desk, each inscribed with an 
arcane or especially handsome word. Those odd words, I realized, were 
intended to inspire trains of thought or speculative riffs in Wilbur's own 
poems. "Reticulum," for example, found its way into "A Baroque Wall
Fountain in the Villa Sciarra." I wondered if he'd left them for successors 
to ponder and use; I pondered but never imported any of his anointed 
words into a poem. At least not for many years. 

Then in 1996 I worked several of those "sirens" into a poem that first 
came to mind after I'd hiked back with my second wife, Mary, to see how 
that studio had fared over the decades (badly). It's surely true, I realized, 
remembering my predecessors' discarded items, that things have their 
own lives and histories. With time I've come to recognize and admire this 
geme of poetry in which a poet animates and narrates the imagined life of 
an intriguing artifact . At last those decades -old and now -vanished 
mementos of writers seized and activated slumbering parts of my aware
ness and imagination. I had written a series of poems about Rome in 1958 
and 1959 when the city was full of poets: George Garrett, my poet/novel 
ist colleague that year at the Academy; Desmond O'Grady , Irish poet; 
Patrick Creagh, Anglo-Irish poet; Lynne Lawner, Italophiliac in all sens
es; Ned O'Gorman, American Catholic poet; and Sean O'Criadain, anoth
er Irish poet. In 1996 Rome became again the inexhaustible subject it had 
once been for me. 

8. 
One day in November 1958 I was squatting in the Academy's lofty 19th
century library, having pulled a long drawer from the card catalogue out 
into my lap. I looked up and there was Gregory Corso, whom I'd met in 
Paris through the writer Nelson Aldridge, then working as the on-site edi
tor of the newly founded Paris Review. (Corso had read us his signature 
poem, "Marriage," at a hotel bar, and I'd invited him to visit us in Rome. 
Now here he was.) 

I muscled the square drawer, in which I was searching for the call 
number of a book that collected actual words spoken by the Delphic 
Oracle, back into its square hole and for several days tried to fit my square 
self into Corso's highly expandable and contractible sensibility . I led him 
up to my garden studio and once inside lit a fire in the ancient woodstove. 
He immediately explained his mission: "It's your name, Bagg. Your two 
g's are an omen. Thomas Jefferson Hogg was Shelley's buddy, the one 
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who wrote his biography. They got kicked out of Oxford together . You're 
going to be my buddy and write my biography. What do you say?" 

"Let's get to know each other a little," I stalled. "See if we get kicked 
out of anywhere . I'll show you some Rome." 

He agreed and that morning I introduced him to Garrett, who on most 
weekdays invited Fellows to stop by at noon to sip Carpano and pump the 
bar bells he kept in his studio-a little physical exertion and mental zest 
before we headed to lunch at 1 P.M. It turned out that Corso had a girl with 
him, an 18-year-old brunette he'd met in a Parisian train station; he'd 
invited her to travel with him to Rome on discovering she was footloose 
in Europe with ten thousand dollars worth of American Express travelers 
checks in her bag. Having taken a shower in the communal women's 
bathroom, she was still toweling her hair and provocatively rewrapping 
her skirt around her in Garrett's studio . The Academy's public shower 
was a godsend since she and Corso had spent the previous night sleeping 
in the Coliseum, an "achievement " he used against everyone who never 
had: "Have you slept in the dirt of the Coliseum?" was a question he 
posed when annoyed by someone's perceived arrogance or inauthenticity . 

George Garrett , who died in 2008, was a remarkable and beloved fig
ure. He filled the role all his adult life of Master of Literary Revels-in 
addition to being the author of many volumes of fiction, including three 
spectacular historical novels about the English Renaissance, and plainspo
ken poems that will outlast most of those written in a higher -toned or 
more obscure lingo. Garrett was starting to put out "instant" books that 
documented a poetry reading , and during 1958-59 revived Ford Madox 
Ford's e. e. cummings' monikered transatlantic review. In Rome and 
everywhere else, he perpetrated all manner of thought as well as mirth
provoking pranks and publications to epater the stuffy and the self-delud
ed, especially those from the New York literary world . 

Garrett once petitioned the Roman municipal authorities to allow him 
to place a wreath on the statue of Garibaldi and simultaneously to honor a 
pilot who was killed for scattering anti -Fascist leaflets over the city . 
Permission was granted provided it was understood that the gesture had 
"no political significance ." Garrett's energy and impromptu conspiracies 
persuaded me that such measures were essential to endure life in the often 
pompous and turf-proud literary profession. I thought he and Corso would 
hit it off. Wrong. 

Though he was only briefly in Rome, Corso acted on us like a hallu
cinogen that shook up our thinking (perhaps not permanently) but one that 
had unpleasant side effects . Something about me calmed him, and his 
most disruptive (and resented) performance would happen when I didn't 
show up as I'd promised. 

We learned from Gregory's hyperactive reactions to people and 
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Roman monuments, and from his operatic gestures, that he lived without 
restraint. Even though he was often irritating and confrontational, he was 
alive, bracingly so. Whereas Ginsberg wanted me to channel Whitman as 
a free -spirited, free -verse poet, Corso wanted to take me on a kind of 
Grand Theft Auto rampage. If we could have stolen a Whitman or a 
Ginsberg poem as a vehicle he would have wired its ignition and we'd 
have been off on a joyride. As it was, we had to settle for our VW bug. 

My first whole (day -long) adventure with him started at 7 A.M. (to 
dodge the heat) in the Roman Forum. We had told Corso that the leg
endary Roman expert, Professor Lily Ross Taylor of Bryn Mawr, would 
lead an archeological tour. Corso showed on time. Taylor had just begun 
to tell us what went on in the Curia building when Gregory hurled himself 
in worshipful appreciation at her feet. She glanced down, kept talking 
about the rostrum, and stepped around him. Greg pulled himself back to 
his feet to traipse in her wake, particularly enjoying Taylor's account of 
the Vestal Virgins' temple; he'd once written a poem called "Vestal Lady 
on Brattle" and was keen to hear how the Vestals kept in their care the 
wills of wealthy Romans. 

Later that night Corso and I drove out to the ancient via Appia on the 
southern edge of Rome. It was then a road you could still take out of 
town, although during the day it was mostly frequented by leisurely 
tourist buses and picnickers and at night by prostitutes. And their custom . 
Also along for the ride in my cramped VW were others, possibly Corso's 
new girl, possibly my wife Sally, possibly Desmond O'Grady. The road 
was extremely bumpy and ill lit but full of life at night, even in the 
November chill. It was lined by the ruins of Roman family tombs, some 
big as houses, others the size and shape of dumpsters, most of them col
lecting refuse. Every hundred yards was a short-skirted whore or two or 
three around a fire in a fifty-gallon drum fed with newspapers and picnic 
trash . Walking earlier that evening on via Veneto, Gregory had accosted 
several much pricier pros and asked, mystifyingly to me, if each was his 
mother. He seemed to expect at least one to recognize him and answer 
"Yes ." Much, much later I learned that his mom had abandoned her hus
band and the young Greg, going off to live somewhere in New Jersey. 

We stopped the car to take in the ancient scene full of people enjoying 
the night and each other. When we were ready to continue our jouncing 
jaunt, Greg asked if he could ride on the back bumper, and could I rev her 
up closer to chariot speed? I obliged, and it was like sitting on a spavined, 
swaybacked, trotting horse. Greg yelled and yodeled, cracked his imagi
nary whip, racing to join the emperor's legions, or maybe to throw in with 
Spartacus, very happy indeed. 

Several of the Academy Fellows, George Garrett and I among them, 
thought it would be interesting to invite Corso to lunch at the Academy. 
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We also invited a 24-year-old Finn, a poet staying at the Finnish Academy 
a few hundred yards away on the Gianicolo. But on the day they were 
scheduled to dine with us, I received and accepted a beseeching summons 
to another lunch party, a smaller and guaranteed more sedate send-off for 
an elderly lady classicist returning to America, a friend of Lily Ross 
Taylor. This lunch was to be held at an apartment some distance from the 
Academy. I couldn't attend both. 

So Corso came to lunch. Had I ever left Garrett and the Finn, with his 
spiked, three-inch-high hair, in the lurch. And it was a dilly of a lurch. 
Greg performed as expected, but this time he met severe audience resis
tance. Over at the Vatican a consistory was in progress to choose a new 
pontiff, and when Greg declaimed he wanted them to elect "a young, mad, 
beautiful pope" nobody chimed in to agree. Instead they returned disdain
fully to a discussion of the likeliest papabile, that is, "pope -able" cardi
nals. The Fellows, as I heard later, kept up their arcane and, I admit, 
sometimes insufferable, academic shoptalk until Corso raised the stakes 
and the roof. He eventually stood up, paused behind each dining Fellow in 
the huge refectory hall, and told each in tum ( and their guests) that they 
were all corpses, a disgrace to the great artists and writers they purported 
to study and revere: Had any of them slept in the Coliseum or used the 
word "masturbate" in a poem? Garrett could not plead guilty to bedding 
down in anybody's dirt, but some of us knew that George was no prude . 
In fact, George would write that year a poem that featured an Etruscan 
fresco of a standing stud copulating with a woman bedded on, presum
ably, a slave's arching back- the man "hugely gifted, whether by nature 
or by art." Maybe too sly a line for inclusion in a Ginsberg poem, but 
pretty wild for this venerable enclave. Corso's response to the outrage he 
was causing was to tell Garrett that he and Ginsberg were going to bury 
him-along with me, Merrill, Wilbur, and the whole chain gang of lock
step verse writers . 

One Fellow's account had it that Corso actually mounted the refectory 
table for a moment and continued to abuse his hosts as he picked his way 
among soup bowls, plates of steaming pasta, and platters of fresh fruit. 
The person who intervened at this point was either the now-distinguished 
Latinist Harold Gotoff or George Garrett's take -charge wife Susan. 
Perhaps both. Nevertheless, Corso was reprimanded and banished from 
the dining hall to the billiard room next door to cool down to a more civil 
temperature. A dangerous move, had Greg attempted to storm his tormen
tors by hurling ivory billiard balls like grenades. But Greg relapsed into 
remorse and within minutes was pounding on the oak door. When some
one opened it, he was on his knees begging the Fellows to let him return; 
they took pity and allowed him to rejoin the party. But in the grip, per
haps, of some potent hash or pot, or simply his own daimon, Greg lit into 
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everyone within range , again "reminding" them of their decaying corpse
like state. When they tried to shout him down, he yelled, "TRUTH 
PYRE!" at the top of his lungs. It was for certain Susan Garrett, then, with 
matriarchal firmness, and aided by a platoon of scholar -volunteers, who 
hustled Gregory down two flights of the Academy's front steps and into a 
hastily summoned cab . Within a day or two, according to a book of 
Corso's later-published letters , he was back in Paris . 

He had left me copies to distribute of his sardonic poem "BOMB" 
which urged the human race to go ahead, start using the damned thing to 
blow each other up. The poem was printed as a three-foot-long accordion 
fold-out. I foolishly tacked it to the Academy bulletin board where it last
ed for about fifteen minutes before being ripped from the wall. 

I had a high tolerance for Corso's antics. Perhaps I was simply a little 
cowed by him. I also thought his impatience and combativeness were 
grounded and aimed at the 1950s' lack of self-knowledge and collective 
courage . Corso preferred full-frontal confrontation to cordial and ironic 
debate, even heated debate . Look where our current civilized discourse, 
The New York Times' almost daily revelations of impeachable offenses, 
and our now retired leaders' impulsive reliance on war as the only solu
tion, have gotten America lately. I'm with Corso . 

In 2004 I went back with Mary to Rome and lived for two months at 
the Academy. One day the Academy's Head Librarian, Christine Huemer, 
who loves poets living and dead, led a trip to the Protestant Cemetery. 
Shelley's monument, which supposedly contains his charred heart, was an 
inevitable stop . About eight feet downslope from Shelley's stone-enclosed 
heart was a flat marble gravestone on which GREGORY CORSO 1931-
2001 was inscribed. He had lived his whole adult life desiring to be buried 
next to his hero. And now, here he was in Rome again . Prostrate at 
Shelley's feet. Bravo, Corso. 

9. 
Most of my deeply embedded memories date from my early twenties. 
Surely a search for buddies, mentors, or father-figures partly explains my 
impressionability when setting out in a vocation whose risks may not 
seem grave but within which the fear of failure is real and rarely outgrown 
or outlived. But since anxiety is also a facet of imagination, it's possible 
that younger poets need to hang out with poets who've already written 
great verse so that the younger may absorb their normalcy or weirdness or 
astonishing play of mind. Don't leave prose without some such mental 
extravagance; that's my advice. Every one of the poets I remember here 
showed me something either extreme or flamboyant and showed me as 
well a foible or two, of mine or their own. It's the extremity and flamboy-
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ance that are excellent (though not the exclusive) ingredients of promise . 
Sometimes appearing ordinary in the extreme, as Elizabeth Bishop did to 
her friends, will do just fine as an inspired camouflage. 
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MICAELA SEIDEL 

The Good Daughter 

I was still pulling in between the lines at the parking lot of the Rio Rancho 
Nursing and Rehabilitation Center when a woman's face appeared at my 
window, inches away. She had grabbed the handle to the door ofmy truck 
and was desperately trying to pull it open, her watery, blue eyes staring 
into mine; her thin hair wisping out behind her like a scarf. I rolled down 
the window a crack. Why was I afraid of an old lady? How dangerous 
could she possibly be? 

"Get me out of here. You must get me out of here." Her voice 
wavered but her words were clear. 

She lifted and lowered her hands. She actually wrung her hands. She 
turned then, heading toward the street as fast as her furry blue slippers 
would carry her. I wondered if I should grab her. She looked bony under 
her flannel nightgown, a blue satin ribbon cinched tightly at her neck and 
wrists. In spite of her age and frailty, her pace was faster than my 
thoughts . 

The home is in a residential neighborhood, not far from a busy street. 
This particular stretch of street was quiet, nothing but rolling lawns, brick 
houses, and this one renegade geriatric patient. I judged the distance 
between her and the street, the number of cars and their speed, between 
me and the front door of the old age home. Chase after her? Grab? Get help? 

The home seemed the least of the evils. I buzzed myself in, pointed at 
the woman, and told the receptionist about her. The nurses raced out and 
grabbed her, talked to her gently, and brought her back. The lady cried 
and yelled. Her words still float in my head. "You must get me out of here." 

That woman was not my mother, but there have been times when she 
could have been . 

My mother has survived being hit by cars three times in three years. What 
is amazing about these misfortunes, beyond the sheer fact of an 86-year
old woman with such powers of recuperation, is that all three accidents 
happened between her apartment and the grocery store, within 100 yards 
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of her front door. What is also odd is that she is a woman who has ranged 
far and wide in this town, riding busses, calling cabs-a person who 
knows when a city is hers and moves within it fearlessly. But getting hit 
by cars ended all that for her, not because she was hurt but because the 
accidents were an excuse to have her consigned to an old-age home. I was 
the good daughter who arranged all that. 

For the most part I would say that when a pedestrian carrying a bag of 
groceries crosses the street in broad daylight and gets hit by a car, it is 
probably not her fault. And certainly, a person does not have to suffer 
from a bipolar disorder for this to happen. However, in the case of my 
mother, the accidents were an opportunity for me to finally prove that she 
had become a certifiable "danger to herself." She lives in the same 
extended-care facility as the renegade patient. Here, of all the residents, 
my mother is the most lucid and physically in the best shape. Some 
patients wear plastic security bracelets that set off an alarm if they get out 
the doors unattended. My mother slipped hers off and hid it on the first day. 

She lives now in one room with another woman. She likes it there, she 
says, though I can't help wonder if it is only to make me feel better about 
locking her up. "It reminds me of when I was a girl living in the convent 
school in Santa Fe," she says. I have to believe her. She rooms with 
Frujencia, another elderly New Mexican. "Fugi," as she is called, under
stands but refuses to speak English. In response, my mother understands 
but refuses to speak Spanish. When I visit I usually find them glaring at 
each other across the tiny expanse of their room. 

Today my mother is looking good. Today she could be known for the 
wise even elegant person that she sometimes is. All of her lipstick is on 
her lips. She wears a black turtleneck that contrasts with her thick, white 
hair and a string of plastic red and white beads with a red plastic heart at 
the center. She walks slowly down the hallway with a cane lugging a 
large, tan purse. She has often explained, "People steal things." She is 
funny and curious, and though she doesn't say them now, I hear the apho
risms that anchored my childhood. One day she would say, Bread is the 
staff of life. The next day it might be, Man cannot live by bread alone. 

Today we are to have an outing. I wait for her to pack Kleenex and 
decide on a sweater. Next to my mother's bed is a hospital dresser, a clos
et, and another plastic chest of drawers. On the top, next to a small night 
lamp of Mary, the Mother of God, are scattered rosaries and unwrapped 
fancy soaps and a mug that looks like a cocker spaniel-gifts people have 
brought that she has not yet given to someone else. On the wall are the 
three photos I remember from my childhood-the only three possessions 
that have come with her through this life. One is of a little boy wearing a 
white shirt and shorts with his hair slicked to one side. That would be 
Joey, the boy who would have been my brother had he not died in a play-
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ground accident when he was five. The second is my long-faced grandfa
ther, Fidel, in sepia tones in an oval frame. The last is of my mother's 
mother, Marie Julianita, who died when my mother was six. "People 
called her Marilletta," my mother has told me often . 

I always thought my mother, Mary, was named after this woman, her 
mother. My father, aunts, and uncles, everyone called my mother "Mary." 
When you grow up hearing someone called a name, you have no reason to 
believe otherwise. However, when she was 76 years old, she revealed that 
her true birth name was Emerenciana-Emerenciana Romero. My mother 
has a penchant for drama. When I first heard of this new name I wondered 
if she had made up that name to get attention. When I questioned her, she 
was indignant. 

"Look at my birth certificate if you don't believe me," she said. But 
there was no birth certificate. And so, without telling her, I sent to the 
Records Office in Santa Fe for a copy. Ordering it under the name "Mary" 
had yielded no results, but I did receive a birth certificate: child of her 
parents, name "Emerenciana" as she said. 

"It was the custom," she said, "to give a young daughter the dead 
mother's name." When I asked why she never told us before, she said, 
"You never asked ." 

A foot of space serves as a path to her one chair. Lining that space are 
small shopping bags filled with envelopes and extra mouthwash . Under 
her bed, out of sight, are other boxes and packages. She keeps letters from 
a sixty-year correspondence with Sister Rose Marie, a nun in her nineties 
who lives in the Carmelite nunnery in St. Louis. Lined up at the foot of 
her bed is a row of small stuffed animals that she has won at Bingo- a 
blue rabbit with large teeth, a small white bear with a shiny plaid hat, a 
penguin with a blue scarf. If they would let her, she would cut pictures of 
horses out of magazines and tape them to the wall. 

When she is not reading she sits in an open courtyard and smokes. 
Some people sit in chairs while others wander around mumbling in their 
walkers, telling stories. Many speak here, but few listen. I do not know 
how to feel about my mother living in this nursing home . I remember her 
terrible apartment-the couch with no springs, closets full of 10-year-old 
electric bills, envelopes on every surface with random phone numbers 
scrawled on the back. Living alone was more than she could handle, but I 
am not sure this is a place anyone would ever really call their home . 

How can I wonder? Over the years my mother has suffered from a bipolar 
disorder, which in her day was referred to as "manic -depression." When 
she first heard her diagnosis she was furious "He accused me of being a 
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maniac," she said. Such a fancy name for her erratic behavior. 
Not long ago, on her good days she would put on her child's red straw 

cowboy hat and cinch the white string tight against her neck with a red 
bead . On good days, she would push a little wire cart to John Brookes' 
grocery store and chat with the man in the wheelchair who sold newspa
pers by the gumball machines . She would take down her curtains and plan 
how she would put up her new pink ones. She would plant birdseed in her 
gravel yard and sweep mulberries off her walk . On good days she would 
tuck one-dollar bills in envelopes for the Marion missionaries then call to 
ask if she could borrow money for bread. On good days she would hide 
twenty-dollar bills under the television and in the bathroom, never to be 
found again. Every few days she believed she had too many possessions 
and would give them to Mr . Gonzales or Ida or the lady next door. After 
all, it is easier for a camel to walk through the eye of a needle than it is 
for a rich man to get to heaven. 

When I think of her good days, I do not feel like her good daughter 
but like a jailer or, maybe, her executioner. She is not allowed to walk 
outside alone. Is there anyone here she can chat with in this place apart 
from the world? Isn ' t it better to die free, I wonder? 

The bad days were another matter. A bad day might look something 
like this. I get home from work to an answering machine message : Come 
and get me. I'm at Walgreens. In front. Next to the phone. It's dark out 
now and beginning to rain. I wonder how long she has been there. I won
der which W algreens she means and if she is still there . I wonder where to 
begin. 

On bad days she needs a ride to the Greyhound bus station. When I 
get to her apartment she has packed her yellow suitcase. In it are broken 
pieces of her Our Lady of Guadalupe statue, a half-empty bottle of apple 
cider vinegar , and a small box of Tide. 

On bad days she sends me a pink rose-covered card written in her best 
penmanship: You are no longer my daughter. On these days, I hate my 
brothers and sisters who live near but not near enough. I forget that I too 
lived far away for as long as I could . But, for now, I am the good daughter 
and the only daughter and I do not fail. Honor thy father and thy mother. 
On days like those I have an extra key made in case she locks me out. 

Those days are passed . Now that she is in the home, there is no going 
back. I will never take care of my mother again. I do not know if consign
ing her to a home is the right thing or even the bearable thing. But when I 
recall those earlier times, every good day was the sweetest relief and 
every bad day was the final straw. 

But we are to have our outing . I park next to the curb so it will be eas
ier for her to get into my truck. She refuses to stand on anything to reach 
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the seat more easily. She is afraid someone will try to tickle her when they 
are helping her up. She says, "My father bought me ballet lessons you 
know, when I was eleven . It helps me to stay limber." 

Her favorite activity is shopping at the dollar store . On the way, she 
reveals that she has changed religions . "Don't tell your brothers I am a 
Baptist now," she says. "You know the Catholics have just as much 
money as the Baptists but they won't come and get you for Mass. The 
Baptists come from all across town if you ask them." She continues, 
"They come to take confessions but we have to go in the telephone booth 
because there isn't any other place. I'm not going to say my confession in 
a telephone booth. I don't have anything to tell anyway. There isn't any 
chance to commit any sins at that place, anyway." 

At the dollar store , she spends $4.00. She buys two birthday cards 
(two for a dollar), two packages of chocolate cookies and two cans of 
pinto beans (two for a dollar). Since all her food is prepared and served 
for her, and since she does not have a kitchen or a stove, I wonder about 
those cans of beans . I wonder how or why she might open them. Will she 
eat them cold? I imagine them joining the contents of her yellow suitcase 
in preparation for some future escape attempt. Will she be the next one to 
accost some other mother's daughter in the parking lot? Will she run into 
the street in her nightgown? I leave the questions unasked. This is a good 
day, I tell myself. 

On the way back from the dollar store, we drive south along an old 
street named Edith, a part of town that used to be far from the city center. 
She points to the northernmost of two Catholic cemeteries, Mount 
Calvary, and says, "When I die I want a High Mass and I want to lie in 
state like the prominent people did in the old days." These "prominent 
people" are the ones who call themselves Spanish in New Mexico. 
Somehow they are better than the others, the relations from Atrisco, the 
poor side of town, even though the others are cousins . My mother has 
lived on a Social Security check in the amount of $540.00 a month for 
several years now . It is not with money but with memories that she retains 
her status. 

We pull into the cemetery and cruise the tiny street that loops widely 
between the gravestones . She points to a spot near a large white cross that 
says ROMERO on it. "That ' s where I want to be buried . My mother was 
buried there with my little sister." Both of my mother's parents, Fidel and 
Marilletta, are buried in this relatively newer cemetery, shaded and green. 

"My mother was sick," she begins , and I know I will hear the story 
that she has told often and that never ceases to surprise me. 

"She told me I should be good and obey my grandma, Mama Vijen, if 
anything happened to her. She knew she was going to die. In those days it 
was the custom to bury the little baby with the mother if they both died in 
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childbirth. I asked her if I could be buried with her too but she said no, I 
couldn't. She said I had to stay here and be alive." Those events happened 
for my mother eighty years ago. She looks at the grave as if she had just 
been refused. 

The road doesn't extend south to the older section of the cemetery, 
Santa Barbara, which is a field of gravelly dirt where the earlier ancestors 
lie. We don't get out and walk as the hard packed earth is thick with 
weeds and sharp thorns. Most of the gravestones are humble, low to the 
ground with names that are worn or crumbled away. Many of the old 
Albuquerque surnames are still common now-Armijo, Baca, Chavez, 
and Romero. Other names, first names, are no longer kept alive by use
Agalpita, Romaldo, Sefarino. A low, black iron fence surrounds the old 
Romero plot, where my mother's grandparents, Andres and Edubijen, are 
buried. One of the headstones is white with a carved lamb sleeping atop it. 

When she sees that lamb I know she will continue her story, though I 
know it well by heart . She will tell it to me as if I never heard it. "I was 
riding around on my tricycle," she will start, "and in those days the tires 
of the tricycle were made with no rubber." She will remember the sound 
they made-the scraping on the sidewalk, her father coming out looking 
tired and grey and the women going in and coming out and the crying . 
She will remember that sound and the fear and how the birds kept singing 
and the cars drove by but the people inside them didn't know what was 
happening in her house, or who she was, or how afraid she was. She will 
remember how her father came down the stairs so slowly and he carried a 
basin with something in it that she didn't want to know and how she saw 
so clearly the blue flowers on the side of the basin because she didn't 
want to see what was inside. She will remember how she knew but 
couldn't know. How the tricycle tires squeaked and scraped. How quiet it 
was for that one minute when her father stepped down from the porch car
rying the basin and what was in it she knew but shouldn't have to know. 
She will remember it was red, so bright and so dark. And that he poured 
what was red on the rose bushes. She will remember her father's words, 
that he turned then and said, "Don't ride around like that. Don 't make so 
much noise. Your mother is sick." She will remember that he turned away 
then and walked back up the stairs and shut the door. And how quiet it 
was . And how dark the spot below the rose bushes was. And what blood 
was. And how that would be the last day of her old name and the first day 
of her new name, Mary . 

When I drop her off, a tiny woman with gray cotton-candy looking 
hair is sitting in my mother's room in her one chair. "Quitate," Mom says. 
"Get out." "Andale," she says. "Hurry up." I do not remind her of what 
she has reminded me. Do unto others as you would have them do unto 
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you. 
It's good that she is here, I tell myself. And I go back to my car, past 

the man in the hallway whispering to himself, past the wild-eyed, wild
haired woman rushing by in her plastic plumber's-pipe walker looking so 
much like the white rabbit in Alice in Wonderland, past the woman howl
ing tied to her bed . It's a good day, I say. All her days are good days now, 
I say. And the wide doors open to marigolds and the blue sky. 
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SUSAN MAURER 

Star 
There isn't much time. 
I run from my trainer to the Bowery . 
It's casual there for New Year's Day, 
the reading . 
I read the untyped poem 
and see Joan filming . 

I wrote a poem about him, 
love sounding his name in it. 
When finally we are intimate, fireworks 
and all, 
"O.K," he says, "this is between us." 
He 's lied, now says a girlfriend 
must never know. 
But, oh, Ignacio, today was the 
day I was going to say the poem 
with your name on it is on 
YouTube . 



Jardin Crepuscule 

I saw the film Sudan (1945) 
Maria Montez bums leather 
On a buckskin horse across 
Huge waves of sand dunes 
Has "slave" branded on her arm 
Escapes, bums leather again 
(Everyone wears weird costumes 
Turhan Bey wears a midriff -baring top 
And a little skirt) 
When she dismounts 
She has spike-heeled shoes 
Whose fetish this was I have not discovered 
In the movie this is an anachronism 
As well as a hoot 
The "Fashion of the Times" in February of 1995 
Has skirts which look like slips 
And models who look like Courtney Love 
Skagged out in spike-heeled shoes 
RuPaul seems fine in 'em 
But RuPaul if you fall it's such a long way down 

The death penalty comes back on Monday 
I guess I'll wear black 
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Tarmac 

I'm on the tarmac, night rain, 
walking from the plane . High chain link fence, 
spotlights from it catch the rain's splatter. 
No umbrella. To the gate, open, 
black sidewalk. 

I'm on the tarmac, night rain, 
walking from the plane. High chain link fence , 
spotlights from it catch the rain's splatter. 
No umbrella. To the gate, open, 
black sidewalk . The 

I'm on the tarmac, night rain, 
walking from the plane . High chain link fence, 
spotlights from it catch the rain's splatter. 
No umbrella . To the gate, open, 
black sidewalk. The car 



Teletubbies. Again. Do It Again. 

Like the bunnies at Orly 
the rabbits munch the grass. 
The flowers are appallingly artificial. 
It doesn't matter to toddlers . 

The teletubbies do a kind of conga line . 
It looks different in writing. 

Po woke up and wanted a blow -ey 
kind of day . He blew his Mylar blanket 
to the other side of the room 
where it bounced off the wall . 
He blew Tinky Winky up a slide 
and all four went outside 
and pooched out their little pot-bellies 
on which are miniature tellies. 

ltsy bitsy entertainment. Again. Do it again. 
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Trigonometry 

Return to the ground 
the things that are the ground's 
Ground them. 
Put them on the ground. 

When she comes in 
she says this has soul, 
she says my apartment has soul. 

The orchids have swooned , detached 
themselves from their sprockets, 
lapsing on the floor, their ultimate faint. 
I did not see them fall. 
Damn the orchids. Damn their fragility. 

Flowers are a wonderful invention. 

Everything does not turn out okay. 

I have trouble with my past self. 
It leaves me unintelligible messages, 
problems to solve because "I'll do 
it better ." I just did it better 
but you see what I mean . 

Tell them to spend time 
in the park catching blossoms or 
leaves before they hit the ground. 
Don't let them fall. 
Strengthen yourself thus . 

Embrace the birds 
when they tum to you 
with their beseeching beaks. 

He coils. I curl. 
It was a sparkly conversation 
on the telephone. 



PAT SCHNEIDER 

Trying 

Mama said she didn't know 
any other name than "Nigger toe" 
for those big Christmas nuts 
Aunt India gave us every year. 
She said it sad like, 
like she wished she knew 
some other name. She didn't 
own a dictionary, 
lived down in the Ozarks 
in a holiness community 
called Mount Zion. 
All the women wore long dresses 
with long sleeves, 
and never cut their hair. 
Must have just been miserable 
in that sticky river-bottom 
midsummer air. 

Mama was proud . 
She liked to tell the story 
how her daddy owned 
a country store and 
how the Ku Klux Klan 
threw a warning bundle 
of dry sticks on their porch 
one night to let him know 
he better stop giving patent medicine 
to the Negroes. She said 
he gave them medicine at night 
through the back door of the store 
because the doctors up in town 
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wouldn't treat Negroes . 
She said when she was four 
her best friend was a Negro 
girl named Opal. 

Later, when we moved to the city 
and Mama worked at night 
as a practical nurse, 
she told me how the rich family 
she worked for invited her 
to sit down at their dining table 
for a cup of coffee in the morning 
before she took the streetcar home, 
but they made the black cook 
eat by herself in the kitchen. 
Mama said she told that cook 
If I was you, I'd spit in their food. 
I asked her what the cook replied . 
She said, Nothing. 
She just looked shocked. 

Mama said the old woman 
who lived downstairs from us 
was a gypsy, and her daughters 
were prostitutes. She said 
the woman in the room next to ours 
had sex with her dog, and the old man 
across the hall was a wino. 
She said the foreigners on third floor 
were rank fundamentalists. 
She said don't talk to her 
don't talk to him 
don 't talk to them 
we 're gonna get out of here. 

And I did. 



_____________ , __ 

Mississippi 

My son, leaning to the wind in his kayak, 
studies the waves and Cabeza da Vaca, 
dips his paddle in the Atlantic, imagines 
the doomed expedition of Narvaez, 
their small boats, their greed and aspiration. 
He tells me the battered conquistadors, 
exhausted from the swamps of La Florida, 
driven by visions of cities of gold 
and vengeance against the upstart, Cortez , 
rounded a curve of the land mass 
they neither guessed nor could imagine, 
looking for people who looked like themselves. 

They drifted at night, asleep near the shore, 
and awoke in the morning far out at sea. 

It was the mother, Mississippi. 
She spit them out of the mouth of the continent, 
her tongue the muscle of many rivers , 
the Illinois and the Missouri, 
the Yazoo and the Quachita, 
this country's brown blood rich, 
rising, the aorta of America. 

They went on, of course. Almost dead 
from fever and hunger, they went on, naked 
and living off the land, the lure of gold 
still more desirable than food, far more 
desirable than justice. They hauled their sun
burned bodies all the way across America. 
Archeologists trace them by the trinkets 
they let fall: glass beads, belt buckles. 
Bones have rotted with the dreams of gold, 
but old stories linger. 

My son's son is ten years old. He begs 
his father for a kayak. I have seen him, 
only four, win the argument and swim 
behind his dad's canoe, tied to it with a rope. 
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I pray he stay lover of this land, its rivers 
and the sea. I pray that he escape the lure 
of gold and oil and whatever illusory cities 
call to his generation. He has inherited 
empire, war, and the terrible innocence 
of white supremacy: Cabeza de Vaca 
a conquistador, Esteban the Black, a slave. 
A white man in the White House, and one 
out of every three young black men in America, 
in jail or on probation. 

I was a child on the banks of the Mississippi 
after Indians built the mounds of Cahokia 
and before white men built the Arch. 
The waterfront was dirty then, and disregarded, 
rat and commerce infested, old bricks 
on the levy crumbling under Eads Bridge . 

But even so, and even as a child, I understood 
the Mississippi is the bloodstream of America. 
Like the blood that moves in the bodies of my son 
and his son, the river cleans the body of the land. 

In New Orleans I visit the little houses 
of the dead . Stone chambers made for bodies 
that cannot be buried because water rises 
underneath the land, and unburies them. 
I ask my friend to take me to the river, 
and there I see what as a child I imagined: 
the enormous power of the Mississippi, 
the surge of water where the river meets the sea. 

Standing by the mouth of the mother, 
listening to the roar of her cleaning, 
I believe. There could be cities of gold. 

When I was thirteen, in St. Louis, 
I looked out a tenement window 
and saw across the rooftops 
the golden dome of the St. Louis Cathedral. 



An old woman now, I look north 
up the river from New Orleans. 
The dead will not stay buried , 
and my heart breaks for my city. 
Where there are ghettos, 
where there are prisons, 
there could have been cities of gold. 
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The Upstairs Room 

The upstairs room. 
Where I wanted to go. 
Where I didn't go. 
Where I told you I wanted to go 
and you said, 
Well, why didn't you? 
Where you could no longer go. 
Where you had been yourself 
in your nightmares, in your body, 
in the self you would not let anybody see. 

And then, you were dying, 
and you sent me upstairs, 
and I saw. 
And I sang to you. 
I sang to you, I sang to you, 
and in the middle of the song 
you breathed out 
and did not breathe back in 
and I kept singing all the way 
to the end of the song. 



Mother Goose 

I said today I wish you dead 
I lay me down to sleep 
the black hole opening in my head 
I pray Thee, Lord, to keep 

all the little marigolds 
on all the little lawns 
the little executions 
in all the little dawns. 

If I should die before I wake 
stepping on a crack 
I pray Thee, Lord, my soul to break 
my mother's back 

ifl should die. 0 Jesus 
I lay me down to sleep 
I count the little slaughterhouses, 
count the little sheep 

standing on a table 
trying to recite 
all the little nursery rhymes 
to make it come out right. 
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St. Louis, Missouri 
Summer, 1946 

A Negro woman pulls herself up 
into a Sarah Street bus. 
Heavy ropes of veins map her legs : 
a geography of labor. 

I am a white kid. 
I watch her-
watch her legs; 
watch her veins . 
For the first time I am afraid of growing old. 

She glares at me, and I drop my gaze. 

I stared. 

A child raised south of the Mason-Dixon line 
in the 1940s 
knew better than to stare . 

I sweat in shame. 
Never mind that I am going home 
to two dirty rooms 
on third floor of a tenement. 
Never mind that both she and I 
are poor. Never mind our ages . 

What stops us is the Missouri compromise, 
the river of blood neither of us can cross. 



The Longer Cereals Cook, 
the Sweeter They Taste, 

my Eating Healthy cookbook tells me, 
and John McPhee, Rising from the Plains, 
says travelers ate "dried apple pie , 
monstrous biscuits, and black coffee" 
at a stagecoach station in Wyoming in 1893. 

Here in my kitchen on an ordinary day 
I have just told my daughter yes , 
I will try her recipe for a delicious soup . 
Porcini mushrooms? What are they? 
Savory? Fennel seeds? 

This is nothing like the cornbread 
and black -eyed peas I know by heart 
from the heartland of this changeable 
America. Firepit roasted chopped tomatoes? 
Be sure the chicken is range -free , a happy bird , 

and no canned com , my daughter says. 
Get fresh or frozen . And baby spinach leaves. 
My grandma served her company first , 
biscuits, yes, chicken, yes , killed and plucked 
outside the kitchen door, and the children 

ate leftovers . If there wasn't any rhubarb pie 
when the grown -ups were all through , 
her mama wrapped some sugar in a little bit 
of cloth and tied it with a string. "Sugar-tits," 
she said . "Out there on the back steps 

we sucked on sugar, while the wind 
blew chicken feathers all across the grass ." 
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Double Vision 
Pat Schneider and Jan Elsea 

An email exchange-
"Super Tuesday" Feb. 5, 2008 

Dear Pat, 

I stood in line in the social hall 
of the Alders gate United Methodist Church 
to get a ballot and vote. 
While I waited, I watched a team 
of 10- to 12-year-old girls play basketball 
in the schoolyard of the neighboring 
Catholic church . My mind 
drifted back fifty years, remembering 
when I played half-court basketball 
at Yreka Union High School. 
I smiled at the fact that one of my nieces 
attends college on a soccer scholarship. 
The clerk nudged me, and I wrote 
my full name-Janet Gayle Elsea-
on the voter registration form, 
took the ballot and carried it into the booth. 
I closed the curtain and picked up the pen . 
Then I voted for the first woman 
with a great shot at becoming President 
of the United States of America . 

Love, Jan. 

Dear Jan, 

I arrived a half-hour before noon 
at the Senior Center. I wanted to miss 
standing in line because recently I fell 
on ice and broke my hip and right now 
I have some trouble standing . 
I said my address and my name, 
Patricia Schneider. I wanted 



to vote for the first woman to run 
for President of the United States 
but I grew up in the segregated South 
and even stronger than my memories 
of women in low-paying jobs (Mama 
made $8 for 12 hours of all-night work) 
I could see the old black woman 
on the Sarah Street bus, how she glared 
at me when I was thirteen, just home 
from the orphanage, how I knew even 
then that her sorrows were more than mine 
and I couldn't do anything about it. 
I walked into the voting booth 
and closed the curtain . I picked up the pen. 
Then, I voted for the first black man 
to have a real chance to be President 
of the United States of America . 

Love, Pat 
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Ending 

The beginning of the end is a beginning. 
The end of anything can be an art. 
Giving up the greed, the lust for winning 
Is the hardest part. 

To be an artist of the end requires praising 
Not just what went before, but what's to come. 
The fact of ending is itself amazing; 
The lines that will define it never plumb. 

Beginning is a gift that comes unbidden, 
But ending can be crafted like an art. 
What lies beyond is mystery and hidden. 
Ending can be wholeness of the heart. 

Summon heart, and its companion, breath, 
To make an art of what we know as death. 



DEBRA MONROE 

Homemaking 
At the other end of the house, carpenters cut a hole in the wall. In my bed
room, I tried on clothes, trying to find the right look for the appointment I 
had scheduled that day. Effort that led to accomplishment, I thought, was 
a way of ignoring botched goals, a Plan B that always evolved as Plan A 
had failed. At the moment, my aimlessness felt like sartorial aimlessness. 
I had two looks. Professor, black clothes covered with chalk, worn with 
boots in winter, sandals in summer. Cheap clothes look less cheap and 
more stylish in black, you see. Or my Saturday night look, siren. I needed 
something else. My mother's dictates, long repressed, surfaced. Look 
inexperienced . If you can't, look like a matron. 

I put on a slinky dress, a staid cardigan over it. 
I stepped outside, over coiled power cords, to talk to my carpenters. I 

turned passive when I spoke to men. You decide. I always felt like I was 
impersonating someone better prepared. If people knew me, I thought, 
they'd ignore me, fire me, drop my class. My lead carpenter looked like 
Gregg Allman, and he'd hired his brother, Brent, who looked like Duane 
Allman. He'd also hired his son, Sean, who looked like a teenage celebri
ty heartthrob too young for me to register. The carpenter who looked like 
Gregg Allman was named Greg. He said, "I'll set plywood over this hole 
before I leave tonight." 

I said, "Will you nail it shut?" 
"Wasn't planning on it. You scared?" 
He meant there'd be no way to lock up. Something sifted from the sky 

into my hair. Sawdust. Sean leaned from the top of a ladder, grinning. I 
asked, "Will this hole stay open all summer?" Greg said, "I'll get locks 
eventually. I need to level everything first." 

"Fine ." I was hard as nails, I meant. 
I got my job-low pay till you get promoted-because I'd sold a first 

book to a small press. I'd sold my second book to a better press and 
remodeled-turned a dingy cabin into a snug cottage. I sold a third book 
for a sum so generous I could add on new rooms, buy a new car, adopt a 
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baby. If I spent carefully. What I saved on the house I could use on the 
adoption. I paid an ex-contractor who was an ex-boyfriend to teach me to 
be a contractor since I couldn't afford one. I gave him $1500 for draw
ings, a materials list. 

First, I'd solicited the carpenter bids. 
Greg and his brother had just moved here-a generation-upon-genera

tion, clean-cut town. They underbid everyone. I told Greg I was adopting 
a baby which might arrive suddenly. He said he wished he'd spent more 
time with Sean when Sean was little . He lived his formerly-toxic life one 
day at a time. He quoted Chief Joseph: "I cannot go the old way." Myself, 
I drink when I'm mad or tired, but I didn't have time for it. I'd spent the 
winter teaching and writing . I wanted a child, a house big enough, a car 
safe enough. 

All summer, I worked. 
I painted, inside and out, sanded and finished woodwork, did electrical 

trim. I refini shed used furniture for new rooms. I loaded the CD player 
with rock and roll. I made biscuits and coffee. I collected bids from other 
subcontractors who'd ask about my floor plans, my square-footage, my 
life. The roofer handed me a bid and said, "Talk it over with your hus
band." I said, "There is no husband. It's just me." He looked panicked. 
"No boyfriend either?" The plumber said, "If you don't mind my asking, 
is there a reason you won't be married?" I said, "I'm not opposed to it. 
I'm divorced." It's a small town with a finite number of roofers, electri
cians-how I answered could affect the quality of work, or price. The tile 
layer said, "I don't get it. You kept your figure. You cook like this." He 
waved at a tray on the porch rail. I'd made cinnamon rolls that day. 

Iwas past small talk with Greg. Once we unloaded two-by-fours. I'd 
stopped to call a social worker to schedule my home study. When I came 
back out, Greg mopped his face with a red bandanna and said, "You get 
things done, even if you go against the grain." 

But the day he was sawing a hole in the wall, I said I'd see him later. 
"I have an appointment." 

He nodded. "Let go and let God." 
I got in my new car and sped off, to San Antonio. 
An hour later, at the adoption agency, case workers came out from 

behind desks. "Hi, Debra," one said, "is your semester over?" Another: 
"How's construction going?" Another, "Where'd you get those sunglass
es?" I said, "New York." This sounded cosmopolitan. In fact, I'd bought 
them at a kiosk as I'd changed planes on the way to somewhere provin
cial. The adoptive parent liaison, Marla, said, "Nice shoes ." I'd worried 
too much, I realized. In a city, a mother could be gaudy. Marla and I 
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looked at forms I'd filled out. She said I was open-minded about race. 
"Good home study," she added. 

In the old part ofmy house, I'd cleaned windows, ceiling fans, closets. 
I laid out blueprints for the add-on, barely underway . The social worker 
had glanced around, then asked for a specific way my life would change. 
I'm good at Q & As. She said "specific" so I said: "I won't be able to 
grade papers late at night. I'll work in the day, with interruptions." I felt 
anxious. Waiting not to rid my soul of one dark blot. "How will you han
dle a tantrum?" I'd sit near, not too near, and wait it out, I said. I won
dered when she'd get to the past, my hard-drinking father, my intermittent 
mother, my own divorces. I had two. I'd married the wife beater and, 
before that, when I was twenty, an unemployed musician. My broken 
homes. I once saw a house split in half by a storm. A tree landed on the 
bed. The exposed bedroom looked naked. Would the patched -up past 
break open? The home study was a test I didn ' t want to pass unless I 
should. "It's as ifl'd specialized in unemployed men," I said, "though my 
father earned a good living. But not my stepfather." The social worker 
said, "Look, you've accomplished a lot. Stress the positive." 

At the agency, Marla flipped through the photo album she'd asked for. 
I'd had a neighbor come by with a camera. I'd gazed into the lens, making 
a healthful salad here, stirring a roaring fire there. I'd sorted through old 
photos for every picture of me with a child-children of friends in grad 
school sitting by me on sofas long ago left for trash. Marla said, "Your 
letter, nice, the first paragraph." She meant the letter that begins : Dear 
Birth Mother. I'd thought about the person reading it. This terrible and 
difficult time. I'd tried to imagine-carrying a baby, feeling so wrong, 
imperfect, I'd let a stranger take over. 

Marla said, "You'd be surprised how adoptive parents don't under 
stand. They think it's this joyful handover. There's hardly any press about 
how birth mothers feel, or suffer." 

I nodded. 
Marla said, "You 're interested in babies other clients won't take. It 

won't be long." 
Late that night, I stared at the door-sized maw that led to the add-on. 

Plywood leaned against the hole. The bottom gaped. In the past, I'd 
moved so much, rent house to rent house, I got fanatical about locks, 
doors, windows. I liked window shades-cheap, essential-because I 
understood the optical fact of lit, indoor rooms and, outside, infinite cam
ouflage. I used to go for walks at night myself and stare at a father in a 
striped chair maybe, a mother in a red sweater feeding her children at the 
table. Nice wallpaper, I'd think. I coveted family life, lamplight fastening 
down the night. But I didn't want people looking in at me. I used to dream 
about my doors or windows being kicked open, and I'd wake, related to 
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no one, the city full of strangers. But the sounds outside here were deer, 
possums. This hole, no problem, I thought, as I pulled the shades down, 
locked my real door. 

Daybreak, Greg's truck would rumble up. I'd move the plywood aside, 
step through the hole to the living room-to -be, the child's bedroom and 
bathroom adjoining; an unfinished stairway curved to a loft . Then Brent 
and Sean arrived. And, today, Clem who lived in a tent. Greg had suggest
ed Clem for basic plumbing and wiring. He'd be cheapest. Greg gave me 
Clem's ex-wife's phone number-Clem had plumbed and wired her 
house. She'd told me to give him a big meal once a day. He was licensed, 
safe, but a drunk. Tell him obvious stuff like, yes, I want a light there. Use 
someone else to install fixtures because he didn't like using a level. I told 
Clem his ex-wife spoke highly of his work. "She broke my heart," he 
said, handing me his plate. I'd gone through ten pounds of flour in a 
week, I thought. He said, "I don't see why you're adopting a baby when 
you can have me for free. I'd be less trouble ." It was a joke, maybe. He 
crawled under the house. 

Then the guy who'd lay a new line to my septic tank arrived. He was 
tall and handsome. My neighbor, Clara Mae, once told me that if I look at 
a man and can't look away and he can't either, he feels the same. Not that 
instant mutual magnetism is helpful. We surveyed the land, me holding a 
stick on a string as he stared through a meter. He yelled, "To the right. 
Good girl." Then he stepped into the old part of my house, glanced at an 
antique sampler: God Bless This Home. I like its kitsch look. I also like 
its sentiment. I mean I can't tell if my decorating style is an ironic com
ment on retro domesticity or if I'm retro, domestic. He told me about the 
winter of his divorce, staying in a hunting shack. He lay on a cold floor, 
praying. When he stood up, his pain was gone. "If that's not born again," 
he said, "what is?" Then he sat at my table, did some math . 

I went outside, poured paint, climbed the ladder, and thought how the 
idea men won't talk about feelings is wrong. They won't talk to a wife or 
a long-term girlfriend because then she knows too much forever. But to a 
woman a man is alone with a few weeks never to see again, he 'd talk. 
Talking is also permissible during first-phase wooing. Men I'd hired treat
ed me like a date-subst itute, I thought. GFE, girlfriend experience, a pros
titution term (it costs more). I was doing the paying, but the dynamic was 
the same , lonely men talking to a lone woman. Greg had told me about his 
divorce. Before he got straight he was useless, and Sean's mother left 
him . When Sean was a teenager, she'd called, said: take him, make him a 
man. Too little too late . Sean moved out of Greg's house to Brent's. 
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"Who am I to tell him not to drink?" Greg said, his eyes troubled . 
As I painted , I wondered if pent-up desire is noticeable. I'd seen my 

old friend from graduate school , Jack Creeden , who 'd taken a job in a 
dreary suburb. He hadn't had sex in years, he told me. He looked pale , 
stared at women he didn't know . "This can't be healthy ," I'd said. Back 
then , I'd had fleeting affairs when I traveled. Or I slept with men with 
whom I had too little in common. Sleeping with men I didn't mean to 
keep , chattering away afterward, happy, but leaving the future unde 
scribed , I felt self-indulgent yet frugal-this moment, like canned beets 
on the shelf in the time of famine, would last me. 

But if you have sex with a man you don ' t want , he'll want you . 
Economic law. Demand increases as supply wanes. So sometimes an 
affair lasted too long, ended badly, bungled etiquette . Now, I'd set sex 
aside because I didn ' t see how I'd have it when I was a mother. I'd 
expected sex to come up in the adoption agency interviews : did I plan to 
date, and had I puzzled through the logistics? No one ever did ask. Yet I'd 
thought hard and decided that mothers do have sex, but with the baby's 
father, not applicable. I could remember meeting only one sexy mother 
ever, Ginger who lived next door when I was a kid and suntanned in a 
black bikini. The baby didn't smell fresh , my mother pointed out. His 
head was lopsided from lying in the crib so much. One of my aunts used 
to wear false eyelashes when she ran for Miss North Dakota. Then she 
married, had kids , toned down . Sex leads to motherhood , goes under
ground . I wasn't about to buck tradition . Or instinct. 

The septic tank guy came outside. "So what do you do in the evenings?" 
Sean and Brent had taken down my TV antenna. A hole was in my 

wall. I felt tongue-tied. 
"Do you always wear dresses?" he asked. 
I wore old dresses to work in- stained with paint and polyurethane 

now . They were cooler. I was about to say as much . Then I heard my 
phone ring. "I've got to get that." 

He nodded. He'd start work Monday , he said. 
I got the phone . Marla. She needed another adoption form filled out, 

I thought. 
"A birth mother has selected you, and her due date is soon." 
Where? When? 
Marla laughed. "This is the fastest this ever happened . She saw your 

materials and said: I like the lady professor in the yellow house . Her baby 
is due in three weeks . Here's the catch. She was visiting her brother here. 
She lives in Philadelphia . The baby wasn't planned. She was raped . She 
has children at home . You'll fly up and bring it back ." 

I calculated . Plane ticket , no notice . Hotel. Rental car. 
On the back burner , this thought, glowering : rape . The baby could 
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never know . I'd hoped for a birth parent story not so appalling I wouldn't 
have to hide it. Too much to want. 

"She doesn't believe in abortion," Marla said. "She's been in a deep 
depression. Finally she called her brother who's stationed down here . She 
wants to talk to you. Call her." 

We hung up . I ran outside. I told Greg, "The baby will be here soon." 
He stood, flummoxed. Then smiled. "That's great." I noticed a 

blowsy -looking woman next to him. "This is Delia," he said. "Delia, this 
is Debra." He looked flummoxed again. "Delia wanted to meet you since 
I talk about you all the time ." I understood . Single, not young, not old yet 
either, I was used to clarifying I wasn't the other woman, homewrecker . I 
said, "Greg always talks about you too." She nodded, appeased . 

I talked to the birth mother that night. Her voice was quiet, careful. 
After a minute , I said, "What would you like to ask?" She said, "How do 
you feel about a child of color? Are you racist?" Well, I thought, everyone 
is a little . Or religionist. Biased toward good looks, or certain nationali
ties. I couldn't say that. Everything else was a cliche . I told her I'd taught 
in North Carolina and had changed the standard textbook to teach more 
black writers to fit the student body . "When civil rights happened I was a 
kid," I said, "so I saw it on TV. My gut feeling was that the cops with 
dogs were the bad guys." 

Silence. "That's fine," she said. I'd sounded oblivious, I thought. Or 
obvious . 

But the adoption was on, Marla told me by phone the next day. 
Then my own mother called from Arizona. Her husband had recently 

died, after a long marriage during which he'd kept her sequestered, 
incommunicado . But now she called every day. I'd hang onto my end of 
the phone and think : I'm the husband stand-in. She never had much to say 
except her dead husband had depended on her because she was helpful 
and giving, so she'd never made friends . I'd suggest ways to meet people. 
Or say, "Transitions are a hard time ." The reverse : "Hard times are a tran
sition." We'd had this conversation yesterday, the day before. Today, I 
told her about the baby. She got excited. Layettes, she knew . Formula, 
bottles, diapers. "I'll be there in two days," she said. 

When she arrived, we moved the secondhand crib to my study, put a 
pallet beside it. She went to Target. That night she packed a diaper bag
sterilized bottles in Ziploc bags, canned formula, size-zero clothes washed 
in Dreft. She'd bought a pale green tiny sweater because the plane would 
be chilly . She helped me pack my own suitcase for the hospital. 

I'd be going to the hospital in Philadelphia. 
We waited. 
She washed curtains. Reorganized the laundry room. Hounded the car

penters . Woke me to look at her scalp. Did she have skin cancer, did I 
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think? She quizzed me about my ex-boyfriend the ex-contractor, Dan: 
why I'd liked him at first, why we broke up. She kept on-how kind of 
him to draw up plans for the add-on. I said, "I paid him, Mom." 

One day, she and my neighbor , Clara Mae, sat on the porch, watching 
a female cardinal build a nest, a male cardinal bringing twigs and string 
from afar, and Clara Mae said: "That's like Dan in west Texas helping 
Debra get her nest ready here ." My mother looked delighted. "I wouldn't 
have put it that way," she said, "but that's it. He sounds so nice." I passed 
by, carrying PVC pipe . He'd come by in a few days-he had business in 
town, and he'd stop in and look at the add-on. She'd fawn, flatter. To hell 
with the bird analogy, I thought, the pathetic fallacy, this projecting 
human longing onto the natural landscape, like I'm Snow White here, and 
birds will tie ribbons so my dream comes true. Then my mom told Clara 
Mae, "Tell you the truth, she's too picky." I gave her a vile look. It had 
taken grit to get picky enough. Not that she'd know. Once she said: "We 
didn't have the idea of 'co-dependent' when I was young. 'Co-dependent' 
meant good wife." 

Late one night after swift phone calls-"! know my timing, I've already 
had children ," she said-the baby was imminent. I'd leave the next day. I 
lay in bed. How would I find the hospital? Where will I sleep? How do I 
sleep? How do I feed a baby? Finally, knowing there was room on a flight 
at 5 a.m. and I could worry on a plane as well as at home, I left a note, 
headed out. I bought the ticket, stood in line. I held the car seat, the diaper 
bag my mom had packed. The gate was closing. I heard my name. "Come 
to the white courtesy phone." I stepped out of line. Message: call home. I 
did. My mother said, "A man from Philadelphia called. She found a fami
ly up there with two parents." 

I drove home. Construction-loud, buzzing, yowling. Greg looked at 
me. "False alarm," I said. I went inside. My mother cried. She said, "Ever 
since I'm a widow, I can't accept sudden change." I thought if she were a 
stranger and I didn't loathe her dead husband, I'd feel pity. Also, that 
years of anticipating his whims and bad moods had damaged her nerves, 
no stamina. I put my arm around her thin shoulders, convinced her to take 
a nap. But the next day disgust at the anticlimax replaced her grief, and 
she drove away. 

A new plumber had come to install bathroom fixtures. He told Greg he 
couldn't install the bathtub/shower unit because Greg hadn't built the 
furred out wall to close it in. Greg said, "Of course a bathtub/shower 
needs a furred out wall." He turned to me. "Am I your mind reader? It 
wasn't in your plans. I guessed you wanted some old tub, some antique." 

The plumber said, "You two need to work this out. And call me." 
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Greg turned to me. "I respect you're trying to build this house on a 
shoestring. But I didn't draw these plans, and I don't want to be rude, but 
they're a little fucked . As long as we're on the subject, the space for the 
stairs is too steep. It's not code. Realize, my reputation is attached here. I 
don't want word getting around I don't know what I'm doing." 

We were fighting . Sean stared at us. 
"It's not your fault," I said. "Please. I'll fix everything." 
I wondered that night: Had Dan drawn bad plans? Did he always draw 

bad plans and that's why he was an ex-contractor? Or was the furred out 
wall a given-too basic to draw-and Greg didn't know? Could it be 
added now? Could I return the bathtub/shower unit? Where do I get an 
antique tub? My worries heaped up. What if Greg quit? Housework some
times helps me purge panic. So, stepping around the old part of my house 
piled with baby gear I didn't need yet, furniture for half -built rooms, 
materials for construction still pending, I swept. Why had I thought I had 
enough skills to build a house? I washed dishes. Because I took Shop 
instead of Home Ee. in high school, big deal. I scrubbed a shelf. I needed 
a real contractor. I couldn't afford one unless I gave up adopting. But a 
baby was the reason to build . I wasn't getting younger. The phone rang. 

Marla . "I know it's late, and I wondered whether to call, but I have to 
see how you feel. I honestly don't think this birth mother's for real. She 
might be trying to freak someone out, the baby's father. It's a two-year
old. She says she wants to put her up for adoption ." 

A daughter whose mother doesn't want you even after she knows you? 
"The baby has been with relatives all along. That's why I think it's dicey." 
I called the birth mother the next day. The child's name was Tamarinda. 

"What does she like?" I asked. The birth mother said: "Tam? Tam likes 
toys, I suppose ." Be concrete, I thought. I said, "What are her favorite 
foods?" The birth mother said, "Hmm. That's a hard one. French fries." 
Finally, we hung up. I called Marla, who said, "I was about to call you. 
We'll be careful before we contact you now. You've been through a lot." 

I went back outside. Greg, Brent , and Sean were in the driveway, 
looking at the sheetrocker's rickety truck. He'd come to get paid, good 
riddance, this man who'd hammered a nail in my new woodwork to hang 
his shirt on. His crew had hung and taped the drywall. Then he'd fired 
them and sprayed plaster himself, telling me, "All Mexicans want is 
money ." In exchange for labor, how unusual, I thought. I'd taped newspa
per over woodwork, the stairway, the banister, everything I didn't want 
plaster sprayed on. I forgot the open fuse box. This guy sprayed it. I told 
him, "I was in the next room. It would have taken me two minutes to 
cover it." He'd said, "It's not my fault you don't know what's up." So I'd 
flipped off the main breaker, cleaned each fuse with a toothbrush and 
razor blade . When I was done, I cleaned up his sandwich wrappers , his 
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Coke cans, Skoal. I found a plastic jug, half-full . I thought it was chemi
cal-I shouldn't put it in the trash. I took the lid off. Pee. He'd been too 
lazy to walk twenty feet to the woods. 

Brent and Sean were laughing as the sheetrocker fiddled underneath 
his truck. 

Greg glanced at me . "Rough night last night?" 
Brent told the sheetrocker, "Stick your feet through the floorboard and 

run like Fred Flintstone." 
The sheetrocker, "Shut the fuck up, patronizing motherfucker." 
Brent said, "Nice hanging out here." 
Sean laughed harder. He gestured for me to look. The sheetrocker's 

torso was under the truck. His hips and legs, not. He wore shorts. 
"Chrissake," Greg said, steering me away, too late. I was struck by the 
fact a man's genitals are attractive if you want to see them, ghastly if you 
don't. My mind flits around if I'm tired. I also thought: someone some
where loved this man at least once, probably. "You," Greg said to Brent 
and Sean, "work . You," he told the sheetrocker, "get this junk-heap run
ning or call a tow truck." 

We went inside . 
"Every night," I told Greg, "I scrub and scrub, piles of scraped-off 

paint and sawdust and whatever in the bath water, and I think I'll be filthy 
again the next day. Being clean is temporary . But dirt is without end. Still, 
you take a bath every night anyway." 

Greg looked at me. "You're tired." 
"Late at night things look bad," I agreed. 
The contractor who'd do the wood floor pulled up in a van with a fish

er-of-men logo. He shook my hand. He wore a wedding ring. After pre
liminary chitchat with me, he talked to Greg like Greg was the husband in 
charge of dimensions, cost, and I was the wife in charge of aesthetics. Did 
I like yellow oak? His assistant, standing by while the boss talked to 
Greg, asked me: Was I married? Divorced? "Misery loves company," he 
said. "My ex-wife took everything . She took my horse. I'm a rodeo cow
boy. How can I work?" 

"Brutal," I said. 
After the floor contractor left, Dan pulled up. 
He stepped out of his truck and smiled. 
I could smell his aftershave. I'd told him months ago I was done 

sleeping with him . He likely didn't believe it yet, because when I had 
slept with him he was gone most of the time. He'd say: "I get so much out 
of a few days I don't need to see you for a long time. I'll be the love of 
your life if you let me." We did it his way and fought because it seemed 
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like I was available if he wanted me, but not vice versa, and we did it my 
way and fought because he didn't like answering to anyone. Besides argu
ing, we didn't talk much, too little to say to each other. "Absent father 
complex," my mother had said. "You're working through the past, dating 
a man who's unavailable ." I likely had an absent mother complex too, but 
she didn't say that. She'd worked as a bookkeeper for a psychotherapist 
and had turned into a causality fundamentalist. Every effect had one cause. 

I told Dan about the bathroom. He went inside. He and Greg faced 
each other. They're tall . They shook hands, shifted this way, that. They 
stepped into the bathroom. Sean and Brent stood in the bathroom door, 
listening. I tried to listen . All I could hear was muffled scraps, words, 
tone. I heard them say she, loud, louder. She thinks. Said. Wants. 

Dan came out. He had to be somewhere, he said. "I see you've got 
everything arranged the way you need." He got in his truck, gunned it, 
gravel spitting as he drove off. 

Greg said, "I didn't realize yesterday it was your boyfriend who drew 
the plans ." 

"Ex-boyfriend," I said. "He's a little territorial." 
Greg nodded. Then told me he'd build the furred out wall. He'd show 

me how to sheetrock it myself. He'd put my door on, not the door with 
plywood that led from the old part to the new living room, but an outside 
door I'd be able to lock. Soon, next week. "What about my TV antenna?" I 
asked. Nights alone in my perforated house made me lonely. Greg said, "Have 
Sean put that up tonight. Pay him a few bucks. Keep him out of trouble." 

Sean climbed out of his beat-up car and handed me a bag. "It's my birthday." 
I pulled out two bottles and set them on the porch rail. Tanqueray gin, 

tonic. "Happy birthday," I said, "but neither of us is having a drink until 
we're off the roof." We put the antenna up, guy wires in position. We 
went inside and plugged in the TV. It worked, but I'd have to lurch 
through mazed furniture and baby gear to sit in a chair and watch. 

Sean put ice cubes in glasses. "By the way, how's your mom?" 
"Fine ." We'd talked by phone. She was sad again. Because we'd 

bonded over the first baby, I'd told her about the second, the two-year
old. She worried I was using a dodgy, desperate agency. I said, no, it was 
birth mothers who were desperate. She said, "I saw a movie on the 
Oxygen channel. That girl was proud to give her baby up." I told her 
movies aren't real. But I wondered if adoptive families with two parents 
found birth mothers in easier situations-girls whose youth minister or 
guidance counselor helped them decide adoption was noble. She'd said, 
'Tm too high-strung to help you," and hung up. 

Sean pointed at a rocking chair. "Some of your stuff is nice. Some of 
it is crap." 
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I said, "Tomorrow I'll critique your furniture. And Brent's ." I could 
imagine . 

He smiled. 
"I suppose a beer can collection is part of your decor?" 
He said, "It is." Then he leaned in. "Admit you noticed the chem

istry." Before I could ask-and I did think he meant how he got along 
with his uncle, or how the three of them worked together-he said, "You 
felt it too, that day I was on the ladder. Our eyes locked." 

I choked on my drink . I'd tried to be nice to everyone. Except the 
sheetrocker. Sheetrockers are trash, I thought. Already I was a little drunk. 
But why? Why smile, cook, soothe ruffled feathers? I needed labor. They 
needed money. Reciprocity . On the other hand, houses were going up all 
over. They could refuse to work for a woman with no contractor-likely 
snafus, missing furred out walls. Or do shoddy work, fritter away my dream. 

"You walk around, pathetic, saying 'Yes this is okay, that's all right, 
hope you're doing fine."' Sean said this last part, hand on his hip, falsetto. 
"You have self-esteem problems." 

I was pissed off. Knowing you don't have enough doesn't mean you 
get some. "Where do you get off telling me that?" I said. "You don't 
strike me as a self-esteem paragon." 

He blushed. "I lack it. My mother said. So I can see you do too. My 
mom is a class act. So I'm attracted to older women. I told my uncle 
you're hot. He said to go for it." 

"He said that? I seem available?" I was furious. 
"No . He was supporting me, saying be proud of what I've got. You 

find me attractive?" 
"I never considered it. Really. Your dad is cute." 
He slammed his drink down. "I don't need this." He stumbled, rushing 

out the door. 
I thought I couldn't work with an angry man. I ran after him. "Sean, 

Sean," I yelled in the dark. He must have stopped. I bumped into him. I 
smelled his soap, also a human smell, sweat, skin. I sagged into him for a 
minute, his unseen body a container for any idealized attraction without 
obstacles, obstacles as in: he'd be impossible to talk to the morning after. 
In this one-horse town, everyone would be. Still, I'd been alone all sum
mer, carpentering, weathering the news the baby is here, yes, and, no, the 
baby isn't. But, I thought, if staring at a man and he stares back means 
this inconvenient feeling is mutual, then both of us hanging on in pitch 
darkness was worse, and I knew instantly my plan to live without sex 
until the baby grew up and left home wasn't practical, not that I wanted to 
have sex just then with a twenty-year-old. Sean, smart-aleck, said: "You 
like me." 

"Not like that." I ran inside. 
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I drank gin, another drink, another. I woke in a chair, people on TV 
munnuring about bilingual education. My head pounded. The real door 
was locked, window shades pulled down tight, the night sealed away. But 
the door-hole gaped like it had all summer, plywood tilted against it. For a 
few weeks in June, a frog had hopped through the crack at the bottom
he must have seen light from afar shining on my ivory tiled floor. I'd take 
him outside. He'd come back. Finally, I put him in a Tupperware dish, 
drove him miles away. But that night I drank water, went to bed. Lying in 
the dark, I got scared the way I did when I'd lived in student housing and 
never read the paper because there was always a serial rapist some
where-a paralytic fear, all eyes shining in the dark shine for me. How 
many near-strange men, my subcontractors, knew I lived alone with a 
hole in my wall? I went through the list, methodical, compulsive. Then I 
heard a noise, something being slid. I lay there, frozen. Then stepped out 
of my room, flipped the light on. 

A pile of shit gleamed in a clear space on the floor. 
Ten feet away a ferocious, fat raccoon, maybe thirty-five pounds, 

reeled on his hind legs like a baby grizzly, flexing his claws, baring his 
teeth. I had two options, to stay closed in my room all night and let him 
roam, or run him out the way he came . I threw shoes at him, every sandal 
and boot I had. Then I started in with books. The Collected Poems of 
Theodore Raethke. The World We Have Lost. Seven Old English Poems 
edited by John C. Pope . The Norton Anthology of Short Fiction. He ran 
out the gap. I cleaned up his shit, his scat, my shoes. I picked up books, 
bent, battered, and went to bed. 

Nice if my courage had arrived that night. But it would take years . I spent 
the interim faking clout, or poise. A few weeks later I cooked a good-bye 
lunch for Greg, Brent, Sean-with fifteen years less experience feigning 
confidence, Sean had been standoffish since his birthday. A subcontractor 
was laying carpet in the baby's room, and the three ofus sat at a table out
side. I served pasta with tomatoes and fresh basil, homemade bread, fruit. 
Sawdust blew in and dusted the food like sugar or parmesan cheese. "It'll 
be around for weeks," Brent said. "This isn't the first time I'ye ingested 
sawdust." 

Greg asked about my weekend. I poured iced tea. "Same old." 
I'd spent it near the phone. Saturday morning a case worker named 

Nikki had called. Marla was on vacation. Marla had told Nikki not to call 
until she was nearly certain. A newborn baby boy lay in a hospital thirty 
miles away. The birth parents were seventeen . Nikki was calling from her 
car and told me to stand by. I was watching reruns of"Lawrence Welk"
perky yet lulling-when she called again: "Debra, I'm sorry. I got there, 
and I found all three lying together in the hospital bed, mother, father, 
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baby, the mother and father crying. They have nowhere, no home, no 
money. But they can't do it." A new sad story. "That's fine," I said. I 
didn't want someone's baby, if she did. 

I'd missed the segue into the next part of the conversation, Greg's 
weekend. Sean said, "What else did you expect from her, some ex-strip
per you met at Narcotics Anonymous?" 

Greg stopped eating, fork poised. The look in his eyes-like he meant 
to ride out his last days alone, everyone else fend for yourself. For some 
reason, I thought of the Allman Brothers, how Duane died young and 
fierce and Gregg got old, little. I'd seen a picture. 

Brent said to Sean, 'Take it easy, dawg. That's your old man. Respect." 
Then the carpet layer called to me from the new front door which you 

could lock, but it sat open, windows too, to keep the breeze moving . Then 
he stopped yelling and stood, resigned, shoulders limp. I said, "Are you 
hungry? Would you like some lunch?" He shook his head, brown eyes 
beaming out sadness. I imagined them filling with tears. He was recently 
divorced maybe. Or he lived far from people he loved and felt homesick. 
Greg asked him, "What do you want?" He called out, "I am not from here. 
I am from Ohio. I'm not used to laying carpet without air-conditioning . 
Tum it on, please." 

Brent said, as we carried my refurbished furniture into the new part of 
the house, "He needs to take a cue from you who worked in hundred
degree heat all summer. He should have seen you in your red dress, run
ning the power-sander up and down the stairs." Sean, holding the other 
end of the baby's dresser, said, "I remember that dress . Nice change from 
the black. You had a purple bra strap showing, I recall." Greg, carrying a 
chair with one hand, floor lamp with the other, shook his head. "I didn't 
raise him. You can't blame me he has no manners." He thought a minute. 
"Maybe you can." Brent and Sean set the dresser down. Brent slapped 
Greg's back. "Lighten up," he said. I wrote Greg a check. "Call if you 
need us," Greg said, staring in the rearview, backing away . 

For a few days, I hung curtains, arranged sofa pillows. I unframed an 
old print, angels carrying babies down from clouds, and used brown 
watercolor to wash over one of the curly-haired babies' faces to make it 
black, and a stylus with ink to make its hair kinky, ethnic, then reframed 
the print and hung it over the crib. My semester started in a month . Days 
loomed. I called the book page editor of a newspaper in Austin and told 
her I was available to write reviews. She promised to send me two books 
the next day. "Did you hook up with that young man I tried to fix you up 
with?" she asked . This had been months ago. We'd talked by phone, but 
I'd been finishing my book, making house plans. 

I had time now . I called him. His name was Bill. 
We decided to have a date at my place-hour commute, one-way-
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and swim in the river. I had yearnings about steadfast love, fatalistic 
qualms too . Bill was educated, so we'd likely have something in common 
besides desire . Yet I worried that while I talk about books for a living, on 
weekends I talk about nail guns, septic tanks, or growing up in the north, 
going to bars on the back of my dad's snowmobile, watching him drink, 
or the weird shit my stepfather did. When Bill arrived, we shook hands. I 
showed him the house, the old part, the new. I showed him the baby's 
room and said my adoption papers were filed. This must be the strangest 
blind date he's had, I thought. Bill stared at the sixteen-foot living room 
ceiling . "How did you paint that neat line between the wall and ceiling?" 

"It helps not to look down," I said. 
Later that night, we ate mangos on the porch . Try to act interested, I 

thought. I do want a man who talks about books, ideas . But he couldn't 
use powers tools, and I could. Bill leaned close as if to kiss me, and I sat 
up straight. "Do you think the baby's bedroom , all set, curtains hung, pic
tures on the wall, seems like some shrine to dashed hopes," I asked, "like 
Miss Haversham with her wedding cake?" He laughed. It was nice not 
having to explain who Miss Haversham was . "No," he said, "the whole 
place looks homey." 

We said goodnight. 
I took a long time washing up dishes. I finished the wine. 

The next day I had a headache . How can I stand this? I thought. I sat in a 
chair. The phone rang next to my head, Marla . "Debra," she said, "can 
you get in your car and come now?" I was confused . It was Sunday. The 
agency was closed. She said, "To the hospital." She burst out laughing. 
"This baby is lucky . I have to confess you've been one of our favorite 
clients . All of us are rooting for you. Your work ethic. You've been kind 
to the birth mothers. Your interesting career." Me? I thought. She asked, 
"Are you ready?" 

I went to the baby's room, got the diaper bag my mom had packed for 
the trip to Philadelphia I never took. I opened drawers, pulled out steril
ized bottles still sealed in bags. Diapers, undershirts, blankets. I went out 
into the world-San Antonio at least, a city. 

I came home that night with my baby. 
I unlocked the door and set the car seat down, so weighty now, put to 

use. The door stood ajar because I was going back out to the car to get my 
spare case of formula. The window shades were up, black, opaque win
dows. Nighttime went on and on outside. I looked at the clock. Someone 
else would have to worry about unknowable catastrophes that might 
intrude, I thought. Because my daughter would wake soon, hungry . I 
stared at her, this flesh, this life, this chance. My wishes for her enchanted 
future stacked like bricks and lumber into a sturdy dream . I'd be her 
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mother forever, and this would make her happy, not aggravated . She'd go 
to work each day, confident. When she became a mother herself, she'd 
feel prepared, deserving. And when she spoke to men, they'd always lis
ten. Her eyes blinked open. I'd be there, she seemed sure. I had to keep 
her sure. 
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ROBERT LACY 

Adrift in the Land of Shame 

I never met Raymond Carver. But for a time back in the 60s and 70s I was 
friendly with some fellow writers out in Missoula, Montana, who claimed 
to know him pretty well . They used to speak of a Good Ray and a Bad 
Ray, and of a difference between the two that approached Jekyll and Hyde 
proportions. As I understood them, the Good Ray was the Ray who wrote 
the stories: a gentle, humorous man, hard working, sober, a good pal and 
an honest citizen . But the Bad Ray was something else again: feckless, 
untrustworthy, a drunk, a check kiter, even a wife-beater when the mood 
seized him. All in all, not a man you 'd want to spend a lot of time with. 

Interestingly, though, looking back on it, to the best of my memory 
nobody-none, that is, of my Missoula friends- ever got around to mak
ing the obvious point that it was the Bad Ray who provided the material 
that the Good Ray wrote about. Without the former the latter would have 
been as artistically neutered as your average pharmacist. With the former, 
however, the latter was able to take American short fiction into a whole 
new territory. 

Scott Fitzgerald has a character in his short story "Crazy Sunday" who 
in a moment of crisis clings desperately to his rule of "never betraying an 
inferior emotion until he no longer felt it." In this case the inferior emo
tion is self-disgust. (The character has just made a fool of himself in front 
of some powerful people.) Fitzgerald seems to assume that we as readers 
all know what the inferior emotions are, so he needn't spell them out for 
us. But what, exactly, are they? Guilt? Shame? Self -pity? Envy? 
Resentment? At any rate, though, Fitzgerald's implication is clear: a man 
of breeding, a man of a certain class or family background, must strive to 
avoid "betraying" such emotions if at all possible. Fitzgerald , well 
brought up in Saint Paul, Minnesota, was a notorious snob. 

Ray Carver lacked Fitzgerald's advantages. His father was a sawmill 
worker-a saw filer-who had come out to the West Coast from the 
Ozarks during the Great Depression, looking for a job . A hillbilly, in other 
words. A redneck. One of Steinbeck's Joads. Carver grew up in blue-col -
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lar Yakima, Washington, married his high school sweetheart at eighteen 
and was the father of two children before he was twenty. He writes about 
this in his much-reprinted essay "Fires," in which he cites the two chil
dren as "the greatest single influence on my life, and on my writing ." Not 
influence in the Chekhov or Hemingway sense, you understand , but in the 
much more real one of day-to-day encumbrance, and obligation . "The 
time came when everything my wife and I held sacred, or considered wor
thy of respect , every spiritual value , crumbled away," he confesses in his 
essay. "Something terrible had happened to us ... It was erosion , and we 
couldn't stop it. Somehow, when we weren't looking, the children had got 
into the driver's seat." 

He describes an afternoon in a laundromat in Iowa City. He's doing 
the family wash while his wife works as a waitress across town. It's a 
Saturday afternoon; the laundromat is very busy. He has been waiting for 
some time for a dryer to come free. He's had his eye on one in particular. 
Finally it stops tumbling. He moves toward it determined to empty it of 
clothes, as per the protocol, if no one steps forward in the next few sec
onds. But someone does, a woman. She checks the clothes for dryness , 
decides they 're not ready yet, and feeds more money into the machine. 
Carver , watching her, experiences something like existential despair. This 
is his life, and he can't bear it. "At that moment I felt- I knew- that the 
life I was in was vastly different from the lives of the writers I most 
admired. I understood writers to be people who didn't spend thei r 
Saturday afternoons at the laundromat and every waking hour subject to 
the needs and caprices of their children ." 

He had to steal the time to write, he says, and to do it in borrowed 
rooms and the front seat of cars parked out in the driveway, away from 
the clamor caused by the kids inside the house . That's why he became a 
write r of short stories and poems instead of a novelist, he tells us ; he 
lacked the time and space for the longer form. Confronted with this tyran
ny of the children, he and his wife drank and fought and fled unpaid land
lords as they bounced around from place to place in a downward spiral of 
accelerating domestic chaos . And in the process Carver developed the 
voice and wrote the stories we have come to know him for. 

"Fires" is a remarkably self-pitying document. But it helps to explain 
Raymond Carver. Here was a man who chose shame as the primary 
engine of his literary imagination . Or maybe it chose him. In any case, it's 
hard to think of another writer, of any nationality, who has employed 
shame and other of Fitzgerald's "inferior emotions," to the extent that 
Carver did in creating his fictions. Kafka probably comes closest , with his 
Joseph K. of the "free -floating guilt" and his Gregor Samsa of the minis 
cule (and shrinking) self-esteem. Kafka famously "had issues," as we say 
these days , with his overbearing father, and worried continually about his 
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own worth. In this respect, he and Ray Carver might have been cousins. 
Webster defines shame as "a painful sensation excited by a conscious

ness of guilt or impropriety, or of having done something which injures 
reputation, or of the exposure of that which nature or modesty prompts us 
to conceal." 

It is shame, and our inability-or unwillingness-to pinpoint it as 
such, that accounts, it seems to me, for the slightly queasy fascination we 
feel with Carver's characters and the sometimes comic predicaments they 
find themselves in: the man who is vacuuming his apartment in the mid
dle of the day when the telephone rings, the out-of-work salesman who 
shows up drunk at the coffee shop where his wife is waitressing, the poor 
schlub who has hauled all of his ( and somebody's) bedroom furniture out 
into the yard to sell it. These are men from whom all pride has fled, all 
sense of honor and self-command vanished. 

In my personal favorite of Ray Carver's stories, "A Serious Talk," a 
man named Burt shows up for a second night running at his estranged 
wife's house, wanting to talk to her. The previous attempt had been a dis
aster, but now he's back for more. It's the day after Christmas. There's a 
pumpkin pie still lying splattered upside down in the driveway, souvenir 
of the night before . The wife, Vera, has begun seeing someone else. 
There's vodka now in the freezer compartment of the refrigerator, and 
suspicious cigarette butts in the ashtray in the kitchen. Someone keeps 
calling on the phone, asking for "Charlie." Vera has little time for Burt; 
she's dressing to go out. She accuses him of trying to bum the house 
down the night before . There are things Burt wants to say, "grieving 
things, consoling things," but he never gets the chance. The phone rings 
again and Vera takes the call in her bedroom, prompting Burt to cut the 
phone cord with a kitchen knife, causing Vera to rush out screaming at 
him : she's going to get a restraining order, she's going to call the police. 
Burt picks up the ashtray as ifto throw it at her, but he decides not to. He 
leaves, thinking maybe he's proved something this time, maybe he's 
made something clear, perhaps next time they can have their serious talk. 
He steps around the splattered pumpkin pie in the driveway and gets back 
in his car. End of story. 

The reader is not quite sure whether he's supposed to laugh or cry. He 
has just been made witness to an appalling domestic scene. Burt has humili
ated himself. He has groveled, he has pleaded, he has squirmed. But some
how he can't help being Burt. Which isn't nearly good enough. By story's 
end the reader is squirming too, in embarrassment for Burt and for himself 
and for the whole human race. My God, what a mess of things we sometimes 
make. For me, "A Serious Talk" is the signature Raymond Carver story. 
The late Elizabeth Hardwick, that grande dame of American letters, 
speaks in one of her essays of the lingering sense of shame that attaches to 
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those of us born into spotty circumstances. A native of Kentucky, one of 
eleven children from a struggling, working-class family, Hardwick had 
her own shame sharpened for her no doubt by her marriage to the poet 
Robert Lowell, heir to one of the proudest family names in America. And 
it didn't seem to matter that Lowell, for all his brilliance, went off his 
rocker from time to time. The man had an unassailable background, one 
that lent resonance to every line of poetry he wrote. Hardwick, watching 
and listening from up close, probably couldn't help contrasting her own 
beginnings with her husband's, and being more than a little envious. 

Now, if you will forgive it, a personal anecdote. The time is the spring 
of 1942. The place is Kilgore, Texas, the setting the interior of a sawmill 
commissary on the outskirts of town. A small boy, age five, is dawdling 
in one of the aisles of the commissary, trying to keep himself occupied 
while his mother minds the cavernous store from behind the cash register. 
The boy's father has recently been killed in a highway accident involving 
a truck and a tree many miles to the south, down on the Gulf. The mother 
has taken the commissary job to try to support the two of them. It pays 
eleven dollars a week. Not enough. Meanwhile, they are living with her 
older brother and his family in a house just up the highway that lacks 
indoor plumbing. Now. Enter the owner of the sawmill and its commis
sary, a man named A. G. Jones, accompanied by Jones's small son, also 
about five years old. There are maybe two other people in the store, cus
tomers or loungers just killing time. Suddenly the owner's son spots the 
other boy. A smirk appears on his face and in a loud, penetrating voice he 
says, "See that little thang over there?"-meaning the other boy-"he 
ain't even got a daddy. " 

Shame. It may be inferior, but it's a powerful emotion. 
I was that other boy. That was more than sixty years ago now, but I 

remember that day as if it were this morning . And I can still hear those 
words. I was scalded by them, and by the tone of dripping scorn with 
which they were delivered. 

The Carver story that hints the strongest at the nature of his own begin
nings is the one called "Nobody Said Anything" from Will You Please Be 
Quiet, Please? It opens this way: "I could hear them out in the kitchen. I 
couldn't hear what they were saying, but they were arguing. Then it got 
quiet and she started to cry." 

The narrator of the story, a boy of about thirteen-his age is never 
given-is listening to his parents from his and his brother's bedroom. The 
father, he tells us, had been talking earlier about "tearing up the family," 
but he, the boy, "didn't want to listen." Instead, he goes off for a day of 
fishing in a neighborhood creek. There, he and a younger boy, working 
together, catch a very large fish that has gotten itself trapped in the small 
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stream. They quarrel over whose fish it is and finally decide the only solu
tion is to cut it in half, which they proceed to do. Then they quarrel over 
who will get which half, the narrator finally getting the half he prefers, the 
one with the head on it, by bribing the younger boy with another, smaller , 
fish . The two return on the narrator's bike to the street where the narrator 
lives. His parents are arguing again-or possibly still-in the kitchen . The 
mother throws a pan against the wall. The boy enters the kitchen with his 
half of the big fish. He has brought it home to show it to them . It's his 
offering to them, seemingly, something that will maybe help heal the fam
ily's wound . But both parents tum on the boy and chase him and his poor 
mutilated fish out of the kitchen . The story ends with the boy outside, 
under the porch light, with his offering still in its creel. "I lifted him out," 
the boy says. "I held him. I held that half of him." 

This is an odd, if oddly powerful, story . Its long middle section, the 
fish-catching interlude , is rather idyllic, its tone not at all in keeping with 
the story's opening and its ending . What this middle section resembles, 
and even seems to be consciously patterned after, is the Hemingway short 
story "Big Two-Hearted River." That's the famous two-part story, from In 
Our Time, about a young Nick Adams fishing alone on a river in northern 
Michigan. "It was a story about the war, but the war wasn't in it," said the 
author in his much-quoted explication of the piece. Nick Adams, that is, 
back from the Italian front in World War One, has retreated to this isolat
ed stream in rural Michigan to fish, alone, and in so doing to begin to heal 
the emotional and psycho logical wounds he has brought back with him 
from the war. The story moves slowly and by means of careful attention 
to the details of camping and fishing in the wilds. It is fishing as therapy . 

Carver's story offers fishing as therapy too. But the situation is very 
different here . First we get fishing as flight from family turmoil, then with 
the capture of the big fish, fishing as salve, as ointment for the family 
wound (although the fish is described as sickly and unnaturally thin, per
haps to symbolize the family's precarious state) . In Carver ' s story the 
therapy fails finally , but in Hemingway's story the therapy works . Nick 
Adams will regain his equilibrium and get on with his life, we sense. But 
note the thematic difference in the two stories. Hemingway, the upper
middle -class doctor's son from Oak Park, Illinois, is dealing with, let us 
say, a "superior emotion": call it battle fatigue, or "the ravages of war," 
one of those time -honored , even poetic, subjects for a work of fiction. 
Carver, on the other hand, the saw filer ' s son, is dealing with a low-rent 
situation and a low-rent emotion : shame. The boy in the Carver story is 
ashamed of his parents, ashamed of the life he finds himself in. Fishing 
was his escape, and, pathetically , he tries to use it as his remedy . The 
Hemingway story is all of a piece, and justly renowned. The Carver story 
is oddly disjointed, the middle warring with the two ends, which makes it 
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less successful than the Hemingway piece as art, but effective in its own 
awkward way as personal statement. It is this awkwardness, in fact, that 
helps account for its power. We feel sorry for the boy . We pity him. 

Interestingly , Hemingway's family was every bit as dysfunctional as 
Carver's-or as the family, at any rate, in Carver's story- but it was dys
function of a higher order, as befitted his social class. He disliked his 
mother, thought she was responsible in part for his father's suicide, but it 
would never have occurred to him to be ashamed of either of them . They 
were from Oak Park, Illinois, after all, and as he liked to point out to any
one who asked, both of his grandfathers had fought for the Union in the 
Civil War . 

Toward the end of his memoir Midnight Oil, the late V. S. Pritchett 
speaks feelingly of his years of struggle against what he calls the "high
bourgeois sensibility" that had dominated British fiction since the time of 
Dickens. He mentions a conversation with H. G. Wells in which he asked 
Wells if in his view it were possible to present a lower middle-class man 
or woman as something other than a comic character-that is, as a fully 
rounded person worthy of being taken seriously-and Wells' response, 
after due reflection, that , no, it was not. 

Pritchett raises the issue in connection with his famous short story 
"Sense of Humour," which he tells us was rejected by "all likely publica
tions in England and America" for years before finally being accepted by 
a fledgling New York City journal called New World Writing. The reason 
the story was rejected so often, he suggests , is because its narrator, a 
rather cheesy traveling salesman who steals a younger man's girlfriend 
and takes her out riding in a hearse, didn't conform to the accepted notion 
of how a lower middle-class narrator should sound and act and think. 
Which is to say he was too fully rounded, not simply comic, and therefore 
offended the sensibilities of the gentlefolk editing most British and 
American magazines of the time. 

Midnight Oil was published in 1971 when Pritchett was himself sev
enty-one , some forty years after the first appearance in print of "Sense of 
Humour" and only four years before Pritchett was to be knighted by 
Queen Elizabeth . That this distinguished man of letters should have har
bored for all those years his feelings about the literary lack of status of the 
lower middle-class is, I find, quite touching. Because as Pritchett also 
says in his memoir, "My own roots are in this class and I know it like the 
palm ofmy hand ." 

Ray Carver was a great admirer of V. S. Pritchett. He traveled to 
London to meet him in 1987, not long before Carver's death from cancer. 
There's a photograph of the two of them together , seated on a couch . Both 
men are in their shirtsleeves. Carver looks delighted to be there. Pritchett , 
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eighty-seven at the time , looks slightly bemused . The picture appears in 
Remembering Ray (Capra Press) by William L. Stull and Maureen P . 
Carroll. Did the two men talk while together, one wonders, about their 
mutual lower middle -class backgrounds? My guess is that they probably 
did . Certain things , like an irremovable stain , stick with us for life, 
whether we wish them to or not. 

It might have been an interesting conversation to listen in on. 
Carver could have explained to Pritchett how he had staked out this 

whole new territory for the lower middle -class . No longer just comedy, he 
could have told him . We ' re moving on up, Victor. Now we've added 
shame. Who knows what may be next? 

And, "Shame?" the elderly Pritchett , going a bit deaf by now, might 
have replied, thinking maybe he hadn't heard him right. 

"Did you say 'shame,' Raymond?" 
"Yeah, you know: shame," Carver could have said. "One of the inferi 

or emotions. I realize it ' s not much , but , hey, we've got to start some
where ." 

102 



A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

NATON LESLIE 

A Compendium of Fact 
As a bibliophile I comb rummage sales and junk shops-wherever books 
are cheap. Flea markets are particularly fruitful as their itinerant mer
chants must move their goods from sale to sale. They peddle books cheap
ly because they are heavy by the boxload. Sometimes they put a higher 
price on a gilded 19th-century book of poetry-but these were mass-pro
duced to decorate Victorian parlors and are common, despite their fancy 
clothes . The box under the table is more apt to hold a plainer first edition, 
tucked between romance novels and church -edition cookbooks. Once I 
found an 18th-century volume at the annual Planned Parenthood benefit 
book sale in Dayton, Ohio, renowned among collectors and held in a 
warehouse in an old factory district. I arrived an hour early and got in line 
outside the loading-dock door and I struck up a conversation with a guy 
near me, a book-dealer from Richmond, Indiana. He gave me a few tips 
once I admitted that it was my first time at the sale. "Inside the door, 
you'll see a few shopping carts. Grab one if you can." 

"Won't that slow me up?" I asked. I already knew to first scan every table. 
"With a cart you can pick up more. Snatch anything that looks interest

ing. Later you can sort through them." This was an aggressive business. 
The doors opened . Inside, I grabbed one of the last carts and surveyed 

the warehouse full of books. Then I saw the Indiana book-dealer; he was 
pushing a cart straight to the back . I followed him through a little door in 
the far comer. Inside were a few tables with older books bound in leather 
or embossed cloth. The sale workers had culled what they judged as more 
valuable, sequestering them in a place known only to experienced shop
pers. He hadn't told me that. 

The prices in this small room were higher-a couple of bucks per 
book-so I didn't freely fill my cart as he had suggested. But one modest 
leather volume caught my eye; I deduced it was from the 18th century by 
the tell-tale medial "f' used for "s" until 1800. I bought Elemens de 
Fortification by Guillaume Le Blond for two dollars, mostly because of 
the 1752 date and for the pull-out diagrams of French "star forts ." 
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Then, after moving to upstate New York, I decided a local historical 
society might want it as there had been many such forts on the upper 
Hudson, such as Fort Ticonderoga. So I researched the volume with the 
head librarian at West Point. The officer said that the Academy itself was 
interested and, after I mailed the volume, sent back an enthusiastic thank 
you, adding that the book was rare, one of the few with all of the diagrams 
intact. Now conserved in the West Point Library Special Collections, 
Elemens de Fortification survived a charity sale and a long wait on a 
book-dealer's shelf. 

Though I no longer own Le Blond's book, I have plenty of other curi
ous tomes, and I prize them not because they are precious, but because 
they provide me with accidental visitations from the past. Books remain 
our most permanent record, including our own interactions with them. 
Marginalia, notes written inside a book, are a record of a reader's interac
tions and can be read with the text to provide a different perspective on 
the contents-though most book collectors view these scribblings as 
defilements. They can be full-blown reactions, such as the original poem 
by "Nora Golman, 1883" appearing on the flyleaves of Spenser's The 
Faerie Queene, or a collection of poems by Goldsmith, Smollet, Johnson, 
and Shenstone glossed by the owner in a fine script, the narrative of 
Goldsmith's "The Deserted Village" fully outlined. Likewise, someone 
had read the Elemens de Fortification, his fancy initials on the fron
tispiece like an insignia. This unknown soldier wrote the date on the page 
where he stopped reading each day during the summer of 1757. I can 
imagine him studying for an examination which would bring a promotion 
or, bivouacked at a Lake Champlain fort, passing the winter reading from 
the post library. He might have walked the ramparts, reassured they were 
indeed impregnable. 

Some marginalia become mysteries. In another fort a century later, a 
book I found was "captured" according to the inscription by Dwight D. 
Tritipo . But why, at the fall of Fort Sumpter, would a Confederate soldier 
seize this thin, badly rebound, late 17th-century book in High German, a 
discussion between two Lutheran theologians? Tritipo's claim is based on 
the words "Fort Sumpter" in a florid hand on the flyleaf. Likewise, Ebben 
Dire, the owner of an 1849 sexual health manual, kept an odd tally on the 
flyleaves , hatch marks beneath "G" and "C." Other curious inscriptions 
do nothing to clarify these symbols, though the name "Cerce" appears in 
fancy script. I abstain from further speculation about what Dire might 
have been tabulating . 

These are not the rare books offered in a Sotheby's catalogue, first 
editions of Poe's Poems or tomes printed on a Gutenberg by the famed 
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Caxton. These are common books, once available at rural general stores 
or hawked in the cities like newspapers. They were part of the mass cul
ture- in fact , like our own woefully mindless popular media, they pan
dered to prevailing tastes. The difference lies in the more thoughtful 
nature of print and in the role it then played. In the 19th century, books 
were the only way to travel from the armchair. Many of these books were 
full of cheap engravings, gilted and embossed, and "Sold By Subscription"
peddled house -to-house. "Here, in one volume, are all of the world's won
ders," the pitch would begin, and this must have sounded true to those 
who only owned an almanac , a Bible, and maybe Pilgrim's Progress. 

The Grand Illustrated Encyclopedia of Animated Nature (1863) con
ta ins the improbable subtitle: Embracing a Full Description of the 
Different Races of Men and of the Characteristic Habits and Modes of 
Life of the Various Beasts , Birds, Fishes, Insects, Reptiles , and 
Microscopic Animalcula of the Globe, Being a Complete History of the 
Animal Kingdom. "Sold by Canvassing Agents," it is crowded with 
"Thirteen Hundred and Fifty Spirited Illustrations, " most borrowed from 
other sources and inconsistent in quality. Some are hunting scenes, the 
white human figure identified as "Mr. Cumming ," whose Adventures are 
often cited . So we get an eyeful of "Mr. Cumming chased by a Black 
Rhinoceros ," or "Mr. Cumming and the Hippopotamus," in which our 
hero attacks the beast with a small knife . Other illustrations demand more 
text. Thus "Blowing Up a Crocodile," in which a giant reptile explodes to 
the cheers of spectators , bears the following explanation : 

A traveller in India actually blew up a Crocodile by means of 
an electro -magnetic battery , baiting the wire with the carcass 
of a goat. This adventure was occasioned by the huge 
Crocodile having devoured the servant of one of the trav 
eller's friends. 

The natural world was clearly still ours to use or destroy. Likewise the 
armchair traveller is treated to pictures of "A Dead Stag," "Chase of the 
Wild Boar," "Lancing the Whale," or "The Native Rejoicing Over a Slain 
Elephant." For a depiction of "a small, but very fierce animal of the hog 
kind, found in Mexico, " the reader sees "A Hunter assailed by Peccaries." 

Old books like The Grand Illustrated Encyclopedia reveal our 
aggressive and most prejudiced natures. Like Pliny the Eider's description 
of a headless people with eyes on their chests , or those with no mouths 
who lived on the aromas of fruits and flowers, the section on "The Races 
of Man" outlines a full "eleven races ." Each was visited by a "Dr. 
Pickering" who blithely assigns traits to them, such as "licentiousness" or 

105 



A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

"wickedness" unless they have had been colonized by Christian 
Caucasians . Then he notes : "Civilization has much improved them." 
Though we may abhor these passages, they remind us of the gross errors 
of bigotry. 

In old geography books, such opinions were endowed with a scientific 
gloss. Charles A. Goodrich, author of The Universal Traveller (1834 ), 
offers similar judgments as he takes the reader on a "tarry-at-home voy
age." Nor has this propensity for passive sight-seeing abated. Despite our 
wholly traversable globe, televised nature specials remain popular ( one of 
the longest running, Wild Kingdom, featured our own Mr. Cumming, the 
oft-in-danger Jim), and National Geographic monthly transports its nine 
million subscribers. In addition, these geographies describe vanished 
political entities . In The Universal Traveler, Germany , for instance, is a 
collection of autonomous regions: Prussia, Bavaria, the kingdoms of 
Saxony, Hanover, and Wirtemburg , the Grand Duchy of Baden, and the 
Hessian States. 

However, Goodrich also aimed to enhance the reputation of his 
fledgling nation, and his nationalism is as blatant as his racism . He com
pares the fitness of "the inhabitants of the United States" with the "obese" 
English: "Some one [sic] has estimated, with what seriousness we will not 
pretend to say, the weight of seven John Bulls as equal to that of ten 
Yankees!" Likewise, Goodrich's defense of "the character of the people 
of the United States" is vigorous, pausing only to condemn slavery, and to 
accuse Southerners of"haughtiness." 

This is mild criticism, in light of his scathing indictment of the British 
"custom of impressment" declaring "the humanity of this country revolts 
against it," even though the 1840 census, cited in General View of the 
World by James A. Bill, reports an embarrassing ratio of slaves to 
freemen in southern states. Free states, like Ohio, with over one million 
residents, reported only one slave, while South Carolina, population 
500,000, had 400,000 . However, Goodrich might have been reacting to 
recent, often unflattering assessments of the nation by Alexis de 
Tocqueville and others . Later, in his 1842 American Notes, Dickens not 
only bemoaned the state of manners and the manner of speech of his 
"American friends," but decried slavery, quoting runaway slave notices, 
fugitives identified by the "irons" and mutilations they bore. Goodrich 
was well aware that his country had received many literary black eyes, 
and books like his preserve the U.S. in its ungainly adolescence . 

We make of history what we want, though books can inform us, sup
port us, or correct us. Still, all records are tinged by deliberate or subcon
scious intent, and a writer's subtext can be painfully obvious, as in 

106 



A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

"Sermon XII" by the Reverend Russell Bigelow, from Ohio Conference 
Offerings: Sermons and Sketches of Sermons on Familiar and Practical 
Subjects from the Living and the Dead (1851). The good reverend's ser
mon, the capstone of the anthology, argues for divine motives "attending 
our Revolutionary struggle." Washington, Bigelow claims, was rescued 
by the Hand of God "no less than sixteen times," and the "detested 
[Benedict] Arnold" was exposed by the Almighty . To Bigelow the rea
sons are just: "The British nation had become proud and haughty. They 
needed chastisement, and God wisely chastised them in such a manner as 
gave birth to a powerful nation and a system of government which has 
astonished the world." Yet this new nation was not beyond the wrath of 
the reverend. He condemns early 19th-century Fourth of July celebrations 
as "disgusting to every considerate man, and highly offensive to Heaven. 
How inconsistent, because God has given us liberty, to get drunk, fight, 
sport and play." 

Books written by other Americans of the period likewise were not 
sanguine on the character of the nation. After moving to Ballston Spa, 
New York, I visited the old Brookside Hotel, site of the local history 
museum. There I learned that Ballston Spa was the first American resort 
town. S. Griswold Goodrich, in his Malti -Brun School Geography (1834) 
calls it "the resort of the sick, gay and fashionable, during the latter por
tion of the summer." Dickens' friend, Washington Irving, visited Ballston, 
and the museum touts his stay by displaying a window from the hotel into 
which the writer scratched his name. However, Irving does not repay such 
reverence. Using one of his many aliases, "William Wizard, Esq .," 
Irving's 1807 "Style, at Ballston," reveals a decadence most of his nation
alistic peers would have attributed to Old England: "The worthy, fashion
able, dashing, good-for-nothing people of every state, who had rather suf
fer the martyrdom of a crowd than endure the monotony of their own 
homes and the stupid company of their own thoughts, flock to the 
Springs." Nor was he flattering about the place: "Ballston wants only six 
things, to wit: good air, good wine, good living, good beds, good compa
ny, and good humour , to be the most enchanting place in the world;
excepting Botany-bay, Musquito Cove, Dismal Swamp, and the Black
hole at Calcutta." I copied the passage for the local historian. 

Blatant nationalism persisted in mass-market books, easing somewhat 
at the onset of the 20th century. The Life of Queen Victoria and the Story 
of Her Reign (1901), a coffee-table book before there were coffee tables, 
is notable for its conciliatory language, especially regarding the British
built Alabama, a famed Confederate warship . But, in keeping with popu
lar sentiment, the late Victoria is called "the most democratic ruler of her 
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day," and the book claims " [n]owhere was public grief stronger. ... than 
in this country ." Like the "instant books" now sold in grocery stores, 
these ponderous volumes nourished a public as starved for information on 
the hot topics of the day as we are about disasters, scandals, or assassina
tions . They were filled with cheap drawings and photographs-the ease 
and exactness of the latter idling many illustrators. If it happened, a fat 
pictorial soon described it. I've found them describing the Titanic, 
McKinley's assassination, and a celebratory Pictoria l History of Our War 
with Spain for Cuba's Freedom (1898). This volume embodies raw 
nationalism; the embossed cover sports a "rough -rider" and a sailor stand
ing between a cannon and Uncle Sam, while the names of colonies "liber
ated" from Spain are wreathed in laurel. Inside, we see photographs of the 
sunken Maine, for which "Spanish cruelty" was blamed; the aging imperi
al power also was demonized for fostering piracy, plundering Meso
America, and sparking the slave-trade . It was " [ c ]ivilization against bar
barism, freedom against oppression , education against ignorance , [ and] 
progress against retrogression ." 

Other notable events we record in Bibles . There people have recorded 
births and deaths for generations; they are the first source of information 
for genealogists and are among the few books rarely discarded or lost. I 
have been given the surviving "Good Books" in my family. One, the 
Foster family Bible, is represented by two surviving pages. Originally as 
large as a pulpit Bible, the pages saved include the "Births" page, listing 
my great-grandparents as born in 1871 and 1866 and their five children 
arriving between 1891 and 1912. The script looks like my grandmother's, 
though I know it was my great-grandmother who kept the records, adding 
"Foster" to her children's entries. Perhaps she realized the page might 
someday lose its context, and though everyone knew "Samuel, Freddy, 
John, Emma, and Virginia" in her day, future generations would need 
their full names. 

The other page saved from the Foster family Bible is the "Temperance 
Pledge ." A popular insertion during the temperance movements of the 
19th century, the page sports a cheap lithograph showing a dozen figures, 
some dressed in biblical wrap-arounds or sporting medieval swords, oth
ers naked babes, lounging around a swan-shaped fountain and drinking 
water from bowls. A rainbow in shades of gray spans them; above it, 
angels hold a sign which proclaims: "Family Temperance Pledge." At the 
bottom , framed in Corinthian columns, is a place for signatures. No one in 
my family signed the page. 

This page is emblematic of the popular books of the Victorian Age . 
Self-improvement was the rage. The Chautauqua Institute was in full 
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flower, a summer camp of lectures for the gilded classes. No longer 
chiefly concerned with building a nation, 19th-century America turned 
inward. One author, Dr. Frederich Rollick , lectured on sexual matters, his 
findings published in an 1842 handbook: The Male Generative Organs in 
Health and Disease, from Infancy to Old Age, and is listed as also having 
written The Marriage Guide, The Diseases of Women. Most of the book is 
anatomical , with color diagrams, though the last quarter deals with the 
effects of "Sexual Abuses ," particularly masturbation, said to cause blind
ness, "melancholia, [ and] the several grades of dementia, especially imbe
cility and monomania." His moral authority soars : 

One would fain be spared the sickening task of dealing with this dis
gusting subject ; but ... [i]f men deified him who delivered Lerna 
from its hydra , and canonized him who rid Ireland of its serpents, 
what should they do for one who could extirpate this monster-vice? 
What is the ravage of fields, the slaughter of flocks ... compared 
with that pollution of body and soul, that utter extinction of reason, 
and that degradation of beings .. . to a condition which it would be 
an insult to the animals to call beastly? 

According to the "Appendix" the good doctor dished up such bombast to 
audiences from New York to New Orleans in the 1850s. 

His New York publisher, T. W. Strong, seems to have specialized in 
"home-references ." At the end of Male Generative Organs, Strong adver
tises : The Lady Herself: Containing Original Rules and Directions for the 
Nursery, the Laundry, the Work Table or The Cook's Manual: A 
Complete Key to the Mysteries of the Kitchen. The 19th century saw a 
proliferation of"practical " books for women. Few copies survive , though, 
as newer technologies rendered them outdated. 

Using "advice" books as a literary outlet, a popular Boston and New 
York newspaper columnist , Sara Parton , published two volumes: Fern 
Leaves from Fanny's Portfolio (1853 and 1854). That her readership was 
wide and varied is revealed by how I found these books . One came from a 
yard sale in urban northeastern Ohio, a rumpled relic from the attic, while 
the other came from a "trash-n-treasure" shop in Vermont. The former 
bears an embossed stamp: "J. H. Thompson, Bookseller, Stationer and 
Wallpaper Dealer, Wheeling , Virginia ." Parton's fans lived in all of the 
nearly thirty United States. 

No Erma Bombeck , Parton's advice was cagily self-deprecating , and 
writhed with sarcasm, as her preface to the first volume indicates : 

I never had the slightest intention of writing a book. Had such a 
thought entered my mind , I should not long have entertained it. I 
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would have seemed presumptuous. What! I , Fanny Fern, write a 
book? I never could have believed it possible . How, then, came the 
book to be written .. . ? Well, that's just what puzzles me . ... And, 
such as it is, it must go forth; for "what is written is written," and
stereotyped [typeset]. 

She is clearly not Dr. Johnson's dog, which in walking on its hind legs is 
remarkable not for how well it walks but because it can walk at all. She 
icily mimics her critics: '"There's another of Miss Fiddlestick's articles! 
She's getting too conceited, that young woman."' She is an abolitionist, 
an advocate for workers' rights in New England linen mills, and a femi
nist who exposes her male critics as outraged she has "presumed to climb 
to the topmost round of Fame's ladder, without his royal permission or 
assistance, and in despite of his repeated attempts to discourage her." Yet 
Parton would have vanished had not these ragged volumes escaped the 
bum-barrel. 

Parton was not a recognized "genius," though this was an age of the 
cult of geniuses, elevating a few to the nobility denied them by the 
Revolution. Franklin was among the first to join these ranks, aided by his 
Autobiography. The book was rushed to print before the full work had 
been edited, and my early 1847 edition is only one-third complete-the 
remainder of the volume is cobbled together with an essay on Franklin, 
and extracts from his will and letters, including one which describes his 
habit of remaining nude for one hour after rising in the morning as a sub
stitute for a "tonic or bracing" cold bath. 

Yet it was Parson Weems, the ersatz biographer of George 
Washington, who took the inflated biography to an absurd height. The 
good reverend M. L. Weems was qualified to write this account, at least 
in his own mind, by having been the rector of the Mount V emon parish. 
Undoubtedly he had met the General at Sunday services, perhaps even 
shaking his hand at the church door, but this hardly equipped him for pen
ning The Life of Washington (1824). A best seller, it was responsible for 
popular myths, wholly invented by Weems, and memorized by genera
tions of students on Presidents' Day, such as the young George chopping 
down a cherry tree. Lesser known anecdotes include Washington's father 
planting cabbage so it would spell his son's name, demonstrating that 
nature is not ruled by chance but by an Age-of-Reason god, a clockmaker 
who set the universe to spinning. 

Weems was familiar with the evangelical power of religious tracts and 
zealously added moral tales to the life of his most famous parishioner in 
order to instruct "his Young Countrymen ." But his book, now largely dis
credited, prefigured the recognition of geniuses amongst us, those whose 
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talents elevated them above the bray of common folk. In an age of self
improvement, role models were crucial, and coupled with social 
Darwinism showed why some were becoming rich from industrialization 
while most were mired in working -class poverty. Again, the popular press 
rushed to explain it, and Horatio Alger books were as popular in the 19th 
century as are today's "kiss-and-tell" celebrity memoirs. 

There's little reason for many of these books to have survived. Those 
like Worth and Wealth (1884) were cumbersome and poorly-written, but 
they looked good on the parlor shelf. Lavishly illustrated, it covers topics 
of interest for the "enlightened" or "improved." Chapter headings read 
like a list of virtues and vices: "Economy," "Courtesy," or "Prudence," 
and "Profanity," "Gambling ," or "Indolence ." These topics are fully eluci
dated by author T. L. Haines, and his style is reminiscent of Weems 
chronicling Washington or Hallick decrying "self-abuse." For example, 
Haines denounces "Profanity" in no uncertain terms : "Of all useless, 
worthless , totally good-for-nothing, and totally depraved habits . . . pro
fane swearing heads the list, and crowns the whole .. .. Of all sinners pro
fane swearers serve the devil for less wages than any other." Worth and 
Wealth also cites senators, judges , and college presidents on other sub
jects in their roles as newly enshrined geniuses. Perhaps this trend reached 
its apogee in the 1899 Portraits and Principles . In it "Fifty Leading 
Thinkers" explain "Beginning at the Bottom," "The Danger of Being 
Sidetracked," and "The Chains of Habit." Though one of the few women 
in the volume identified only as "Mrs . Frank Leslie" (manager of a New 
York publishing house) asserts in "Woman's Place in the Business 
World" that a woman's "place is like the place of the air-everywhere," 
most of the advice is conservative and moralistic : keep your chin up, your 
back straight, your shoulder to the wheel, and your eye to God. Editor 
Charles H. Parkhurst explains the importance of the successful: 

Not only is person the only truth, it is also the only power. . . 
[T]here is no truth except as in some way it is inlaid with the person 
al ingredient. The might of the Gospel is simply another name for the 
personal might of Christ. ... It is not philosophy in the scholastic 
world , nor theory in the political world, nor doctrine in the religious 
world that have wrought effects; but men. 

Obviously the author could hear Marxism rumbling overseas and aimed to 
discredit the power of the masses. "History in its innermost genius is sim
ply biography," he writes. "Events do not go by the show of hands." This 
is a "trickle -down" theory of history, as one of Parkhurst' s fulsome 
metaphors asserts : "Just as we need mountains in order to get rain, [so] do 
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we need mountainous souls in order that the average lowlands may obtain 
irrigation." 

The popular publishing in the 1890s shows that people found reso
nance in the approachingfin de siecle. The 20th-century citizen would be 
informed, and cheaply produced books were the Internet of the age. 
Charleton's Treasury of Universal Know ledge (1888) was "[a] Reference 
Book Upon Nearly Every Subject that Can be Thought of," and promising 
"'Infinite Riches and Much Leaming in a Little Space."' Even the mar
gins are crammed with random facts, a kind of "hypertext": "Solomon's 
[actually Herod's ] Temple was Destroyed in the Year 70-See page 230. 
The Eye of the Butterfly contains 17,000 lenses-See page 77." And like 
earlier nationalistic geographies or travel books, the British origin of this 
volume is evident in the 34 pages devoted to "English Literature" and the 
sole page on "literature ... successfully cultivated in the United States," 
described as occurring "only in recent times" and among authors "whose 
works exhibit the same characteristics as those of their English contempo
raries." 

The frontispiece of an American version, The New Century Book of 
Facts, sports a photograph of the New York Public Library. The white 
marble edifice is surrounded by hand -tinted bushes. It looks stark and 
anachronistic, the street not yet clotted by automobiles; the columns, dec
orated alcoves, and the famed lions all look ossified. This House of Facts 
lent its authority to "A Handbook of Ready Reference" from the 
Continental Publishing Company in Wheeling, West Virginia. Edited by 
"Carroll D. Wright, A.M, Ph.D., LL.D., Deceased" and originally pub
lished in 1900, this volume represents the fin de siecle urge to sum up the 
world as it trots, then rolls, into the future. Those who purchased the vol
ume must have felt more equipped for what lay ahead. By the eighth 
printing (1925), entire empires had vanished, regrouping under ideologies 
instead of dynasties . By its 14th printing (1932) the industrialized world 
had been hit by depression. In times like those it was good to have a few 

immutable facts to which to cling. 
The cult of great men remained strong. In "How to Use The New 

Century Book of Facts," the editor begins with a quote from Franklin: 
'"Empty your purse into your head and no one can take it from you."' He 
then recounts how, when asked by "a little town in Massachusetts" to 
"donate money to help buy a church bell, the scientist/revolutionary 
replied that he was sending a contribution . . . to be used in purchasing 
books for the town library, since he would prefer filling their heads with 
sense than sound. [Later] a poor boy studied these books . They revolu 
tionized his life . That boy was Horace Mann, the founder of our free 
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school system." 
Though clearly a sales pitch, this citation also derives power from the 

genius mythos. The Book of Facts contains thumbnail biographies of 
"Captains of Industry." Two pages of photographs lead this 17-page sec
tion, the first depicting ten "Builders of American Industry," oval portraits 
of monied nabobs like John D. Rockefeller and Charles M. Schwab, or 
wealthy inventors like DuPont and Ford . The next page is surprising, 
though. The six "Eminent Industrial Leaders" pictured there headed early 
labor movements , like Samuel Gompers and John L. Lewis, or were radi
cals like Socialist Party leader Morris Hillquist and Wobbly activist Mary 
"Mother" Jones, the only woman in the line-up. Notably, the biographies 
cover all of the "Builders" along with a safe sample, Gompers and Lewis, 
of the "Leaders ." Hillquist and Jones are not discussed . 

While these books might tell the lesser how to become great, despite 
some omissions, The Volume Library (1927) aspired to include it all . 
Omitting mention of overt "virtues," the book covers such disparate sub
jects as grammar , violin playing, and personal hygiene, as well as illus
trating the distance of celestial bodies by showing the "Length of Time 
Required to Reach the Various Planets from the Earth via Aeroplane 
Travelling 100 Miles per Hour ," a biplane depicted arching from the 
earth. This book is actually a reprint of an earlier, 1911 edition, and the 
descriptions of developing technologies were hastily added; for example, 
rather than fully describe the new radio networks, a hand-drawn diagram 
of "Radio Telephony" is inserted-including the "crystal decipher ." Aside 
from these shortcomings, The Volume Library is surprisingly comprehen
sive, providing a "Multi -plex Dictionary ," a biographical encyclopedia, 
cogent explanations of mathematics, and an atlas . 

The general appetite for personal libraries convinced publishers to 
issue cheap editions of works of literature, usually British and some 19th
century American writers. Everyone , it seems, wanted a shelf of books by 
the best writers as proof they had been rightly influenced by Horace 
Mann's schools. The cheapest of these, Riverside Editions, were printed 
for schools for fifteen cents each. These fragile, staple-bound books were 
among the earliest mass-produced paperbacks . Others were more elabo
rate, such as the "Academy Classics ," from Norwood Press, finished in 
royal blue with gold lettering. Popular from the 1890s to the 1920s, these 
sets featured the same authors : Shakespeare, Tennyson, and Emerson. The 
publishers consulted competitor lists and replicated their offerings ; even 
then , publishers were sheep when it came to appeasing public appetites. 

Truly a test of how fancy a book might appear for as little cost as pos
sible, these books also contain some literary finds. In Nimmo's "Popu lar 
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Works" list, we find titles by the various novelists of the day. Notably, 
these authors are all women, and include such literary luminaries as Jane 
Austen but others less well-known : Anna M. Fitch, Anne Brewster, and 
Jane Porter . By relegating them to a "popular" rather than a "classic" list, 
Nimmo and other publishers were setting literary opinion by assuming 
these authors appealed to less discriminating readers-a literary canon 
determined by advertisers. 

The mass marketing of books in the 19th century eventually led to the 
cheapest books of all: paperbacks . However, paperbacks do not last; 
twenty years ago a librarian told me that they were designed to endure 
five readings, and today they are even more fragile . This is why libraries 
buy only hardbacks, or rebind acquired paperbacks. Preservation aside, 
paperback publication and staple binding led to an even greater diffusion 
of large-run magazines and fringe publications. Lithography had idled 
thousands of lead-type presses-add to that paper, ink, and hard work, 
and anyone could found a publishing house. 

The Haldeman-Julius Company was one of these . I have thirty of its 
staple-bound volumes, no bigger than a playing card . According to the 
numbering system, the "Little Blue Books" may have reached into the 
thousands . E. Haldeman-Julius moved from a failed Kentucky commune 
in the early 1920s to begin a publishing venture in Girard, Kansas. A radi
cal humanist, he published booklets like Fortune Telling in Dreams, How 
to Be a Charming Hostess, Hints on Developing Personality, and short 
works by Goethe, H. G. Wells, and George Bernard Shaw. Haldeman
Julius even printed a lecture given in Cleveland in 1931 by Professor 
William F. Ogburn, a sociologist, under the tantalizing title: How Man 
Will Live In the Future. The surprisingly sage professor predicts the dete
rioration of cities "broken down by transportation systems" and the rise of 
suburbs, and that work might again take place in the home rather than in 
central workplaces, if "home machines" become feasible-sounding like 
the effect of personal computers today. In another, Do You Know How 
Ignorant You Are?, T. Swann Harding exposes the humbuggery of the 
day, such as cylinders of Italian air which, after inhaled, were supposed to 
make you sing like an opera tenor, or the rage for lamps emitting "ultravi
olet light," advertised in The Journal of the American Medical 
Association as a remedy for everything from asthma to "bad sprains." 

Each volume shares these visionary, populist tones, reminiscent oflate 
19th-century reformers-and sold for ten cents. I gathered these volumes 
a handful at a time, in junk shops and flea markets across the Midwest, 
though none has turned up in the Northeast, despite the editor's logo on 
the plain blue, orange, or yellow covers: a world globe-headed, bespecta-
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cled reader encircled by "A University in Print. Read the World Over." 
That the copyright date has been obliterated in each volume hints at works 
being used without securing the publishing rights. 

Most social movements leave a paper legacy more enduring than their 
politcal impact. Left or right, fringe or mainstream, politics in print tran
scend the sound-bite or the radio talk-show . In reading , the public has 
time for weighing the pros and cons, and the even-handed availability of 
books and magazines allowed even marginal views a slice of public atten
tion. In the early 20th century, books and magazines were as varied as 
home-pages on the internet, and as spurious . The wackos had a pulpit 
even then, such as at the Menace Publishing Company in Aurora, 
Missouri. Charles Lincoln Phifer , in Diaz the Dictator, now a brittle 
paperback, points to papal conspiracies, a "Jesuitical plot" against him
self, and lauds the "anti-Catholic paper," The Menace. Phifer promulgates 
a curious mixture of socialism and Klan xenophobia. In his "novel" a 
priest declares: "The Capitalists have been importing Catholics into 
America for years , and it is only a question of time until we [the 
Catholics] shall rule there ." Phifer also cites "Morgan and Standard Oil" 
as colluding in this takeover. 

As absurd as these conspiracies sound today (though radio talk-show 
callers have evolved no better theories since Diaz the Dictator was pub
lished in 1913), Phifer and his ilk had their chance to sway public opinion 
through cheap books, as did those advocating the gold standard, a flat 
earth, or the healing properties of Graham crackers . The loudest of these 
early 20th-century journalist crusaders were dubbed by Theodore 
Roosevelt as "Muckrakers. " The most famous, Upton Sinclair, began self
publishing after his initial fame from The Jungle (1906), a book which 
exposed the disgusting conditions in the meat processing industry. The 
physical quality of these books varied. One lavish volume has biblical 
red-edged pages. Edited by Sinclair and published by the John C. Winston 
Company in Philadelphia, The Cry for Justice (1915) is an anthology of 
"Literature of Social Protest" culled from "Twenty-five Languages [and] 
Covering a Period of Five Thousand Years." 

The introduction by Jack London makes even greater claims for the 
volume as a "Holy Book." Social progress was the new religion, an out
growth of the industrial revolution and self-improvement movements of 
the 19th century. Human society was controlled by people , not by God or 
nature-a long way from the divine right claimed by Reverend Bigelow 
eighty years before. The book is an artifact of "the modem movement of 
proletarian revolt" noted in Sinclair's preface . The Russian empire was 
about to fall to a workers' revolt, and in America, socialist Eugene V. 
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Debs was blaming World War I on munitions makers. With entries as 
small as a paragraph from Victor Hugo's Les Miserables, or an epigram 
by abolitionist Wendell Phillips, The Cry for Justice weds the memoirs of 
jailed "revolutionists" and the songs of the Wobblies with excerpts from 
the writings of Lincoln, Chaucer, Byron, Carlyle, Aristophanes, and 
Virgil-unlikely comrades called to the service of humanist reform. 

By 1918 Debs was in jail, the Bolsheviks had usurped power in 
Russia and discredited the proletarian revolution in the eyes of many 
American activists, and Sinclair's fortunes had fallen. So he began self
publishing cheap editions of newer work with brown paper covers. One, 
100%: The Story of a Patriot, has miraculously survived from 1920, its 
pages as fragile as tissue. A fictional account of how "the business men of 
America have been compelled to take over the detection and prevention of 
radicalism," his appendix claims the story is based on fact, pointing to the 
jailing of Tom Mooney and to the private "companies of militia" raised 
by coal-mine owners to fight unions, and includes an Industrial Workers 
of the World manifesto . Sinclair also advertises his other books-includ
ing a proposition to reissue his "early" books, "written by me from 1901-
1911" if enough "subscribers" could be raised. Not until the 1940s was he 
again published by a major press. 

The democratic nature of print is nicely represented by the availability 
in this country of one of this century's most widely-owned books: 
Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-Tung. Who can forget the image of 
thousands of Chinese rallying, huge portraits of Mao behind them, each 
raising a copy of the Chairman's "little red book"? An English-language 
version was available in the West in 1966 through the Foreign Language 
Press in Peking. Actually a paperback, the book is wrapped in a red vinyl 
slip cover, and in bright red capital letters the flyleaf reads: "Workers of 
All Countries, Unite!" In addition, the contents page has been hand
stamped with the following: 

A copy of this material has been filed with the Foreign Agents 
Registration Section, Department of Justice, Washington, D.C., 
where the registration statement of China Books & Periodicals, 2929 
24th St., San Francisco 10, Calif. as an agent of Guozi Shudian in 
Peking, China, is available for inspection. The fact of registration 
does not indicate approval of this material by the Government of the 
United States. 

Stopping short of censorship, this disclaimer was probably required 
before the book could be sold. My copy of Mao's Quotations is a second 
edition, though I've never seen a first nor even another copy. How many 
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still exist in The People's Republic now that the Mao cult is no longer 
sanctioned? That stamp says more about the America into which the little 
red book was introduced than the book itself can reveal about China in the 
throes of the Cultural Revolution. 

My propensity for gathering arcane, seemingly useless texts, and 
spending time browsing them, is not the same impulse which sends bib
liophiles into a frenzy when finding a rare first edition or a book signed 
by the author-though it is allied. I have a few of these: Edward 
Dahlberg's plainly produced Bottom Dogs, a masterpiece of 1930s social 
realism; or the definitive modernist anthology of poetry, The Little 
Treasury of Modern Poetry, a first edition inscribed to Carl Liggett by the 
editor Oscar Williams in 1947. But I equally prize the most common 
books . So, when an elementary school library closed and a former librari
an gave me several boxes of books, I culled them for gems, like the "sil
ver-anniversary" edition of Jack London's Call of the Wild, a glittery ver
sion published to hype the motion picture, a glossy still from the silent 
Pathe film inserted in the middle of the book . And while other biblio
philes might pass it by, my copy of The Grounds and Maxims of English 
Law, published in 1792, continues to amuse me by revealing that "The 
Law Favoreth some Persons: Married Women, Infants, Ideots, and Mad
men." Other strange books are darkly interesting: one slim volume, in 
Dutch, wears a crucifix on its cover, except Jesus has horns and a pointed 
tail; another is a tattered paperback of spells, the Cabalist Sixth and 
Seventh Books of Moses, containing advice about which angels are most 
"serviceable" (Michael, Salatheel, Raphael, Uriel) and the story of how 
this "Bibliis arcanum arcanorum" survived the centuries. 

Be they forbidden books or holy texts, historical artifacts or racist dia
tribes, a copy of prints by Audubon, now broken up and framed, or 15th
century illuminated musical scores from Spain, old documents and books 
correct our myopic views of the past with their voices and nuances . In the 
back of the curiosity shop, in the basement of the old house, in the box at 
a yard sale, I search for the long distance view, the Zeitgeist of the past, 
not the official version but the popular view, the fragile palimpsest bear
ing the broadest words of an age. 
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PAUL LINDHOLDT 

Under the Sign of Aries 
Orting, Washington, is rehearsing for calamity . People in this town north
west of Mount Rainier will have an estimated thirty minutes to vacate if 
the mountain melts its glaciers to slurry or blows its snowy dome. The 
second tallest in the forty-eight states, the highest of the glaciated peaks, 
Rainier worries scientists . It shoulders more ice and snow than all the 
other Cascade crags combined. Bridges over the Carbon and Puyallup 
rivers congest routes out of Orting, which lies smack in the path of a like
ly lahar-a big flood of heavy mud that volcanoes typically trigger. And 
so the more diligent citizens are trying to organize dry runs, mass depar
tures, lowering their flight times from forty-three to thirty -seven minutes. 
Meanwhile, in evident defiance of nature, more and more urban emigrants 
are moving into Orting every year, exasperating blacksmith Darryl Nelson 
from whose bearded face wry ridicule for the town and county planners erupts. 

"They ought to send the flatlanders back home." He aims toward 
Orting with a pair of tongs held in an asbestos glove . "And then tell the 
rest to stay the hell away." 

From his forge he draws a clot of hot iron, slaps it on an anvil and 
begins to strike . The clamor of his hammering fills the shop. He's an 
imposing gnome of a man-ruddy, bald, and typically jolly-girded 
today in safety glasses and boots. Sparks thrown by the blower fly from 
his forge, which resembles a small volcano. His legible T-shirt, featuring 
an anvil and the slogan Semper Dur, bears holes burned by airborne 
embers, a constant hazard in his occupation. I insert my earplugs, step 
back, and give him room to work . 

As a child Darryl cut his teeth as an artist-to -be by gazing at nature 
and learning its varied shapes by heart. In North Dakota where his family 
moved from, in the wilds of Eastern Washington and the high Cascades, 
and also in the tide flats of Puget Sound he found society among other 
species. In his Seattle high school he crafted fine jewelry, in lieu of col
lege he trained as a farrier and learned to shoe horses, and in later years he 
fused the two pursuits by whaling on hot iron with ever greater grace. 
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Mammals, leaves, and birds emerged, gardens and bestiaries . As a jour
neyman blacksmith, he pooled his money with others to fly in masters 
who would pilot hands-on workshops . Only later did he give up on the 
horseshoeing, move to the country, and begin to peddle his rustic hand
wrought products at county fairs and a co-op store he shared in Seattle . 
His earliest labors bore trivets, bottle openers, dinner bells, and snakes . 
One of those first pieces still holds an edge. It is a curved skinning knife, 
made from one-inch industrial cable whose braid, evident in the supple 
handle, tapers to a sharp tip at the business end. During that phase, Darryl 
felt compelled to accept most custom jobs that came his way. If musicians 
dislike playing weddings and parties, smiths feel the same about making 
window grates. Today he enjoys enough custom work to ratchet back on 
everyday production and on hired help . 

He pauses to scowl at the object in his tongs . It has cooled from 
orange to black, shed its scale or flake, and is slowly taking shape. Now it 
needs "another heat," and so he stuffs it back in the forge, under a pile of 
thermal stones where the blower throws its glow. He wheezes a little, 
removes his gloves and glasses, and folds hands over his belly . He 
inclines his head, squints his eyes, and twists his mouth. He never ges
tures. Every declaration prompts a smile. The smile is the idle he returns 
to, the neutral between gears. 

City folks, he says, are filling Orting faster than they can evacuate . 
Highway bottlenecks will never draw off vehicles fast enough. Refugees 
from Seattle and Tacoma, streams of commuters and retirees craving their 
pieces of paradise, end up trashing the stuff they love. We could inoculate 
against them. Other medical analogies come to mind. The flatlanders are 
like microbes; their sprawl and strip malls, a species of disease. In the 
coastal corridor they favor, earthquakes throng along a fault line, tsunamis 
threaten from the sea, the Cascades grumble. Beneath Orting rests an 
ancient forest, people say, trees entombed by lahars far back in geologic 
time, discovered by some drudge excavating a foundation for a building. 
People say the trees are standing upright. And Rainier certainly will 
explode again, as it did a brief century and a half ago. The Cascades are 
far from dormant, Mount St. Helens proved, even if people still comfort 
themselves by saying so; even after the 1980 eruption that killed fifty
seven humans and uncounted thousands of deer, elk, bears, smaller mam
mals, and birds, all of whose populations rebounded. 

From a distance of two hundred miles, Darryl witnessed that cata 
clysm. He was fishing for trout on a sunny May morning in north-central 
Washington . He mistook the boom for a blast from a mineshaft. Only 
later did a transistor radio give him the news . Driving south, he dodged 
away from the mile-high wall of ash, the darkness at noon that blew so far 
upcountry. Drivi ng fast, he hooked west toward Seattle just in time . 
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Darryl and his wife had already severed their suburban roots and moved 
to the country, raising turkeys and horses, roses and golden retrievers, 
escaping the hurry-up-and-wait routine of Interstate 5, the slow-and-go 
traffic, the Seattle buzz. Now the buzz is coming to them. 

Douglas fir, vine maple, blackberry canes, and alders surround the 
house where Darryl and Suzan live, empty-nesters who raised two kids. 
Where elk used to bugle and cougars prowl, where an occasional black 
bear snuck in for a snack, country squires now build McMansions and 
topple trees to improve their views of Mt. Rainier. In a raw patch across 
the highway, a machine called a feller -buncher grabs a cottonwood, 
sheers it off at ground level, flops it flat, and strips off every branch. It 
looks like a robot, its operator concealed by struts within the belly of the 
machine . Back behind the Nelson spread, a bunch of meth cooks has fled 
after five years, not ousted for endangering neighbors, but for failing to 
pay the piper of rising property taxes. The land lies quieter since those 
wakeful citizens stopped shooting guns off after dark. Still the hissing of 
jake-brakes, the droning of planes out of McChord Air Force Base, blend 
and blur with the daily work. 

One chore segues loudly to the next. Horse to forge, tractor to anvil, 
hay bales to the crashing trip hammer-that massive hydraulic maul that 
shapes hot metal with speedy repeated blows. From his converted garage, 
Darryl runs one business, Meridian Forge Blacksmithing School, where 
students emoll for three -day courses. Sometimes he puts them up in a 
bunkhouse: a frame shack that the Eatonville Logging Company hauled 
by flatcar into clear -cut logging sites. It recalls the California drifters 
whom Steinbeck drew-the wood stove, the card games and smelly dog, 
the glove of Vaseline to keep a hand soft for the wife back home. Darryl's 
funky bunkhouse now is busy with bison knick-knacks and kitsch ads he 
has collected over the decades. Just beyond its door, alpenglow tints 
Mount Rainier in hues of magenta and peach . The mountain overtops the 
house and grounds, giving an image to the name of the blacksmith busi
ness, Fire Mountain Forge . On this farm outside the town of Eatonville, 
Darryl and Suzan have lived and worked for nearly thirty years, running 
beef cattle and saddle horses, keeping dogs off the highway. 

Darryl has a first-rate regional name and a growing national status for 
his custom ornamental forging. Lodges, stores, cities, museums, and some 
homeowners in Portland and Seattle hire him to build fences, ornaments, 
andirons, and doors. In London the gate of the Globe Theatre sports one 
of his pieces, as does the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center 
in Cincinnati, a museum of more than one hundred thousand square feet. 
Best known for his heavy installation work and animal heads, he has got
ten the greatest exposure from his precise renovations at Timberline 
Lodge on Mount Hood in Oregon. 
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As a rationalist he proudly doubts the efficacy of muses, mystic inspi
rations, and visitations from the divine . "Move the metal till the metal 
moves you," some fellow blacksmiths advise their proteges. "That's bull
shit," he grins , "but it's a great corny thing to say to those who want to 
find a spiritual dimension in the work ." Such woo-woo nonsense too easi
ly dupes the mutable masses , he insists. Glass artisan Dale Chihuly , 
whose Pilchuck School north of Seattle enjoys great institutional favor , 
"has snowed the public into thinking of his work as religious. He got in a 
car accident, lost an eye, opened several schools, and now puts his name 
on the products his students produce ." Darryl is both more modest and 
more proud than that. Then, too, the public has been slower to accept his 
chosen medium as art. Iron does not filter light like glass . Iron is black, 
and it can't be fashioned to please those whose chief need is to match the 
carpets and drapes . "Custom work satisfies the artist and craftsman ," he 
confesses, "while production work satisfies the monetary needs of a busi
ness ." Some empty-nesters have modest monetary needs. A jug of wine, a 
loaf of bread , a jumble of machinery and trees, a mountain view . 

Hired to travel to other states to demonstrate , Darryl usually teaches 
how to shape the heads of rams, bears, coyotes, and other species of 
charismatic mega-fauna. Guiding students to craft a grizzly bear can be 
frustrating if they have never seen one, though . In California he proposed, 
innocently enough , that his followers simply heat a square of iron stock 
and "push away everything that doesn't look like a bear." How easily he 
could say so. To describe the process that way supposes the students have 
observed bears and remembered their heads. Grizzlies have dish faces ; 
black bears, longer snouts like dogs. 

Darryl has seen both species close at hand - first as a big-game 
hunter , later as a neighbor of Northwest Trek Wildlife Park where big 
predators pace cages for several hundred thousand people every year. The 
Trek cla ims to own all the indigenous species that ever inhabited the 
Northwest. Visitors may ride a tram through forests and meadows to wit
ness big hoofed critters. During one visit the wolverine cage was being 
cleaned and the animals shunted into a kind of terrarium that the keepers 
wheeled indoors . Just before closing time we stole into that neon-lit room. 
The wolverines snarled and charged us, their heartfelt hatred hybridized 
by rage . During another visit a grizzly bear, a young sow, took a sapling 
like a drumstick in her jaws , and tapped it up and down on a log in a lazy, 
almost autistic way that seemed to delight the lookers-on. "Study nature, " 
Darryl says , when one of his students asks how to draw out the animals 
from the iron . "You won't find many smiths living in Manhattan who can 
do bears or rams or trilliums. " 
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Such creatures perish on the burgeoning 1-5 corridor. Here today, 
gone tomorrow, indigenous species are being shoved aside, surrendering 
to invasive weeds like Armenian blackberries and Scotch broom, exotic 
birds like starlings and house sparrows, predatory mammals like opos
sums that ravage ground-nesting fowl. For every native edged out by an 
opportunistic invasive, loss of habitat takes five or ten. If sprawl gives 
Darryl fits, it makes native animals die out. Surely we humans intuit these 
extinction crises, suffering from them in ways we cannot fathom . Animals 
ourselves, we may eat ourselves from the inside out, gnaw our own stom
achs raw, as foxes chew off their own legs to escape a trap. 

Art tries to offer compensations and consolations. If words are weight
less, dances vanish as soon as they're performed, and paintings dry and 
crack and bum, iron is a more permanent artistic gesture. Drawn bright 
from the fire of Earth, illuminating the darkness of ecological catastrophe, 
weighty iron endures. Which might explain why arty and ornamental 
forging is held in low esteem among aficionados and snobs . It lasts. It has 
durability. Iron is functional, moreover, and functionality can be the kiss 
of death. Darryl says the U.S. government, which funds artists through the 
National Endowment for the Arts, defines art as that which has no func
tion. (He is mistaken, buried in the ash-heap for so long feeding on an 
attitude that must go back decades: the NEA now has a unit that funds 
Traditional and Folk Art.) Darryl's art has its own function. When he 
mimics nature in some way today, his art is compensatory in function, 
making up for species or habitats going or gone. If vanishing bears can't 
scare us any more, we may replicate them in iron, draw them from the fire. 

People who have never labored for a living often hold the curious idea 
that those who work with their hands must be callous and coarse, that all 
they know of taste lies in their mortal mouths, and that even the craftiest 
smiths and artisans must be crippled clods like old Hephaestus of Greek 
myth. Such stereotyping does not apply to Darryl Nelson in whom ready 
wit and common sense compete for equal time . As much as he likes to 
pay homage to the rational, he has a nostalgic streak that indulges in 
pagan particulars. Like Hephaestus, too, he lists a little when he walks. 
No doubt it would flatter him to compare him to that forceful god of vol
canoes, that keeper of Earth's fire. Old Hephaestus forged armor for 
Achilles, a trident for Poseidon, a breastplate for Hercules, a scepter for 
his father Zeus. Rebuffed in his seduction of Athena, he spilled his seed 
upon Earth . 

A mere eight generations ago, Darryl's patron mountain scattered ash, 
according to the traveler Theodore Winthrop who came through the terri
tory in 1853, and that ash fertilized Eastern Washington. New life sprang 
from it, as farmers found out after Mount St. Helens blew, for "soil 
derived from fresh lava and ash contains nutrients that are necessary for 
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plant growth," as geographer Jared Diamond has written. Darryl chooses 
to live beneath Mount Rainier, he named his business after it, and he oper
ates a forge whose roar and sparks reproduce the mountain's fiery moods. 
Images of forges hearken back to domestic gods of hearth and home, to a 
work ethic that has roots in the Protestant faiths, and to the polar well
springs of creativity and destruction . Alice James, one of Darryl's many 
female students, said, "His forge was never off. Even if he wasn't doing 
anything that required the forge, it was there to remind him that's what 
you do. The roar of the fire kept you focused." Darryl was born under the 
sign of Aries, whose symbol is the full-curl ram. People ruled by Aries 
often end up being subjects of the planet Mars, the war planet, whose 
envoys can flame out and scorch you fast. Darryl does not suffer fools 
with joy . 

At last I distract him from the herd of concerns goaded by invasive 
flatlanders, by Orting and its defiance of nature . I want to hear about 
Timberline Lodge and Silcox Hut on Mount Hood where he has done 
much work. He sets down his emerging ram's head for the day, grudging
ly letting go the labor that compels him, and we move to the house. He is 
a coffee man ; he operates his own espresso maker with pride and care, 
and he can cope with caffeine late in the day. Deferring to me, though, he 
has blended a batch of rum batter to take the edge off a winter evening 
spent standing in his drafty shop. He washes his hands with Lava soap 
and drifts to the kitchen. In a marble-bottom bowl, a betta fish stirs, fan
ning the fronds of waterweeds. A German shepherd barks for supper outside. 

Samples of Darryl's ironwork make his home a kind of one-man 
show. Wall sconces and magazine racks summon human touch, and mas
sive planter racks, like those he crafted for the Seattle sidewalk in front of 
the original Nordstrom's store, dominate one corner. Hand -wrought 
knives and forks in the kitchen drawers darken the silver table service, 
and decorative frames on the walls display Danish plates. A dragon's face 
on a bottle opener appears to breathe out fire. A stout lamp, all iron grape 
leaves and shadowy filigrees, supports a thong-laced parchment shade. 
The feel is rustic, the decor authentic Western. In conversation that night, 
I question the value of bull riding for building skills on a ranch, and 
Darryl rears up to defend rodeo against detractors like me . Many years 
have passed since he and I chased birds and girls together, so much fond 
water gone. 

A year later we meet for a weekend on Mount Hood. We unpack our bags 
in our rooms at 6,000-foot -high Timberline Lodge where he has credit in 
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exchange for his ironwork . We find no jet skis, ATVs, or traffic jams. No 
frantic commuters or rehearsals for calamity. The drapes, bedspreads, and 
rugs retain the original Timberline flower motifs-spruce, trillium , 
monkshood, gentian, Solomon's seal, pine needles, and pine cones. Late 
in March , the weather is favoring us. We move to the hot tub outdoors, 
there to gaze at the mountain, its west face still flush with a deep Pacific 
sunset. Snow is eight feet deep on the alpine flats, higher still where it slid 
from the steep roof. 

Built in 1936 and 1937, Timberline stands as the supreme example of 
art distilled from nature . "Bear heads, ram heads, emerge from the design 
work of the lodge as the snow melts-simulating nature's emergence 
from winter," Darryl points out, clutching a ubiquitous mug of coffee 
even as he soaks . The lodge is a product of WPA, the Works Progress 
Administration of Franklin Roosevelt, a New Deal work-relief project for 
the indigent. Four hundred men and women labored there, staying in two
week rotations that allowed everyone to share the wealth . For ninety cents 
an hour, besides their room and board, they slept twelve miles down the 
mountain in tents and rode standing up in flatbed trucks, clutching the 
rails and one another. The base camp where the workers stayed, like 
Steinbeck's camp in The Grapes of Wrath, made a small town . It was 
named Government Camp, and a small community by that name survives. 
In 1936 it held walled and floored tents, a kitchen, a mess hall, a quarter
master's store, showers with hot and cold water, and an infirmary with a 
male nurse in charge. "The artisans themselves, Americans out of work, 
many came from the shipyards and the railroads," Darryl says . As the 
lodge's third-generation blacksmith, he speaks with all the conviction of 
one participating in a great succession. "They were asked to create deco
rative elements for the first time ever." What resulted was a noble prole
tarian art, the modest products of lumpen labor that hold up well today. 
To observe the lodge's opening in September 1937, an event attended by 
the President and Eleanor Roosevelt, the Federal Theatre performed origi
nal dances . 

The Forest Service oversees Timberline Lodge, suitably enough, 
whose features bear comparison to our national forests. The Friends of 
Timberline formed from admirers in 1975 to catalogue the extant crafts 
and art objects, and to oversee the recreation of those that had been dam
aged or lost. One hundred and eighty-one pieces of ironwork are remain
ing, which is where Darryl comes in. Some Friends had seen his work in 
Portland and Cannon Beach, and they commended him to the Forest 
Service. The agency has been a prickly partner, though, at times. When 
Darryl was installing handrails , in the entryway of the upslope warming 
hut named Silcox Hut, he bolted the rail to a wall and was roundly scold
ed, his architect almost fired. How else install a rail? Had he not used a 
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handrail, he would have violated the Americans with Disabilities Act. 
Many Americans are getting wind of the ways the Forest Service has 
squandered our federal forests, built thousands of miles of roads that frag
ment wildlife habitat, and sold trees to bidders at far below market rates, 
effectively subsidizing the timber industry and building trades. Former 
Idaho Senator Frank Church wrote, "Past experience indicates that the 
Forest Service performs best when they are being watched closely by 
those people with an interest in their programs." Darryl and the Friends of 
Timberline have interests and are watching closely. 

Both Silcox Hut and Timberline Lodge embody an aesthetic that is 
coming to be known as Cascadian, which the American Institute of 
Architects defines as "native rock work, large timber, and steeply pitched 
roofs in a rustic manner." Civil engineers define it, more generally, as "a 
style deriving from European chateaux and alpine architecture." Neither 
definition satisfies. To define Cascadian arts, one has to factor in the dec
orative elements. Darryl has opinions aplenty. "What the workers were 
producing might not be regarded as art, but they should be considered 
artisans not craftsmen. I like to say it takes skill to do a craft, which is not 
necessarily true for artists." This personal rift between art and craft
between the functional and decorative, the practical and the haute couture 
-is constantly shooting off sparks in Darryl's conversations about aes
thetics. If he were one who dipped snuff, he would be spitting to punctu
ate his point. Instead he sighs. "Other artists do bears, but they do not put 
in the details; they make abstract bears." All ofus lean back far in the hot 
tub, getting a little dizzy. We work to discern shapes emerging from the 
steam around us. A bull's head on the building materializes, like the 
grotesque gargoyle waterspouts on European cathedrals. It gazes at us 
soaking in the tub below. 

The shingle style of American architecture is known as the Rustic 
Picturesque, a relatively unsophisticated method that was originally pro
posed for this lodge. Factions in the federal government battled over what 
sort of aesthetic should spring from the head of the public funds. The 
Forest Service surprised its pundits and its federal overseers alike by 
bringing in a team of architects who adopted a style named the Stately 
Picturesque. 

These architectural terms remind me of my wife, I interrupt to remind 
my friends. Karen turns a stately stare my way and shoots me a beam 
from the fog of sleep. We are dragging, after our five-hour drive and soak 
in the hot tub. Our necks feel rubbery. Darryl grins, smacks lips, savors 
his latte, and regards the stars. The finish work that embellishes Timberline, 
he continues, is a compatible hodge-podge of natural life, Indian culture, 
and Oregon pioneer heritage . We are bathing near the end of the Oregon 
Trail, I remember. 
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We rise from the hot tub and towel off. The water has made everyone 
groggy, but Darryl is going full-bore, ordering more coffee, keenly cuing 
us . He is in his element: here at Timberline Lodge, where he can let go the 
vagaries of bad planning and growth management in western Washington, 
leave the farming chores to others, shut out sounds of passing trucks and 
Air Force jets. The lodge invites all comers to enter a still point where art 
meets craft . Hands -on contact with wood and iron, textiles and tile, glass
work and stone is not only permitted, it is expected. No curators come to 
hush and censor, no uniformed security guards to make us stand far off. 
Time stops, very much as John Keats saw it on his famous Grecian um, 
affording visitors sanctuary from transience and toil. 

We heave our bodies up a flight of stairs. We go by stout cedar newell 
posts that are crowned with carvings of eagles, beavers, owls, grouse, and 
deer fawns-each animal holding its place in a web of ecological rela
tions, each one clearly earmarked as predator or prey. The banisters and 
support beams still bear the marks from broadax and foot adze where 
workmen shaved them starting in June 1936. Visitors' hands have bur
nished the native fir, pine, hemlock, cedar, and white oak to a high gloss. 
We're still stirring. In this National Historic Landmark, we head toward 
the Blue Ox Bar for a nightcap or two. 

Paul Bunyan, the legendary Northwestern logger, lent his companion 
Babe the Blue Ox to the bar. We haul out weighty wooden chairs with 
leathern seats. In the 1940s the bar was a bottle club, before Oregon legal
ized liquor by the drink. Bunyan and his ox appear in a seven-by-twelve
foot mosaic mural inside the bar. The logging motif reminds me of the 
novel Sometimes a Great Notion, the Oregon saga of the Stamper family 
bent on cutting every tree. Hank Stamper the elder, in that novel by 

Oregon native Ken Kesey, erects a sign outside his riverside home that 
reads, "Never give a inch." In a tiny irony, the timber culture of Oregon 
may be yielding to environmental ethics. At all the state's universities, 
especially the University of Oregon, students are learning what sustain
ability means . It means to perpetuate the ecological and cultural values 
cherished by the region and the state, after generations of ancestors per
fected the custom of cut-and-run logging on public lands. Boomtowns 
turned to busts in that bad cycle, and moist pockets of evergreens grew 
drier and briar-grown. The University of Oregon hosts an annual environ
mental law conference now, known among green cognoscenti as "e-law." 
At that university, too, the first-generation Timberline blacksmith, Orion 
B. Dawson, built the grand Hall Memorial gates with their pine cone 
motifs for the library. Dawson gave up an opera career for the Federal Art 
Project of the WP A. Once Timberline was completed, he pled with 
docents and federal overseers that the older smiths in his Portland work
shop not be let go again. 
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Besides Timberline, the regional lodges that best showcase Cascadian 
art include Crater Lake, Paradise on Mount Rainier, and Lake Quinault in 
the Olympics. But harmonious conceptual continuity between them "was 
not premeditated," Darryl claims. It was as if their origins had some 
organic basis, as if they were products of place. "Once they were built, the 
AIA [American Institute of Architects] looked at their expression as 
unique, retrospective, more than the sum of their parts." Those parts 
include rams' heads that adorn support brackets on the door of a bread
warming oven built in the Timberline fireplace. Darryl copied and 
replaced the original brackets, which had gotten badly sprung from hard 
use over the years. "When I duplicate something being replaced in the 
lodge, I have to put some kind of identifying mark or date so they can tell 
fifty years from now what's a replica and what's original," his work 
resembles the work of the WPA that much. "I make fire tools for this pur
pose, duplicating them for rooms with fireplaces, using a Timberline ram
head motif." 

Those rams' heads: I have seen them before. The slender necks, low
ered horns-like battering rams, I might say-the body language neither 
pure aggression nor simple self-defense. The ram is the symbol of Aries, I 
remember, a fire sign. There is no better totem to be had for Darryl, who 
seems so often eager to butt heads. Rams, unlike sheep, share with goats a 
randy manner, a feral toughness. Metal's resistance to breaking under 
repeated bending and twisting forces is measured in kilojoules. The ram is 
semper dur. 

When I ask Darryl to characterize the Cascadian in ironwork, he 
replies that it is "medieval craftsman style." I know what a craftsman 
house style is, with its low rafters and heavy beams, its dark and brooding 
aspect, so I have a good start. "Cascadian," he elaborates, "adds to the 
craftsman style a rougher finish and line that is less clean." That is when I 
finally begin to see. Just as adze marks add character to planks and beams 
-and chamfering to the newell posts that might otherwise have been 
sanded clean-the marks from craftsmen on the iron add their own charm. 
They become a proletarian signature, an integral part of the art. If form 
follows function in design work, then function dictates form outright in 
the architecture and art that is coming to be known as Cascadian. 

"Boy, they sure don't make stuff like this anymore," one of 
Timberline's visitors said, even while Darryl and another smith bent over 
to install a replica railing. Russell Maugans, Darryl's mentor and the sec
ond-generation Timberline blacksmith, treasured the nai:ve commentary . 
"That man just paid us the highest compliment that could be paid. I didn't 
want to contradict him." Maugans, a WWII bomber pilot first, a commer
cial pilot second, and a blacksmith third, got so engaged in the restoration 
of Timberline's iron that he came out of retirement and relit his forge. He 
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died before his work there was complete. 
As the third-generation Timberline blacksmith, Darryl wears his soot 

honestly. The initial builders of the lodge, many of them, came from 
industrial backgrounds, and he spent seven months with the Boeing 
Company, that Seattle-based maker of military and commercial jets . 
Many men of the Vietnam generation , who did not go to college after 
graduating from Seattle-area high schools, went to work for Boeing, the 
"Lazy B." Like his father and brother before him, both of them now dead, 
Darryl tried his hand at Boeing, but unlike them he felt caged. Still, he is a 
workingman . His fingers and hands suffer from heavy hammering's 
impact on the sacs that hold the lubricating sinovial fluid for the joints . A 
childhood sufferer from asthma, he self-medicates in imaginative ways 
for the illness, and every day he inhales a heady share of particulates that 
pour from his forge. 

Had he stayed on with the Boeing Company, Darryl would be count
ing down the days until retirement. Middle -aged and older men lag behind 
in factories, which rarely reward skills earned through practicing and mas
tering crafts . Instead, he discovered in himself an artistic inclination that 
he did not know he had. Like his precursors during the Great Depression, 
he has given his best to those public institutions that so many people visit, 
realizing he is a part of a legacy much larger than himself, and that his 
work needs to be publicly accessible . "My interest since I was a small 
child has always been animals and nature, and I have learned there is no 
end to what you can do with hot metal." After following his keen replica
tions of nature for decades, I am prone to agree . "Other artisans cop atti
tudes because my work is figurative or representational, and some want to 
do only contemporary, conceptual art that you have to squint to see. They 
are abstract snobs ." 
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NATASHA MILLER 

Unclean till Evening 

Put it in water; it will be unclean till evening, and then 
it will be clean. Leviticus 11: 3 2 

We lived in the lot along Main Street (one block 
up from Zimmerman's Hardware, and a quarter 
mile past Yoder's Country Market). There 
was a cornfield out back 

before Earland Inc. bought the land to "clean 
it up," like my scummy hands before dinner, scrub
ing the smell of cheap blossoms into my skin. 
I hated to wash. 

(No neighbor kids, just my brother and I.) Toads 
in the window wells and worms: our friends . I decked 
out in cut-offs, jellies, my hair cut like an 
Amish boy, purple 

earrings in my ears and dirty fingernails. 
The com was tall in early August, the air 
like warm bath water. I never felt that clean 
again in my life. With whirl-

ybirds stuck on our lips, we plowed through the field 
in our own directions . "Where are you?" I called. 
"Over here" Brocklyn yelled back, "listen 
for my voice, you'll find me." 
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I found him husking and picking off com 
hair. Brocklyn and I played there evenings 
after dinner collecting rocks 
and sticks, digging up 

plastic army men from the old farmer's 
kids . We went to bed at eight o'clock, the sun still 
up, bedtime far too young. When Dad called 
"it's time," we raced for first inside, 

I climbed on the laundry sink to wash 
my feet-green and brown stains . "You need to get in 
the bathtub, yur filthy," Mom said. I didn't mind 
dirty sheets. In 

the tub, fingers like prunes, water drips from my hair 
into my eyes . I squint to see the dirt 
and grass mixing with soapy water, 
clogging the bathtub drain. 



ROBERT WEXELBLATT 

Fein on Kafka's Sentences 
Some time ago I had to deliver a lecture on Oscar Wilde. Unable to come 
up with anything that wasn't humiliatingly dull, I conceived the fancy of 
writing a lecture on The Importance of Being Earnest as if I were Oscar 
Wilde. Wilde , I reckoned , was never boring and would hardly speak 
tediously about his own play. Wilde believed the first duty of a literary 
critic was to be interesting. The exercise required me to think about how 
Wilde wrote, and I soon realized he must have composed at the level of 
the sentence . This is rarer than might appear. Of course, all writers have 
to put sentences together , but most seem to think in paragraphs or whole 
slabs of prose . It is their argument or their plot that moves them; the fash
ioning of one-liners would only slow them down. Comedy writers, how
ever, must take care with each sentence . After all, Wilde's many bon mots 
are also des bonnes phrases . 

The only difference between a caprice and a lifelong passion is that 
caprice lasts a little longer. 

As long as war is regarded as wicked, it will always have its fascination. 
If this is the way Her Majesty treats her prisoners, she doesn't deserve 

to have any . 

George Bernard Shaw was born within a year and a half of Oscar 
Wilde, the 1850s being an exceptional decade for Irish wit. Though he 
works on a broader canvas, Shaw likewise does so one brushstroke at a 
time-admittedly, often rather long strokes . In Answers to Nine Questions 
he described the formula of a serious humorist: "My method is to take the 
utmost trouble to find the right thing to say, and then to say it with the 
utmost levity" (Bartlett 719). It would have been superfluous for Shaw to 
add that his success lies in being not just cleverly paradoxical but elegant
ly succinct-for the sentence itself demonstrates this . So the brilliant 
humorist's lathe turns out well-made, cunning sentences and, since humor 
is an oral art, the kind a listener will have the urge to repeat. 
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I was recently reminded of this art of crafting sentences while reread
ing Kafka's The Castle. This book is at times humorous-Thomas Mann 
called Kafka "a religious humorist" (The Castle x)-but it is scarcely the 
comedy of Wilde or Shaw. If Kafka is a humorist-and we are told he 
often broke up while reading aloud to his friends-then he is a transcen 
dent and a terrifying one, certainly not the sort to have written for Hermy 
Youngman. 

So there I was, moving right along at the side of Land Surveyor K. 
through his frustrating adventures in the snowy village, when I was 
stopped dead by a single sentence. I couldn't go on; I felt compelled to re
read this sentence (to reread my rereading) and then to write it down. I felt 
moved the way a perfect poem moves; the sentence cast about itself a 
spell of silence in which all I could do was admire the truth of its beauty . 

Kafka is among my favorite writers. I loved him from first adolescent 
reading; that is, long before I had any idea of how to interpret his work . 
My teenage self couldn't begin to fathom The Tria l or "In the Penal 
Colony," but at least he knew they were good, and better than good. 
Original, but not merely eccentric, anything but that, in fact. I remember 
the sensation . It was as if I had stumbled on a masterpiece from another 
planet, a world startlingly like the one I was living on and yet . . . not. Re
reading The Castle after several decades, despite all I had learned in the 
meanwhile about the author and his work, I still experienced some of that 
nai:ve excitement, as I can with any of the books that meant most to me 
between the ages of fifteen and twenty -five. Perhaps this recaptured inno
cence is why I was in awe of the aforementioned sentence and it led me to 
think about Kafka as a writer of sentences. I put aside what I had learned, 
thoughts of Oedipal psychology, athletic agnosticism, the engagements, 
the tuberculosis , the ambivalent Jewishness, the vegetarianism and 
Mitteleuropean angst-not only the sows' ears but even the silk purses. I 
turned from thinking at the macrocosmic level of interpretation to the 
microcosmic one of particular sentences of Kafka 's and was surprised by 
how many I could recall, how deeply they had sunk into not only me but 
also our culture. I began to imagine a Kafka story as a beach whose entire 
meaning could be found in one grain of sand if one could only somehow 
grasp its exquisite perfection and discern all its facets. 

Of Kafka's sentences the most famous are certainly his openers, 
astounding information delivered matter -of-factly: "As Gregor Samsa 
awoke one morning ... " (The Penal Colony 67); "Someone must have 
traduced Joseph K. . .. " (The Trial 3); "Dearest Father, you asked me 
recently why I maintain that I am afraid of you .. . " (Letter 7). Even his 
less peremptory beginnings can burrow their way into the imagination . 
Heimich Boll admitted to being so enthralled by the first lines of The 
Castle that he modeled the start of one of his own novels on them : the 
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arrival at night, snow, an invisible presence. 
Many of Kafka's first sentences have two faces . One is that of a crea

ture pulled from bloody depths, a writhing newborn, authenticated by the 
pain and the naturalness of its delivery. What Kafka writes in his diary 
about his breakthrough story, "The Judgment," reveals what his standard 
for writing would henceforth be : " ... the story came out of me like a real 
birth, covered with filth and slime, and only I have the hand that can reach 
to the body itself ... " (Diaries 1910-1913 278). A genuine writer is moth
er, father, and obstetrician to his work; to begin a story is to go into labor. 
And so you feel nothing could be more personal, more subjective, than 
what will follow one of these first sentences. For Kafka an opening sen
tence is an eruption from what, in another diary entry, he called his 
"dreamlike inner life" (Diaries 1914-1923 77), the wellspring of all his 
gushers. This is a Romantic, expressive, virtually unconscious view of 
what happens to Kafka when he begins a story. But Kafka is not an 
Expressionist or a Surrealist and his openers have another face, a contra
dictory one. Passionate, slimy, bloody they may be, but at the same time 
abstract, clean , detached as the first line of a legal document or-better 
still-an algebra problem. 

Let X = 5. Let a traveling salesman tum into an insect. Kafka's first 
sentences often feel like the premises of logical discourses, instances of 
the imagination's generative What if? He elevates the petty and over 
scrupulous language of his insurance office, sublimates the reports he 
wrote for his company, into a perverse sort of poetry: think of the expla 
nations of court procedure in The Trial, Biirgel's soporific monologue in 
The Castle, the officer's account of justice in The Penal Colony. This kind 
of writing includes its own pedantic commentary-most famously of 
"Before the Law" in The Trial-and is usually thought of as Kafka's mor
dant commentary on bureaucracy, a parody of official prose, which is cer
tainly fair. Yet one too easily forgets that Kafka was trained as a lawyer 
and that he is always writing about laws or, more majestically, "the Law." 

What kind of lawyer was Kafka? The answer depends on your point 
of view. If you think a good lawyer is one who does his utmost in the 
interests of his client-in Kafka's case, the Workers' Accident Insurance 
Institution for the Kingdom of Bohemia-then he was most likely not a 
good lawyer. However, there is no question that Kafka was a lawyer who 
was good. If I needed another reason to admire him, then there is what 
Gustav Janouch's father told his son about his colleague, the Institution's 
token Jew. What is humanly impressive is that Janouch should praise 
Kafka to a son who has just become enthralled by him; a lesser man might 
have considered Kafka a rival and done his best to diminish his son's 
respect. Kafka's job is usually thought of simply as a distraction from his 
writing, albeit one that taught him about bureaucracy . To me, Kafka's day 
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job seems to weigh heavily on his fiction, helping to account for why he 
wrote as he did, how he could conceive first sentences like "Before the 
Law stands a doorkeeper" (The Penal Colony 148), "Our laws are not 
generally known ... "(Great Wall 254); or '"It' s a remarkable apparatus 
.. . "' (The Penal Colony 191). Kafka's work seems to have convinced 
him of the inhumane logic of the Law itself, which can stand for a father's 
judgment, one's own guilty conscience, or the will of an unintelligible 
god. It is the saints, Freud pointed out, who suffer from the deepest sense 
of sin because they have the most powerful superegos. In Conversations 
with Kafka Gustav Janouch's father says this of Kafka: 

Kafka personifies patience and kindness. I cannot remember an occa
sion when there was trouble in the Institution on his account. Yet his 
approachability is not a sign of weakness or a desire to please . On 
the contrary; he is easy to get on with because, by being completely 
fair, just and at the same time understanding towards others, he com
mands a similar response from everyone around him. People speak 
freely to him, and if they find it hard to agree with him they prefer to 
say nothing rather than disagree. This happens in fact quite often, 
because Kafka expresses unpopular views which are completely his 
own and contradict accepted opinion. The people at the Accident 
Insurance Institution don't always understand him. But all the same 
they are fond of him . For them, he is some strange kind of saint. 
(Janouch 65-66) 

So this is how Kafka conducted himself at work and how he was seen by 
his co-workers: respected both for and in spite of his differences from 
them, hard to understand yet easy to approach, operating on an ethical 
level far loftier than the Company's. To confirm Kafka's saintliness, 
Janouch tells his son how Kafka went about litigating on his company's 
behalf. Apparently the tale was not unique. 

Not so long ago an old labourer whose leg had been smashed by a 
crane on a building site said to me: "He's no lawyer. He's a saint." 
The labourer was to receive only a paltry pension from us. He 
brought an action against us which was not in the proper legal form. 
The old man would certainly have lost his case, if at the last moment 
a well-known Prague lawyer had not visited him and-without being 
paid a penny by the old man-had not expertly redrafted the labour
er's case, so that he helped the poor devil to win it. The lawyer, as I 
learned later, had been instructed, briefed and paid by Kafka, so that, 
as the legal representative of the Accident Insurance Institution, he 
might honourably lose the case against the old labourer. (Janouch 66) 

Kafka's scrupulous self-consciousness was without bounds. He knew 
what it was like to be the man from the country but also to be a doorkeep-
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er. If he could be a punctilious lawyer he was also a man with antinomian 
proclivities; and it seems to me that his opening sentences emerge from 
both impulses of his character . 

"The Problem of Our Laws" begins with the first-person plural narra
tion that Kafka often employs to establish the universality of his theme. 
"Our laws are not generally known; they are kept secret by the small 
group of nobles who rule us" (Great Wall 254). There are plenty of days 
when this seems to sum matters up. Here is also a good example of what I 
meant by comparing Kafka's openers to algebraic propositions. He lays 
down the conditions of a problem which cannot be appealed-there may 
be laws but we don't know what they are; we only know the nobles who 
may or may not abuse these laws-and then proceeds to look into the 
implications, the various theories of the Law, and political proposals 
about what to do. He works out the permutations, all of which derive from 
this opening sentence. But Kafka's final sentences are no less remarkable 
than the first ones. This little story concludes with an interesting one: "A 
writer [ and there is little doubt about who he is] once summed the matter 
up in this way: the sole visible and indubitable law that is imposed upon 
us is the nobility, and must we ourselves deprive ourselves of that one 
law?" (Great Wall 257). Should this conclusion be taken as a rejection of 
nihilism, of revolution, of relativism? At least one can say that the con
nection between the opening sentence and the last is relentlessly logical: 
the story states a problem, examines it, finds the situation to be impossible 
but nonetheless true and irremediable, then settles into a statement by "a 
writer" about the human condition announced at the outset. Though the 
story is brief, one could even dispense with everything between the first 
and the last sentences without altering either its meaning or its power. 

A story with a similar relation between its first and last sentences is 
"An Old Manuscript," one of Kafka's Chinese tales and a little master
piece of polysemous symbolism. It begins with this sentence: "It looks as 
if much had been neglected in our country's system of defense" (The 
Penal Colony 145). Against what must these people erect their great 
walls? Are these brutal barbarians outside of them or inside? Are they 
repressed impulses? Are they beasts or gods? No matter, we civilized 
souls need our defenses; that is precisely our situation. Again the story 
concludes without any change in conditions, but with Kafka etching his 
picture of it more deeply. "This is a misunderstanding of some kind; and 
it will be the ruin of us" (The Penal Colony 147). The position is unset
tling for these "artisans and tradesmen," for the ego, for the homme 
moyen; it is one of perpetual tension, like that of Heisenberg's electron 
twitching between valences. Kafka is a master of uncertainty. Just consid
er how he will drop "nearly" and "almost" into his declarative sentences 
("I almost pledged my solemn word of honor," says the Chief Clerk in "The 
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Metamorphosis"), taking away with one hand what the other hand appears 
to give, conveying at once the yearning for faith, the fear of it, and the 
suspicion that faith can never discover its object. 

There are some notable last sentences among the short pieces of 
Kafka's first publication, Meditation. Three of them form a characteristic 
cluster : all serve as final paragraphs, are impersonally addressed, univer 
salized but also directed specifically at the reader ("you" or "one"), and 
all are, so to speak, descending elevators, bringing us down from flights 
of the spirit to a quotidian fate-both ours and the author's-down to a 
world of bodies, wry little morals, tiny grimaces. 

All this is still heightened if at such a late hour in the evening you 
look up a friend to see how he is getting on. ("The Sudden Walk," 
The Penal Colony 28) 

A characteristic movement in such a condition is to run your little 
finger along your eyebrows. ("Resolution," The Penal Colony 29) 

The most poignant is the conclusion of"Bachelor's Ill Luck": 

That is how it will be, except that in reality , both today and later, one 
will stand there with a palpable body and a real head , a real forehead, 
that is, for smiting on with one's hand. (The Penal Colony 30) 

The first two examples resemble the brief observations in Kafka's diaries, 
but the last foreshadows the long breaths and tactical subordination of the 
complex writing to come. The virtuoso example of what Kafka could 
accomplish with a run-on sentence is "Up in the Gallery," a later story in 
which Kafka playfully puts Georges Seurat's painting into motion, each 
semicolon followed by a verb, raising the action to something like frenzy. 
As with the examples from Meditation, there is an elevator at work here. 
The piece's two paragraphs are only two sentences, the first puffing up 
the exalted fantasy of "the young visitor" who would like to intervene on 
behalf of the "frail, consumptive equestrienne"-virtually a hunger-artist 
condemned to circle the big top "in the infinite perspective of a drab 
future"; the second, for all its frantic movement, "sinking into the closing 
march" (The Penal Colony 144-45). It is a playful exercise but, as always, 
expresses Kafka himself, since he is both the artist in the ring and the 
young man who dreams of saving her from "the bursts of applause that 
are really steam hammers." Everything happens suddenly, in only two 
sentences, which is indeed the sort of thing that happens when one is 
drawn into a picture, when its stillness moves. 

"At this moment passed over the bridge a truly unending stream of 
traffic" (The Penal Colony 63). Kafka recorded that this final sentence of 
"The Judgment" was written just before six in the morning on September 
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23, 1912, "as the maid walked through the anteroom for the first time" 
(Diaries 1910-1913 276). This diary entry alone would make the sentence 
noteworthy because it shows the story was, in a sense, written virtually in 
"real time." At dawn Kafka writes that Georg carries out his father's ver
dict and thinks lovingly of his parents while the early-morning traffic 
streams over the bridge. Kafka concluded his glorious all-nighter with his 
own parents sleeping just a few feet away. The writing of "The Judgment" 
was a matter of precipitation, as in chemistry, with Felice Bauer as the 
catalyst that in a flash fused all the elements in Kafka's inner life in a 
work of what Coleridge called the esemplastic imagination. But what 
earns the story's concluding sentence a special place in the Kafka canon is 
not that it gives us an early glimpse of 20th-century rush-hours or that the 
English translators chose to retain the German sentence structure, but a 
comment the author made to his friend Max Brod about it: 

Kafka told me, in fact, and to the best of my recollection, more or 
less in so many words, "Do you know what the last sentence means? 
When I wrote it, I had in mind a violent ejaculation." (Brod 129) 

The sentence records an expulsion: Kafka has finally found a way to write 
about his relation to his father, to get it outside of himself . But the com
ment is also a reference to generation: Kafka has created his first real 
work of art and feels in himself that power. And yet everything in the 
story is about him, his longings, guilts, self-divisions, sexual anxieties
all about him, and so the ejaculation is also masturbatory, a burst of relief 
and yet one that is unsatisfying. Then again, the entire blurred night of 
writing was leading up to Georg's condemnation which is felt literally as 
a climax. After all, the comment to Brod about ejaculation isn't so sur
prising. Kafka was unable to speak about the story without mentioning 
sex; it is all birth, slime, and ejaculations. Creativity for him, after "The 
Judgment," was an elemental experience; it was to be taken by the spirit, 
less a cerebral function than a biological one. The last sentence of "The 
Judgment" is an onanistic Liebestod . All this was not so disgraceful that 
Kafka was ashamed to tell his best friend about it. On the contrary, the 
evidence is that he was exhilarated, grateful, and fulfilled. There may 
even be some hope in the stream of traffic being "truly unending," hope 
that this last sentence would lead to new first ones. 

Some of Kafka's last sentences resemble one another; that is, they 
make characteristic gestures. For example, the last sentences of "The 
Metamorphosis" and "A Hunger Artist" have always seemed to me essen
tially the same. As images of Kafka-suffering, degraded, ill, yet seeking 
spiritual advancement-Gregor Samsa and the Hunger Artist create 
around themselves a claustrophobia of space and time, as if the world 
were holding its breath and cannot move forward so long as they remain 
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in it. They are themselves the disease that sickens existence . The moment 
they are removed, healthy physical life rushes in and is a relief-attrac
tive, not least of all, because of its shallowness . The transformation of 
Grete from sympathetic little sister and budding musician to triumphant 
sibling rival and nubile marriage material is how Kafka ends "The 
Metamorphosis," not with Gregor's transformation but with hers: "And it 
was like a confirmation of their new dreams and excellent intentions that 
at the end of their journey their daughter sprang to her feet first and 
stretched her young body" (The Penal Colony 132). Gregor never could 
find the food he needed-perhaps it was music rather than milk-and that 
turns out to be the Hunger Artist's secret too. Not to find anything in this 
world to take into oneself so as to nourish one's being is to become a 
husk, an empty carapace, dry as the straw with which the Hunger Artist is 
swept away, just as the filthy Gregor is dealt with by the charwoman. As 
Grete's young body replaces Gregor's in the family cage without any loss 
of freedom because she now dominates it, so a panther takes over the 
Hunger Artist's. The young panther is the anti-Hunger Artist: " ... the joy 
of life streamed with such ardent passion from his throat ... " The onlook 
ers are shocked: "But they braced themselves, crowded round the cage, 
and did not want ever to move away" (The Penal Colony 255-56). After 
prolonged suffering, Kafka instinctively winds up with these sentences 
about young bodies and animal spirits. We too feel relieved, grateful for 
the sight of a good-looking girl or a sleek panther; yet these vigorous 
finales are ambivalent. Neither succeeds in making us comfortable about 
preferring health to disease. 

The composer Aaron Copland once said, "We all know how to get a 
big hand at the end of a piece by making a loud noise with a big drum." 
The well -fed panther is not such a noise, nor is the stretching Grete. 
Kafka's last sentences are never so vulgar; yet his endings can be expan
sive, tremendously so, albeit in his own style. For example, he achieves 
mighty effects by shifting his perspective from intimate close-up to the 
long-focus of infinity. His memorial to the coal shortage in Prague, "The 
Bucket Rider," ends with just such a shift, and though it is sudden, it is 
also ineffably sad and beautiful: "And with that I ascend into the regions 
of the ice mountains and am lost forever" (The Penal Colony 187). The 
first-person narrator has just been telling off the coal dealer's cruel wife . 
His bucket is so light and coal-less he can barely control it and he is freez
ing. And so he floats away, but not just skyward, not just to the moun
tains, but "into the regions of the ice mountains ." The coldness-of that 
Prague winter, of businessmen's wives, of life-is vast enough to swal
low any of us. The narrator's voice, we realize at the end, has been com
ing to us from this infinite nothingness. Because the story is so concise, 
Kafka concentrates his imagery in this wonderful sentence until it attains 
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the non-biodegradability of poetry . 
To be lost on the heights is also what happens to Josephine in the final 

sentence of Kafka's last story of all, "Josephine the Singer, or the Mouse 
Folk." Again the protagonist is exalted and vanishes. In this last of his last 
sentences the consumptive Kafka manages to draw a full breath to 
describe the only sort of immortality to which an artist can aspire: 

So perhaps we shall not miss so very much after all, while Josephine, 
redeemed from the earthly sorrows which to her thinking lay in wait 
for all chosen spirits, will happily lose herself in the numberless 
throng of the heroes of our people, and soon, since we are no histori
ans, will rise to the heights of redemption and be forgotten like all 
her brothers. (The Penal Colony 277) 

Now, the sentence from The Castle that has given rise to these reflec
tions is neither the book's first nor its last. It is the fourth sentence of the 
eighth chapter. In fact, this may be why the sentence pulled me up; I 
mean, because I was not anticipating anything special. We are condi
tioned to have high expectations of first and last things-including sen
tences in novels. So a reader might easily overlook this one. I had certain
ly done so when I first read the book in my teens, thoroughly baffled, 
uneasily delighted. I don't imagine Kafka had any wish to draw particular 
attention to this sentence. It is entirely possible that it held no more signif
icance for its author than any other. He would not confide to his friend 
what he was thinking of as he wrote it, and it is not at all like those char
acteristic gestures of contraction or expansion mentioned above. I think it 
was just because I was re-reading the book that the sentence attracted me 
so much . First readings are linear, drives through new territory ; but subse
quent ones are like looking over a map of an entire country. One can 
assess the relation between one locale and another. 

The sentence put me in mind of the tiny bit I know of fractals, such as 
that the shape of a small piece of coastline or a flower ' s petal can repro
duce that of the entire coast or the whole bloom . Because I had already 
read The Castle, had motored through it, albeit without really grasping 
where I was, the sentence yielded a sort of illumination, an anagnorisis. It 
seems to concentrate as much of the meaning of the whole book as can 
conceivably be packed into 43 words. Again, I don ' t propose Kafka meant 
to do any such thing; yet, because his stories are more about conditions 
than actions, it is feasible that any given sentence can represent the whole 
if it embodies the essence of the given plight. For me, this is exactly what 
the following sentence in The Castle does, incarnating the truth of K. ' s 
whole position and, what's more , implicating the reader in it-that is, all 
ofus human beings : 

The Castle, whose contours were already beginning to dissolve, lay 
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silent as ever; never yet had K. seen the slightest sign of life-per 
hap s it was quite impos sib le at that dista nce, and yet the eye 
demanded it and could not endure that stillness . (The Castle 128) 

Kafka prolongs this sentence, first with a respectable semicolon , then a 
more casual but at the same time nervous dash, finally with a comma . 
This extension, it seems to me, is what gives the sentence its completed 
trajectory . The semicolon and the dash link three independent clauses. 
The final comma might also be replaced by a period , yielding four sen
tences . Any of these could stand alone and I can imagine a grammarian 
suggesting just this; but, if so, none would be really complete, let alone 
achieve the poetic dimension their fusion does . It is the relationship of the 
clauses that is essential. The first one is objective , laying down the facts 
of the shrouded Castle and its eternal silence . Anyone with eyes and ears 
could register these . The semicolon connects these suggestive but, still 
merely factual, details (silence, near-invisibility) to K. and so conveys his 
subjective response to the fact of the Castle's impenetrability to his sens
es. Not stopping there Kafka imparts the more profound effect of this 
prospect of the Castle on K.-and not only on the Land Surveyor. It is not 
his eye that is aggrieved by its stillness, that makes the demand for move
ment and some acknowledgment from on high, but the eye; that is, a gen
eralized human eye, anyone's eye. 

Maybe it is significant that Kafka introduces the phrase "never yet" 
into this remarkable sentence, one that is a sort of epitome of all the ones 
around it. K. has ostensibly been in the village only a matter of days, yet 
the phrase suggests almost a whole lifetime spent contemplating the 
Castle, scrutinizing it through binoculars like a sniper, confronting it as a 
supplicant with his demands and hopes-and perhaps ours as well. 

EDITOR'S NOTE 
I found this piece in Fein's folder for 1980. The typescript was left with 
corrections but untitled so that it appears abandoned, if not incomplete. 
There is also no attached list of citations, which is a little unusual for Fein . 

Sidney Fein 's enthusiasm for Franz Kafka began, as he says, early and 
endured all his life. According to his daughter Maya, Fein first read Kafka 
in high school, not for a class but on the cunning recommendation of an 
English teacher. Apparently this talent-spotting teacher detained Fein after 
class and asked if he had any plans for his future. Wishing to appear to 
have given his future some thought, Fein replied with what he thought 
was a safe answer; he said that he was thinking of going to law school. 
The teacher blandly observed that quite a few writers were also lawyers 
and dropped, in particular, Kafka's name. He left it to Fein to follow up. It 
was the book he bought in tenth grade-the old Schocken collection pub-
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lished as The Pena l Colony-that led him to tell this story to his daughter. 
She had come across the book and wondered why he kept a desiccated, 
jaundiced, disintegrating copy of a book of which he had two newer editions. 

In later years, Fein relished his rereadings of those classics he had 
loved most in his youth, and these rereadings sometimes led him to write 
about them (see for example "Fein Re-Reads Dostoyevsky," Denver 
Quarterly 39.2, 179-90). To judge by the syllabi of those courses he occa
sionally taught, Fein's rereading of Kafka was frequent, even continuous . 
The Castle was an exception. He told his daughter he had not liked the 
book much when he read it in his teens, far less than The Trial, "The 
Metamorphosis," and the shorter works. He even said he had picked it up 
once, reread a couple of chapters, then gave up . But in 1980 he reread all 
of Kafka's last novel, and this rather informal little essay was the consequence. 

For Fein, Kafka was not only a favorite writer but, as he once wrote, 
his "favorite Jew." His interpolation of the story from Janouch, which 
seems like a needless digression from the subject of the essay, is really 
essential to it in that it presents Kaflca as an exemplary human being 
whose scrupulousness was at odds with the career path Fein had idly told 
his teacher he intended to take. 

Perhaps Fein had come to read The Castle with more understanding, 
or it could be the book read an older Fein better than the younger one. But 
here Fein's attraction to one single sentence becomes the catalyst for an 
appreciation that is aesthetic but also ethical; that is, to adopt Fein's word, 
"microcosmic"-since it is limited to single sentences-but also "macro
cosmic"-for Fein has here written what is virtually a review of Kafka's 
entire oeuvre . 
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STEVE ANDREWS 

Abducted by Puritans: Adoption and 
Submergence on the New Frontier 1 

Two summers ago, after what had been a disastrous year for my son and, 
hence, for my family, I decided to take him on a long weekend road trip to 
New Town, North Dakota, on the Fort Berthold Reservation. I was heart 
ened by the fact that he seemed eager to go, for my fears on his behalf 
were palpable. 

During the past year his energy level, along with his grades, had 
plummeted. As he grew increasingly more detached from us emotionally, 
he became more and more indifferent, if not outright hostile, to our core 
values. Core values. Do families, like colleges, have mission statements 
to make on behalf of their children? If so, ours, if you had pressed us, was 
a commitment to hard work, compassionate receptivity to difference of all 
kinds, and honor and integrity in the way one went about one's business. 
Nothing too complicated, but a day to day challenge nevertheless, one that 
required close interaction between child and parent. Of his compassion 
toward others, we had no doubt; ever since his days in day-care parents 
had literally begged us to have him come over to help occupy their child, 
and even now folks continued to point to his sweet disposition . But lately 
he was lying to us on a regular basis, and it became all too easy to tum the 
compassion and tenderness we knew him to have into a sentimental fetish 
designed to make self-serving sense of what was going on. Between his 
deceptions and our denial, everything seemed unreal, nothing more so 
than the total collapse that led to the court -ordered diversion. 

The upshot of it was that at six feet two and over two hundred pounds, 
my seventeen year-old was near to achieving terminal velocity within a 
social space that, I feared, would be too prone to perceive him as a sus
pect before he was received as an employee. And so, for the first time, I 
took seriously the fact ofmy son's depression . 

After making clear that spending time with him was my number one 
priority, I gave other reasons for the trip, including pointing out that con
struction was close to finishing up on the new Four Bears Memorial 
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Bridge. A picture on the internet of the new "cantilever precast box-beam 
structure" set to replace the old steel "deck and through-truss" bridge of 
my childhood (Stidger), revealed an elegant, graceful structure that was 
wider, safer, and more inviting than the much narrower older bridge.2 I 
wanted very much to see it up close. Besides, since he'd never been to 
New Town, the trip would give my son a chance to see where I was com
ing from. What I kept to myself, however, was the fact that I was operat
ing out of fear. I was afraid of his depression, afraid that my single-mind
ed focus the past six years on getting tenure had absorbed so much of my 
time and attention during a period when he so obviously needed me that I 
was directly responsible for his present condition. But more than any
thing, I was afraid that he didn't need me, or want me, at all. And so we 
headed west from Grinnell, Iowa, to sort it all out. 

Mine, however, wasn't the only return out of the blue to Dakota. In 
April of this year, a mountain lion was found frozen in a block of ice in 
Lake Sakakawea, and in late May, a forty-six pound female lion was shot 
and killed near Mandaree. This last, according to the Bismarck Tribune, 
was the first lion "taken"-their word-on the Fort Berthold Reservation 
since the 1950s (Hinton) .3 That would be the era of "The Flood, " the 
metonym by which elder members of the displaced Mandan, Arikara, and 
Hidatsa referred to the maelstrom of federal politics, high-plains agricul
tural livelihood, and seasonal ( and often disastrous) flooding that made 
damming the Missouri seem such a pressing concern in the forties and 
early fifties (VanDevelder 26) .4 That, too, had been called a "taking," as 
in U.S. Public Law 437, signed by President Truman on October 29, 
1949, officially referred to as The Fort Berthold Taking Act. 

Other things commonly associated with this era were breaching into 
consciousness . Just this past August 30, a B-52 bomber mistakenly flew 
six nuclear warheads from Minot Air Force Base Uust over an hour's 
drive east of New Town) to Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana. The 
cruise missiles were slated to be decommissioned but were nonetheless 
very live when attached to pylons under the wings of the soon to be air
borne plane. The co-chairman of the House task force on nonproliferation , 
Rep. Edward J. Markey (D of Massachusetts) who termed the episode 
"deeply disturbing," said that "nothing like this has ever been reported 
before, and we have been assured for decades that it was impossible" 
(NYT 3 Sept. 2007). A pilot who had flown B-52s, and so knew the vari
ous protocols, labeled the lapse "unfathomable and unimaginable" 
(MacPherson) . As if the occurrence of the impossible were not enough, in 
April esteemed journalist David Halberstam was killed in a car accident in 
Los Angeles. His most recent book, The Coldest Winter: America and the 
Korean War, was published posthumously , arriving in bookstores at the 
end of September. In it, playing off Clay Bair's The Forgotten War, 
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Halberstam refers to Korea as "a war that sometimes seemed to have been 
orphaned by history" (2). Less recently , the New York Times, on March 6, 
2005, ran a piece on the divisive impact that the debate on same-sex 
unions was having on various denominations such as the First Church of 
Christ of Wethersfield , Connecticut , formerly the First Congregational 
Church of Wethersfield, and the previous spring the congregation had 
voted overwhelmingly , 510-59, to "secede" from the United Church of 
Christ (U.C.C.) rather than accept gay marriage (Gordon). 

Ordinarily, the convergence of reservation life, nuclear armaments, a 
forgotten war , and internecine struggles among congregations, stories 
buried , for the most part, in the back pages of various newspapers , would 
elicit little response from me. But the resonances here were not ordinary, 
not after my recent return to New Town, at any rate. Indeed , each of these 
news items seemed typological, a form of cosmic interference, as if the 
universe were now curved toward me-my story-for I saw pieces of 
myself in each fragment. 

The orphaned war, as do all wars, left orphans in its wake. Some two 
months after the ancestral homeland of the Three Affiliated Tribes was 
submerged under the waters of the Garrison Dam, I was born in Uijongbu, 
a city north of Seoul , just a ha lf hour's drive south of the DMZ 
(Demilitarized Zone) , in December of 1954. My mixed race ancestry was 
more complication than my mother was willing to negot iate in that racial
ly rigid culture, and so, at the age of four, I was placed in the orphanage 
from which I would be adopted when I was six. My adoptive father, a 
U.C .C . minister of Scots ancestry, was born and bred in central 
Massachusetts . My adoptive mother, a non-practicing registered nurse, 
grew up in Wethersfield, Connecticut. The First Congregational Church 
of Wethersfield had been her "home" church ; and my mother ' s family had 
always seemed inordinately proud of the fact that they could trace their 
ancestry back to the Mayflower. I remember a ceramic hotplate that had 
glazed onto it a picture of that church with the heading "Second Oldest 
Church in New England, Established 1636." It was their Sunday school 
that sponsored my adoption, paying the cost of my transportation from 
Korea to North Dakota with money collected by the children. 

Having grown up in that tradition, I know the drill. I imagine a small 
picture of me posted up on the bulletin board, maybe a map .of Korea and 
a graph , like a thermometer, filled in each week to indicate how warm 
they were in relation to their goal. I imagine them singing "Jesus loves 
the little children, all the little children of the world, red and yellow, black 
and white, they are precious in his sight, " as they solemnly pass the col
lection plate around. There I was, practically all the colors, a synecdoche 
for all the little children of the world; and there they were, I imagine, with 
eyebrows like little "A 's" (for adoption, wasn't it?) raised like arches in 
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advance of my arrival. 

I arrived in the United States February 14, 1961, kicking and screaming, 
as the story goes, smack dab into the "New Frontier." My father had 
brought his best friend to help transport me back from Minneapolis to 
Tappen, a small farming community in central North Dakota. Enough 
alike in looks and physique that many mistook them for brothers, their 
usual mutual resemblance was made even more uncanny by virtue of the 
fact that both were attired in identical cream-colored parkas. Fear of the 
unknown combined with fear of the same, and it took both of them to get 
me from plane to car. That was the point when, as I now joke to my 
friends, I was officially abducted by Puritans, and Tappen was my first 
"remove." Those familiar with Mary Rowlandson's account of her captiv
ity during King Philip's War (1675-76) will recognize that term as 
Rowlandson's way of marking encampments along the Massachusetts 
frontier that, in turn , become narrative units during her nearly three 
months of captivity (also beginning in February , as it turns out) among 
the Narragansett and their Wampanoag allies. The title of the American 
edition of her narrative , published in 1682, reads, in part, The Soveraignty 
and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulnes of His Promises 
Displayed; Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restauration of Mrs. 
Mary Rowlandson. 3 For all its ungainliness to modern sensibilities, the 
title is nevertheless telling, spelling out in no uncertain terms the rationale 
for its writing, a point to which I shall return. 

Rowlandson's captivity narrative becomes the ur-text from which cul
tural critic Richard Slotkin generates his critique of the frontier myth, lay
ing bare , as he does, its narrative schema of separation, regression, and 
regeneration through violence (11 -12).4 The fundamental binary that 
drove the various permutations of the myth-old or new-was savage 
Indian vs. civilized settler, a conflict in which the civilized triumphed 
over the savage while being blind to the savagery needed to secure that 
triumph. The "New Frontier" was the symbolically powerful reconfigura
tion of American social space that the newly inaugurated President, John 
F. Kennedy, had first announced in his Democratic nomination speech in 
Los Angeles on July 15, 1960, some seven months before my arrival. 
Energized by a dynamic opposition between democracy-with its "free
dom of choice," "breadth of opportunities," and "range of alternatives"
and the "single -minded advance of the Communist system" (Kennedy 
101), the New Frontier had its red scare as well. On his way to nabbing 
the Democratic nomination, Kennedy had deftly manipulated the idea of a 
"missile gap," a term that served as "short hand" for a wide array of per
ceived inadequacies that left the United States vulnerable, or so the 
rhetoric went, to Soviet military supremacy . Historians now tell us that 

145 



the missile gap was a myth, but Handsome Jack was able to deploy the 
perception of its reality to great effect in his presidential campaign against 
the person that my generation would come to know as Tricky Dick, 
Richard M. Nixon . Both campaigns insisted that they would do all they 
could to close the gap.5 

And so the Army Corps of Engineers, the same outfit, out of the same 
regional office in Omaha that had built the Garrison Dam, was charged 
with supervising the building of Minuteman silos. When it came time to 
settle accounts for land needed for the silos, these, too, were gathered 
under the umbrella of the right of eminent domain and were thus figured 
as "takings ." According to a recent posting by the National Parks Service, 
"the industrial might and mechanistic strength held within the under
ground silos were in stark contrast to the above-ground fields of golden 
wheat and pastoral grazing lands ." It then goes on to state that "the 
Minuteman system transformed the prairie into a military and technologi
cal frontier" ("Protecting a Legacy" 1). Indeed, when the Air Force was 
operating under the reactive concept of "massive retaliation," it imagined 
that as many as 1,500 missiles could be deployed from a single "missile 
farm" (MM Missile Sites 33). "Missile farms," designed to close the mis
sile gap, also exposed the ideological relation between underground silo 
and amber waves of grain . The old pastoral frontier could only be in 
"stark contrast" to the new technological frontier if one forgot the racial
ized violence at the heart of both . You can bet, for starters, that the farm
ers got a better return on their notion of market value for their missile land 
in the 1960s than did the Three Affiliated Tribes back in 1949. 

Within a few weeks of my arrival, during which I barely uttered a 
sound, we "removed" to New Town, which since 1951 had been designat
ed as the relocation site for the tribal headquarters of the Three Affiliated 
Tribes. Located in the northwestern part of the state where the Missouri 
makes its big tum south from Montana, New Town was barely three years 
older than I. Within three years of my arrival a Minuteman missile would 
be buried in a silo less than two miles east of town, one of 150 missiles 
spread out within an area, according to the Minot AFB website, roughly 
equivalent to the state of Massachusetts, all aimed in the general direction 
of my point of origin. As if to underscore the point and further conflate 
the symbiotic relationship between the new technological and the old 
agricultural frontiers, one entrance to a Minuteman II underground launch 
site near Ellsworth Air Force Base in South Dakota had painted on the 
door a red, white, and blue pizza delivery box. "World wide delivery in 
30 minutes or less" it read, "or your next one is free" (MM Missile Sites 
48). The message refers directly to what we would now call a "global" 
pizza chain started in 1960 in Ypsilanti, but the indirect reference imbed
ded within the visual pun is to a geopolitical mindset that likened the 
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spread of communism to the fall of dominoes, a notion that eased the way 
for American intervention in Korea and elsewhere, most notably, Vietnam. 

If recent news seemed to usher in signs that the universe was curving 
ever so gently in my direction, all the signs of the past, I feared, pointed to 
a binding energy whose power, once unleashed, I could not control. Not 
only was the past un-dead, to paraphrase that master psychologist of 
Puritan sensibility, Nathaniel Hawthorne, but it might, to borrow a phrase 
from American Indian activist Russell Means, have a half-life even longer 
than Indian memory . 

Nine o'clock was three to four hours earlier than my son's preferred wak
ing time, but I'd already been up for two hours, and he'd slept through 
most of the previous day's travels. "Dammit," I muttered to myself, "I'm 
not going to coddle him." I'd mapped out the day's travel in my head and 
was antsy to get out of Bismarck and drive north toward Minot on US 83. 
Just south of Minot, we would tum west on State Highway 23 toward 
New Town, arriving just in time to have a brief tour, eat lunch, and then 
head west the three miles to the Bridge. From there, we would spend a lit
tle time at the Three Tribes museum, which had been built in 1964. As for 
visiting the casino adjacent to it, open since 1993, I just wasn't all that 
interested-maybe because it post-dated my own time here, or maybe 
because it was a casino, something all too predictable, a cliche in relation 
to reservation life. After the museum, we would head farther west toward 
Watford City, turning south into Theodore Roosevelt National Park . 
Given the relative length of the mid-August days, I calculated we would 
have time to do a slow, but steady, car tour of both the North and South 
Units and still get back into Bismarck before 9 p.m. It was a lot of driv
ing, but I didn't mind, and I figured this would be the day when we'd 
finally be able to chat. 

After a few minutes on U.S. 83, as I was about to comment on the 
well-regulated fields of sunflowers on either side ofus, I noticed that he'd 
fallen back to sleep. Irritated, I prodded him. "Try to stay awake today. I 
need you to talk to me. Take a look at these sunflowers," I demanded, 
glancing around. "They'll keep you awake." It was true; the flowers were 
so bright in the mid-morning sun that they hurt the eyes. Of course, a logi
cal defensive reaction would be to close them, which is exactly what he 
did. I gave up and left him alone, my thoughts eventually drifting to the 
last time I'd been here. His mother and I had driven this same road some 
twenty years earlier, before we were married, when we'd taken a cross 
country trip from Washington state to my cousin's wedding in 
Massachusetts. There were any number of routes we could have taken 
back to Seattle, but confident that I knew where the relationship was 
headed, I felt it was important to take her back to my roots. Thinking back 
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to that time, though, I couldn't recall sunflowers, which now are obvious
ly a major cash crop. What I remembered as we'd driven up from South 
Dakota on U.S. 83 were splashes of wild mustard scattered across grazing 
land, a softer yellow you didn't have to tum away from. 

So what is your given name? 
Im Sam Duk. 
What does it mean? 
Forest of Three Virtues. 

Now, as then, as I sped past the ubiquitous red-winged blackbirds 
clinging to cattails in the glacial potholes that dotted the landscape, I 
could spot the occasional marker for the flights of missiles buried nearby . 
Heading north from Bismarck, for instance, is the "D" flight, with names 
like "Dr. Doom" (D-6) and "Mound of Mourning" (D-9). Tum west on 
highway 23, and you find yourself in the "F" flight, and farther west, as 
you come into New Town, "F" gives way to "H." The missiles closest to 
town are named "Sakajawea's Sorrow" (H-10), "Little Boy's Baby" (H-
11), and closest of all, "New Town's Nuke" (H-9), to which I drew my 
son's attention as we headed into town.6 

At that point, aside from the lack of conversation, everything was 
going according to plan. We passed Edwin Loe Elementary and drove up 
the back way, the way I'd always walked home from school, toward the 
street on which the old house was located . So far, so good. And then, as in 
a dream, it happened: I knew I was on the right street, and I was con
vinced I was in the right block, but as we slowed to a crawl, nothing on 
the street jibed with what I was looking for. After an initial moment of 
embarrassment, which did not go unappreciated by my son, I was finally 
able to convince myself that the house was where it should always have 
been. But as I now cast about with a less presumptive gaze, I noticed that 
the trees had grown, the house had been repainted, and the rock wall that 
my father had so painstakingly built around the perimeter of the yard, in 
loving devotion to the Massachusetts he had fled, had been taken down. 
Here I had brought my son to New Town so he could appreciate the pri
mal scene of my dislocation, only to be dislocated from it by the 
onslaught of time and the aesthetic sensibilities of perfect strangers. 
Deflated, I drove to the relatively stable familiarity of the Tastee Freez on 
Main Street, hardly willing, now, to recognize anything, including the 
gentle giant laughing beside me. At least the bridge, when we got to it, 
was a thing of beauty . 

The backup from Garrison Dam produced Lake Sakakawea, so named in 
1965, which spread out over 156,000 acres of choice bottomland that had 
been home to the Three Affiliated Tribes since, as they put it, "time 
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immemorial" (VanDevelder 118).7 Try as they might, the Tribes could not 
prevent either the taking or the flooding. The best they could manage back 
then was a 12.6 million dollar payout that was hardly just compensation 
for the land-and the life-they had lost (Springer). 8 As the waters began 
to rise, relocation to higher ground became the dominant activity, no mat
ter how half- or heavy-hearted the commitment. Beginning in 1953, the 
old Four Bears Bridge, named after two different legendary Mandan and 
Hidatsa chiefs, was relocated north from the old tribal headquarters at 
Elbowoods to a site west of New Town, thereby becoming the central 
span-the truss part-of a new bridge in 1955, which we now crossed. 

Folks who think the old bridge was too narrow to be an effective gate
way to the Tribe's economic recovery efforts, as symbolized by the ATM 
machines in Four Bears Casino and Lodge on the west side of the lake, 
will get no argument from me. Driving across the bridge, I involuntarily 
tuck in my elbow as cars and trucks rumble past. Meanwhile, I steal 
furtive glances at the new bridge to my right, just a few weeks away now 
from the grand opening and dedication. As we drive out from under the 
trusses, I feel a bit less constrained, and I excitedly point out where the 
Golden Cup hydro races were run to my left, the favorite fishing spots 
behind us, and the banks on the west side that I scoured, hours upon 
hours, looking for agates. 

Several tribes along the Missouri from Montana to Nebraska, most 
notably the Sioux, were adversely affected by the Pick-Sloan Plan to dam 
upstream portions of the Missouri River in order to rescue downstream 
farmers in Nebraska and Iowa. As Michael L. Lawson makes clear, how
ever, "the most devastating effects suffered by a single reservation were 
experienced by the Three Affiliated Tribe ... whose tribal life was almost 
totally destroyed by the army's Garrison Dam" (29). This is a claim that is 
ably supported and graphically documented in Paul VanDevelder's terrif
ic account of those events as told in Coyote Warrior: One Man, Three 
Tribes, and the Trial That Forged a Nation. The "one man" of the title to 
which VanDevelder refers is Raymond Cross, a brilliant lawyer and cur
rently a law professor at the University of Montana. A member of the 
Three Affiliated Tribes, Cross is responsible for the legal strategy that 
helped the Tribes begin the long, difficult journey toward overcoming the 
pernicious effects of 500 years of history in which Native Americans have 
been constructed as the unwanted, illegitimate child of the Euro-American 
cultural imagination (Cross 898). Not surprisingly, the interrelationship 
between unruly, unwanted child and double-binding, paternal power pro
duced what Cross refers to as "a history that no one wanted" (976) . At the 
heart of Cross's recovery project is a series of legal and legislative inter
ventions in the 1980s, including two Supreme Court cases, the result of 
which netted the Tribes an additional 149.5 million dollars as "just com-
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pensation" for the 1949 Fort Berthold Taking Act. 9 Concerned that his 
people not waste this opportunity , Cross has outlined what he calls "a 
self-determination strategy" for the Three Affiliated Tribes . 

Recognizing that the Tribes had undergone prolonged trauma that 
might best be described as "inter-generational post-traumatic stress disor
der" (958), Cross, in a law review article entitled "Tribes As Rich 
Nations," strongly implies that even though the "federal government had a 
legal duty to make the Indians whole for their economic losses" (969), the 
Three Affiliated Tribes are never going to become whole, if by whole we 
mean the recovery of a past submerged under the waters of Lake 
Sakakawea. Since the governing statute mandates that the Tribe has 
access only to the interest from the trust fund on an "annualized" basis, 
Cross takes some comfort in the fact that "they will therefore be forced 
again and again to collectively re-decide the best use of that distributed 
interest income for their economic and social recovery as a tribal people" 
(972) . He hopes that the "repeated and necessary confrontations among 
powerful tribal constituencies will ... eventually result in a new constitu
tion for the Three Affiliated Tribes," one that will compel these interest 
groups to recognize and negotiate in good faith with "their peoples' latent 
and emerging values" (975) . But this "reconstitutionalizing process" will 
only work, he claims, if his people adopt "the principle of 'enoughness' as 
expressing their confidence that they can effectively use their existing 
material and social resources in defining and meeting their ... needs" 
(977). The object, according to Cross, who self-consciously offers "gener
al guidelines" rather than prescriptions (975), is for the Tribe to grow into 
a "sustainable, 'steady-state' tribal economy" that "ensures fair and equi
table distribution of societal resources" (976). 

"Enoughness," then, if I understand Cross correctly, is both quantita
tive, as when he refers to material and social resources, and temporal, as 
when he refers to their existing status in the here and now. The past isn't 
dead, he seems to be suggesting; but in bringing it forward, it cannot be 
the measure of value by which the present is always found to be deficient. 
"Enoughness" is Cross's way of recognizing that the "history that no one 
wanted" is all too prone to be repeated by people immured in the past
like sad trees trapped in moss agate-and they must therefore craft their 
lives in the here and now. I hope it works, but Cross is honest enough to 
recognize how spongy the grounds for such hope can be. One reason why 
the past is not dead is because it has already been internalized by many 
tribespersons in the form of trans-generational trauma, or what Cross, fol
lowing British philosopher Mary Midgley, calls "the paralyzing 'menace 
of fatalism."' And one of the disturbing psychological realities of trauma, 
as the "post" in "post-traumatic stress disorder" would indicate, is that 
enough is never enough . 
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One thing that enabled Mary Rowlandson to survive her frontier ordeal 
was her ability to knit. Her captors, including King Philip, placed a premi 
um on her services, and she was thus able to trade knitted items-stock
ings, shirts, caps, etc.-for food. 10 These exchanges not only had the salu
tary effect of increasing her caloric intake during a time when food was 
scarce for one and all, they also enabled her to establish a place for herself 
by negotiating relationships and garnering prestige within the local culture 
on a moment to moment basis. After she was ransomed, Rowlandson and 
her minister husband, Joseph, lived for a year in Boston before relocating 
to Connecticut in 1677 to take over the church in Wethersfield (Deibold, 
qtd. Breitwieser 3). That church had to have been the First Congregational 
Church, the church that sponsored my adoption (Roberts 149-50). It was 
there in 1677 or 1678 that Mary Rowlandson took to another kind of knit
ting, turning her captivity experience into captivity narrative, and thereby 
producing a text that has since become not only a template for the myth of 
the frontier but a "contested site" in which various perspectives and sub
ject -positions beyond the narrower confines of Puritan notions of divine 
providence can be explored (Stem 378). 11 

Cross, likewise, refers to his project on behalf of the Three Affiliated 
Tribes as a "restoration," and he goes on to state that his "goal in telling 
this story is to reweave orienting tribal beliefs and values of these Indian 
peoples into a coherent pattern of socially comprehensible governmental 
action" (960). In both of these instances, then, the narrated text-from the 
Latin tex-ere, "to weave"-produces a story that might help carry its sub
ject, Rowlandson or the Three Affiliated Tribes, across to an other side, 
both in the sense of elsewhere and in the sense of affiliation with others, 
so that restoration might begin. To the chagrin, no doubt, of Puritan 
authorities such as Increase Mather, who were concerned to use captivity 
narratives to realign a wayward community to the covenant mapped out in 
John Winthrop's "A Model of Christian Charity" (Fitzpatrick 3-5), one 
could argue that Rowlandson provides ample evidence that restoration is 
as much a function of the kindness of Indian strangers as it is a vindica
tion, through violence, of the grace of the god of a "chosen" people. 12 In 
the case of the Three Affiliated Tribes, whose post -contact history is 
implicitly understood by Cross as a narrative of captivity, restoration is 
"through" violence but not in the usual instrumental way of the frontier 
myth. Rather, as the victims of that mythology, Cross realizes that the 
Tribes "have been enveloped for so long within a dependency-generating 
historical process, they will have to expend a great deal of collective 
social and emotional energy to escape" (974). And if "penetrating the 
veil" of a history of rapacious violence perpetrated on them seems too 
daunting, if "escape" seems impossible, Cross both encourages and gently 
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chides his fellow tribe members by reminding them of the lyrics to 
"Going on a Lion Hunt," a song his daughter brought home from 
preschool : '" too deep to go under it, too wide to go around it, too high to 
go over it, so I guess we'll have to go through it."' To go "through it," 
then, means not only to have endured a history of separation and regres
sion but also to stand up to the challenge of "self -exertion" necessitated 
by that history in order to prevail (974). The regeneration of the Three 
Affiliated Tribes will be through violence after all, but what will carry 
them through will be the concept of enough . 

On Friday, October 14, 2005, the middle portion of the old Four Bears 
Bridge was demolished. As described by the Bismarck Tribune, "When 
the smoke cleared and the water settled, there was a hole where Fort 
Berthold's most historic bridge had long stood. Behind the hole soared the 
new Four Bears Bridge, as contemporary as the date on the calendar and 
nothing at all like the sturdy iron structure being blown apart alongside it" 
(Donovan). 

I wish, for a variety of reasons, that I'd read Cross's article and 
VanDevelder's book before I'd gone back to New Town with my son. I 
wish this because I used to think that I was the only one who was out of 
place in New Town, and that my bi-racial, adoptee status in a social con
text fraught with tensions between Native Americans and (mostly) 
Norwegian Americans underscored that difference . It certainly did, but 
only if one focused on race. Arriving at a better understanding of the his
tory that no one wanted has had the positive effect of teaching me that 
during the period when I was coming into being as an American subject, 
everyone around me was dislocated, for dislocation was what made New 
Town a new town, and I, therefore, had no premium on the hardships that 
ensued. I wish, too, that I'd had the concept of "enoughness" when driv
ing back with my son. Irritation over his seeming refusal to engage in 
conversation with me was starting to bubble into anger. I fumed to think 
that I was about to put nearly two thousand miles on the car and we hadn't 
exchanged more than a few pleasantries. About his aspirations, his likes 
and dislikes, I'd learned nothing, and thus felt supremely cheated. 

A few days after we got back, my wife told me that our son had told 
her that he'd really enjoyed the trip . I was stunned. "You're kidding," I 
said. "How could that be? He slept most of the way." 

"Honey," she said, in that tender but patronizing tone she reserves for 
me when I tum out to be from Mars after all, "he just wanted to be with 
you." Enough, enough. If sleep was truly what he needed, so be it; I 
would let him sleep. In the meantime, as I wait for him to awaken, I will 
learn to take adequate comfort in the act of driving him home. 
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Notes 

1 This is a revision of a paper presented at the Second International Conference 
on Adoption and Culture: Encountering New Worlds of Adoption, under the title 
"Abducted by Puritans: Adoption, Race, and the Politics of the New Frontier," 
October 11-14, 2007, University of Pittsburgh . I'd like to thank my colleague , 
Ralph Savarese, for encouraging me to attend. 

2For a picture of the new bridge, see < http://www.city -data.com/picfilesc/ 
piccl 7837.php> (accessed March 31, 2008). 

3The rest of the title is as follows: Commended by her, to all that desires to 
know the Lords doings to, and dealings with Her. Especially to her dear Children 
and Relations. Written by Her own Hand for Her private Use, and now made 
Pub lick at the earnest Desire of some Friends, and for the benefit of the Afflicted. 
I borrow the title and original spelling from Teresa Toulouse, "The Sovereignty 
and Goodness of God in 1682: Royal Authority, Female Captivity, and 'Creole' 
Male Identity," ELH 67 .4 (2000) 927-8, where , following Gary Ebersole, she 
compares the implications of the English and American titles as it pertains to their 
respective audiences. 

41n his introduction, Slotkin addresses Kennedy's use of frontier mythology, 
an analysis to which I am indebted. 

5See Charles Preble, esp. p. 4 on "short-hand," and p. 9 on the "myth" of the mis
sile gap. As Preble explains in Chapter 3, "The Presidential Election of 1960 and 
the Politics of National Security," at the end of July, 1960, Nixon entered into a 
secret agreement with Nelson Rockefeller, who was a more vociferous critic of 
Eisenhower's policies than the Vice-President could afford to be. This agreement, 
called the "Fifth Avenue Compact," stipulated that the United States military 
required modernization and buildup in order to compete with the Soviets (107). 
According to the National Park Service, Nixon knew there was no missile gap, as 
covert spy missions had proved, but he "refused" to "refute" Kennedy's claims for 
fear of "compromise[ing] national security" [see Minute Man Missile: Historic 
Resource Study, "Section I-The Cold War and National Armament" : chapter I: 
"The Cold War (1945 -62)." <http://www .nps .gov/history/history/online_books/ 
mimi/hrs 1-1 a.htm.>]. 

6The names are those provided by Nukewatch in Nuclear Heartland, as cited 
in "Minot AFB Minuteman Missile Site Coordinates ." 

7Originally, the backup waters were called "Garrison Lake" when it was 
under the control of the Army Corps of Engineers. North Dakota Parks and 
Recreation Department took over management of the surrounding parkland and 
waters and renamed it Lake Sakakawea. See <http://www.ndparks.com//Parks/ 
LSSP.htm>. 

8The figure differs, depending on whom one consults. Raymond Cross consis
tently refers to "$7.5 million in compensation for the 1949 Garrison Taking" (see 
Cross, p. 963). VanDevelder sets the "compromise package" at $12.5 million (p. 
133). The best I can make of it, utilizing these three sources, is that Congress's 
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original compensation , a paltry $5.1 million , was bumped up by $7.5 million after 
a later reappraisal calculated damages (relocation plus land) at $21.9 million. All 
of these numbers are far below fair market value. 

9The figure of $149 .5 million is Cross's (p . 971). Others, including 
VanDevelder (p. 238) and Springer , cite the figure as $149.2 million, a number 
that , given the timing of the final disposition , "late spring of 1992," seems overde
termined as an ironic reflection of five hundred years of post-Columbian history . 

10See especially the eighth remove. 
11 See also Tiffany Potter , "Writing Indigenous Femininity: Mary 

Rowlandson's Narrative of Captivity ," Eighteenth -Century Studies , 36.2 (2003) 
153-167. Potter, as do Stem and Toulouse , elaborates the extent to which recent 
critical interventions have "othered" Rowlandson from the orthodox Puritan ratio
nale for the writing of the narrative. This opening gambit seems now to be a com
monplace in Rowlandson criticism . 

12Fitzpatrick , fo r instance, notes the "increasing attention" paid by 
Rowlandson to "random " acts of kindness by various Indians. Rowlandson tends 
to credit a benevolent God for these " intercessions" (12) , but even so , as 
Fitzgerald points out in her notes , Indians are gradually transformed from being 
figured as ravenous beasts early on to being identified toward the end of the narra 
tive as "individuals ," complete with "names , temperaments , and attributes" (22, 
n.15). 
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DUSTIN SOLBERG 

Where the Grass Still Grows: 
The Last Best Prairie 

of the Missouri Coteau 
The tidy grid of asphalt streets comprising the town named Medina ends 
all of a sudden , no matter what direction you choose to go , where the 
North Dakota prairie begins. If you were to walk into the countryside, 
before your feet could touch prairie grass you would walk past some of 
the enterprises that give Medina its hum: the Kramlich meat locker , where 
he butchers on Mondays; the Medina General Store, where you could buy 
a quart of milk or, for $12.99, a new pair of crisp blue jeans; and the 
Dairy Treat, which opens each spring before even the pasque flowers 
bloom. Medina is not lost to time and is in fact also home to some novel 
concerns, among them an international organic agriculture certification 
company and a non-profit promoting local eco-tourism. Yet if you were to 
find a rare collector's wheat penny in the handful of change handed to you 
at the general store, as happened to me, you would almost expect nothing 
less. 

I like to think of Medina , population 335, as the capital of a province, 
an honorific of which it is completely unaware , I should add, a capital in a 
mostly unknown physiographic province of waltzing curves, rising and 
falling in a way that pleases the eye just as three-quarter time soothes the 
ear. This grassy landscape is called the Missouri Coteau, and unless 
you're a geologist , you probably haven't noticed it on your map . 

It is, however , a distinct region of the Great Plains , unfurling like a 
broad ribbon set loose to the prevailing winds. Beginning in southern 
Saskatchewan , Canada , the Coteau reaches across the middle of North 
Dakota and then well into what's locally called east river South Dakota, 
or that portion of the state lying east of the Missouri River. Half of it falls 
to the west of the one-hundredth meridian - where the American West 
begins . In its drier western reaches , it will see a foot of precipitation in a 
year while the southeast portion receives twenty inches in a good year. 
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The Missouri Coteau is the most rugged and biologically diverse core 
of the Northern Plains' prairie potho le region , which altogether accounts 
for half of the continent's production of waterfowl. The number of breed
ing pairs of ducks per square mile can add up to well over one hundred. It 
is a biological engine running on more cylinders than you would ever 
imagine, dispersing birds across the United States and much of the Americas. 

Medina would be an exceedingly modest capital were it not for the 
town auditorium, next to the post office , on Second A venue. This audito 
rium is a monument to local terrain and a testament to the grit and cooper
ative spirit of the locals who built it in the lean times made famous by the 
Dust Bowl photographs of Dorothea Lange. When local farmers left their 
dusty farmyards and went to work for the federal Works Progress 
Administration in the 1930s, they probably didn't know what an art deco 
auditorium would look like, but that's exactly what they built. And they 
built it well. Today the hall is more than sixty years old, and in a society 
whose decline is marked with abandoned schools like cairns and farm
houses leaning downwind, it has not flinched to time or to despondent 
demographics. Its mortar remains tidy and smooth, still graced with the 
fine furrow left by the tip of a mason's trowel. Inside is a maple-floored 
basketball court, and at one end a curtain of lush purple velvet hangs 
across a stage. 

Though farmers ferried the granitic stone to Medina on horse carts, 
there is no quarry for miles in any direction . In fact, the nearest quarry lay 
a couple hundred miles to the west, as the crow flies, across the Missouri 
River. And even then, it's a quarry of a soft, dun sandstone: it will rub to 
dust under your thumb. Nor is the auditorium's stone of a particular type . 
There's blue rock and pink rock . Orange rock. Tiger stripe . Charcoal and 
courthouse grey. Salt and pepper. Quartz. And white studded with garnet 
gemstones, like a juneberry cake. 

These stones, or glacial erratics, came south with one or more of the 
four ice sheets that scoured the continent's northern tier during the 
Pleistocene epoch . The last glacier, the Wisconsinan, burrowed and dozed 
its way across lowlands, up steep escarpments, and onto what are now 
kettle-and-knob uplands of the Missouri Coteau- a classic example of the 
geologist's dead-ice moraine. The dead-ice moraine is to geomorphology 
what the blizzard is to climate : it's not uncommon, but it probably won't 
appear where you wouldn't expect it. The glacier retreated 12,000 years 
ago in a manner familiar to us today : as the planet's climate warmed, 
glacial ice simply melted away, leaving a new landscape behind . In geo
logic time, twelve thousand years is the blink of an eye. Even to my 
human sense of time, out here on the edge of Medina, the land still feels 
new, almost as if it were just 120, or 12, and not 12,000 years old. 

The Coteau is notable because the glacier's work lay beneath not a 

158 



forest or a harbor or a sprawling suburb but just prairie grasses and crop
lands. With a little introduction, an observer can begin to read the ele
ments of the landscape-kettle and kame , esker and drumlin-as if they 
were words on a page. 

In his book, In Suspect Terrain, John McPhee reports how the geolo
gist Anita Harris once explained, after encountering a moraine in New 
Jersey, "Golf was invented on the moraines, the eskers, the pitted outwash 
plains-the glacial topography-of Scotland . All over the world, when 
people make golf courses they are copying glacial landscapes. They are 
trying to make countryside that looks like this ." 

That may make it the most mimicked landscape on earth . In the case 
of the Missouri Coteau, that mosaic of pond and prairie, with its rich wet
land soils and long summer days, is one of the most productive ecosys
tems in America . 

On a day near the end of April, the prairie is still a tawny shade of brown , 
and its bigger lakes are iced over. Nothing blooms, yet the chill air is 
alive . I will camp on the gravely shores of Pearl Lake on this night, and I 
can feel the tug of spring . The pickup in which I am sleeping shimmies in 
a stiff south wind that will persist all through the night. For the plains, 
wind is ordinary and extraordinary winds only a little less so. A few years 
back, one tornado ripped through a farmhouse north of Medina just after 
the family inside took shelter in a basement nook . When the winds 
calmed, the pieces of what had been a picture-book farmhouse were scat
tered about the neighboring fields and pastures . The tornado took the 
piano, too, and carried it to who-knows-where. The prevailing local opin
ion here suggests it was swallowed up by a lake. 

On the shore of Pearl Lake, over the rush of the wind, I listen to the 
largest subspecies of Canada geese honking from far out onto the ice, and 
ducks in flight whistle overhead as I drift off to sleep in my down sleep
ing bag. All this commotion and the migration has only just begun: it 
won't reach its zenith for another couple of weeks. 

Some of these birds will stay here and nest in the grassy uplands of 
the Missouri Coteau. For others the fields and wetlands are a staging area 
where waterfowl can quickly build up the fat reserves necessary for a 
migration that's not yet half-over. The first spring arrival is the earnest 
homed lark. In April, with winter's shadow still vivid in the collective 
memory of the Coteau , its thin, tinkling song seems part premonition. 

On a Saturday in April, the first Canada geese appeared, and on the 
next day, a sixtyish rancher named Ray Heupel stood at the door of the 
sanctuary at Medina Congregational/DCC Church, ostensibly to usher 
parishioners but ultimately to announce the best real news in the county: 
the geese's coming. Ray likes the geese, and he laughs at how they show 
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up before ice has melted , as if to say they're too eager. Truth be told, 
however, I can tell his ranching self is as eager for spring as that first 
small flock of geese out in his pasture . They mostly get along, he and the 
geese, but Ray tells me he is on a first-name basis with the state's Fish 
and Game director and the usual point of discussion is the way in which 
flocks of local geese graze his fields of soybeans, and hard. 

Massive flocks of snow geese bound for the Arctic tundra will pass 
through during a short period spanning a couple of weeks in March and 
April. Sandhill cranes will travel due north in a way that just so happens 
to trace perfectly the route of U.S . Highway 83. Tundra swans seem to 
follow Interstate 29. Ducks such as Northern pintails will migrate through 
the Coteau en route to the farthest reaches of the Canadian Arctic, and 
some cross the Bering Strait to nest in Siberian grasslands. Yet for all of 
this migration to points north, the Missouri Coteau is most notable as 
breeding habitat. 

Before biologists understood the intricate levels at which an ecosys
tem functions, they thought like industrialists. Their central mission was 
producing ducks, and for them, the prairies were "the most fruitful duck 
producing medium in the world ." I get the sense they would have raised 
ducks hydroponically if given the chance. The language of their time per
sists today: the Prairie Pothole Region of the Northern Plains is still 
known as the "duck factory." 

If the three-hundred-thousand-square-mile Prairie Pothole Region 
truly were a factory, a lot of it would stand like so much empty bricks and 
mortar in a rust-belt city. The tallgrass prairie constituted the eastern, 
more humid edge of the "duck factory," but it has been transformed into 
the com-soybean belt of the American Midwest. 

Recent data show that the rate at which native prairie is plowed under 
has accelerated as well. From 2002-2005 in the eastern Dakotas, the fed
eral Farm Service Agency reports that farmers plowed under more than 
two percent of the region's remaining native prairie . That's an area nearly 
half the size of Rhode Island. Once dotted with pothole lakes, today it's a 
landscape engineered to shed water with dispatch, like a suburban parking 
lot. Even today, farmers plane smooth the most subtle contours with 
heavy equipment guided by $25,000 laser-leveling systems. Ninety-five 
percent of wetlands in Minnesota and Iowa-this is the province of tall
grass prairie-have disappeared in this way. 

The best figures available show that North Dakota and South Dakota 
have lost fifty and thirty-nine percent of their wetlands, respectively. With 
so much biodiversity lost in the more eastern tallgrass prairie, the rugged 
mixed-grass Missouri Coteau is arguably America's last best prairie. 

Out at Pearl Lake, in the moments before sumise the next morning, I brew 
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a pot of coffee on a two-burner stove and nibble on breakfast while sitting 
on the tailgate. The air is calm and damp, but not quiet, for all the cack
ling of geese . The chill of the night is gone. It's as if last night's wind 
came straight from the bayous of Louisiana. The Cajun spring is short
lived, however, because with the sunrise comes an Arctic north wind, 
slowing the migration. But it's no matter. It's only an interlude in a spring 
bird migration that's already well underway. It's one of the greatest shows 
on earth . 

"If you want to see a wildlife spectacle in North America, there's 
probably nothing that can compare with the Missouri Coteau in the spring 
and even in the fall. I'd never even been to North Dakota and I moved out 
there in February. It was cold, the skies were very gray. I wondered, 
'What have I done?' Then March came, and I remember going to work 
one day when the skies were blue, and I saw geese in the sky, and then 
there was another flock, and another flock. It's one of the most lively and 
productive ecosystems you'll find." 

This is biologist Daniel Licht who knows the Coteau well, having 
begun his career there in the 1990s after leaving the northwoods of his 
native Wisconsin and marrying into a Coteau farm family in North 
Dakota . He later wrote a book called Ecology and Economics of the Great 
Plains, a thorough treatment of the region's struggling rural economy and 
declining biodiversity. 

Now, ten years later, the conditions outlined in his book still remain. 
On the Missouri Coteau in North Dakota and South Dakota , farmers are 
still breaking native prairie and draining wetlands even as farm communi 
ties are depopulating and rapidly aging. Data on bird populations is 
among the best available for any taxonomic group, and they reveal that 
grassland birds are showing steeper declines than any other group of bird 
species. 

"At the same time, the farm economy is struggling. We know that many 
species associated with native prairie are either imperiled or declining," he 
told me in a conversation. "The direction we're heading is not working." 

En route to a meeting with a federal biologist named Chris Fiann, I drive 
north from Medina on a two-lane strip of asphalt called Stutsman County 
Highway 26. Except where the surveyors curved it around the bigger 
lakes, it follows a gridline due north. In a manner that is not uncommon 
here, this road rises and falls across kames and kettles as if it were simply 
unrolled from a giant spool of asphalt and laid atop the ground . These are 
quiet roads, to be sure, but it's still a good idea to stay in your lane : every
one here seems to know a story of someone who died in a freak head-on 
collision atop one of these blind hills. 

I tum east when I reach Woodworth, one of the myriad farm towns left 
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emaciated by the aging and depopulation of which Licht speaks. Even its 
single cafe can't survive on its own, and so it's now run by a collection of 
locals who pitch in to keep the coffee on. I pass the remains of Woodworth 
as a gravel road leads me through town, and I see a blacksmith shop, a 
smattering of houses, and a single grain elevator. Population eighty. 

Woodworth is, quite literally, the end of the line. The Red River 
Valley and Western rail line, to be exact. Once a year, after the harvest, a 
train of grain cars inches into town on a track that carves a circuitous 
route through the hills. These trains have traditionally ferried wheat and 
barley to distant ports, but in recent years, farms on the Coteau have 
planted more fields to new northern varieties of early-maturing soybeans. 
In fact, when native prairie is plowed under, the new fields will almost 
certainly be planted to soybeans. It's a practice encouraged by federal 
farm policy which ensures crop subsidies even for dubious ventures such 
as farming rocky hillsides. 

The global demand for soybean oil and soybean meal has increased 
tremendously over the past fifty years and so have the prices paid to farm
ers. Accordingly, the United States now plants more acres of soybeans 
than com or wheat-two traditional mainstays of the U.S. farm econo
my-and ninety percent of these soybeans goes directly to feed livestock. 
We're just beginning to see a rising demand for ethanol and biodiesel. 

Ultimately, most North Dakota commodities end up in the barges of 
just a few buyers in Minneapolis, a sort of colonial arrangement present 
since the first farmers arrived. It's a passage conducted by a network of 
rail lines that sweep across the state with a symmetry reminiscent of the 
barbs of a feather: from here, all trains lead southeast. 

I soon arrive at the headquarters of the Chase Lake Prairie Project 
where, at eight in the morning, I will meet Chris. 

Chris is a "duck guy" who grew up on a farm in southern Minnesota. 
He's here for the ducks, and his job is not a simple one. He is part of a 
federal initiative called the Chase Lake Prairie Project, born of the under
standing that prairie bird species, and most specifically waterfowl, cannot 
persist solely on public lands such as national wildlife refuges and a scat
tered array of waterfowl production areas. So the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service is leading an effort to pay farmers and ranchers to restore drained 
wetlands and plowed grasslands. The government will even pay landown
ers to just let native prairie be, without any stipulation about how many 
cattle will graze it. Prairie is so threatened on the Missouri Coteau that 
simply keeping prairie intact is a monumental conservation goal. 

At headquarters, Chris shows me a satellite photograph of our day's desti-

162 



nation: a section of farmland that a landowner plans to restore with help 
from Chris' office. On the photograph, I can see a square grid of wheat 
fields dotted with a few patches of blue water. Chris is most interested in 
the wetlands that no longer appear in satellite images. These are the 
ghosts of wetlands past. Chris' job is to bring them back. 

He counts ten drained wetlands on this parcel, and each has a telltale 
ditch trailing away to, in tum, another ditch or another larger wetland . On 
this day, Chris is visiting this parcel for the first time in order to ground
truth his satellite photographs. All ten were likely drained decades ago 
when the U.S. Department of Agriculture actually encouraged the drain
ing of prairie potholes to increase production of commodities such as 
wheat. A few are less than an acre in size and would hold only a fraction 
of the water contained in a suburban swimming pool. The largest would 
fill a shallow ten-acre basin. 

Upon leaving his remote office , a fifteen-mile drive over lonely gravel 
roads brings us to our destination: a section of cropland recently pur
chased by a Minneapolis doctor. Such conservation buyers-duck hunters 
all-are increasingly common in the Coteau and they are almost always 
an easy sell for Chris' restoration proposals . 

Before we step out of the four-wheel-drive government pickup, Chris 
points to the first of the drained wetlands , which lay a stone's throw from 
where we've pulled off the empty gravel road. It seems nothing more than 
a damp place in the wheat field, but Chris says it is something more. 

It had once been a small wetland-too shallow and short-lived in a 
typical year to sprout cattails-but with a vital role nonetheless . To be 
specific, we were looking at what biologists like Chris call a temporary 
wetland . Because they are the easiest to drain and fill, they are the most 
endangered wetland on the Missouri Coteau . These ephemeral ponds are 
simply "wet spots" in the parlance of local farmers, who must steer their 
mammoth tractors around them, inconveniencing their spring planting. 
Chris has a common refrain when he speaks to reluctant farmers about 
conserving these ephemeral, early ponds: "You're going to have more 
birds on ten, one-acre wetlands than on one, ten-acre wetland ." 

It makes sense . These ephemeral wetlands are the first to melt and to 
harbor the invertebrates needed by foraging waterfowl and shorebirds . 
They also offer "pair water"-the isolated wetlands preferred by breeding 
ducks in the spring. 

'They're no longer gregarious like they were last fall. Now they 're 
territorial ," he says. 

Chris has brought along on a trailer a six-wheel ATV with two bucket 
seats, and after donning heavy coats and warm gloves, we ride it through 
the wheat stubble , past a number of smaller drained wetlands until he 
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steers us onto a hilltop and cuts the engine. There's a break in the clouds 
for the first time in days, and the last raindrops fell a couple hours ago. 
Just a few hours to the west, a spring blizzard blanketed the prairie in a 
foot of snow the day before. But here, in the first calm of the midmorning, 
we are looking out across an uninterrupted field of last year's wheat stub
ble, smooth and undulating and ordered. Though it is not immediately 
apparent to me, we are looking at what had been a cattail slough ten acres 
in size . It had once teemed with nesting songbirds and ducks, chorus 
frogs, muskrats, and underwater menageries of invertebrate life. 

Draining a marsh is actually a simple-and increasingly clandestine
affair. A deep, well-placed tractor wheel rut will often suffice for a ditch. 
A provision of the latest federal farm bill called "Swampbuster" prohibits 
farmers from draining wetlands today, at the risk of losing the subsidies 
they rely on to stay in business-making it among the most contentious 
political issues on the Missouri Coteau. One North Dakota farmer has told 
me, in so many words, that enforcement of wetland rules is strict: "You'd 
just as well shoot your neighbor ," he said. Yet Chris says that farmers still 
drain wetlands in the Missouri Coteau and, unless a whistle blower makes 
a phone call, they are rarely ever caught. 

Draining this particular marsh in the wheat field all those years ago 
wasn't such a subtle operation: it required the modem equivalent of a 
steam shovel. 

"They put some serious effort into digging this ditch," he shouts over 
the idle of the engine as we motor past a chasm thirty-feet deep. "Through 
a hill!" 

These wetlands may be gone for now, but they are not lost forever, 
Chris says. The very equipment that dug ditches can also plug them. And 
the seed bank is often still in place. Once water returns, native sedges, 
grasses, and forbs will sprout. 

"All they 're waiting for is that water regime to come back. They're 
lying dormant. It's not that they're gone," he said, "or that they've dried 
up beneath there and are gone for good. They're biding their time waiting 
for the water regime to come back. That's one of the going jokes I've 
heard among the soils people out there, too. I mean, you can't pick up a 
shovel full of dirt anywhere in the upper Midwest without it just being 
full of cattail seeds. They're everywhere . If you went up on the top of that 
hill up there and dug down and sifted through it there would be cattail 
seeds up in that." 

The ghost wetlands of the Missouri Coteau are waiting to come back. 
They just need a partner like Chris Flann . 

Grassland bird conservation strategies haven't always recognized the 
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importance of the grassy, watery mosaic. During the dustbowl of the 
1930s, federal waterfowl conservation plans mostly ignored the protection 
of pothole lakes and prairie uplands-even though such lands were readi
ly available : farmers and ranchers had abandoned their homes and the vast 
swaths of Coteau grasslands surrounding them. 

"Coming out of the drouth of the thirties, they were more concerned 
with maintaining water . At that stage, I don't think they were that greatly 
concerned with the protection of grassland," says Harvey Nelson, a retired 
waterfowl biologist who spent most of his career in the Missouri Coteau 
of North Dakota. "They didn't put as much emphasis on the value of nest
ing habitat." 

So in 1935, led by a biologist named J. Clark Salyer , the federal 
National Biological Survey began pooling water behind dams on prairie 
rivers, drew lines around them, and called them national wildlife refuges. 
Upper Souris , Des Lacs, and J. Clark Salyer National Wildlife Refuges 
are among them. These refuges collected water , but this zealous search for 
water meant that the vast grasslands with their pothole lakes-the true 
investment capital-went unprotected. 

Salyer wrote then, "This nesting ground now lies as a desert so far as 
its millions of waterfowl are concerned. The sturdy human stock of the 
prairie lands will endure . The herds will grow fat again. But can the earli
er inhabitants, the winged millions, re-establish themselves in all their 
early abundance?" 

Well, so far, the answer is "No," but it's not for any lack of deep 
water pools . It ' s the disappearing prairie. Nelson says it wasn't until the 
late 1960s that biologists began to understand the importance of preserv
ing grassland habitat. 

Actually preserving these lands has proven difficult because even as 
one branch of the federal government pays landowners to preserve native 
grasslands, federal farm policy still encourages just the opposite. 

Under the accords of an amorphous bundle of legislation known col
lectively as the Farm Bill, farmers who plow native prairie are rewarded 
with a variety of federal crop subsidies . In the Missouri Coteau federal 
farm policy is the single most significant factor in the recent increase in 
sodbusting. 

One particular provision of the bill, known as "sodbuster," encourages 
landowners to preserve native prairie to prevent soil erosion. Yet the sod
buster rules don't actually prevent the destruction of native prairie. As 
long as a landowner adopts an approved conservation plan, the federal 
Natural Resource Conservation Service will allow landowners to do with 
their land as they choose-and remain on the government dole. 

Ecologist Scott Stephens, of a national environmental group called 
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Ducks Unlimited, says this does nothing to save the prairie. 
"A conservation plan can be as simple as 'We're going to leave the 

stubble on after harvest to prevent erosion,"' he says. 
As weak as grassland conservation policy is, the small-town politics 

of the farm states ensure that conservation measures are watered down 
even further. A 2002 report by the Government Accounting Office 
revealed that the federal Natural Resources Conservation Service charged 
with ensuring that sodbuster conservation plans are followed is often 
reluctant to enforce its own policies . Considering that the agency has long 
considered itself a partner in helping farmers with conservation goals such 
as planting trees and building fences to keep cattle from grazing riparian 
woodlands, it shouldn't be surprising that the agency's field staff is not 
well suited to policing those same landowners whom its agents are trying 
to befriend. 

As policy, it was doomed from the beginning. 
By restructuring the farm bill the federal government could nearly halt 

sodbusting on the Missouri Coteau . If it removed the federal subsidies 
that encourage sodbusting, the federal government would be offering an 
incentive for farmers to keep grasslands intact. 

This change in the next farm bill may be the best way to keep the 
destruction of the Missouri Coteau from spreading further, ensuring that 
the Missouri Coteau remains America's last best prairie. 
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ANIS SHIVANI 

The Politics of the Broken American 
Health Care System: 

Michael Moore's Sicko 
Michael Moore has made by far the best film of his career and one of the 
great American films, documentary or narrative. It is the L 'Age d'or, the 
Umberto D., the Z of our times, severely agitating the political nerve, aim
ing for nothing less than revolutionary action. It is not just a critique of 
the American health insurance system, but also a thorough indictment of 
the American style of dog-eat-dog capitalism, still held up as a model of 
productivity and efficiency to developing and developed nations alike . 
Work, leisure, and family are all subjected to scathing comparative analy
sis, leaving the self-glorifying American model in utter ruins by the time 
Moore is through with it. This movie makes the viewer want to get out 
into the streets and strangle those who are choking our every hope for 
happiness and fulfillment. It does the job of inflaming the senses great 
movies have always promised but manage to deliver only rarely. This 
may be the defining movie of our generation. 

Judging by early media reports, my fear was that Moore would limit 
himself to a critique of American health maintenance organizations 
(HMOs) practicing penny-pinching by denying qualified patients 
deserved health coverage. I was hoping, at best, for a damnation of the 
health care system as a whole, which thrives on perverse incentives to 
make and keep people sick, chronically and acutely so (health care spend
ing is approaching a fifth of the entire economy), which privileges aggres
sive surgical and interventionist approaches (lucrative to doctors) instead 
of preventive and rehabilitative care, and which realizes a corrupt nexus 
between pharmaceutical companies (the most profitable corporations in 
America) selling mostly useless and even counterproductive drugs with 
doctors serving as delivery agents for these makers of chemical hallucina
tion rather than embodying the Hippocratic oath. I would have been 
ecstatic at the movie suggesting even a small fraction of this broad cri-
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tique. Instead, Moore delivers all of it and makes this only the starting 
point of his criticism of the shallowness of American democracy. 

In February 2006 Moore posted on his website a note asking 
Americans to share their health-care horror stories. He was quickly over
whelmed by more than 30,000 emails. In the early part of the movie 
Moore visits hardworking, middle-class Americans who thought they had 
more than adequate health coverage with reputable HMOs like Aetna, 
Cigna, Kaiser Permanente, and Blue Cross/Blue Shield. A middle-class 
woman and her husband, unable to pay for treatment of heart attacks and 
cancer, had to leave their jobs and community behind and move into their 
grown-up daughter's basement storage room. Former insurance company 
employees confess how their compensation depended on the highest pos
sible rate of denial. A list of pre-existing conditions precluding treatment 
scrolls endlessly on the screen, seemingly excluding just about every 
known malady. One woman was denied ambulance coverage (which can 
run into the thousands of dollars) for not having it pre-approved; she asks 
if she should have gotten the claim approved just before her accident or 
on her way to the hospital? Another woman's coverage was retracted 
because she didn't disclose, among pre-existing conditions, a yeast infec
tion; she wonders if a yeast infection is uncommon and extraordinary 
enough to warrant disclosure and scrutiny . A woman with cervical cancer 
at twenty-two is told she is too young to have this disease. A woman suf
fering from breast cancer is told her treatment is "experimental," a com
mon ground for denial. 

Insurance company decisions are arbitrary and callous. A carpenter 
who sawed off two fingers is told he has the option of reattaching his mid
dle finger for $60,000 or his ring finger for $12,000; he chooses the latter. 
A little girl needing cochlear implants to restore hearing is granted 
approval for one ear, but not the other. Once the company fears exposure 
through Moore's channels, permission to treat the second ear is quickly 
forthcoming from a chastened executive . Moore visits 9/11 rescue work
ers suffering from assorted respiratory and nervous disorders, the vaunted 
firemen and other heroes of that day of infamy abandoned to the cruel 
health-care system in which they are unable to get the most basic treat
ments for breathing difficulties or impaired teeth or general physical 
breakdown . 

So far this has been unexceptional "progressive" critique, American 
style. The level of corruption pinpointed is of a kind amenable to solution, 
given stronger political will-who, after all, in America does not hate 
insurance companies and corporate lawyers? But Sicko soon embarks on 
its first shock tactic by taking us across the border to Canada where weak 
and vulnerable and poor human beings are treated with infinitely more 
dignity than any makeover in American health-care delivery would ever 
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make possible. The woman with cervical cancer drives across the border 
from Detroit to London, Ontario, where she declares that she is the com
mon-law partner of a Canadian male friend. It looks like she'll get treated 
without further questions about her status. The bugaboo about Canadian 
and European "socialized medicine" is that there are execrable waiting 
times and little or no choice of doctors; this is how the Canadian health 
service and Britain's NHS (National Health Service) are routinely con
demned by American health industry propagandists . 

Straight documentation, without commentary or intervention, is 
enough to bring out the stark discrepancy between American spin and the 
reality abroad. Moore interviews Canadians at clinics and hospitals who 
tell him waiting times are short or nonexistent, they have full choice of 
doctors, and paying for any kind of service is inconceivable. His own 
uncle and aunt, Canadians, refuse to travel for a day to the United States 
without getting health insurance for travelers. What if they were to be 
punched in the mouth, they wonder? A friend who fell on his head in 
Hawaii was stuck with a $600,000 medical bill, ruinous for a middle-class 
Canadian. A Canadian friend tells Moore he is conservative, but like other 
Canadians he reveres Tommy Douglas, the originator of the "socialized 
medicine" idea, as the most influential Canadian ever. Already the viewer 
feels a rising degree of anger toward the United States he has visually left 
behind for the tolerant smiles and humane behavior among Canadians. 

In Bowling for Columbine (2002), Moore had wondered why the 
prevalence of guns in Canada didn't lead to the high rates of gun violence 
seen south of the border. He suggested it is nothing inherent in the posses
sion of guns, but something more fundamental about the culture , its 
approach to solving human problems, that might explain the American 
malaise. In Sicko, too, Moore has picked a hook that is likely to ensnare 
nearly every American, insured or uninsured, since all suffer from con
stant anxiety about debilitating illness in order to take them to realms of 
spiritual questioning they generally avoid for more immediate concerns. 

The agitation rises many notches higher when Moore heads to Europe 
to investigate further examples of the "socialized medicine" Americans 
are ritualistically taught to hate . At London's Hammersmith Hospital 
Moore is greeted with gentle laughter when he asks released patients 
where and how much they are going to pay; they won't be getting any 
bills , he's told, his American money instinct in such matters incompre
hensibly alien to them. A smiling, black couple in possession of a healthy 
new baby is asked what they will be charged, and they reply, "Nothing." 
Moore finally nails down the Cashier's office, figuring there must be 
some cash going into the hospital's coffers, but it turns out there is only 
cash going out, for reimbursement of patient travel! At a pharmacy Moore 
is told the fee for any kind of drug prescription, in whatever quantity, is 
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£6.67 for working adults, and nothing for others. Doctors in the NHS sys
tem are grimly amused when Moore exclaims wonderment at patients get
ting services for free. 

But does this "socialized medicine" produce unmotivated doctors, 
resentful of low compensation, uninterested in their patients, and perhaps 
dreaming of moving to greener pastures in America? Moore interviews an 
NHS doctor who lives quite comfortably in a million dollar house in 
London, makes a couple of hundred thousand dollars a year, drives a 
spanking new Audi, and has nothing to complain about in financial terms. 
This doctor admits that indeed, if one wanted to make several times more 
the income, or wanted a four or five million dollar home, one might have 
to enter the profit-making American health care system, but he is more 
than satisfied with what he's got. More significantly, he seems content 
with his work, unlike the utter mechanical disinterest characteristic of 
American doctors' visages. This doctor is paid by the ratio of patients he 
guides toward preventive care (such as exercising or stopping smoking), 
whereas the incentives in America are precisely the opposite: keep the 
population of the sick and debilitated growing , medicalize and aggressive
ly treat infinitely expanding lists of illnesses, and keep the patient popula
tion (which is nearly equal to all of America's population at this point) in 
hock to authoritarian doctors and executives. 

By this point Moore has created enough of a visual contrast to start 
drawing larger political conclusions. He makes utterly moving-at least 
for jaded American audiences, who haven't heard any real class
conscious political discourse from mainstream politicians since the seven
ties-his visit with Tony Benn, old-style British socialist, who draws 
explicit connections between the failure of democracy and the kinds of 
humiliations American citizens routinely put up with. Politicians want to 
frighten citizens (the terrorists are coming!) and keep them enslaved to 
such tasks as paying off exorbitant medical bills so that they may remain 
passive and not raise hell about one percent of the world's elite owning 
eighty percent of its wealth . Among the Wes tern democracies, nowhere is 
political pacification more advanced than in America . Moore wonders 
how Britain, after the utter devastation of World War II, could have com
mitted itself to building social welfare services to the uncompromising 
extent it did. Abolition of the NHS or severely curtailing its scope is out 
of the question : Tony Benn declares the British people wouldn't have it. 
The implication is that empire ' s ambitions need to be humiliated to the 
extent suffered by the British in their fight against the Nazis before wealth 
can be channeled to helping the most needy and deserving in society. The 
things Americans most take pride in tum out to be socialized-libraries, 
schools, fire and police departments, the postal service-and yet corrupt 
politicians and corporations have convinced us that taking away the profit 
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motive from medicine would be the end of the world. 
America is further than ever from the audience's mind when Moore 

goes to France, the reviled country of the popular American imagination . 
After French resistance to the American wars following 9/11, House law
makers renamed French fries "freedom fries ." John Kerry was savaged as 
all but a war criminal during the 2004 election campaign, but the insult 
hurled with the greatest venom was that he looked French . Yet Moore dis
covers a nation so socially advanced that America looks barbaric by com
parison. A North African doctor doesn't have anything personal against 
Americans - "they ' re nice people"-but he wouldn't want to practice 
medicine in America. Moore talks to expatriate Americans at a restaurant , 
asking them why they live in France. Health care, child care, university 
education, all are free, and the quality of services is so high that 
Americans wouldn't expect anything similar in these fields. Moore laughs 
at one point, "Don ' t tell me they come and do your laundry!" It turns out 
that if you need them to, following childbirth or if you're incapacitated, 
the government will do precisely that. France , the home of barbaric secu
larism, is revealed as far more family-friendly than Americans dare imag
ine of any country . A group of doctors even makes house calls. The origi
nator of this concept had wondered, if a plumber could visit someone in 
need in half an hour, why not a doctor? 

But are all these socialized services drowning the French people's 
entrepreneurial spirit , crushing them with burdensome taxes, and taking 
away all the motivation for work , efficiency, and productivity? Are they 
depressed and morose because of the heavy hand of the government? 
Moore visits the tasteful apartment of a middle-class couple. When Moore 
asks them about their biggest living expense-since they don't have to 
worry about heavy mortgages or rents or insurance - the wife replies 
"fish ." And vegetables and fruit. And traveling-the wife ecstatically list
ing the places around the world she has enjoyed visiting . "Are you 
happy?" Moore asks. "Can't you tell?" laughs the husband. There is ales 
son here for Europeans as much as for Americans: don't let your dema
gogic politicians take away whatever is most humane and civilized about 
you . The rise of the fascistic Nicolas Sarkozy-a gruesome melange of 
Goldwater, Nixon , Reagan , and the latter Bush, if ever there was one
followed a moment of truth for the French people . Segolene Royal had 
clearly stated the choice between all that is beautiful and civilized, and all 
that is brutal and vicious . Sarkozy- who took media lessons from ruthless 
New York mayor Rudi Giuliani's people - would like to follow the 
American model. Nothing could be of worse consequence for Europe
mankind's last hope these days? 

When finally Moore returns to America it is to a land whose existence 
we would rather erase from memory. There are stories of elderly patients 
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left to roam the streets because the hospitals simply tum them out after a 
certain period of time. In Los Angeles a hospital executive admits that 
often the best place for patients being released is residence on Skid Row. 
A black woman laments the death of her little girl, who was lost because 
the emergency room of the nearest hospital refused to take her and she 
had to transport the girl to her HMO-approved facility. Moore links up 
with the devastated 9/11 rescue workers and takes them on a boat from 
Miami to Guantanamo Bay, since congressional testimony and news 
reports claim that the Guantanamo "detainees" are getting medical care at 
least as good as insured Americans in the best hospitals. Of course, they 
cannot actually penetrate the perimeter of the camp at Guantanamo , so the 
only alternative for the sick Americans depending on Moore is the most 
demonized of all countries for Americans, Cuba! 

The diseases of the 9/11 rescue workers suggest their origins in gener
alized anxiety-sleep apnea, teeth grinding, mysterious breathing prob
lems . What the sick Americans seem to need more than anything else is 
treatment as human beings by socialist doctors . Of course , the treatment 
in Cuba is free, and drugs are available for next to nothing. One woman 
starts crying when she learns that the inhaler she had been buying for 
$120 is available in Havana for 3.20 pesos or five cents. Who should she 
blame, she wonde rs? The choices of Cuba and of Guantanamo Bay as 
venues for sick Americans to seek treatment are not coincidental. Moore 
again and again literalizes Americans' worst fears and asks, is this the 
worst we've got to worry about? Let's make this happen (visit Cuba) and 
see how bad it can be. Americans' fears , which keep them in grinding 
submission , are exposed as baseless , as Tony Benn well understands, and 
as European voters would do well to remember before they start disman
tling generations of hard-won social legislation under the manipulation of 
shysters like Sarkozy, he of the brooding Nixonian visage. 

Typical Moore documentary techniques enhance the ideological scope 
of Sicko . Moore has always been fond of interjecting ancient black-and 
white footage-corporate documentaries, government propaganda, or 
straight news items-to show up the fatuous nature of earlier fears and 
anxieties. He does this to brilliant effect in Sicko, just as he did in Bowling 
for Columbine and Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) . The whole range of satirical 
tools, from invective to parody, is thrillingly alive in Moore's capable 
hands. Whereas American writers have vacated the satirical field, in these 
days more ripe with everyday material for satire than ever before, only the 
visual medium is taking advantage of the possibilities . Moore ' s working
class, average-guy, Midwestern and middle-American persona has never 
been more delicately blended into a particular movie; as a narrator he has 
completely effaced himself , letting the sorrow and horror of the individual 
stories being narrated , and the political virtue of countries chosen to con-
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trast with America, do all the work of emotional communication. 
I always wondered why in his previous films Moore didn't go all the 

way to the summations that were begging to be bluntly stated. In Bowling 
for Columbine, he left things more ambiguous than the weight of the nar
rative deserved. We always suspected he wanted to say more but for 
whatever reason didn't feel he could afford to at that point. It wasn't just 
our culture of violence that was to blame for high gun fatalities; it was 
something having to do with the violence of American capitalism itself. 
But such a stark conclusion was too incendiary for him at the time. 
Similarly, in Fahrenheit 9/11, instead of vague insinuations about possi
ble conspiratorial links between oil oligarchies in America and the Arab 
world, why not address the open facts? Whatever is most insidious about 
the present impasse in the war on terror (really, the war on liberty) is com
pletely visible for inspection. In the present American political crisis, 
there is no need to dig for hidden causes and motives. It's all out there in 
the open. This, finally, does become Moore's approach to satire in Sicko. 
No need for investigation or underground work as such. The very reason 
for the effective satire is open transcription of the most surface elements 
in which American reality presently festers these days in almost its entirety. 

It isn't coincidental that the fondness of security experts for surveil 
lance cameras as necessary "tools" in the "war against terror" is turned on 
its head when these same cameras show an old woman wandering in a 
haze on the streets of downtown L.A., after having been evicted from a 
hospital. It isn't coincidental that in this era of renewed legitimation of 
infinite wiretapping one of Moore's most effective ploys is to interject, at 
the most appropriate moment, Richard Nixon's taped meditations as he 
authorizes the HMO boondoggle: Nixon is provoked to rhapsody at hear
ing how Edgar Kaiser is making money at his business by giving people 
as little medical care as possible . Moore's satire serves up our recognized 
historical buffoonery (it's always easy to make fun of Nixon) but this time 
goes further than it ever has in suggesting that a similar buffoonery oper
ates at all governing levels today. 

The most touching moment in the film-following the narration of 
patients being turned out of hospitals to fend for themselves-is when 
Moore finally poses his long-delayed question, "Who are we?" It is the 
brutality of our whole American way of life (for which we must always be 
killing foreigners in far -off lands, when not oppressing them here at 
home) that is put into question, and there is no avoiding the inherent vio
lence of who we are in Sicko. Moore shows us 1992-1994 footage of 
Hillary Clinton, when she still revealed human traits, trying to pass at 
least an attenuated version of health-care reform, under attack from 
vicious Congressional skeptics like Texas Congressman Dick Armey; in 
her present incarnation she is bought and paid for by health industry lob-
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byists, being the second -highest recipient of such campaign donations . 
Time telescopes impassable incongruities - footage of hoary Soviet pro
paganda movies exalting work, or Ronald Reagan lecturing to housewives 
on the evils of socialized medicine around that same time, now seems not 
so much historical anomaly as the way things are today- and a prop to 
natural anger, too long suppressed. 

Moore's latest documentary effort reveals again the truth of the dic
tum that the camera often needs to capture simply what's out there, with
out overt manipulation, and if the filmmaker knows what he is doing, 
truth itself will be captured. Mainstream media are purely in the business 
of hiding the truth by giving us what passes for everyday reality, but in 
fact is its antithesis. Witness Moore's bold confrontation with CNN's 
insufferable Wolf Blitzer (http://www .youtube.com/watch?v=CjZm 
05N90FI) after Sicko 's release: CNN "medical correspondent" (who must 
wax lyrical about the fashionable ailments of celebrities and political 
superstars , and who discourses in the manner not of a physician con
cerned with healing but a huckster preoccupied with selling) Dr. Sanjay 
Gupta was appropriately manhandled for his crass, trivial, and diversion 
ary "fact -checking" of Sicko. Such mainstream discussion is liable to nit
pick with whether America is 37th on the WHO 's list of nations with the 
best health care (just ahead of Slovenia) and whether Cuba spends only 
$250 per capita on health-care. It doesn't seem coincidental to me that the 
present terror scare in Britain involves foreign NHS doctors . If Moore is 
literalizing our worst fears to show them up for how ridiculous they are, 
the propaganda masters of W estem governments are trying to keep a step 
ahead of him by putting their own spin on these fears. 

Moore seems to have a new confidence about him, as he has finally 
pulled together, in Sicko, all the themes of his earlier movies: the corpo
rate callousness of Roger & Me (1989), the culture of violence in Bowling 
for Columbine, and the conspiracy of the ruling oligarchy of Fahrenheit 
9/1 I-all in one ideologically consistent narrative damning all the inter
connections of authoritarian Americanism. Intertextual references to these 
earlier works proliferate throughout the movie to expose how our ground
less fears are manipulated to strip us of the rights of citizenship. This fluid 
method means a reduced need for his narratorial presence and a greater 
reliance on transparent visual contrast. 

It is not too much to claim that Michael Moore is perhaps the most 
important American alive now . In the long run, if truth has any value at 
all, his ideas are bound to win over those of the demagogues. He is finally 
making all the important associations-our unfounded fears, our unbri
dled faith in the free market , our irresponsibility toward the weak and 
poor, our childlike credulity-and doing it without the least equivocation. 
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KATHLEEN SPIVACK 

From the Window 
I am sitting here, ready to start my next project. Something to do with 
love; the endless subject. Is there any other? Refugee love. 

Yes, I'll write about love tonight, although love itself hides in the 
night, a gray ghost, aching a little at its own longings and memories. I'll 
write about love while a woman sits up in bed, pressing a thin cambric 
nightgown against her breast, her hands fluttering aimlessly, wondering 
what happened and where it all went. And will it always be like this, her 
tight throat, and it will, it must, its vacancy etching itself into her body 
forever. Refugee love, always adrift, looking for a home which in the end 
turns out to be merely temporary, a nonexistent resting place, forever lost. 

Love sifts itself through the stubbed out ashes and the whiskey glass; 
that void that maybe only a mother filled-and that was long ago. There 
is no end to it, this wanting. 

My friend Leonard and I had escaped from home. Home was mun
dane, everything we wished to forget. But as yet we had found nothing 
else to replace it. We had come to Paris in search of exotic love. Now we 
were spending the afternoon together, disappointed . 

We were sitting in the Raspail Vert, a cafe in the angle of the 
Boulevards Raspail and Edgar Quinet, right around the comer from the 
cemetery of Montpamasse, where Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir lay 
buried in state, side by side, surrounded by their lovers. It was "our" cafe, 
our usual Saturday afternoon meeting place. Leonard was, as usual, com
plaining, expecting me to be rapt with attentiveness . He was complaining 
of his lack of sleep. 

"I hear them, I hear them every night." Leonard reached out and 
touched my arm for emphasis . He wanted to make sure I realized the 
gravity of his complaint. "They just carry on. For hours. Do you think I'm 
mad?" This was obviously a rhetorical question. 

"Every night!" Leonard exclaimed with more fervor. "They always 
start just after I've finally managed to fall asleep." His lips pouted in an 
aggrieved expression. "It's not as ifl'm a prude or anything." 
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It was hard not to laugh. I tightened my mouth and looked deliberately 
straight ahead, assuming what I hoped would appear to be a neutral listen
ing posture. 

We were both trying to scrape a mossy living from the underside of 
Paris, and we met every couple of weeks or so to compare notes on home 
and how it was going for us here . 

Leonard came from my own hometown , a small New England village, 
once a mill town, where there's nothing to do since the mills closed down 
except scrape a rocking chair back and forth across a sagging front porch. 

We'd never go back there. There was nothing to go back for. "A 
Hundred Years of Boredom," in grainy black and white . "Peyton Place" 
and worse . An anywhere deserted mill town at its worst. 

One might think that we left this run-down village, with its empty red 
brick buildings brooding along a polluted river, long ago. We'd certainly 
tried. Leonard majored in French at Middlebury College, so strong was 
his longing to change his cultural identity. 

He wanted to travel as far away as he could from his dad's furniture 
refinishing business, where he spent every summer during high school 
and college dipping bureau drawers into five different types of acid baths, 
then pocking them with a little BB gun sort of thing to make them look 
"antique." In the middle of the endless din Leonard and a few other lucky 
souls produced what looked like worm holes, which supposedly upped the 
value of the maple-veneered furniture, turning it from warehouse quality 
to "antique." Leonard spent his free hours standing there while he patient
ly rubbed the layers of chemical varnishes onto the pocked wood surfaces, 
as if rubbing green sheen onto the dollar bills that would pay his 
Middlebury College tuition. 

Leonard dreamed himself down and out in Paris, but he was forced to 
stand, dripping with sweat in the middle of his father's factory, the boss ' s 
son, contemplating his future and being told he was lucky to have one 
after all. Each summer while he worked, wrinkling his nose against the 
greenish odor, his mouth moved silently, shaping itself around the refined 
syllables of French. 

"Authentic," was the word his father used, imagining that what was 
"authentic" could be acquired just by knowing how many layers of oil and 
varnish to apply. 

Leonard and I longed to be "authentic," but no matter how many lay
ers we painstakingly applied to ourselves the rough edges refused to be 
concealed. We rubbed and rubbed against the curly finishing edges of a 
scornful Paris, but it did not take: we carried on us the ever-present oil of 
our despairing origins . So here we were , making do, trying to plaster on a 
bit of "artifice" instead . 

The product of too much reading-as much of it on the job as possi-
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ble- Leonard had come to Paris wanting to wear ruffled sleeves, appreci
ate beauty, and sip fine wines. He emolled in the Sorbonne. He spoke 
French daintily and carefully, rolling each syllable as if it tasted creamy as 
the creamiest French brie, coating his mouth with it and swirling it around 
with his tongue before allowing the sounds to leave. He affected an exag
gerated nasality to the language : I, who spoke less well, timid and stum
bling, found it extremely aggravating to listen to him. Braying, I called it 
to myself, "The man is positively braying." 

Leonard, like me, was no more authentic than his dad's doctored 
Maine furniture, or rather, he was, no matter how hard he tried not to be, 
an authentically American not-too-bright young man looking for French 
love to transport him to another plane. 

His French was too loud. He had long blue-jeaned legs, curly blond 
hair, and a naive open American look. He did not have working papers, 
which would allow him at least to work in the country. He did not have 
charm. He took course after course, taught English to refugees more lost 
than himself, and prowled the quays and the English language-speaking 
Shakespeare and Company book shop in search of nothing. He wrote his 
parents that he had decided never to come home. 

But now, sitting in the cafe, it seemed that what he had come to want, 
more than anything, was an uninterrupted night of sleep. 

"I can feel it, when they're about to start, you know, a feeling in the 
air. It wakes me up, even before they've done anything." 

Leonard lived in an undistinguished narrow street, one of the many 
dark and charmless streets behind the Gare St. Lazare . The idea of travel 
permeated the neighborhood. The ungainly train station, the metro, the 
pushy buses: everyone was hurrying somewhere in Paris, looking busy, 
going to meet friends, and going to other more intimate assignations. 

But Leonard and I, on our two separate sides of Paris-me, near the 
Gare Montpamasse, the train station that served the vibrant south, and 
Leonard, behind squat St. Lazare which brooded northward-seemed to 
be going nowhere fast. 

You can gather I did not exactly take to Leonard. So why did I agree 
to meet him? Desperate me, I simply could not face another lonely 
moment, skulking by my concierge, asking permission to use the shower. 
I felt myself become a cringing shadow of the boisterous girl I was, tem
porarily permitted to look at glamour in French, but through a window 
only. While the Parisian women flitted by, sure of themselves and light 
and slim and sexy, I slunk along the streets, went to futile job interviews, and 
avoided people's eyes while at the same time wanting desperately to be 
noticed. "Ah, Mademoiselle ... " But that never happened. Hence Leonard. 

Now, for want of anything better to do, I sat across a table from 
Leonard in a smoky cafe and listened to him carry on. My mother would 
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have been happy . For we had more in common than we liked to admit. 
In our Paris, the City of Light , we huddled, each in our small dark old 

"chambre de bonne" for which, as Americans, we were exorbitantly 
charged. We longed at night for something to happen to us here, some
thing of a transforming nature, something that would justify our separa
tion from language, home, and family. We longed to be lifted out of and 
saved from ourselves. Meanwhile we wrote faithful optimistic lying post
cards home to our families. 

"Do you ever think about going home?" I asked him, as I always did 
during our inevitable Saturday afternoon get-together. As always, we had 
tried not to meet, pretending we might have other plans until the very last 
minute, when it was obvious we did not. Self-scrutiny was the malady we 
shared, more sickly and more secretive than any other addiction that could 
bind us. 

"Never," Leonard insisted. 
"Always," I said. "All the time. Anytime anything goes wrong ." 
My parents were constantly writing me, wondering when I was going 

to come home. Had I found a job? And what was I looking for anyway? 
And did I know that my sister, their favorite , the more compliant one, had 
just become engaged? 

"Don't look back, Jane ," Leonard advised . "It won't do you any 
good." His parents were writing him too, I knew, as well as telephoning 
my parents across town, anxious with subtle unspoken questions. 

"Typically insensitive," I thought of Leonard's pragmatic statements. 
As if one could just shut off a nonproductive thought. I stuck the end of 
my tongue into a wobbly filling, testing it. It twinged as it trembled a bit. 
"Don't you ever think of just going home? Giving it up here?" 

"Well ," Leonard amended, softening. "Sometimes I do. I really do." 
I thought fleetingly of what would happen if I had to deal with a den

tist's visit in a language I hardly knew . We were both silent, contemplat
ing the endless gray rain that fell like a curtain beyond the triangle of wet 
wool and dampness where we sat in front of small, overpriced bitter cups 
of coffee while the chink-chink of kids playing pinball not far from our 
small round table grilled our nerves. We'd soon be out in that rain, hud
dling against it as we beat our way back to our own lonely rooms. 

Leonard leaned forward, expecting me to tune out everything else and 
focus only on him . He demanded my attention . He always seemed both 
sophisticated and impossible to me. My jaw was sore; a toothache coming 
on, I was now sure of it. 

"That horrible couple. I can't bear them," Leonard complained. "Just 
knowing they're there ." Miserably he looked out at the rain. "My win
dow's too close to theirs . I never see them, you know. I just hear them 
going at it. Howling , moaning . Sometimes it starts at one A.M. Sometimes 
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at four in the morning. Sometimes they do it both times. Or more. Just 
when I've managed to fall back asleep again. I just dread going home," he 
concluded drearily, expecting me to be fascinated, sympathetic , and horri
fied at the same time. He watched my reactions with a little triumphant 
gleam in his eyes. 

There was silence as my tongue found the filling again, and Leonard 
and I both contemplated our own loveles sness. My filling was definitely 
wiggling . "Howling!" I thought. "Moaning!" My heart quickened at the 
thought of such expressed passion, but I tried not to show it on my face. I 
envied the couple their umestrained joy. Like cats in heat, yowling, or like 
the raccoons that screamed with their mating all through our New 
England spring nights, screeching and clawing in the mysterious tree 
crooks of our moon-speckled backyard at home . "Howling!" 

I thought of times I too had howled with passion-only one whole 
aching year ago. And the pain of that remembered twining took my breath 
away. That cavity, that exposed nerve, the shaky patch-up job. I tried to 
talk to myself to get my head on straight again. There are some things that 
are better left unproved. But words like "Rutting," "Passion," even 
"Love," as in "Our Love Story," and the dark stone of the words "It's 
Finished" set up a clanging in my head. 

"We're finished. It's over. It's your fault. It's my fault." These words 
began to pound like a heap of stones roiled by dangerous waves against a 
black shore . "Over and done with. Finished." I felt faint. 

"Yes, howling," Leonard said, apparently not noticing my reactions . 
He was too caught up in his own. His hands were twisting on the table, 
his knuckles sharp against the marble top. "Finally they quiet down and I 
fall asleep again, but-then it starts all over again. In the early morning . 
It's just too much! I've thought of writing them a note ." 

"Writing a note?" I tried to follow him. 
"Maybe you think I'm crazy, Jane." He leaned forward, pursing his 

lips again. "But I'm sure they're trying to drive me crazy ." He didn't 
speak of what he meant by this, but suddenly, abruptly, drove his disobe
dient hands further into his pockets. He leaned forward, almost hissing at 
me. "There have been mornings I've just stood outside the door of their 
building, waiting to see who comes out. Sometimes I stand there for 
hours. Each couple that comes out the door makes me wonder, is that 
them? Could they be the ones? But I've never found the courage to actual
ly speak to anybody." 

The cafe was hot, stuffy, and suffocating. I didn't want to hear any 
more, but Leonard could not stop. He shrugged his shoulders, hunching 
closer to me. Spittle was forming at the edges of his mouth, and he licked 
his lips quickly. "You see, it's the fact that their window happens to be 
close to mine. Why the hell can't they shut their window , for God's 
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sake?" He writhed in irritation, his hands twisting in his pockets, and he 
crossed his legs, drawing himself into himself farther in the small comer 
where we sat hemmed in by the table . 

"Well," I suggested, "why don't you shut your window then?" 
"No!" he answered sharply . His voice was petulant , aggrieved. "Why 

should I be deprived of air just because some French peop le don't have 
the courtesy to shut their window! Why can't they be more considerate? If 
they want to make love that's their business, but why should I be forced to 
listen to them! Sometimes I think they are doing it deliberately, putting on 
a big show just to wake me up ." 

Once every two weeks or so was more than often enough to get 
together with Leonard, I thought, this boy my mother was so eager for me 
to date some fifteen years ago . In our town his family, as owners of the 
furniture factory, were considered pract ically aristocratic . I thought 
morosely about how much I disliked him . My tooth hurt , but he wasn't 
the least bit interested in hearing about anything except his own stupid 
obsessions . 

"I really want to say something to them," Leonard continued. He was 
white with agitation . "Something like Monsieur, Madame, please s 'il vous 
plait , do you realize you are disturbing others : me for instance." He con
tinued in this vein in his mellifluous French, relishing each sword-thrust 
word with a courtier's pleasure . "I implore you, you are deranging me 
with your extreme manifestations of passion . You are disturbing the peace 
and tranquillity of our ancient quartier. Please , Madame, Monsieur, take 
your ecstatic pleasures elsewhere." Smiling maliciously, he went on like 
this for quite a while, clearly enjoying an uninhibited French rant. 

I was too weak -willed, too lonely, too pathet ic, too depressed, to get 
up and leave, which , I was aware , would have been the normal response. 
France , as well as a disastrous love affair , had destroyed all my initiative . 
Wasn't that why I had come to France in the first place? Now I would pay 
for it, sitting in dreary comers with dreary people like Leonard. Forever . 
A forgotten old maid . 

When Leonard finished he was winded but triumphant, having man 
aged a whole theatrical speech, just like the ones we so often strained to 
hear from the top-most balcony of the Comedie -Fran9aise . Perfect 18th
century French learned from textbooks and novels. French never to be 
heard nowadays in the actual modem-day beleaguered country of France, 
where they cursed in incomprehensible argot and spoke a kind of back
ward slang -language as fast as possible. 

Leonard stopped and looked at me. He had tears in his eyes and a vein 
of frustration bulged in his forehead . "Goddammit , Jane ," he panted , still 
irritated. 

"What good wou ld it do anyway?" I felt comfort was what was want-
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ed, and reached across the table to take his hand, which he reluctantly 
snailed out of his pocket. 

I thought of a couple I once knew in Paris; I saw them as if from far
away . After lovemaking, after the dark shuddering cries that rose, 
inevitable as if from somewhere beyond the two entwined bodies, the man 
went to the open window, looked out, lit a cigarette . Later, after he had 
stayed there looking out at the darkness for a long, long time, as long as 
he could manage, he came back to bed again, lay down, sighed, and 
turned his back on the woman waiting beside him. Nevertheless, toward 
morning, as if despite themselves, their passion crept up and engulfed 
them once more. 

Love . Loss. "Loss" entwined itself around the "Love" word like a vine 
about a tree, like two inseparable parasitic concepts. 

"Why don't you move, then, find another flat?" I suggested, knowing 
that it was impossible . I was getting more than fed up with Leonard and 
occupied my tongue by probing the back hinge of my jaw again. That 
tooth was throbbing awfully. 

"Don't be ridiculous," Leonard answered. "I intend to stay right where 
I am and teach them a lesson." Aha! At this thought Leonard looked 
hopeful. "I intend to confront them." His New England Puritan sermoniz
ing background was rising instantly and hopefully to the challenge. "It 
would teach them to be more considerate." Cotton Mather meets Hester 
Prynne. 

Leonard pounced on this new idea in a prissy school-teacherish way. 
He was pleased with himself now, at least for the moment, as pleased as if 
he had actually told off the invisible lovers. He had forgotten we were in 
France, the land of ostentatious making -out. Whatever the French do 
behind closed doors, public spaces such as streets, metros, restaurants, etc. 
are their real theater and a good show is properly appreciated . No better 
public theater than a bourgeois quartier in the middle of the night. 

Tonight, awakened by the vociferous lovers, Leonard would grind his 
teeth in quiet rage again. "So what, Leonard, your time will come," I start
ed to say, answering his unspoken desperation. Then "Never mind," I 
added, as he looked at me a bit too intensely. 

"We will never be French," I wanted to say. "And we will never love 
each other, no, never like that." 

"Never mind what, Jane?" he asked, his pupils flickering as if startled. 
His hands were quiet now, his crossed legs at peace. 

It was dusk and still raining. Did we expect anything else? A darkness 
overcame me as I feared that in fact I would never love anyone again as 
deeply as I once loved Pierre. I could never explain this to Leonard, and 
he was silent as if locked in with his own memories and fears as well. 
Why were we hanging on, both of us, loveless in this strange country? 
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"Jane, tell me," Leonard said. "Do you think something's wrong with 
me to be so upset about this?" 

"I don't know." I evaded his eyes, eyes that were zooming in on me in 
fixed recognition. 

Together we looked for the waiter who had been hovering somewhere 
in the dingy reaches of the cafe near the darkening bar, wiping dishes with 
a soft stained cloth. 

"The bill, please," we called, like any Americans anxious to be over
charged, to pay nervously with money we still didn't really understand, to 
say "Thank you," obsequiously in a strange language. 

The rain was pelting down outside and the street gleamed with wet
ness as in a dark French film. We'd all seen those films where the 
Gestapo round up all remaining suspects, and in which the hero and hero
ine tum round a comer, surprised to find themselves alone together and 
stare into each other's eyes, panting with the chase. Those heart -stopping 
films where suddenly, impulsively, the protagonists decide to run away 
together, forever linking their futures. They push their collars up and duck 
their heads under the unforgiving downpour. The clatter of pursuing foot
steps fades . Everything is understood. It has all happened in an instant, it 
has already taken place in their charged mutually hypnotized stares: 
trapped animals, held in the searchlight of obsessive love. Yet in the midst 
of this, in the film they somehow find the time to stop and share a 
cigarette. The rain is still coming down like blazes, poured by some sec
ond assistant flunky from a bucket at the comer of the set. But the heroine 
looks dewy and beautiful nevertheless. Her marcelled hair is perfect. 
There is a pregnant silence. She turns her eyes toward him and waits, her 
eyebrows perfectly arched, because it appears he has something important 
to say to her. Something he has been carrying inside him for a long time . 
He turns up his collar and takes a manly breath. 

But between Leonard and me there would be no intensity when we 
parted, each to go in separate directions, outside the Raspail Vert. There 
would be no panting breathless moment, with desire moaning just below 
the surface. No hotel, with its understanding concierge looking indulgent
ly at the entering young couple, no waiting softly lit room, no inviting bed 
in black and white, no window overlooking the sleeping city with only the 
glowing tip of a cigarette to silhouette the darkness. We were too irritated 
with each other for reasons we would never be able to articulate. 

I was worried about finding a dentist, and how I was going to be able 
to manage such an ordeal in French. Leonard hurrying homeward would 
still be twitching with suppressed frustration, to be rekindled when night 
fell. As we parted, between us the cold unpleasant rain clanged down like 
a heavy velvet curtain. The words "The End" scrolled slowly over our 
unrealized hopes . Paris fluttered like a tipsy backdrop. Having already 
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come so far from home, we would always remain strangers, especially to 
each other. 
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MARION K. STOCKING 

From Bunker Hill to Baghdad: 
My Lifetime of Wars 

It was years before I began to suspect how World War I had influenced 
my life. Both parents were second generation of German -speaking fami
lies. Both had labored to distance themselves from Kaiser Wilhelm II and 
from the murderous Germaniphobia of World War I. My father, I learned 
one day, had changed his name to William Kingston from William Kaiser, 
and he and my mother had settled in a sedate Boston suburb and done 
their best to raise my sister Barbara and me as proper Bostonians. We 
even got elocution lessons, and I was brought up believing that I had 
always longed to go to Mount Holyoke College-my mother's image of 
an academic finishing school. Thus I grew up insulated from the war that 
had deeply affected my parents' generation. 

Nevertheless, I was early initiated into a patriotic respect for war and 
warriors . In the spring of 1929 I was in first grade at the Warren School. It 
was Decoration Day-today's Memorial Day-established in 1869 to 
decorate the graves of Civil War veterans . I remember how exciting it 
was-getting buttoned into my best smocked frock and my black patent 
leather maryjanes, a butterfly bow in my Dutch -cut hair. I remember our 
filing self-consciously to our seats before a low platform, lugging arm
loads of heavy lilacs or smelly irises. I remember very well that when my 
tum came I hitched up my socks and marched in front of the stage where I 
laid Mother's choicest blossoms at the feet of our honored veterans of the 
G.A.R.- the Grand Army of the Republic ( certainly also, in conservative 
Melrose , G.O.P.)- flowers that would later go to decorate veterans' 
graves. I remember Decoration Day as honoring only the veterans of the 
Civil War , though Daughters of the American Revolution in their white 
capes escorted the aged warriors to their seats on the platform and veter
ans of the recent Great War fired off a salute. 

Back in our places , we gazed up at the file of blue uniforms in front of 
flags, flags, flags. We sang "My eyes have seen the glory" and "O beauti-
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ful for spacious skies." And we listened to poetry. There was always poet
ry. Every year someone read Francis Miles Finch's poem of reconcilia
tion, "The Blue and the Gray," beginning: 

By the flow of the inland river 
Whence the fleets of iron have fled, 

Where the blades of the grave grass quiver, 
Asleep are the ranks of the dead: 

Under the sod and the dew, 
Waiting the judgment day; 

Under the one, the Blue, 
Under the other, the Gray. 

And then Collllllander Robinson would speak (Collllllander, that is, of 
the local G.A.R . post). None of the other "boys in blue" ever said a word, 
but what Collllllander Robinson said helped to define who I was. Silent as 
his fellow warriors about the terrible war they had fought, he told us 
instead that when he was a little boy his father had taken him to shake the 
hand of the last survivor of the Battle of Bunker Hill. Bunker Hill : 1775, 
the first battle of the Revolution. Before we were even a nation! He invit
ed us then to file across the stage and shake his hand so that we could tell 
our children and grandchildren that there was only one hand-his
between ours and the foundation of our country. Now whenever I catch 
sight of the granite obelisk of the Bunker Hill monument still rising (more 
accurately on Breed's Hill) out of the brick and black welter of Charlestown, 
my old ceremonial patriotism flares up and I look respectfully down at my 
right hand. The whole political and martial history of my nation is today 
in this old hand on the keyboard. 

The Decoration Day poems remind me how important poetry was in the 
place where I grew up, a citizen of a heroic country, rich in song and 
story, fortunate to live where poetry was a native language. We read aloud 
and half memorized the work of our own Middlesex County poets. Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow was synonymous with Poetry so that if, as a 
child, I had used a rhyme (low blow) someone was sure to pipe up: "She's 
a poet and don't know it. Her feet show it. They're long fellows ." We 
learned in school that Longfellow, from right next door in Cambridge, had 
taken it as his duty to write poems for America comparable to the national 
epics of the old world. Even today in April the radio intones: "Listen, my 
children and you shall hear/ Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere ." I could 
pedal my bike to Lexington and stand on Emerson's "rude bridge that 
arched the flood" (well, its replacement, anyway), watch the green rib
bons of the waterweeds undulate in the current, and know that before me 
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on this spot not only Emerson but Louisa May Alcott and Thoreau and 
Hawthorne and Melville had almost certainly stood, with one level of 
their minds like mine on the flowing green river and another on the "shot 
heard round the world." Those "embattled farmers," those freedom fight
ers, were my neighbors, and of course they were as handsome and upright 
as the minuteman statue across the bridge, though they doubtless appeared 
to the British as scruffy terrorists. These poems and essays and stories 
blazed with political life. As ice from Walden Pond had traveled in the 
holds of New England ships to cool the fevers of India, Thoreau's "Civil 
Disobedience" had followed, a different sort of "shot heard round the 
world," to encourage the liberation of that subcontinent. Some neighbor
hood I grew up in! 

Poetry thus spun a glamour around our history of wars. We learned 
that schoolchildren's pennies had saved from demolition the War of 1812 
frigate Constitution. Oliver Wendell Holmes's poem "Old Ironsides," 
written when he was still a Harvard student and published in the Boston 
Daily Advertiser, had been instantly popular and inspired the patriotic 
fund-raising that preserved her, gleaming and sound, at the Charlestown 
Navy Yard. There I was taken as a child to prowl her decks, imagining 
that my pennies had saved her from demolition, and there my husband and 
I took our son Fred to claim his bit of history . Holmes's rousing verses 
still beat with spirited sarcasm: 

Ay, tear her tattered ensign down! 
Long has it waved on high, 

And many an eye has danced to see 
That banner in the sky. 

Growing up to such poetry-poetry that made things happen-I took it 
seriously indeed. 

Though the World War I armistice was signed just three years before I 
was born, I never knowingly met anyone who had fought in that "war to 
end all wars." Only today can I see how much it colored my conscious
ness. In the street we learned songs from the trenches that we were careful 
not to sing at home. To the tune of "Tramp, tramp, tramp, the boys are 
marching," we sang: 

Scratch, scratch, scratch the bugs are biting, 
Cheer up, they won't bite no more, 
For I have him by the tail, and he 's underneath my nail, 
And the son-of-a-gun won't bite me any more. 
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Bug was a taboo word in our house; to Mother it meant either bedbug or, 
as in the song, body louse . But the squalor of trench warfare meant noth
ing to us. A veil of romantic patriotism and a wall of cold ignorance con
ditioned my attitude toward war. 

When at ten I went to summer camp in New Hampshire, I was oblivi 
ous to how much of our day echoed an army camp's routine. We woke up 
to a bugler playing reveille : "Ya gotta get up; ya gotta get up; ya gotta get 
up this morning. Ya gotta get up; ya gotta get up; ya gotta get up today." 
To this we sang the soldier's reply: 

Oh, how I hate to get up in the morning. 
Oh, how I'd love to remain in bed. 
For the hardest thing of all is to hear the bugle call 
"Ya gotta get up, ya gotta get up, ya gotta get up this morning." 
Someday I'm going to murder the bugler; 
Someday you're goin' to find him dead. 
And then I'll get the other pup, 
The guy who wakes the bugler up, 
And spend the rest of my life in bed. 

The bugler summoned us to meals with "Soupy, soupy, soupy, come 
and get your soup." After breakfast we cleaned our cabins and had mili 
tary inspection with demerits for hair in a comb, muss in a footlocker, 
carelessly cornered bedding. And those beds were army cots with olive 
drab army blankets, our mess kits and canteens army-style (perhaps even 
army surplus). We had formal flag -raising and lowering, summoned of 
course by the bugler's assembly call. And as soon as it was dark and we 
were all tucked under our army blankets, taps signaled flashlights out. 
Camp was my closest experience to military life, and to this day I comer 
my sheets and can't stand a stray hair in my brush. 

I am appalled now at how little I knew of the horrors of the Great War in 
which nine million combatants died, many horribly. (Today the millions 
are non-combatants.) It would be years before I encountered the stark 
reportage of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon, versifying the reality 
of that "war to end all wars." 

I made it to college in 1939 with my illusions about a Good War 
intact. I cherished the Spanish Civil War album 6 Songs for Democracy: 
Discos de las Brigadas Internacionales and sang along proudly to "Leid 
der Moorsoldaten" and "Los Cuatro Generales." A white sticker on one 
disc announced that "La impresion difectuosa de este disco es debida a las 
interrupciones de energia elelectrica durante un bombardeo." (Wow!) The 
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young soldiers on the album cover sang out as cheerfully as if they were 
at summer camp. 

I had failed to notice the fall of Barcelona and pretty much everything 
else that was happening in Europe. But I must have known something 
because I have visual memories from newsreels , and as children we mim
icked the fascist salutes, gestures we found hilarious. But in the first week 
of September, when Hitler invaded Poland, we stopped laughing. Without 
yet knowing anything about the death camps, we knew that something 
was terribly wrong. Still, college after Pearl Harbor brought only inconve
nience . We had a mountain of coal on a campus lawn; we took turns being 
"heat cops," prowling the dorms at dawn shutting windows before the 
heat came on at 5:30. We learned to pile on sweaters and to keep feet off 
the floor. 

And to make us feel we were doing our part for the war effort, we had 
the glorious land army. It started in my creative writing class where my 
instructor, poet and pacifist George Abbe, fed up with our whimpering 
that we had nothing to write about, arranged for us to help out on 
Connecticut Valley farms where the war had left the farmers short-hand
ed. I do remember that before Thanksgiving some of the army descended 
on a White Holland Turkey farm, where I learned to slaughter a bird with 
a sort of scalpel up the throat and to sort the feathers into barrels. I'm sure 
that at the end of our day of "help" the farmer was relieved to see us in retreat. 

But the press flocked to cover the land army story. We were several 
times summoned to pose for photographers - from the New York Times 
to Glamour magazine. One day we were organized in battalion formation , 
barefooted , jeans rolled up, armed with hoes, marching toward the cam
era. I recently saw a high school textbook, United States and Its People 
(Addison-Wesley, 1993) with a photograph of (oh, no!) me right out in 
front of such a battalion. The textbook caption proclaims that students at 
Mount Holyoke "organized a ' land army' to grow enough food to feed 
students and servicewomen training at the college." If there was such a 
garden, this is the first I've heard of it. E. B. White had it right in The New 
Yorker "Talk of the Town" when he counted in one such photograph 
"seventy -four girls, each with a tool in her hand, coiled , ready to strike" 
and figured that "bunched up that way" they'd pack the soil down so hard 
the farmer "would have to put his horse in there with a spiketooth harrow 
to loosen things up after them." 

I can see now how remote we were from the reality of that war . Mr. 
Abbe gave me a collection of articles from Christian Century ( 4 December 
1940, 5 February 1941) titled " If America Enters the War, What Shall J 
Do?" by "Ten Christian Leaders ," including Reinhold Niebuhr , Henry Pitt 
Van Dusen , and John Haynes Holmes. Rereading it today, I find the writ
ers debating whether they were opposed to war , or just to this war. Or 
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whether they would advocate fighting if England collapsed, as most of 
Europe already had, and if Germany were at our shore . Someone with the 
wonderful name of Ernest Fremont Tittle declared that he "can see only 
ruin ahead if the United States becomes a belligerent in Europe or in 
Asia-ruin for us and for all mankind." There is some concern for Britain, 
suffering blitzkrieg, and for China, ravaged by the Japanese, but I notice 
that only two of the ten writers even mention the Jews, and then only in 
passing. None of these distinguished "Christian Leaders" refers to the Prince 
of Peace or suggests that anyone, anywhere, should turn the other cheek. 

When a number of my classmates and I were given in 1942 a confi
dential test to determine whether we would be capable cryptographers, 
and when those of us who passed were told that we were eligible to 
become the first battalion of the Navy women's corp, the WAVES
W(omen) A(ccepted in) V(olunteer) E(mergency) S(ervice)-1 was the 
only one I knew of who did not leap at the opportunity to receive at com
mencement a commission as ensign and a nifty uniform designed by 
Schiaparelli. I could see no reason to fight in this or any other war. 

Was the failure of the ten Christian leaders to mention the Holocaust 
symptomatic? Were we, individually and as a nation, really that obtuse? 
The Nuremberg anti-Jewish laws were enacted in 1935, though Hitler's 
policy was clear much earlier. Did we not know any Jewish people? I 
look back and realize that yes, I had been in school with them all along, 
but they had kept such low profiles as to be virtually invisible . Catholics 
were conspicuous : they had to get to mass on Sundays. None of my 
Jewish friends in college or graduate school had, as far as I could tell, 
practiced any religion. Was pervasive anti-Semitism responsible for this 
low profile? Of course it was . After all, I grew up hearing to Jew as a verb . 
I had read that although Harvard admitted a few token Jews, it could not 
allow them on the football team because "if one were on the team he 
might want to be captain!" There was nothing like Political Correctness to 
inhibit ethnic slurs and jokes: mick, bohunk, frog, canuck, kraut, coon, 
and then of course kike, hebe, yid, and sheeny were in general (what we 
called polite) use. Even during the war anti-Semitism did not disappear: I 
was shocked to discover that in the seventies in Maine the convention of 
opening a club meeting with an ethnic joke still survived . 

In college the war came home to me really only once, but that once rup
tured much of my social and political ignorance. "Junior Year Abroad" 
had long been a normal part of one's education, rather like the British 
"Grand Tour." In wartime, Holyoke established a French House, Le 
Foyer, where I spent the most educational of my undergraduate years. 
Women refugees from Norway and Greece emiched our company. And 
then one evening we hosted the French poet and philosopher Jean Wahl, a 
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refugee sponsored by the very very tall and very dignified philosophy pro
fessor Mr. Warbeck . Monsieur Wahl looked as different as possible from 
his sponsor: Mutt and Jeff, we joked. Wahl was a tiny dark skeleton of a 
man. His entrance that first night at dinner made us blink: when our wait
ress set a plate of bread on the table, our guest stood up, reached across, 
and helped himself to a handful of slices, which he proceeded to wolf 
down before anything else was served. He had been in this country for 
over a month but was still uncontrollably famished . 

Interviewing him for the school paper I learned some of his story and 
more later from an introduction by Marcel-Raymond to Wahl's Poemes 
(Montreal, 1945). On the faculty of the Sorbonne, Wahl had published 
extensively on contemporary philosophy . His first volume of poems, 
Connaftre sans connaftre, had appeared in 1938 . In 1941, under the 
German occupation, he had been dismissed from the Sorbonne but had 
continued to meet students at his lodging . (I eventually learned from 
Marcel-Raymond that all Jewish faculty were of course fired; in my 
incredible naivete it had never occurred to me that Monsieur Wahl might 
be Jewish.) He managed to further offend the Gestapo by attempting to 
protect the invaluable personal library of a fellow scholar and by advising 
several friends not to collaborate with the Nouvelle Revue Franr;ais, a lit
erary publication of the occupation . The Gestapo , Marcel-Raymond 
reports, interrogated him with insults and blows, pronounced him "filthy 
Jew," and for his refusal to collaborate threw him in the Sante, a Paris 
prison taken over by the Germans , whe re he waited for thirty-six 
wretched days without coming up for trial. He was forced to scrub the 
floor of his cell as often as three times a morning, then to have the con
tents of the bucket dumped over his head. Suffering from isolation and 
psychological abuse, punished even for smiling, he scratched poems with 
a needle on wrapping paper. On 6 September he was transferred to a 
French-operated concentration camp, Draney, where the prisoners, 3,500 
Jewish men, could at least visit one another and teach. Wahl recalled giv
ing two lectures on his specialty, Henri Bergson. But the camp was bitter
ly cold; it snowed in Paris that year as early as October. He had only his 
coat to roll into at night. And on two meals a day of thin soup, men were 
starving . Dysentery was epidemic, and many of the prisoners died. The 
death rate was so high, Wah! told me, that 800 men, the worst sufferers 
(himself included) were thrown out in early November to die elsewhere. 
His poems of that period reflect a fierce will to survive and a faith that his 
beloved France would arise from its captivity. 

Once outside the concentration camp, Jean Wahl's main challenge 
was to escape occupied France before he was reinterned. A butcher who 
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made deliveries to the unoccupied territory agreed to package the poet as 
a parcel of meat and deliver him, concealed among the fresh viandes, over 
the border. Wahl made his way from Marseilles to Casablanca and from 
there to the States, where he arrived at the end of July 1942 and proceeded 
to Mount Holyoke, where a post in the philosophy department awaited him. 

I have devoted so much space to Jean Wahl because, looking back, I 
realize how much he meant and still means to me, as a gentle and coura
geous poet, scholar, and teacher, and as my first and profoundest intro
duction to that war-and to war in general. All I have learned since has 
deepened my respect and affection. I had been raised to honor warriors . I 
now realized that not only combatants suffered in war; not only warriors 
were heroes . And the question of pacifism was much more complex than I 
had imagined. 

Wartime at Duke University, which I entered in 1943 as a graduate stu
dent, was much less comfortable than at Holyoke. Food poisoning was an 
endemic epidemic . Lines formed every morning before an office at the 
entrance to the medical school where a pharmacist's mate handed out bot
tles of paregor ic and bismuth. (Paregoric is a camphorated tincture of 
opium, once an ingredient in soothing syrups for babies . It works on diar
rhea, as you might expect. But temporarily.) When, home on vacation, I 
passed out on the way back from my routine patriotic blood-donation , my 
doctor informed me that I had the whole textbook range of nutritional 
deficiencies , beginning with pellagra. That was the worst of the war for 
me . I managed to get through without knowing anyone who had seen 
combat duty in that or any other war. 

In 1946 that all changed when I accepted an instructorship at the University 
of Maine in Orono . I'd never have been hired with only my bachelor's 
degree had they not been desperate to staff classes for the inpouring veter
ans on the G.I. Bill. After the House and Senate voted unanimously in 
1944 to pay for tuition and books plus $65 a month to any vet enrolled in 
higher education , half a million men and women appeared on campuses . 
And they were greedy- ravenous-for education, spoiling me for those 
later students who took a college education for granted. Although I had in 
class many a man who well knew what war was, not one took any oppor
tunity to write about his experience-a reticence I later learned to under
stand and respect when one student explained that he was too ashamed of 
what he had been trained to do and had done that he would never be able 
to confront it. 

The most eloquent account of a veteran's silence arrived in the Spring 
2008 issue of The Georgia Review in which Reg Saner explains in "Back 
Where the Past Is Mined" (slippery title!) how he had been unable to 
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speak of his Korean War service in public without breaking down. It took 
a half century before he was able, in the privacy of his writing, to confront 
his PTSD (chronic post-traumatic stress disorder) and tell his story. 
Everyone should listen. Though Saner made it through physically sound, 
he is psychologically wounded for as long as he lives. He cites Jonathan 
Shay's Achilles in Vietnam and the federal Iraq War Clinician Guide on 
the causes of PTSD, including "the devastation of communities, the suf
fering of civilians, and the presence of homeless refugees," all related to 
the betrayal of the moral order of "what his culture understands to be 
right." I have read that something like eighty percent of our forces in Iraq 
are convinced that Saddam Hussein was responsible for attacking the twin 
towers and the Pentagon. And over eighteen percent of returning veterans 
have PTSD. 

All the silent veterans I had known rose to mind when I found this 
note to Thomas Hardy's devastating anti-war poem "Channel Firing" (in 
Robert Pack's 1996 anthology Touchstones). Pack quotes Sigmund Freud, 
writing "Thoughts for the Times on War and Death" at the beginning of 
World War I, just when Hardy was writing "Channel Firing." Here's Freud: 

The warring state permits itself every such misdeed, every such act 
of violence, as would disgrace the individua l man . . . . It tramples in 
blind fury on all that comes into its way, as though there were to be 
no future and no goodwill among men after it passes . 

That helps me to understand the silences. 
I learned a little of what the war had been like for the British on the 

home front when I went to London in 1948 to do research for my disserta
tion. We were still on tight rationing. A pint of milk, a few ounces of 
cheese and meat, a couple of eggs, a tiny packet of sugar would do for a 
week. In the British Museum, the elegant laquearia of the ceiling in King 
William's Library were charred from bomb damage, and I was scorched 
with shame to hear an American tourist call out to her partner, "Hey, 
honey, it looks like they musta hadda fire in here." 

Twice in London I came close to getting a glimmer of what it had 
been like to live there through the war. The first was one day in the 
British Museum Reading Room, under Panizzi's great glass dome. I heard 
a thunderstorm cut loose, with one flash and crash very near (actually it 
hit a building across Great Russell Street). I was buried in my book when 
suddenly I realized I was all alone. Only I, innocent I, had remained at my 
seat; the others, conditioned by the blitz, had disappeared under the desks 
and counters. 

The second glimpse was at the first post -war production at Covent 
Garden of Beethoven's Fidelio. At the end of the first act Rocco, the jail
er, allows himself to be talked into letting prisoners out of their cells 
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while the governor is away. He opens a trap door, and slowly the ragged, 
emaciated men crawl up into the light and very quietly begin to sing, "O 
welche Lust den Athem leicht zu heben (Oh what joy to draw a free 
breath)." For a moment they forget caution and cry out "O Freiheit," then 
hush when they remember that they are still prisoners. By then even I had 
seen the films of the liberation of the death camps, and I shared with the 
audience a stunned gasp of recognition-our own history enacted before 
us . The poetry of that one word , Freiheit, to this day shakes me. It isn ' t 
the same in English; even to Beethoven ' s thrilling music I can't hear a 
chorus cryingfreee -dom. 

When I went then to teach English at the University of Colorado I had 
another glimmer of the war from the other side . Klaus Peter Breit , a stu
dent who had escaped from Germany , came back from his first Boulder 
football game in shock- appalled at the mass demonstrations whipped up 
by cheerleaders to a mindless unanimity. "Don't they realize," he explod
ed, "what that means? Don ' t they see how dangerous it is to let yourself 
be so manipulated? To be part of a mob?" A half -century later , Klaus 
Peter 's voice haunts me . I am still uneasy in crowds, knowing how they 
can tum into Horace's "many-headed beast ," and I still opt out of even 
those demonstrations which I most heartily support. 

From Colorado I went in 1954 to teach at Beloit College in Wisconsin 
and married a Navy veteran, David Stocking . Dave had gone ashore with 
the troops on Okinawa (1 April 1945-Easter Sunday and April Fools' 
Day) as a Japanese interprete r for the Navy . The bloodiest battle of the 
war was in that theater, but in all the years of our marriage, Dave never 
spoke of it. Like my GI Bill veterans at Orono, he kept his silence about 
the horrors of war. Today , of all the poetry from that war , only Randall 
Jarrell's "The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner" and some strong "folk" 
songs ("Oh Johnnie , I hardly knew ya") survive in genera l memory . 

Not having television , my husband and I slid through the Vietnam 
War without having the horror and squalor served up with our evening 
meal but aware nonetheless of a change in the American attitude toward 
war. We soon realized that we were being lied to, that we had not been 
threatened, and that the whole idea of the Good War was sinking into his
tory . Do they still, I wonder, read poems at Memorial Day gatherings? 

I got my tum to experience TV coverage of modem war on 15 April 1986, 
as guest in Cambridge, England, of a colleague with television . All that 
day regu lar programs were canceled to allow full coverage of the United 
States' bombing of Libya . I had also the press, but the most thoughtful 
and thorough coverage turned out to be on Independent TV (ITV). Mrs. 
Thatche r had authorized American bombers to fly from East Anglia bases, 
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but the papers reflected widespread public hostility to her decision, espe
cially from those living near the bases, who felt they had been made 
instant targets for retaliatory terrorism. Particularly chilling to watch were 
the TV interviews with the U.S. flyers as they returned from their bomb
ing raids-bursting from their cockpits declaring how wonderful it felt to 
do the real thing, to get out there and "kick ass" after all their training. 
One airman complained about how frustrating it had been to have to stick 
to "simulation, simulation, simulation" and now finally to have an occa
sion to show what you could do with all that great weaponry . 

Both ITV and the BBC had cameras on the ground in Tripoli . We 
watched smashed bodies being dug out of the rubble. We went up and 
down hospital wards where children lay silently , swaddled in white, with 
tubes in their arms and faces . We saw furious men brandishing automatic 
weapons . We watched an elderly man push himself out of the rubble of 
his home asking , "What have we done to them? Why do they hate us so?" 
We saw Reagan beaming with satisfaction and bragging how Congress 
and the American people were supporting him wholeheartedly. Hour after 
hour the television projected in the comer of the screen a map of the globe 
with each nation colored in as it took an official stand against our raid 
until the only countries left uncolored were, if I remember rightly, the 
U.S. and Canada, Great Britain, Ireland, and Israel. A London Times car
toon showed one chap complaining to another, "I sometimes wish we 
didn't have such a SPECIAL relationship with America," leading me to 
wryly reconsider that "special relationship" since 1775. 

When I got back to the States a month later, I found that few people 
had paid any attention to our raids and, indeed, many were vague about 
the purpose, except to "get Gaddafi. " Well , we "got" his five-year-old 
stepdaughter. Whatever started it all? You don't remember? A bomb had 
gone off in a German pub, and an American soldier had been among those 
killed. That was all President Reagan had needed to decide who was 
responsible and to send out the Air Force to retaliate. (I seem to recall 
hearing that the terrorist turned out to have been a Syrian.) No one I 
talked to here had any idea that the United States no longer appeared to 
the globe as the generous savior we had seemed at the end of World War II. 

As editor of a poetry magazine for fifty years I lamented the dearth of 
strong poems giving voice to the changing attitudes toward war. Poets 
seem to need years to find words for their experience. The most powerful 
poem we received about World War II, John Wheatcroft's "Night Howl ," 
did not arrive until 1976; the strongest about Vietnam, Henry Hart's "The 
Prisoner ofCamau," as late as 1995. How was Wilfred Owen able to write 
so directly out of his experience-to expose that "old Lie : Dulce et deco
rum est I Pro patria mori." Nevertheless , I hear that counselors assisting 
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men and women returning from Iraq are now advising them to speak out 
about what they've seen and done. We already have one strong book of 
poems from a veteran of this war, Bran Turner's eloquent Here, Bullet 
(Alice James). 

Looking back, it is humiliating to confront how oblivious I have been to 
what was really happening globally in most of my lifetime. I have been 
slow to put together my nation's growing momentum toward proactive 
wars. Turning to our poets, I discover the most immediate treatment of 
our week-to-week belligerency is by our current master of light verse, 
Calvin Trillin, in his "Deadline Poet" column in The Nation. Though pop
ular in book form, none of these has yet graduated to popular memorabili
ty. It is in the writing of earlier generations that I find the most forceful
and useful-words applicable to today's changed warfare. 

I come immediately to W. B. Yeats's familiar "The Second Coming": 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. 

Today that hits us where it hurts. Yeats concludes with this prescient 
question : 

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, 
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 

What rough beast indeed! One need not subscribe to Yeats's theory of 
gyres to hear the contemporary impact of those lines. In my teaching I 
have come to understand something of the context. In 1917 the Balfour 
Declaration proposed the partition of Palestine to carve out a Jewish 
homeland: the new State of Israel with its constitution guaranteeing the 
protection in that territory of the rights of all existing persons and popula 
tions, including the substantial Arab communities. That rough beast has 
been slouching since before I was born; its hour does seem to be coming 
round at last-with a vengeance. Knowing the history of the poem helps 
us understand today's militant Arabs when they refer to Israel as "occu
pied Palestine." It takes a poet to foresee the depth of complexity Western 
civilization is involved there and to provide the necessary metaphors. Max 
Cavitch in his American Elegy: The Poetry of Mourning from the 
Puritans to Whitman writes wisely and well of "poetry's role in the for
mation and deformation of national subjects." As we find ourselves 
engaged in a tangle of wars that seem interminable, we need our poets 
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more and more. 
Suddenly most relevant for me is the fifth-century B.C.E. Athenian 

playwright Euripides. I have just been rereading The Trojan Women. 
Richard Lattimore, in his 1959 introduction to his translation, explains 
that in 415 B.C. Athens was "nominally" at peace after ten years of inde
cisive war with Sparta. Thucydides records how in the preceding decades 
the Athenians, on taking a city, systematically put to death all the grown 
men and took the women and children into slavery. A few months before 
The Trojan Women was performed in the Dionysian theater under the 
shoulder of the Acropolis, the Athenians, in their imperialist enthusiasm, 
invited the neutral island city of Metos to join their alliance. When the 
Melians declined the honor, the Athenians put the city under siege, and, 
when it capitulated , followed standard operating procedure-put to death 
all the adult males and took the women and children home as slaves . 

It was in this period of expansionist enthusiasm that Euripides chose 
to present his play showing the Achaian victors in the worst possible 
light. His timing was exquisite : Athens was gearing up for another unpro
voked aggression , this time on Sicily- a war that a Cassandra might have 
warned them was to end in disaster from which Athens never completely 
recovered . That good old word hubris leaps to mind, meaning excessive 
pride or violence. In the Trojan War political hubris led to violence and 
violence to national disaster. 

The Trojan Women opens under a cloud of foreboding with Poseidon, 
patron god of the Trojans, and Athena making a deal with Poseidon to 
give her triumphant Achaians a "most unhappy" return to Greece . She has 
switched sides , offended by the arbitrary violence of one of her own 
heroes, Aias (Ajax). 1 

The play opens below the walls of defeated Troy. The Trojan men are 
dead; the women await being divided up among the surviving Greeks. 
The action is in the voices of the women, chief among them the dignified 
and eloquent Hecuba, widow of King Priam. With her is Andromache , 
widow of their son Hector, and their little boy Astyanax who, Andromache 
hopes, will be allowed to go to the same slave-holder as she. Instead , wily 
Odysseus has decreed that no son of Hector should live to grow up to be a 
potential threat; the child is hauled from his mother and hurled from the 
city walls . This anti-war tragedy can still reduce a reader to tears and to 
the thoughts that Wordsworth writes "do lie too deep for tears. " 
Cassandra, sister of Astyanax, goes to Agamemnon when the spoils are 
divided . Apollo had qualified his gift of prophecy by ordaining that no 
one would believe her. She accompanies Agamemnon with grim satisfac
tion, knowing that their arrival will precipitate their deaths at the hand of 
Clytemnestra and the ensuing fall of the house of Atreus. Every Athenian 
in the audience would be aware of the price their ancestors paid for 
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aggressive arrogance. Lattimore could "hardly understand how the 
Athenians let him present this play at all ." Yet out of the eight plays 
staged at the festival that season, only this one has survived to speak to 
our moment in history. 

As in fifth-century Athens, many of our leaders are oblivious to that 
"tragic flaw" of hubris and are not apt to tum to our "unacknowledged 
legislators" for wisdom. I wasn't going to hold my breath until our 
Commander-in-Chief thought, "I'd better go read some Euripides before I 
send troops to Iraq." 

The hubris of warmongering administrations seems the primary 
impact of the play, but an equal thrust of The Trojan Women is its human 
cry against what we euphemistically call "collateral damage." As early as 
1905 Calvin Trillin's literary ancestor Mark Twain, protesting our occu
pation of the Philippines, wrote "The War Prayer" beginning "O Lord 
God, help us to tear their soldiers to bloody shreds with our shells" and 
continuing : 

Help us to lay waste their humble homes with a hurricane of fire; 
help us to wring the hearts of their unoffending widows with 
unavailing grief; help us to tum them out roofless with their little 
children to wander unfriended the wastes of their desolated land. 

During that war an anonymous "Filipino" insurgent, writing to The North 
American Review in 1899 on behalf of General Emilio Aguinaldo, com
mander of the anti-imperialist army, declared that they were "fighting for 
liberty, the American people fighting them to give them liberty." A hit! A 
palpable hit! Like Euripides, Mark Twain could really visualize "collater
al damage," although neither could imagine the appalling inflation of 
civilian casualties in proportion to military losses in today's wars. 

To take the enormity of contemporary warfare to a deeper level, the 
poet Muriel Rukeyser, as long ago as 1949 in The Life of Poetry, speaks 
directly to us today: "We are a people tending toward democracy at the 
level of hope; on another level, the economy of the nation, the empire of 
business within the republic, both include in their basic premise the con
cept of perpetual warfare." A half-century of our history has only sharp
ened the force and focus of Rukeyser's insight. Declare war against an 
infinitely redefinable -ism and keep the economy hemorrhaging into war 
research and production indefinitely . 

How very simple war seemed to me as a patriotic schoolchild. How 
easy pacifism seemed to a college student, compared to the hideous com
plexity of the impulses to war today . Screening hundreds of poems for an 
issue of the Beloit Poetry Journal, reading hundreds of volumes of new 
poetry as review editor, and searching through close to a hundred literary 
magazines as exchange editor and as general reader, paging greedily 
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through the fine recent anthologies of anti-war poems, I find many right
minded and good-hearted verses and statements of conscience, but not the 
memorable poems I crave-the poems that will cut through to the eco
nomic and environmental incentives to pre-emptive war, to the sources of 
blinding hubris, to the desolating cost of war ( especially of civil strife) to 
the non-combatant populations. These are the especial wages of war in 
this century. Though Euripides recognizes some of them on the small 
stage of the Trojan War, few poets today seem up to engaging with the 
enormity of these interrelated compulsions. The scale, once we recognize 
it, seems too staggering, the magnitude of the injustice too devastating. I 
keep turning pages, hoping for our Euripides, grateful for our Hardys and 
Yeatses, and hoping always for our unacknowledged legislators to find 
the words to combine Rukeyser's economic and political insight with 
Euripides' profound humanity. Meanwhile, we have Shelley's conclusion 
to Prometheus Unbound: 

Note 

To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite; 
To forgive wrongs darker than Death or Night; 

To defy Power which seems Omnipotent; 
To love, and bear; to hope, till Hope creates 
From its own wreck the thing it contemplates. 

1I am drawn back to The Trojan Women by a CD of the music of Eleni 
Karaiandrou for a performance on 31 August 200 I in the ancient theater at 
Epidaurus. Composed appropriately for ancient instruments-kanonaki, ney, san
touri, outi, laouto, harp, daires, daouli, Constantinople lyra (even their names 
make music)-this instrumentation, the composer notes, conjures up "sounds 
which come from the depth of time." Listening to this ravishing music, following 
the words of the choruses in a modem translation, and turning the pages of the 
booklet of photographs of the performance, I am wrenched back into that brutal 
world-a world I had been educated to consider a pinnacle of civilization. Though 
I had seen two productions of the play, I was not prepared to be so shocked and 
emotionally rocked by its poetry, to be so struck by its importance to us today. 
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SETH TAYLOR 

Damsel 

On her way to lunch, Eva faints in the crosswalk. 
Right there in the middle of downtown, with all that noise and bright 

sunlight bouncing off skyscrapers. She imagines how it must look : her 
fingers draped across her face, head tilted back like one of those graceful, 
long-necked cranes that fly over misty lakes in Japanese art, and she col
lapses right in the exact midpoint of the street, losing a shoe. 

She lies there and waits. Engines rev on the other side of the white 
line, eager to zoom across as the light changes . Meanwhile, Eva is in their 
way, all pale and crumpled. With her eyes closed . 

She hears footsteps rush past her. No one slows to kneel down or hoist 
her up. What the hell is wrong with these people? 

There are a few last rushing steps, which means the light must be 
about to change . And suddenly, Eva is jerked to her feet and pulled, 
dropped onto the far curb by rough hands. Man hands. 

She sees the dark blue of his uniform before she even has the chance 
to flutter up a thank you. A cop is holding her. Some might say it's sort of 
cheating to be rescued by a man who does it for a living, but Eva's willing 
to believe that even if he didn't get paid to save her, he would have any
way. 

"Oh my God," she murmurs into the broad map of his chest. "What 
happened?" 

"You passed out," the cop says, tilting her face upwards, holding her 
chin like a handle. On impulse, Eva braces herself, maybe for a kiss, a 
deep red seal on the moment. 

The cop uses his fingers to open her eyes wider. "Have you been 
drinking today, Ma'am?" 

She says no. She says No Sir, and clings. 
"Maybe you need to go sit somewhere for a while. Go find some 

shade." He steps back and shakes her off like droplets. 
"Wait," she says. "How can I repay you? I mean, you saved my life." 
"Stop fainting in traffic." He's already looking past her, his attention 
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teased away by something else. Before she can thank him again, he's 
halfway down the block. Off to help some other woman, probably, whin
ing in the gutter after being "mugged" or "attacked." Whatever. He's gone 
in moments, and Eva is left standing beneath the blinking Don't Walk 
light, with street grime all over the back of her yellow dress. 

She goes straight home and calls her sister. 
"So I met a guy," she says, sending her voice like a song through the 

wire. 
"Good for you." Meg is probably doing dishes, or embroidery . Or 

wishing. 
"I don't know. He seems sweet, but you never can tell." 
"You really can't." Meg is curt. Meg is so sad, deep down. 
"He's cute though. He's a policeman." 
Eva hears her sister sigh. "Is he really a policeman, or does he just 

have the outfit?" 
"What do you mean, does he just have~very funny." 
"I have to go. The twins are throwing the hammer at each other." 

When they were little, Eva and her sister imagined marrying men who 
rescued: policemen, princes, firefighters, superheroes. They would grip 
the sides of tables and pretend to be dangling off the edges of tall build
ings, helpless, when a man would suddenly swoop up from beneath with 
the flapping of cape and gleam of perfect teeth, and they'd be swept up 
into his arms, into the sky. Have you met my husband? Eva would say to 
Meg, holding up a pillow and tracing the insignia on its chest. 

Have you met mine? Her sister would say . He saved me from an 
avalanche. I was tied up in a cave. 

I was trapped in a burning building. 
I was being tortured by an evil maniac in a haunted house . 
You're a liar. 

Four days pass, and Eva realizes she needs to get on the ball. On Tuesday 
morning she goes to the police station around the comer from her fated 
crosswalk (Their Spot, she's already calling it) and asks the desk clerk 
about the tall officer with the blue eyes who was walking the block a cou
ple days before . It's easy. The man at the desk listens to her description , 
jerks his thumb towards a wall and asks, "You mean him?" 

There he is, her hero, inside a framed photo. Officer Bob McSwale, 
says the plaque. "Officer of the Month, for Outstanding Service." She 
likes how he looks stem and crisp and two-dimensional. He looks mad. At 
crime, probably. And injustice. 

"Is he here?" she asks. She's wearing a cocktail dress that got her sev-
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eral stares on the street this morning. It's actually a bridesmaid's dress: a 
cool blue clingy thing with cap sleeves . It's a little slutty for midday, but 
then again, it was a little slutty for a wedding. It was meant to provide a 
cheap-looking backdrop for a bride who hoped to make herself look 
classier as a result. At the reception, Eva had sat near the back with the 
other bridesmaids, a cousin, and two sorority sisters , laughing at how 
ironic it was that the bride had chosen major cleavage dresses for them, 
trying to pretend that she herself hadn't given tons of random blowjobs in 
college. 

This morning, she decided the dress might look more striking in a dif
ferent setting . The sluttiness factor didn't concern her. 

The desk man shakes his head, although his eyes stay riveted to the 
cleft that disappears down the front of her dress . "He's off today ." 

Eva considers asking for Officer Bob's number , but this is a police sta
tion. So instead she asks if she can leave him a note . The desk man gives 
her a yellow Post-It and a pen, and she struggles with the notion of leav
ing an original message . Something about being swept off her feet? About 
rescue and feeling safe at long last? Something more enigmatic, to distin
guish her Post-It from the several others that may be waiting for him on 
his desk, from the other women he saved this week? 

"Do you have any other colors?" she asks the man idly, flapping the 
yellow one in the air. 

She leaves frustrated and restless. She window shops for a little while, 
checks out her reflection. Her dress is ludicrous, she knows it. When she 
goes inside one boutique to browse, the salesgirl compliments her way too 
loudly, telling Eva all she needs to complete the outfit is one set of perfect 
pearls. 

She has a panini sandwich for lunch at a trendy cafe with metal chairs 
and then ends up wandering around downtown for two hours , seemingly 
oblivious , right towards open manholes . Just to see which men passing by 
will grip her arm and say, "Watch that step, Miss ." 

Someone always does. Sometimes he's wearing a suit with a bold tie 
stiff as a billboard . Or a construction worker who leaves thrilling streaks 
of earnest grease on her arm. Most often, though , it's just some guy. 
Random and faceless, pulling her back from an open, eager black mouth. 
He urges her to be more careful, but then he's gone, off to lunch, or a 
business meeting, or an adult bookstore. 

The Awareness Group is a circle of women that meets in a different cof
feehouse each week. The women sit and talk about empowerment, rec
ommend books to each other about empowerment, and leave feeling more 
empowered. There 's a lot of talk about self-love . It's Meg's group. 

Eva tags along one afternoon. She's bored, and Meg doesn't want to do 
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anything else. On their way to the meeting, Eva suggests they ditch it and 
go to a movie instead. Meg immediately turns on her: "If you don't want 
to come , then don't. I don't even know why you asked in the first place . 
Everyone there is divorced. You're not divorced ." 

"I just thought we could do something together, and you said this is 
what you were doing," Eva says evenly. 

"So call me next week and we'll go to a museum or something." Meg's 
pace quickens, and Eva has to hurry to keep up . 

"Don't be mad," she says . "I'll be good. This is something important to 
you. I totally get it. I was kidding about the movie ." 

Meg is silent for five blocks. 
Secretly, the idea of seeing her sister in the company of other sad 

divorcees intrigues Eva. 
There are six women, and they've taken over a table near the back. 

They lean in to each other when they talk, and Eva decides she'll stay at 
least long enough to see if they get so deep into their intense conversation 
that they accidentally clonk heads. 

"I really like how I can be me again," one woman says. "I'm not an 
appendage ." Her name is Gretchen and she has dyed hair, the rich red of a 
freshly plucked heart. Eva wants to suggest she return to the hairdresser 
for her refund. The scarlet tint says Freshly Divorced-Hi There, Sailor! 
But other women nod. There's much agreement, many chins rising and 
falling, resolute. 

One delicate woman with ceramic wrist bones holds her own hands 
like she's on a date with herself. Her voice is tiny but hardened into peb
bles: "You know what? It's like, when I walk into the bedroom now, and 
it's empty, it's actually not. It's full-of me." 

One woman says she fixed a running toilet in her house all by herself, 
and everyone revels, clinking mugs. 

They go around in tum. They describe their failed marriages and little 
victories with such precision pausing at the right moments, waiting for 
laughter or gasps. How many times have these women told each other 
these stories? 

Eva watches Meg, who's right in there with the others . During the 
divorce, when Eva would call her sister, the voice on the other end of the 
phone would sound weak and watered down. Here, in the company of 
these other women, Meg seems larger , more squared off , more angry. 
She's like this hard, sawed-off block of a woman. She's even dressed dif
ferently, in a not-Meg way. She doesn't have a job; why would she wear a 
power skirt and jacket to have coffee? 

Eva already knows Meg's story. She was there . And it's so similar to 
that of the other women you can set a timer to it: worry, paranoia, suspi-
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cion. Discovery of extra ticket stubs, unfamilar numbers logged into the 
cell phone. Meg comes home early one afternoon after dropping the kids 
off at soccer or karate or Special Spaz School or whatever , goes upstairs 
and discovers her husband fucking a woman he met at jury duty. Some 
brunette riding her husband, thighs clamped to his sides. Big Fight #1, 
Big Fight #2, Big Fight #3. Sole custody of the boys. Ding! 

The other women listen as Meg talks about the issues of the week . 
They nod, shake their heads in disbelief when Meg describes her ex-hus
band stopping by unannounced to pick up his tennis racquet ("He just let 
himself in! I told him next time, it would be Mace in the face for him!") . 
And then the tiny woman reaches out, covering one of Meg's hands with 
her own. Another woman adds her own hand . Eva wonders if they all 
stack their hands together when the stories are longer. Then they could all 
do a team spirit shout, flinging their arms up. Goooooooo DIVORCE!!!!! 

Two days after leaving Officer Bob three messages , Eva gets a call back. 
He thinks he's replying to a work-related call, something about a crime . 

"I don't know if you remember me," Eva says sweetly , and there's a 
distinctly itchy moment when she realizes he doesn't. "You saved me 
when I fainted? On Lexington? I could've been run over by a bus?" 

"Oh, right, " he replies, speaking slowly, waiting for his memory to 
catch up. When it does, the conversation unclenches a little and they talk 
for a bit. 

He turns out to be single. After some cajoling , she gets him to agree to 
a thank-you-for-saving-my-life dinner downtown, at a restaurant she read 
about in a neighborhood newsletter she found slipped under her door. It's 
described as a bistro "Where lovers can tuck themselves away in their 
own secret garden." 

He's already halfway through a bottle of beer when she arrives, late on 
purpose . He's wearing an uncomfortable -looking suit and tie . Tonight , 
Eva's wearing a tight black dress with a smoky pattern that shows when 
the light hits it just right. She just needs to make sure the light hits it just 
right as often as possible. She does a lot of shifting around in her seat. 

It's nice, mostly . Their secret garden has plastic ivy wrapped around 
their booth and tiny white candles on the table. Eva does all the talking, 
which is fine since she's a talker. Officer Bob sits looking handsome and 
awkward . He doesn't seem any nicer that he did when they met, which 
doesn't bother her. He's probably always on guard . Crime never sleeps. 
Such is his burden . 

He sits straight up in his chair while she dangles one foot out from 
under the table, lounging. "So ," she says, "tell me about why you wanted 
to be a policeman ." 

He haltingly tells a semi-boring story about his father and grandfather , 
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and then their salads arrive. They sit and crunch on lettuce and Eva starts 
to get the feeling that things aren't going too well, and that no matter what 
questions she thinks up for Officer Bob, she's only going to get fill-in-the
blank answers. She wants him to wrap up describing his family so she can 
ask him something sudden and intimate, like how old he was when he 
first had sex, and did he still think about that girl, whoever she was . 

There was a recent article on date behavior in one of Eva's magazines. 
Tip Number Four: never depend on a man to get you home safely. Tip 
Number Five: absolutely never tell the man when you're drunk . 

"God," she whispers to Officer Bob after her second Manhattan, smil
ing as if she's telling him a secret, "I'm so drunk right now. You better 
promise to get me home in one piece." 

She takes a big forkful of her Caesar salad into her mouth, and feels a 
crouton lodge in her throat. 

She gasps as everything constricts into a shoelace -tight knot. Her 
hands smack flat against the table, toppling her glass . No air, absolutely 
no air in her-every time she tries to inhale, her body compresses, getting 
nothing to fill it. It feels serious, suddenly. Her eyes water and her legs go 
rigid beneath her, but she doesn't even have time to think, Well, come on! 
before she feels thick arms locking around her with hands curled into tight 
stones pushing up under her rib cage. 

She's heaved up so hard her feet leave the ground, her knees knocking 
the table. Their water glasses fall over, drenching the tablecloth. For a 
long instant, it's all jerking and violent. And then there's the bliss that 
comes when she coughs out that crouton, the sweetness of air and the 
force of having it blown out of her mouth . 

She pushes her way out of Officer Bob's arms, still gasping . 
"You OK?" he asks. She nods. "Chew slower," he says, setting her 

down. His voice is scolding. "It's dinner, not a race." He sounds angry at 
her, and he's not even in uniform. 

Limbs weak, heart pounding, Eva decides she needs a moment and 
excuses herself as others diners settle back into their own conversations, 
the show over. In the restroom , she leans against a sink and tries to untan 
gle her hair from her earrings and smooth herself out. Not a good time for 
unplanned crying, she tells herself, shaking . She looks in the mirror and 
concentrates on one very very very very specific part of her face at a time: 
the squiggle of hair that needs to be brushed back into submission. One 
comer of her upper lip where she can brush away a crumb. One comer of 
one eye where her liner is smudged. 

Eva wants to call Meg so she can tell a better version of her date with 
Officer Bob, one with a different ending, but she can't. Meg isn't talking 
to her right now. On the phone last week, Eva laughed when Meg told her 
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that her husband had moved back in. They were going to give it one more 
try, she said. "Tom is really sorry. You should see him. He's lost twenty 
pounds-it's like he hasn't been able to eat a thing since he left." 

Eva thought about how Meg and Tom had met in college. Meg had 
been stranded at the side of a road, three miles from campus, and Tom 
had been The Guy with the Jack. When Meg came home for 
Thanksgiving, Eva had sat next to her sister on the couch with her feet 
tucked under her and listened to Meg describe how dating Tom was like 
being in a separate, crystalline world of their own. It's like living inside a 
snow globe, she'd said, all swoony . 

She thought about that, and when Meg described how Tom had said 
he was ready to be the man Meg could be proud of, she'd laughed explo
sively, right into the phone. 

When Meg gets really angry, she flips her words . "How can you be so 
up fucked?" she'd spluttered at Eva. Then just before hanging up, Meg 
threw one last spear: "Your problem is that you. Are. JEALOUS." 
Unfortunately, she didn't have a phone receiver to slam down, just an End 
Call button that emitted a polite beep no matter how mad she got. Eva 
stared at the phone, then laughed at it, then felt guilty . Then she waited for 
Meg to call her back . That was last week. 

The only time Eva had ever truly envied her sister was when she was 
fourteen and Meg was sixteen . A well-developed sixteen, with breasts 
brimming over the cups of her bikini top. They'd go to the community 
pool everyday in the summer, and Meg would make herself slick with 
lotion and go flirt with the volleyball boys. Eva felt robbed. 

They'd both had their eyes on the lifeguard, of course, green-eyed and 
burnished. They watched him climb up and down from his ladder, walk 
the distance to the snack bar for sodas, talk to college girls. 

They kept daring each other to go out and drown. 
Meg was the one finally brave enough to eat a heavy turkey sandwich 

for lunch and dive into the pool barely ten minutes after brushing the 
crumbs away . 

She had winked at Eva, bounced on the balls of her feet once and 
arched off the diving board, slipping into the water like a magician disap
pearing through a stage curtain. She and the lifeguard ended up with an 
August full of dates, culminating in a Labor Day cloudburst of sex that 
Meg talked and talked and talked about for the next six months while Eva 
ignored her and desperately pretended not to care. 

The awareness group is still calling Eva twice a week, to check in. For 
some reason, they like her and want her to come back. 

Eva finally confesses. "Look," she says, "I'm fine. I'm not even 

206 



divorced or anything." But they don't care. They seem to want to save her 
from something, which is why Eva still takes their calls. 

Against her better judgment, she agrees to go out with them one night. 
First she tells Gretchen the redhead she'll go, then she finds out they're 
going to a self-defense class at a gym over on Prince Street. She's seen it 
before but never gone in. 

"Will there be any cute guys there?" Eva jokes. Gretchen doesn't 
laugh, and instead just tells Eva to wear comfortable clothing and meet 
them out in front of the gym at six. 

She sets out from her apartment right at twilight, walking. Her sneak
ers slap at the pavement, drowned by all the hard soles of tired people 
leaving work. It's a beautiful evening, and she thinks she could smell jas
mine if the curry cloud from the Indian restaurant wasn't so strong. 

She finds the women assembled, everyone wearing loose sweats and 
steely looks. Eva waves and asks, "Where's Meg?" 

"She couldn't make it," Gretchen replies. One of the other women 
rolls her eyes. 

Inside, they all stand in rows while an instructor, a man, shows them 
how to kick and rabbit-punch the air, how to feint one way, then go for 
the groin of an imaginary attacker. He demonstrates the proper way to use 
your thumbs to gouge out a rapist's eyes, and shatter a mugger's nose with 
the heel of your hand . 

Eva can't seem to get the hang of it. She's putting in a halfhearted 
effort, and she knows it. "You're not even trying," the other women scold. 

The tall, dark-haired instructor keeps picking on her. "No," he 
explains methodically, "curl your fingers and jab, like this." He captures 
her small hand in his big one, makes it into a compact fist and moves it 
through patterns in front of her. "Let the force of it push you forward. 
Imagine it coming from your feet . Plant your feet and your legs and 
punch!" He makes her throw more blows in front of the others. She's awk
ward and meek. He gets behind her and molds his body around hers trying 
to make her own body find a new, angrier shape. 

"Anybody ever tell you you've got great forearms?" he asks. She looks 
down at them. "Wrists too," he says, "powerful." 

She keeps trying to lean back against him, trying to tum and look into 
his eyes. If you follow me home, she wants to say, I won't have to learn 
any of this. But he keeps gripping her arms and propping her forward, say
ing, "Firmer stance. Here. Support your weight. This is how you kick ass." 

Then he makes her stand in front of a different guy, one in a big padded 
suit and an oversized helmet and mask. "Go get him!" the instructor yells. 
"Kick him in the balls! Rip his face offl" Eva stands awkwardly as all the 
women in the class begin cheering and screaming for Eva to protect herself, 
to take revenge, to take back the night. 
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The attacker looks like an Evil Michelin Man. He crouches and yells 
something muffled but vile at her. What horrible things he's going to do to 
her. 

She chews a thumbnail as the women stamp their feet and roar like she's 
a bullfighter. She shifts in one spot, looking at the Monster Man and his big
ness, ridiculously like a sumo wrestler with black duct tape Xs for eyes on 
his helmet. 

Officer Bob could kick your ass, she thinks vaguely . Unfortunately, 
Officer Bob made it very clear that Eva is not to call him again. Ever. She 
asked him why, asked what if a robber broke into her apartment one night 
while she was sleeping . He told her to call 911 , and then he hung up . 
Another relationship halted by a single beep. 

She backs down, waves apologetically at the Monster Man who is wait
ing for her to stomp on him, and to the instructor who stands with his arms 
folded, as if he knows women. He has no idea why Eva feels claustrophobic 
and cornered. Not by the Monster Man, but by him, by his patience, as he 
waits expectantly for her to do something that she's never wanted to do. 
What Eva does want to do is sit somewhere and cry, just cry for a little 
while . "This isn't for me, I don't think," Eva tells the group quickly as she 
goes for her purse, which is wilting in a comer. They try to persuade her to 
stay. "Come on, we're going out after," they coax . "We're going to pick up 
guys and beat them up." 

The room is too hot, filled with hardened breathing. She wishes them 
luck and walks out of the gym, eyes straight forward . Outside , she breathes 
in air that's wet and coppery . It rained earlier . When she's ready, she reso
lutely turns her back on the glowing windows of the gym and the women 
inside. 

It's dark and there are no cabs, which is fine. She's depressed anyway . 
She feels perfectly fine walking at night with a purse full of makeup and 
breath mints . Her apartment is close, and it's not like the streets are ever 
empty in a city this big. 

She thinks about calling Meg to see why she didn't come tonight. Meg 
who now knows how to fix a garage door opener by herself , who carries 
pepper spray, who's spent the last six months wrangling two rage-filled sons 
on her own. Meg, who doesn't deserve to be as sad as she is. 

She walks two more blocks, and then hears footsteps that seem to sud
denly rush up behind her. A hard shove in the small of her back makes her 
lurch forward, and suddenly she's through an invisible door-a second ago 
it was light and cool. Now it's dark, warm , and sticky. 

She's in an alley. A real live alley. Eva didn't think there were any alleys 
left anymore; buildings are way too close together these days . Any gaps left 
between them are filled in with Starbucks or A TM kiosks. This one comes 
complete with grimy brick, oily puddles, and a dumpster crouching in the 
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back. A tangle of black squares makes a fire escape up one side. For just a 
second, Eva forgets to be afraid. She could be the hostess of a party here. 
She wants to offer a seat and a cocktail to whoever just shoved her. So glad 
you could come! Then she's pushed again, hard, and hits the asphalt, scrap
ing her hands and knees, one foot half out of her shoe. 

"Nice purse," a male voice says. "Throw it on the ground." 
She's conflicted. She wants to look at his face, but .she suspects proper 

victim etiquette means keeping your posture low and humble. She glances 
up, but he's just a shadow, a big one. For one second, she thinks it could 
maybe be the Monster Man from class, still wearing his giant suit, domed 
head, his black Xs for eyes. 

"Throw the fucking purse down," he says again, his voice low and ser
rated. His head is sheathed in the hood of his sweatshirt, but it's human
sized. 

She does look, out of the comer of her eye. He's hunched over, like a 
thug, but she can make out some smoothness of cheek beneath his hood. 
Muggers that make sure to shave just before going out into the night? He 
must be just a boy, with hair brushing across his forehead, the light blond of 
a lifeguard. His knife is twitching in his hand. It looks like it might have a 
black, curved handle, meant to help someone grip it right while chopping 
vegetables. That knife belongs back in the kitchen , Eva thinks. Isn't your 
mother going to need it? 

A swerve of headlights illuminates them both suddenly, then is gone . 
Eva imagines their tableau, frozen. 

She holds tight to her purse. She could drop it, cry, and huddle. Or she 
could hold it close, and look straight into this boy's eyes. She could unleash 
her scream- it's there, furled up in her throat, all ready. Officer Bob would 
be able to hear it on the other side of town. 

Or maybe she could stand up, brush herself off, and walk towards him. 
She could start making demands . What if? You want it? she could say to 
him, you just come and get it, you little shit. Like most thoughts when we 
think them for the absolute first time, this one makes her dizzy, so dizzy she 
could pass out right here. 

209 



LAURA ESTHER WOLFSON 

Two Cab Drivers and a Masseuse 

"Carpets cleaned, any size," read one of the glossy slips. "Best airport car 
service in the city, excellent rates to JFK and LaGuardia," promised 
another. The packets came regularly in the mail from the neighborhood 
merchants' association. "Hot stone back rub, chocolate body treatment, 
traditional massage," said the one that caught my eye. "Low prices." 

For me, hedonism and economy have always formed an irresistible 
combination. 

The receptionist who booked my appointment over the phone had a 
familiar accent. A few days later, I descended the stairs to the basement 
spa, and women in white smocks were speaking Russian all around me. 

Now, Russian is a language that, for a variety of reasons (a college 
major in Russian, long stretches of time spent living in Russia studying 
and working, a career as a Russian interpreter and translator, an early 
marriage to a Russian-speaker that went on for nearly ten years, but all of 
this belongs in a different story), I understand and speak with ease. And 
so I faced a familiar dilemma. I do not have the flaxen-haired, sloe-eyed 
Russian look; I speak English like the American that I am; should I take 
these industrious women off guard by addressing them in their own lan
guage? 

On the one hand, it seemed the polite thing to do; I should let them 
know I understood so they wouldn 't talk among themselves as if I wasn't 
there . And if I spoke Russian with these white-coated women in their win
dowless world beneath the fashionable shops and cafes of Columbus 
A venue, they might, for a moment, feel a bit more at home amidst the 
alienation of their workaday immigrant lives. 

On the other hand, with a strong cultural us/them, Russian-versus-for
eigner distinction practically built into the very structure of their lan
guage, they might grow more uneasy with me than with the Americans 
they brushed up against every day because with each Russian phrase I 
uttered, I would become harder and harder to classify. 

And I would have to answer the questions that were so wearisome to 
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me now: How did you learn Russian? (In college, and in 
Russia/Georgia/Uzbekistan/Brooklyn and through books, movies, televi
sion, socializing, and the husband method.) What made you decide to 
learn Russian? (A mediocre translation of Anna Karenina assigned in 
twelfth grade and an adolescent craving for exotic experiences.) Come on, 
your parents must be Russian, aren't they? (Wrong: Mom and Dad are 
monolingual Americans who grew up in Chicago and Newark, respective 
ly.) 

Sometimes I say that my mother is Russian and that I spoke Russian 
as a child. It's much simpler. But not true. Sometimes I don't let on that I 
speak Russian, and I conduct the whole transaction, whatever it is, in 
English . That feels better than lying about my mother but still not right. 

Once a stocky cab driver picked me up at my parents' in Queens and 
drove me home to Manhattan. (I used to make the trip by subway, but 
now I get too short of breath on the stairs.) He chatted with his dispatcher 
over the radio in Ukrainian-accented Russian. And so I spoke to him. 

By the end of the ride, I knew that he was a retired Soviet army officer 
(he received his tiny military pension in depreciating Ukrainian grivnas, 
which a friend back home signed for each month and kept for him in a 
growing stack of shoe boxes at a dacha outside Kharkiv), that he had 
come to America the previous.year, and that he was recently divorced and 
being supported by his sister, who, with a ten-year head start on him in 
America, was married to a real estate developer in Jersey City. At the end 
of the ride, he handed back my American Express card with his car ser
vice business card tucked underneath and asked ifhe could pick me up the 
next time I went to see my parents. 

''I'll remember the address by heart," he said. He seized my hand, still 
holding both cards, and pressed it to his lips. 

Now the door to the little massage room closed behind me, and the mas
sage therapist, a large-boned woman with long, smooth, butter -colored 
hair and black eyebrows, introduced herself as Helen. 

Panting slightly, I positioned myself face down on the massage table 
with a fluffy white towel covering my rear end. Maybe it was being naked 
that made me decide not to dissemble. I said in Russian, "May I speak 
Russian with you?" 

Now, at this, some people grow flustered. They pretend not to under 
stand, respond in their best English, which is often not good, even insist 
that English is actually their native tongue, saying so in English so heavi
ly accented that it's hard to suppress a smile. 

But the masseuse switched into her real native language, Russian, 
immediately. "How long have you been here?" she asked. 
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She was not wondering how long I had been leafing through Vogue 
out in the waiting room. 

"I was born here," I said simply. 
"Your parents?" 
"Born here, too ." 
Now that the initial assumption ofmy Russian-ness had broken down, 

things grew more complicated . She didn't know what to say next, so I 
helped her out. 

"I'm not Russian," I explained. ''I'm American . I learned Russian as a 
foreign language. I work as an interpreter and a translator." My explana
tion, while it made me exotic, placed us back on solid ground. 

On that first visit, I learned that she was an ethnic Russian from 
Kazakhstan, a vast former Soviet country I had visited on business a few 
times back in the nineties. She had a grown daughter who had remained 
behind . She referred to an American husband, clearly not her first. 

She sighed, said something about how different Americans and 
Russians are and never mentioned him again. 

Months passed between appointments; as a freelance translator, I 
could indulge in such luxuries only rarely. But when the coupons arrived 
in the mailbox, I saved the one for the spa, and, when I could, I called and 
booked an appointment with Helen. For no discernible reason except that 
they spoke the same language, she reminded me of my mother-in-law 
from that early marriage, for whom I retained a great fondness. I have not 
seen my ex's mother in over ten years, but we still call each other on our 
birthdays. 

Going to the spa felt like traveling to Russia for the afternoon. Helen 
would give a joyous cry of greeting when I arrived, then ask after my par
ents as if we had grown up next door to each other. The electric samovar 
was always on the boil. 

One day, she said, lowering her voice, "If you come when the boss 
isn't here, I can give you a special price. Any procedure you want. Just 
don't tell the others." The last sentence was accompanied by a jerk of the 
head toward the other treatment rooms where her co -workers were toiling. 

She tore a scrap of paper off the roll used to cover the massage table and 
wrote her cell phone number on it. I dropped the scrap in my purse. 

Once, while she was working on me, another spa employee came in to 
give her a message. After the woman left, Helen whispered angrily, 
"She's a snake . Always spying and informing the boss. Watch out for 
her." 

She peppered me with questions each time I came. Was I married? 
Yes. First time? No, second. Oh, just like her! What did my husband do? 
Did I have children? How old was I? Forty. So was she. She was a grand
mother. I was childless . 
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One day she ran her finger over the scar on my left side and asked me 
what it was from. 

"I have lung disease," I explained. "Lymphangioleiomyomatosis , it's 
called . My left lung collapsed two years ago. The scar is where the sur
geon went in to reinflate it and take a biopsy for the diagnosis." 

"Oh- ," she said, nonplused. 
"That's why I can't have children," I said, and immediately regretted 

raising the subject. But not continuing would be too abrupt, so I added, 
"The doctors say that pregnancy would make the condition much worse." 
I stopped. My eyes were smarting. I would say no more about my inabili
ty to have a child, I decided. However , the moments of silence that fol
lowed were oppressive . The sound of my breathing filled the room. "We 
might adopt, though," I added quickly. 

"Hmmm , adoption is risky," she said. Pensively kneading my but 
tocks, she added, "You don't know what you're getting . It's not yours ." 

I grunted . 
She poured oil on the scar and rubbed it over and over as if trying to 

erase it and make my skin new. 
After a long pause, she said, "You should adopt from Russia! It's per

fect. You speak the language, you've lived there . Yes, that's what you 
should do. Not through official channels, of course- too much paper 
work, too many bribes. Here's what you do," she went on, warming to her 
subject and speaking rapidly. "You find a Russian woman who's pregnant 
and doesn't want to keep the baby. You probably know plenty of people 
there, don't you?" 

It was hard to answer while lying face down on the massage table. Not 
that I had much to say. I tried to nod and hoped she would recognize it 
from the back for what it was. 

"So, you ask everyone you know over there if they know anyone 
who's pregnant and planning to get an abortion. Then you offer her 
money to carry the baby to term and give it to you. If you can 't find a 
pregnant woman, then you find someone and you pay her to get pregnant. 
That way you might even get to choose the father." She chuckled. "You 
could bring the woman over here to live with you until the baby is born, 
so you can make sure she eats well and doesn't drink or smoke . And she 
could do some light housework, say, up until the seventh month, to help 
you out. What woman doesn't need some help these days, you know, vac
uuming, laundry . . . " 

Her hands moved lightly down to my thighs. Every other massage 
therapist I had visited left bruises on my body. That was why I kept com
ing back to Helen . 

"But if she comes over here and stays with you, you must not, under 
any circumstances , let her go out alone," Helen went on. "She might meet 
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someone who offers to support her or give her a job and then she'll get the 
idea that she can survive here without you. No, no, you cannot let her out 
of your sight the whole time she's here and then, just as soon as that baby 
pops out, you put her on a plane back to Russia." 

She went on, "When the baby is born, you can have the hospital 
record the birth as if you were the real mother; I'm sure they would do it 
if you slip them some cash. Then you wouldn't even have to adopt offi
cially. The baby would be yours as soon as it was born, without any for
malities. There would never be any record that someone else gave birth. It 
would be yours, free and clear." 

I lay still on her table as she spun her scenario . Oddly, it barely aggra
vated my sorrow; the plan was too far-fetched. I only wished I could rel
ish it and believe in it as much as she appeared to. 

She fell silent and threw herself into her work, slowly rubbing the 
soles of my feet, toes, one after the other, instep, heel. I stretched, arched, 
then relaxed onto the massage table again. 

I close my eyes. I soar. The hour is late, past midnight, but the last rays of 
the setting sun still streak the sky. Leningrad (it was still called that long 
ago when I was a student there) is so far north that for a couple of weeks 
during late June and early July, the sun doesn't set completely, and then 
just a few hours later it rises again. Su111111er is a single afternoon that goes 
on and on. After the long, dim winter, the light makes people giddy. 
Crowds of young people surge along the embankment of the Neva River 
in this strange mingling of dark and light that is neither night nor day. A 
pale young man with long hair strums a guitar and sings in high, sweet 
tones. On a deserted side street, a damaged trolley cable spits balls of 
sparks into the half-night. They tumble onto the battered asphalt, shatter, 
and are extinguished. 

Next, I am in a pantry filled with glass jars glinting purple, orange, 
and brown: it is my first mother-in-law's preserve collection, which will 
see the family through the winter. Apricots, strawberries, walnuts, green 
beans, beets swim in sweet or savory juices. Removing the lid from one of 
those jars is practically a ceremony in itself. The sound of the seal break 
ing holds the promise of indescribable delight. In an economy of scarcity, 
this bulging pantry is better than money under the mattress. 

Then, I stand on a cliff in the Caucasus amidst a small knot of people, 
holding hands with one of them. We look down to where two rivers flow 
into each other, their green and brown waters swirling together like some 
strange cocktail, before the two colors blend to form a new tint, which is 
both and neither. The new river rushes foaming down its course to places 
unknown. All the wedding parties in this town come here to gaze down. It 
is local tradition. 
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There are other scenes, too, these in America . (I am omitting a lot, 
almost everything in fact; none of it belongs here, as I've already said, 
though some of it has found its way in. I am starting to feel that I've lived 
a long time and, when I look back, there is too much. Many things must 
be skipped over: a dizzying courtship in a foreign land, and marriage 
there, and coming back to America, and trying to help him get settled 
here, and arguments about having children-him: not yet; me: why 
not?-and about other things, deterioration of the marriage, the marriage 
on life support, recognition of failure, signing of papers, division of 
accounts, parting of ways. Tears. More tears .) I have replayed some of 
those scenes too many times. I want to shut my eyes and tum away. But 
my eyes are already shut. The arguments spill out in public. They will not 
stay inside: like vomit. 

Helen finished and slipped out of the room, leaving me to emerge from 
the dream-state induced by her ministrations. Slowly, I rose and dressed, 
covering scars under layers of clothing. 

As I settled the bill and thanked her, she said in the low voice that sig
naled intrigue, "I might be able to find a woman back there who's willing 
to give you a baby. My daughter might know someone. Would you like 
me to ask next time I call her?" 

"I need to talk to my husband about it," I said, placing a large tip on 
the counter and pushing it toward her. It was not completely a lie. That 
evening, I knew, I would tell him the story of Helen and we would laugh. 
But the conversation would not be what I was implying to Helen, a con
sultation on whether or not we should adopt a child in the way she sug
gested. 

"I'll let you know," I told her in parting. 
Months later, I returned to the spa for the balm of her touch on my 

ragged shoulders. 
"Have you thought about what I suggested?" she asked casually, 

unfolding a sheet for me to lie on. I climbed up, breathing hard. My con
dition had deteriorated since my last visit. 

"Yes, I've thought about it a great deal," I said into the table. "My 
husband doesn't think it's a good idea." That would certainly have been 
true, had I presented it to him as a real possibility. 

"Oh, well," she said, "don't worry about it. Maybe it wasn't meant to 
be. Maybe you aren't destined to have children. Who needs children, any
way? They're nothing but headache and heartache. So, enjoy life!" She bit 
into the final phrase in a tone of mad gaiety. 

"That's it, just enjoy life!" she repeated. She was nearly shrieking. 
She placed her hands on either side of my skull and rubbed the bones 

of my head with her thumbs, hard. The sound of my hair scraping against 
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my scalp was terribly loud. 

A few weeks later, I was riding home from my parents'. The driver had 
that accent. I wasn't going to say anything, I swear. But he asked about 
the book I was carrying . Then he said, "Do you like to read?" followed 
by, God knows why, "Do you speak any other languages besides 
English?" 

I said yes. That was all. And then he wanted to know which ones. So I 
told him. And he was off. In Russian , naturally . 

He came from Georgia , he said. He had come to America as a small 
boy, in the seventies, with his parents. His father had managed a factory 
in the Soviet Union and escaped the USSR one step ahead of the KGB, 
having been tipped off that they were going to arrest him for some kind of 
fraud. In the Soviet Union it was impossible to manage a factory without 
running afoul of the law somehow . That was just how things were set up 
there . Everybody knew that. 

So his father had bribed someone to get permission to leave quickly 
and bribed someone else to get plane tickets for the whole family. Various 
people, including some members of the secret police, ended up spending 
years in prison because they were loyal friends and refused to inform on 
him. He sent out the family ' s gems, icons, and art treasures to his brother, 
who had a falafel restaurant in Tel-Aviv . The uncle was supposed to hold 
onto the goods until they got to America, then sell them and wire them the 
money to start their new life. 

The uncle kept everything . The driver and his parents never saw any 
of it . At first, his father plucked chickens on an assembly line in 
Baltimore, then he opened a dry-cleaning business, next, a fast-food fran
chise, and, after that, a home furnishings store, which grew into a chain. 
His father and his uncle never spoke again . Two years ago a cousin had 
written to say that the uncle had died of a heart attack while taking a mud 
bath at a sanatorium on the Dead Sea. 

We were a block away from my building when the driver said, "Are 
you a writer?" 

I sighed. "Yes ." 
"Are you published?" 
"A little bit," I said. "In some magazines." 
"Oh really? Which ones? Maybe I've seen your work!" he said excit

edly. 
"I don't think so." 
"I want to write a book about my father and my uncle, but I've tried 

and I don't think I can do it by myself. I want the whole world to know 
what a bad person my uncle was. His daughter wrote a book about what a 
fine person he was and it was all lies. Not a word about the icons and the 
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jewels and paintings he stole from my father. Do you think if I wrote a 
book it would be successful? Do you think someone might want to make 
a movie out of it? Would you help me write it?" 

"Well ," I said, "what's important about a book is not so much what 
happens in it, but how the writer tells it. So I couldn ' t really say if it 
would be successful without seeing it first." 

He was holding my credit card. He had taken the imprint with his lit
tle machine and handed the receipt back to me to sign. I had returned his 
copy to him and kept my copy. But he kept on talking. 

"Would you help me with it?" he persisted. "You're a writer." 
Switching to English , I said, "It ' s your story. No one else can tell it 

for you." 
I opened the car door a crack, put one foot on the ground, and waited 

for my credit card. 
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KAREN BABINE 

Red River of the North, 1997 
My world is a flood. 

Slowly I become one with the mud. 
-from "Flood," Jars of Clay 

Ground yourself. 
This is the southernmost part of Glacial Lake Agassiz that once cov

ered parts of Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, North Dakota, and 
Minnesota during the last ice age. The lake itself was never static in size, 
thanks to the glaciers at work in Canada, but at its largest point, the lake 
may have covered as many as a quarter-million square miles. When much 
of it disappeared about 7,500 to 9,200 years ago, it left behind reminders 
that it had once existed, so the humans who came after would have a sign
post. Signposts are vital to this land, indicators of what has come before 
and what will follow. Warnings of past mistakes, comfort of the present, 
and anticipation of the future. Now, in this land, the signposts are human, 
feet planted in the clay , arms pointing to the past and future. Several lakes 
remained, like Lake Winnipeg, Lake of the Woods, Rainy Lake, and Red 
Lake . The rest of what remained was flat, thick -clay land. Not exactly 
devastated, because it had been underwater for so long, but the effects of 
the water would affect those who would call this place home. 

Narrow your focus to a single thread, one river flowing northward 
from Breckenridge in western Minnesota. The Bois de Sioux and Ottertail 
Rivers come togethe r here to form the Red River of the North, which 
splits North Dakota and Minnesota, eventually emptying into Lake 
Winnipeg in Manitoba. Many North Dakota and Minnesota towns find 
themselves as sister cities, separated by the Red. We do not call them 
"twins," because that would cause confusion with the Twin Cities of 
Minneapolis and St. Paul, which are separated by the Mississippi. Fargo, 
North Dakota, and Moorhead, Minnesota. Grand Forks, North Dakota, 
and East Grand Forks, Minnesota. Even with these relatively metropolitan 
areas---everything is relative in the Midwest-most of the surrounding areas 
remain rural because the Red River Valley is some of the best farmland in 
the world. The early settlers had no idea why, though. They just knew that 
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the land was so flat that if their dog ran away, they could watch him go 
for three days. 

The glaciers of this area also carved up the Canadian Shield, some of 
the oldest exposed rock in the world . The irony is that according to 
Donald P. Schwert of North Dakota State University , 

The Red River Valley of North Dakota/Minnesota is the youngest 
major land surface in the contiguous United States, having been sub
aerially exposed upon the final regional drainage of the waters of 
Glacial Lake Agassi z about 7,500 to 9,200 years ago . Therefore , 
whereas most river systems in the United States date in ages in the 
millions or even tens of millions of years, the present course of the 
Red River of the North is only a few thousand years old . 

Old, young . Dry, wet. Land, water. Irony and contradiction-and the rela
tionship between irony and contradiction-have been a part of this place 
since the beginning. This is a place that prizes relationships, even when 
they don't make sense. 

Those who chose to follow the animals that reestablished themselves 
on the plain found an abundance. Those who chose to farm this place 
found the soil, thick clay left from the silt of the lake bed , perfect for 
crops. It was difficult work to get the land tilled , but the results were 
worth it. But because the soil is largely clay, which does not drain well, 
and because the Red is far too young to have carved its own floodplain , 
the entire valley is at risk from overland flooding when the Red spills its 
banks, which it does on a regular basis. Once it does, there's no place for 
the water to go but out. It ' s like watching an ice cube melt on a flat table. 

The settlers of the Red River Valley may not have known that the soil 
caked into the cleats of their boots was once under a great deal of water 
ten thousand years ago, but they were not unaccustomed to the concept. 
The Red flooded nearly every year . It was a fact of life. They didn't like 
it, they tried to protect themselves and their property as best they could, 
but when the Red chose to flood, the water ceased to be a passive entity 
and took on a force nobody could control. This power flabbergasted peo
ple who were used to believing that anything could be achieved with hard 
work, a strong back, a little elbow grease. 

These were the people that the Valley birthed , people who thought 
they understood the water and the land but found they couldn't understand 
when the relationship of land and water turned to mud. Things here are 
supposed to be interconnected , but not that much, they thought. These 
were people who prized what bound them-not just to the land, but to the 
people around them. Ties that bind was not a term that indicated any kind 
of holding-back, but holding-to. 

Into the late 19th century, these floods started to be recorded . By this 
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time, we needed scientific signposts , ones that let us compare happenings 
to other happenings . The worst of these floods to date was 1897 when an 
estimated 85,000 cubic feet per second of water was measured at Grand 
Forks , ND . The standards for floods were revised after this flood . 
Designations of floods were taken more seriously by people who had no 
previous reason to care . Ten-year floods were floods of a severity that 
could be expected every ten years. Since records were started in 1880, 
eleven ten-year floods have been recorded . This includes floods that 
passed the fifty-year flood mark. Of these there are four, between 1880 
and 2000 : 1880, 1897, 1979, and 1997. Though the 1979 flood was, for 
many, the flood to end all floods, because most didn't remember the 1897 
flood, it only measured 82,000 cubic feet per second of water in Grand 
Forks . This was 3000 cfs less than 1897. But in 1997, the Red River 
Valley saw its first 100-year flood . Some called it a 500-year flood. The 
flood of the millennium. Discharge at Grand Forks was measured at 
136,000 cubic feet per second. 

Pause here . Wrap your brain around those numbers again . Think of an 
ice cube melting on a flat table . A really big ice cube. 

April 1997. I am eighteen years old, a senior in a high school one hundred 
miles to the east of Fargo-Moorhead. I have not yet broken out of the self
centered world that is high school. My concept of news and current events 
only happens in hindsight. But it ' s winter in Minnesota. It snows . It's 
cold . This is nothing new. But those who have the consciousness to pay 
attention to such things know something is brewing and it will not be good. 

The winter of 1996-97 was especially cruel in a place not easily sur
prised by winter weather. My parents' thermometer only measures to 
forty-below and several times the digital readout read error in the morn
ing. I had three rabbits outside under the pine tree and I would often bring 
them inside when the temperatures reached such dangerous levels. Lucky 
especially liked this change because it gave him a chance to get at 
Shadow , who was twice his size and twice as mean . Lucky considered 
that she was just playing hard-to-get. The governor cancelled school twice 
across the state because of dangerously cold temperatures which got down 
to sixty-below . This was air temperature, without the windchill factor. We 
were delighted because when the governor cancels school, we don 't have 
to make it up. This was my focus during these months, the antics of my 
pets, the inability to really care about anything outside my immediate world. 
It didn't affect me, at least not in the building-up months, so I didn't pay 
much attention to what was happening outside Hubbard County. 

The Red ' s problems started in the fall with heavy precipitation in 
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October and November, four inches above normal in many places. Over 
the winter months, many places received two or three times their average 
snowfall. Fargo -Moorhead, for example, received 117 inches of snow, 
compared to their average snowfall of 39 inches . We knew by January 
that the flood would be bad, so we started preparing, but we had no idea 
how bad it would be. So when things started to melt in late March, the 
area started sandbagging . The river was rising and the National Weather 
Service predicted a 39-foot crest of the river in Fargo-Moorhead, a 49-
foot crest in Grand Forks -East Grand Forks. Flood stage for Fargo
Moorhead is 17 feet; for Grand Forks -East Grand Forks it's 26 feet. 
That's a hell of a lot of water . 

Sandbags were piled around homes to hold out the floodwaters , sump 
pumps spewing the seepage back out. These fortifications took on the 
appearance of a war zone. Panic set in after Blizzard Hannah-yes, they 
were named-settled over the Valley on April 4-6th. She was the 
strongest blizzard since 1941, bringing 60 mph winds, 20 inches of snow, 
and then ice to the area. Hannah didn't cause the river to stop rising, but 
added more volume to it, and nobody could be out there to stop it. We might 
have been able to beat the river if not for Hannah, but we'll never know. 

Soon after Hannah hit, Nevis High loaded up two buses full of stu
dents to sandbag in Fargo-Moorhead . When we got there, we sandbagged 
for a few hours, lining up in an assembly line to transfer fifty-pound bags 
of sand to the front lines. We didn't do as much work as we would have 
liked, as much as we were prepared to do, because Fargo had put out a 
call for 40,000 volunteers to help and over a hundred thousand showed 
up. I recall that it was sunny but very cold. It was hard to keep a hold on 
the sandbags. Sandbagging is difficult, heavy work, especially with frozen 
fingers. But trying to handle fifty-pound sandbags when you're laughing 
like loons is even harder. And we did have fun. We didn't understand the 
enormity of what we were doing-we probably didn't dwell at all on 
helping other people. We, as teenagers , were just glad to be getting out of 
school. But the-ties-that-bind was in our blood. We may not have been of 
the Red River Valley, but we were Minnesotans. This, at our core, was 
who we were . Even as self-involved teenagers we could recognize this tie. 
And that meant something elemental even to the most self-centered 
among us. 

Snapshots of memories remain: the parking ramp of the Moorhead 
Center Mall being flooded to the first level. The dike along the river 
flooded to within a foot of the top . The river being over the top of the rail
road bridge pylons, nearly flooding out the Main Street bridge , as the 
bridge between Grand Forks-East Grand Forks was flooded out. A sign 
hanging in a window of a University of North Dakota dorm in Grand 
Forks: Build the Ark. A sign painted in mud on a ruined house : 49 feet, my 
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ass. (The Red eventually crested at 54 .1 feet, five feet above the original 
prediction.) 

Up until this time, I had no concept of what the land was supposed to 
look like. I'd been to Fargo-Moorhead many times, but I'd never paid 
attention to the river. I'd never paid attention to the land because there 
was nothing to look at. Driving across it and seeing the water overwhelm
ing everything, I had nothing to compare it to. I didn't know what the nor
mal level of the river should look like. I didn't know the hill that the kids 
used for sledding was the dike used to keep the river at bay. I just didn't 
think of it. 

I would find my perspective that fall, when I left Nevis for college. I 
attended Concordia College, which was in Moorhead . During those years, 
I found a favorite spot along the Red River, on the river-side of the dike 
where the light is absolutely perfect for the natural-light black and white 
portraiture I'm fond of. Sometimes I think my perspective is backwards, 
measuring what is supposed to be by my first real impressions . But taking 
pictures down by the water, I'd look up and see the top of the trees, the 
dike, and I'd remember what it used to look like. As I think about it now, 
this was the best way to form an impression of the place. Measure what is 
by what it's not supposed to be and you'll come closer to what a place 
actually is, at its core. Even now, years after college, when I go back to 
that place along the river, or drive over the 1st St. Bridge and see the rail
road pylons, time can't erase the memory of how close the river came to 
obliterating everything. 

Once the river crested in Fargo-Moorhead, all attention was focused 
on Grand Forks-East Grand Forks. On April 18, the Grand Forks dike 
failed. In the safety and dryness of my own home, I watched it happen. 
The memory is still chilling, all these years later. I have a picture on my 
computer's screensaver of the overflow and it still makes me pause and 
shiver. Only minutes before the water spilled over the top of the dike, 
there were people still sandbagging on top of it. On April 19, historic 
downtown Grand Forks caught fire . Irony of fire and water was the blood 
in our veins as we dealt with the inability of fire trucks to put out the fire 
because the flood waters were too deep for the trucks. And even if the 
trucks could get close, they couldn't use the fire hydrants. Eleven build
ings burned in four-foot-deep floodwaters . 

The only flood story I've heard in its entirety was that of Jon Schauer. 
I've heard threads of other flood stories, but this is the only complete 
story I know. I'd known Jon since my first day of college. Our senior year 
of college, I sat next to Jon in band and we fluted together. He was of 
medium height, blond, played soccer and flute, a physics major from 
Grand Forks. I first heard the story of his family and The Flood in April 
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of 1998, a year after the waters receded. 
Our house wasn't too far from the river, but there's a good-sized 

coulee running through our backyard, but it's not part of the river. The 
house is on the bank of this coulee, and so around the back of the house 
we'd built a clay dike up to about fifty feet. That doesn't mean that the 
dike was fifty feet high; it means that it would be good as long as the river 
didn't get above fifty feet. Flood stage in Grand Forks/East Grand Forks 
is 28 feet, which means that's 28 feet from the bottom of the river. We.fig
ured we'd be all right, since the river was predicted to crest at 48 feet. 
Believing in strength in numbers, twelve of my friends and I had skipped 
schoo l for about a week and a half, going around town and sandbagging 
houses. 

Everything was as good as could be expected until Wednesday morn
ing, the 16th of April, when my dad called my buddy's house to say that 
the sewer had backed up at our house. I didn 't even have to ask my 
friends to help, they were already there, so four of us started in with buck
ets, carrying buckets of sewage-soaked stuff out of the basement. The 
sump pump was still going, but the sewer had backed up into our base
ment as well. It took all day to clean up the basement and then we all 
went back into town for the night. 

On Thursday, the 17th, my dad called us all back out to the house 
because crest predictions were rising and we needed to build up our dike. 
The water was rising about an inch every hour, so four of us went to my 
house about nine that morning. Before the coulee had gone over the road, 
taking out the only remaining road to our house, the city had dumped fif
teen dump truck loads of sandbags on our side of the island, which meant 
just fifteen loads for everyone on that island. We were now getting to and 
from the house by boat. 

When our dike was high enough, my buddies and I went to the neigh
bor's house to help fix their dike, which was starting to break. By noon, a 
half-dozen more of my friends had arrived, so we could spread ourselves 
a little thinner to help more peop le. We could have been found either 
sandbagging at my neighbors' houses, taking stuff out of their basements, 
or sandbagging at my house. With all of us there, it didn 't take long for 
that pile of sandbags to disappear and the anxiety to reappear. Someone 
took the pontoon across the road and brought back empty sandbags and 
we started filling bags by hand from a pile of sand that my neighbor 
wasn 't using. 

On Friday the 18th, all twelve of my friends came back and we did 
much the same thing as we had the day before. My brother arrived by 
early afternoon and we used his truck and trailer to fill the sandbags and 
deliver them around the island. After that, a bus load of forty people came 
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and stayed for a good four hours. We definitely needed the help, since my 
friends and I had started sandbagging at nine that morning and didn't 
stop until ten that night. It was only then we could safely take a break. I 
slept for a couple of hours, but most of my friends stayed awake. 

Late on Friday night, the river became jammed with sheets of ice, so 
nobody could even get a boat across, stranding all of us on our island. My 
brother woke us all up about three on Saturday morning and told us we 
needed to start sandbagging: the river was rising again. So, in the dark, 
aided only by lights from the house, we sandbagged from three until at 
least eight in the morning. The river was rising faster than we could slap 
sandbags onto the dike, but by early Saturday morning, the 19th, the jam 
had passed and we could take a breath without worrying that we'd lose 
the battle in the meantime. 

By early Saturday morning, most of the city had already been evacu
ated and the National Guard was starting to evacuate the rest. Most of my 
friends left on Saturday morning to be with their families and do what 
they needed to do. Then, like a miracle, fifteen of my brother 's fraternity 
brothers showed up. It was a miracle because they were huge, filled with 
fresh energy, and I'd been sandbagging for three straight days. When I 
woke up, we'd run out of sand. 

That Saturday was, without question, the hardest day of my life. The 
river crested a few days later at 54 feet and our dike was probably 53 1/2 
feet. If we could have had another row of sandbags, we probably would 
have been fine, but there wasn't any more sand. Our four sump pumps 
were going twenty -four hours a day and they needed gas. We needed 
food, most of which was provided by the Red Cross, so we were making 
several trips into town for gas and food. Eventually, all the gas stations 
closed. There was no more sand. The people power was exhausted. About 
5:00 on Saturday, my dad decided we couldn't do anymore. 

The hardest thing I've ever had to do was open up a hole in the dike 
and let the water flood the house. If we hadn't done that, the force of the 
water coming through a broken dike would have destroyed everything in 
its path. We'd seen it happen before to too many people . That was 
Saturday the 19th, and the river still didn't crest until the 21st. Imagine 
using all the energy in your body you can possibly muster for as long as 
you possibly can and then having to decide that it's time to quit. To give up. 
That's what made it so hard. To do that much and have it still not be enough. 

One of the friends who helped sandbag my house, as well as many 
others, had lost his house at the beginning. And he kept fighting, sandbag
ging nonstop at my house for a day and a half. I remember when my 
brother woke all of us up at three on Saturday morning, and this friend 
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was crying. I'd never seen him cry before. But he looked at me and said, 
"I've been fighting this for a week, and I just want to win one. I just want 
to win one. " He'd lost nearly everything he owned after his dike broke, 
but he and his sister continued to fight for peop le they knew, as well as 
peop le they didn't. 

So many people came in to help, busloads of people we 'd never met 
before . They worked so hard, doing something that we can't ever pay 
them back for . They came into our house, these people we'd never met, 
people who didn't even have time to introduce themselves . They came, 
they sandbagged. Every now and then they'd have a bite to eat or some 
thing to drink and then they'd go right back to sandbagging. I remember 
my mom sitting in the garage, and sometimes she'd just break down cry
ing, because people she'd never seen before would be sandbagging our 
house, come in, grab a soda, and go right back to sandbagging. They 
came and did all that to help us and we still couldn't beat the river . 

Verbalizing any natural disaster ends up swirling around the truth , like 
rain around the eye of a hurricane. We know the truth is there , but there 's 
a lot of heavy weather to get through first. And now Katrina has become 
the brand name in floods, but quick floods like hers and rain-flash floods 
elsewhere cannot be any more devastating than slow floods . Neither can 
be controlled . And saying one flood is worse than another only results in a 
competition . Sure, Katrina caused property destruction and death. Nobody 
died in the Red River flood . And talking about the 125,000 cattle that died 
during Blizzard Hannah just results in a one-upmanship that does not help 
anyone heal. Most people only care about the human death toll-but the 
human toll goes way beyond death . 

The floods caused by Hurricane Katrina brought back the 1997 Red River 
Flood for many people, myself included. I heard about the dikes breaking in 
New Orleans and went back to 1997. I watched parts of New Orleans bum 
and saw Grand Forks. I saw houses flooded to the eaves and saw Grand 
Forks. Toys floating down streets. Mountains of garbage. Mud-caked houses. 
Katrina was quick and unexpected in its severity. The 1997 Red River Flood 
was slow and expected, but just as devastating. Mostly, we were emotionally 
devastated by the Red because we all fought it so hard, for so long. So many 
people we knew, people we didn't, all fighting- all tied together by a mutual 
betrayal. We had a relationship with the land and it had betrayed us. 

Of course , the greatest similarity between the two floods is their soil 
was at one time under water. New Orleans is, as we know, below sea level. 
The Red River flood plain was once the Glacial Lake Agassiz. Yet we find 
the concept of the land returning to its natural state unnatural. These are the 
ironic relationships. But relationships exist for a reason , even if they're 
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unnatural. They all serve a purpose, even bad relationships . They all teach 
something. 

Katrina's stories have been all over the news; their frequency is slow
ing, but the stories are still being told. Eleven years before the 1997 flood, 
Barry Lopez writes that 

Over time , small bits of knowledge about a region accumulate 
among the local residents in the form of stories. These are remem 
bered in the community; even what is unusual does not become lost 
and therefore irrelevant. These narratives comprise for a native an 
intricate, long-term view of a particular landscape . And the stories 
are corroborated daily, even as they are being refined upon by mem
bers of the community traveling between what is truly known and 
what is only imagined or suspected. Outside the region this complex 
but easily shared "reality" is hard to get across without reducing it to 
generalities , to misleading or imprecise abstraction. (244-45) 

Lopez isn't specifically writing about disaster narratives, but the con
cept still fits. We who were there-even on the fringes-tell our stories 
and listen to the stories of those who actually felt the floodwaters. I'll tell 
stories of not being able to feel my hands, even in mittens , not being able 
to keep a handle on the sandbags as I took them from the arms of the per
son next to me and passed them to the person on the other side of me. Of 
friends cracking jokes . Of being inside the Fargo Civic Center years later 
and having a sensory memory, not sure why I recognized the place, but 
eventually realizing this was the flood headquarters. I listened to my 
friend Jon Schauer tell his story, I listen to my college professors tell their 
stories . Lopez continues : "The perceptions of any people wash over the 
land like a flood, leaving ideas hung up on the brush, like pieces of damp 
paper to be collected and deciphered . No one can tell the whole story." 
The flood imagery resonates, as so many library books and historical 
records needed to be collected, preserved, or discarded-and then deci
phered . Even mentally compiling the flood stories on top of each other 
will result in a clearer picture of the whole. It will never be an accurate 
picture , but it will be close. Threads of narrative come together to create a 
stronger rope. 

These threads of narratives are an appropriate metaphor for the 
Midwestern mentality . Threads here don 't form a quilt, but a rope. A 
binding metaphor. Midwesterners have a curious sense of community 
responsib ility that they don't often realize they possess, let alone are con
scious how it affects their daily lives . But within these communities, the 
threads of narrative cannot exist on their own. The narratives always exist 
in relation to the threads around them. Likewise , Minnesotans cannot 
exist on their own-we always exist in relation to the people around us, 
whether we like it or not, whether we know them or not. It ' s the reason 
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we eat out on so many weekend evenings at benefit dinners for people 
we've never met. Or buy benefit raffle tickets for things we don't really 
want or need. It's the reason I say we when talking about the flood, when 
it wasn't my flood at all. 

What's interesting about this phenomenon is that it follows the other 
staple of Midwestern mentality: we have an ingrained aversion to sharing 
our problems. Problems exist, but Midwesterners know that everybody 
has problems and voicing one's problems turns into the worst kind of pay
attention -to-me! Arrogance is out of place here. Midwesterners also don't 
want to burden their neighbors. We don't want to bother people, we don't 
want to take up their time, we don't want a share of the resources we 
haven't earned-and we are bred to believe that anything can be over
come by perseverance. Our problems are our responsibility . 

How these two ideas can exist together without conflict is simple: the 
rope of narrative combined with the fact that Midwesterners are very, 
very observant. People won't ask for help, but help will be offered 
because that's the way the community works. It's the way the rope of nar
rative binds. Help is a statement, not a question. We don't ask for it, but 
we get it when we need it. An example: the youngest son of my parents' 
good friends was born with spina bifida. I'm sure the medical bills were 
hefty, but this kind of personal business is never discussed. 
Midwesterners are very conscious of when to keep their noses out of 
things. In the summers, the community puts on a Fine Arts concert and a 
free-will offering is taken to benefit someone who needs it. I forget how 
many years the benefits were for these friends. They never asked for it, 
but we gave anyway. This way, any obligation is rescinded. It's a gift of 
help, not if-you-scratch-my-back -I'll -scratch -yours deal. Those in the 
Red's path needed our help and we could help them, so we did. We didn't 
do it expecting anything in return. It's in that way that individual threads 
of narrative are twisted into a rope. Expecting something in return, always 
having an ulterior motive for helping unravels the rope. And we're not 
willing to risk that. 

My first adult experience with this concept was almost a full year after 
the 1997 Flood. In March 1998, a F3 tornado ripped through southern 
Minnesota, very near to the town where my grandparents lived for forty 
years. Minnesota often sees tornadoes, but rarely are they more than Fl or 
F2, and even more rarely do they strike outside of the summer months. 
This was March. The tornado leveled much of southern Minnesota, but it 
was Gustavus Adolphus College we went to help. 

This was my freshman year of college. A lot of the Concordia senti
ment was to help repay Gustavus for all the help they'd given Concordia 
the year before with the flood. But I went, even though I had nothing to 
repay. I had two hands and no reason not to go. I wouldn't understand 
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until I moved to Washington State the sense of community responsibility 
that permeates Midwestern culture and that my reaction to both the flood 
and the tornado was ingrained and instinctive, native to the place I grew up. 

As we drove into the town of St. Peter, I was again faced with the 
same reaction I had the year before when seeing the flood. Here was the 
place on its worst day, and I didn't have anything to compare it to. I didn't 
know what it was supposed to look like. What I saw was a pair of hockey 
skates tangled in the branches of a tree. What I saw were signs of thanks 
painted on pieces of particle board. Our trees are gone, but our roots are 
still here. What I saw were trees blown over at odd angles. Many of the 
fallen trees had already been sawed off at the roots, leaving the root sys
tems half out of the ground. Some had already been taken out, leaving 
bomblike craters. Some trees had been blown over completely, some were 
only bent, some looked like there hadn't been a storm at all. 

I got off the bus and heard my name called. I turned around and didn't 
recognize the man walking towards me. He introduced himself and I 
made the connection-he was the son of my grandparents' good friends 
from New Ulm. His parents had always given my sisters and me orna
ments for Christmas every year and they had a lake cabin outside of Nevis 
where I grew up. I never remembered meeting Randall and was not quite 
sure how he recognized me, but the connection was there . The threads of 
narrative held fast: on one end were my grandparents and the Stuckeys, in 
the middle was the generation with Randall and my mother, and I was 
holding the other end, in a place far away from my home, far away from 
the place where all the threads crossed. There's much more to it than 
observing that the world is small. 

At the healing service later that afternoon, the campus pastor told us 
that when he first walked into the chapel after the storm, the eternal flame 
was still burning. Giving up was not an option-not for anybody. Not for 
the Gustavus students, not for the residents of St. Peter, not for any of the 
people who came to help . Those searching for survivors in the rubble of 
the World Trade Centers and the Pentagon didn't know how to give up
and stories like these abound in any kind of tragedy. This is what we want 
to remember, how the community banded together to help those who 
needed it. The community is bound together by the threads of narrative 
that surface out of events like this, narratives of real people we might be 
tomorrow . After 1997, after 9/11, after Katrina, we will always be tom 
between wanting to forget what happened and wanting to remember the 
support from thousands of nameless people. To forget would mean dis
missing the help from unnamed strangers . To forget would mean umavel
ing the rope. And we're not willing to risk that. 

As the flood fades from my conscious memory, it seems to get buried 
in my subconscious to be resurrected in odd and unexpected moments-
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usually when the Red floods in the spring. I fought the river in 2001 when 
I was a senior in college . The 2001 flood ranks #5 on the National 
Weather Service's list of historical crests in Fargo-Moorhead, and 2001 
isn't even listed in Grand Forks-East Grand Forks. I'm sitting here now, 
watching the reports of the current flooding in Fargo/Moorhead that far 
supassed all records, finally cresting at 40.82 feet. Two thousand-nine was 
so much worse than 1997, and I couldn't be there to help. I'm four states 
away, but I feel like I should have been slinging sandbags , being remind
ed what the river looks like under these conditions , surrounding myself 
with the atmosphere of people banding together, and thinking what would 
happen otherwise. Though there were losses with this 2009 flood, the dikes 
and sandbags held. Thank God for that. 

Even though I can make some small claim to the 2001 flood, I still get 
wrapped up in 1997. Maybe because I was on that knife-blade threshold 
of child and adult. I don't know for sure. But somewhere in the mental 
imposing of what the Red looked like in 1997 and what it was supposed 
to look like, the flood, which didn't affect me personally , became internal. 
I feel like I'm appropriating the story of someone who has more of a right 
to tell it than me, but the flood is still inside me. It's certainly affected 
how I see Fargo-Moorhead , so how exactly does a flood mess with our 
idea of place and how we connect to those places? Is our connection 
destroyed? Is it created? Is it washed clean? What happens to the rope, to 
the narratives that bind the relationships that form the rope? 

It messes with our minds and how we deal with such a thing-what 
doesn't kill us doesn't always make us stronger. But what doesn ' t kill us 
sometimes breaks us into pieces so small that they cannot ever be put 
back together . Even so, everybody I've ever talked to about the flood , 
those who were there, has said something to the effect that what they lost 
was just stuff. Nobody died. Stuff can be replaced . The irreplaceable stuff, 
the pictures and yearbooks and heirlooms , hurts more, but it's still stuff. 
The pain of losing pictures and yearbooks and heirlooms is not in the loss 
of the physical pieces, but losing the memories those things hold. We 
don't need to remember every story that our past has to tell, because 
Grandma's table and the Christmas pictures from when we were little will 
hold those memories so we don't forget. They're tangible reminders of 
what we want to remember. But when those pieces are gone, all we have 
left is the rope of the narrative which cannot be separated back into its 
individual threads. And we have new threads which will strengthen the 
rope. It ' s the community that stands, not the individual. 

Emotional forging is not what I'm after. The Red broke some people 
and it didn't break others. Some people moved away, some people stayed. 
But I want to know how differently we relate to our places in the wake of 
something like The Flood . I imagine one's relationship to a recently 
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flooded place is much different than with a place that has recently seen a 
wildfire, or an earthquake, or a tornado- any natural disaster of that sort. 
While one may not always be able to see a wildfire coming, earthquakes 
and tornadoes and the like appear with relatively no warning , and if 
you're in the path, your house and possessions are usually obliterated . 
With a flood, the possessions are still there. We watched the Red rise for 
weeks . We knew we were going to have a terrible flood and we couldn ' t 
do anything to stop it. It was just water. It wasn't like fire, which destroys 
to ash. It wasn't intangible like an earthquake, the world broken apart like 
a puzzle. It wasn't a force like a hurricane. It was just water. We should 
have been able to control it. 

Certainly a flood messes with our perceptions. With what a place 
should look like and what it does look like. With what we wish and what 
is. With what we can accomplish with our hands and what we cannot. 
With who we were before the flood and who we are now. My view ofmy 
favorite photo spot is changed, just because I can see the Red trickling 
and I can see it up to the top of the dike, but I'm not interested in how our 
view of a place changes . I want to know how the relationships change . 
We watched the human relationships, but the new relationship between 
land and human-how it changed, that's still unclear. We may have con
sidered that the river betrayed us, but the river doesn't see it that way . 
How do you look at the Red, how do you look at Fargo-Moorhead, Grand 
Forks-East Grand Forks, any of the small towns and farms destroyed dif
ferently than you did before the winter of 1996-1997? How can you look 
at the Red River without knowing that the simple combination of hydro
gen and oxygen completely beat every ounce of human will we could 
muster? The simple answer is you can't. The signposts we had come to 
trust were obliterated and we didn't know what to build our new signposts 
out of. 

And so perceptions continue to shift. We think of water as being 
clean, a cleansing agent. But the Red was chocolate brown during those 
weeks before and after the river crested, churning with the rich silt of the 
Agassiz lake bed. So the water was not clean . When the river crested, then 
receded, everything was covered in mud. 

The Red, during those weeks, was not simply water. It was not simply 
anything . It was a mixture of water and land, not just the water, not where 
water meets land. The land is as mortal as we are. We may view it as stoic 
and unchanging, much like the Scandinavians and others who settled it, 
but the land is fragile and sensitive . It can be changed drastically, but the 
reality is that the land is neither created nor destroyed; it is just changed . 
We must twist our threads into a rope and then tie the rope in knots so that 
the narrative, the community, the memory will never come loose. Because 
one day, the Red will have a flood plain all its own. 
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NATHAN J. BOLLS 

Never Go Home on Saturday 
Leaving one's small hometown or big city neighborhood for somewhere 
else is a forever act. Although that composite tangle of people and memo
ries which is everyone's place of origin seems to evolve slowly or not at 
all, any individual suddenly out on her or his own immediately begins the 
rapid accumulation of experiences which rarely meshes gracefully with 
the past. The migrant's persona takes on a shape not easily fit back into 
the niche known in youth. And all too often, memories held by those who 
peopled the migrant's youth are too rigid : they ignore present and future 
by attempting to put the prodigal child back in a time once eagerly out
grown. Or it may be that hometowns and city neighborhoods simply do 
not recognize any present moment save their own. Offspring who wander 
are often as clouds which rise, float away on winds of opportunity, and 
become formless over time and distance. 

My hometown and I no longer know each other. Distance, decades, 
and the inexorable divergence of paths have left us with little to share 
save the mundane. When I stop to shop during my occasional visits, the 
store clerk faces all reflect "stranger." No matter that I was the grade 
school marbles champion, that in my invulnerable high school years I 
captained both the football and basketball teams. No matter that I was one 
of many from our county who answered the call to arms when what we 
now call the Korean War gave an unwanted shape to our futures. No mat
ter that I am in this town of 850 to visit its oldest resident: my mother. 

It does matter that I left home a boy -man burdened with both the 
dread of Navy boot camp and the realization that Uncle Sam had asked 
me to put myself in position to perhaps get my butt shot off. It does matter 
that I returned four years later a focused young man much more certain of 
my potential, impatient, and wanting to get on with the rest of my life. It 
matters that my Naval Air Force experiences-Navy schools, leadership 
positions, and 2 or 3 correspondence courses-showed me that I could 
compete academically. It matters that the eight-year path to earning my 
doctorate conditioned me to feel comfortable with discussions, at least on 
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some subjects, which tread the edge of knowledge. 
It does matter that the stubborn roots of my childhood are buried deep 

in a comer of the tallgrass prairie Flint Hills of northeast Kansas over 
which the town sprawls, on a shoulder of the languid Vermillion River 
valley. I know these hills and do not care if they fail to recognize my foot
steps. I relish the feel of grass-covered slopes under my boots and remem
ber the spots for easy wading across the small, clear streams which mean
der among the hills. I recall the sounds of the narrow valley forests 
through which the streams flow. I still can find the pools in which an 
eight-inch green sunfish once took a wet fly, a five-pound channel catfish 
fell for a piece of beef liver, and that fifteen-pound carp liked a com ker
nel-covered hook. Campfire embers bright in my memory have long since 
been washed away by flood or covered with years of plant growth. 

But Main Street, along which I once knew every crack in the concrete, 
is cold and foreign. Only the bank, a drug store, and a restaurant are 
familiar, all owned and operated by, in my frame of reference, strangers. 
If you drive Main Street at dusk now on a hot summer Saturday, as I have 
done several times in recent years, you will see neither open stores nor 
anyone on the sidewalks; no one out to notice dust passing on the wind. 

In sharp contrast was my hometown in the 1940s during which, con
trary to trends in present society, I was privileged to spend my teen years 
in a "mingling" society. I have especially fond memories of Saturdays. I 
do not consider that present gatherings for sport, music, or theatre qualify 
as mingling; here people just happen to have seating next to each other 
while directing almost all of their attention outward to the field, track, 
court, or stage. 

In those days, something similar to the scene I describe below no 
doubt occurred in every rural locale in the country. And neighborhoods 
within larger cities most likely experienced somewhat similar congrega
tions of people for similar purposes. 

Farmers, ranchers, and townspeople converged on the mainly one
street downtown either Saturday afternoon or evening-mostly evening 
during warm weather. The three -block business district always had a 
"waiting list" for parking places. Restaurants and taverns overflowed until 
late Saturday night, and-especially on hot summer nights-sometimes 
into early Sunday morning . The click of cue balls striking targets bounced 
without pause from every table in the pool hall. 

Saturday was by far the busiest day of the week for the three grocery 
stores, two hardware stores, Miller's General Store, the lumber yard, 
Honig's Dry Goods, two pharmacies (both with real soda fountains), five 
gas stations, three automobile dealerships, doctors Shumate and 
Fleckenstein, two law offices, Johnson's Feed Store, the cobbler and 
blacksmith shops, the jewelry and furniture stores, both the Eustis and 
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Kolterman creameries, Smoky's Carpenter and Cabinet Shop, the bank, 
movie theater, and Beth's Dress and Sundries Shop . Beth's common-law 
relationship with a local auctioneer was the ongoing talk of the town . 

Becker's Bakery expected to sell some 150 loaves of bread, plus 
dozens of cakes and assorted pastries-all baked onsite early that morn
ing. We kids hoped the "picture show" at Dulac's Movie Theatre would 
be exciting, even a bit risque . Cassander's grain elevator operated 24/7 
during wheat harvest in early July to receive the endless string of grain
laden trucks. The hotel offered both overnight rooms and long-term apart
ment accommodations. The staff of the weekly newspaper was busy gath
ering news of local comings and goings for next Thursday's edition. The 
mortician knew Saturday as just one of seven possible days of loss. 

The sidewalks held a continuous flow of people of all ages busy shop
ping, milling, visiting between stores, or moving around to check out 
those in parked cars positioned for the express purpose of running into 
friends whom they had not seen for several days. This "sidewalk commu 
nity" persisted well into the night. 

One townswoman made a point of getting her car parked in the middle 
of the business district by mid-afternoon, thus ensuring a good spot from 
which to share in the action. My father once drove our family car the four 
blocks to do the same thing, but when my parents got downtown after din
ner, they found two women in the car totally absorbed in conversation . 
One had thought the car was hers; the other was too busy visiting to 
notice . The practice of locking the car-or house-was non-existent. 

In this environment on any given Saturday, kids saw most of their 
schoolmates in a festive context away from the regimented atmosphere of 
school and school-related activities. The youth could continue their study 
of human nature in another venue, especially that of a wide variety of 
adult types brought together by Saturday. They could observe peers relat
ing to an array of parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, grandparents, or 
whomever. 

My study of human nature was enhanced by working in a grocery 
store where the commodities of trade are a matter of life and death . I 
worked, at age fourteen, at Gaume ' s Market from eight AM until late 
Saturday evening. My workday began with stocking grocery shelves. 
Then , as fa1mers and ranchers started to arrive in early afternoon, I shifted 
to the front sidewalk . My job was to retrieve large crates of home grown 
eggs from cars and trucks, label them with their owner's names , and carry 
them inside to another employee who would count and check the eggs for 
freshness. The inside "egg boy" then would prepare a credit slip so Mr . 
and Mrs. Gaume would know how much "egg credit" to give toward the 
week's worth of grocer ies each customer would buy sometime during the 
afternoon or evening. 
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Being new in town (my family had moved to Kansas when I was 
twelve years old), I had trouble both in spelling names like Surdez, 
Schlegal, Graf, Kolterman, Junod, Fleckenstein, Tessendorf, Bonjour, 
Falkenstein, Pinet, Jeanneret, Perrussel, Wienstroer, and Schwandt, and in 
understanding some of the accents. But I thank these solid, grounded 
third- and fourth-generation descendants of the French , Dutch, and 
German pioneers who settled these hills for giving me hands-on experi
ence with the concept of America the Melting Pot. 

Now, back to life and death. If requested by the customer during the 
afternoon or evening, the bosses would ask me to carry groceries to a car 
or truck parked somewhere in the downtown area. I soon learned not only 
that imprecision defines the human condition, especially when giving 
directions, but also that customers get testy quickly when their groceries 
are mishandled or misplaced. 

That summer I also learned something about what I later would come 
to call obsolescence, that things always seem to change. In those days 
farmers and ranchers would, in addition to chicken eggs, collect cream all 
week from their miscellaneous cows and drop off one or more cans of 
cream at the Eustis Creamery Store next door. I heard Mr. and Mrs. Eustis 
talk of the year -by-year decline in the number of farmers and ranchers 
willing to bother with collecting cream for a bit of extra income. The 
creamery store closed a few years later. 

I also learned to drop-kick a football one Saturday that summer, using 
corncobs from a sackful someone had spilled in the alley between the two 
stores. Unfortunately, the art of drop-kicking already was obsolete on the 
gridiron, and I never got to display my new talent. 

Even hand delivering the Market's weekly sales flyer, good for 
Saturday bargains, offered lessons in local lunacy. Old Man Falkenstein, 
self-appointed neighborhood watchdog of injustices both large and small, 
nearly got indigestion when he learned that the market owners , "with all 
of the money they make by ripping off the public," were paying me only 
seventy -five cents per week for delivering a flyer- one flyer- to each 
home in town. Mrs. Morgan always tried to coax me out of two or three 
flyers because each was good for a few cents discount on one food item or 
another. And Mrs. Johnson, loyal customer of another market in town, 
loved to mention how she and her canaries appreciated my weekly contri
butions to avian sanitation . 

I learned about adult whimsy from Miss May Jensen who operated a 
small seed store. Having decided that fresh parsnips had been absent from 
her diet far too long, she hired me one summer to be her gardener three 
mornings each week. Her main order, in addition to decrees about plant
ing plenty of lettuce, carrots, tomatoes, and a sizeable potato patch, was 
that I maintain three different timed plantings of parsnips so that while 
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one planting was edible, at least two other plantings would be marching in 
staggered but uninterrupted cadence toward the table. All that for 
parsnips! She also knew that Harry Truman would be a great president, 
being both left-handed and a Baptist. 

The time I describe was before home TV became the altar of family 
life and entertainment, before air conditioning made home the most com
fortable place to be in summer. But, of the two, TV has had the greater 
influence; back then streets were full even on winter Saturdays. 

Today the town boasts about the same population and makes do with 
the bank, one grocery store, one pharmacy, two gas stations, a couple of 
restaurants and a pizza place, one hardware store, Kufahl's Cabinetry 
Shop, a public swimming pool, one attorney, and three doctors and two 
physician's assistants operating out of both a clinic and what has become 
a regional hospital and retirement complex. The health complex is served 
not only by emergency helicopter service out of Topeka but also by a 
wide spectrum of medical specialists who come in one day each month 
from Topeka or Manhattan. My old high school, long ago tom down and 
replaced by a new and growing complex, has become a much larger con
solidated high school. The still weekly newspaper continues to track who 
visited whom, when, and, sometimes, why. The hotel has adopted the 
"bed and breakfast" model that travelers now expect. 

Gone are the pool hall, bakery, grain elevator, General and Dry Goods 
stores, cobbler and blacksmith shops, lumberyard, jewelry store, mortu
ary, movie theater, creameries, car dealerships, and Beth and her auction
eer friend, who finally married, removing a juicy topic of conversation. 

Time turns as it turns. We are more insistent on receiving proper med
ical care. Roads connecting town to world now are paved. Improvements 
in automobile comfort and dependability have made driving fifty miles to 
dine, shop, play, or doctor a routine outing. Most homes have some form 
of air conditioning. Discount houses from twenty-five, forty, and sixty 
miles away beckon with endless bargains. Both social and business trans
actions now can be carried out with ease via phone, fax, or internet. And 
TV is king. 

Also, society is seemingly more angry than at any other time in recent 
history. I know of those who have curbed travel in an attempt to reduce 
exposure to the road rage and random violence so prevalent on our streets 
and highways. The widespread abuse of alcohol and recreational drugs 
causes some people to at least be home and off the roads "well before the 
bars close." 

We are faced with, and try to adjust to, relentless changes, a situation 
which seemingly confirms the old adage, "The only constant is change." 
In my possession, thanks to my mother, is a detailed and very interesting, 
unpublished, two-page "treatise" written by a Roy S. Zehner, long-time 
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resident of my hometown. He describes boyhood life as he knew it, goods 
and services in town at that time, the jobs he had in his youth, and some 
of the changes afoot. He ends the treatise with a pensive thought: 

Many changes have come about. Many of them for the good; but 
before we discard everything that time and trial have proved to be 
good , let's be sure that the change is really progressive. 

Mr. Zehner , whose youngest child was my high-school best friend , 
Frank, was talking about his own boyhood-in the 1890s and early 1900s. 

My hometown and I remain strangers . But some parts of my past 
change slowly, if at all; for me the Flint Hills are eternal. Although 
mosquitoes, horseflies, chiggers, and poison ivy find me interesting, I 
cherish walks out through the big bluestem. I dream of once more tempt
ing sunfish and bluegill with wet flies on some calm, sun-filled spring 
morning. And I would settle for just one rerun of my boyhood Saturday 
Night Live. 
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!NARA CEDRINS 

For Ashraf 

Two felucca sails close, barely touching 
entered the distance like the lifted wings 
of the regal bee in hieroglyphs . 
I could sense you, blind, coming like a great bird 
at my face : and I had to shift you. Take it well, 
as though blocking the sun were the only 
evil. 

In your land 
men spend their lives carrying burdens 
of dust, till their beautiful elastic muscles 
tighten like cords, bound. 
Like the colt yoked with its mother to the caleche, 
you knew your future: two rooms built with your hands, 
one open to the sky-for you and your bride . 
After midnight in your village of mud and straw walls 
sand blew in the window without a pane 
in the silence before the Koran blasted out, 
before the donkey brayed and roosters announced 
the morning . You slept like a small boy-my boy, 
blanket over your face. Support of your family, 
decisions for the village , even I 
blotted out for the time : till for the 3 A.M. Ramadan breakfast 
your mother, face beaming from her black shawl, 
"brings the table," the rounds of bread, 
the one tin cup of the house from which 
we share water. 
Your care for us was tender , brutal, insistent. 
My eyes glazed and I saw a pattern of blood flecks 
superimposed on your pillow: and thought of the bodies 
of young girls found floating in the Nile if they'd been 
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promiscuous and their families killed them-also of how 
you said you'd beat your mother till she was nearly dead 
for creating the situation in which you lied to me. 
There are things you wrenched from me, my heart, 
my Egyptian pounds; but emotion 
rose of itself, so lightly. 

If I died my ghost would come to Lux or 
its hands cupping your face 
moving among all the felucca captains 
to ask your understanding 
as I did so constantly because 
I didn't know your language, your ways . 
Sleep, love: the sun is with neither ofus now. 
Sleep, my beautiful boy. 
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Fused Light 

The sand glows, the air glows. On the West Bank 
shadows are grainy beneath the temple pylons 
where turbaned workmen sleep away 
midaftemoon. Here Hatshepsut 
in memory of her father 
erected two obelisks of granite, capped 
with electrum: blinding rays flooded the land 
at the sun-disc's appearance between them 
on the horizon of heaven, like a cymbal clapped 
between both banks of the Nile . Down papyrus-strewn 
tracks of pounded earth, I travel memory to enter your village 

to enter the room of mud brick walls 
your hands built and smoothed , where with intent eyes 
you pressed me in your arms, turned me 
like a prism brimming with light. 
In the operating room 
the blue light is pitiless, and it's so cold. 
Serious eyes above the masks scrutinize me 
impersonally, to position me. Your letter left tucked under pillow 

immobile, I was wheeled through white halls, 
white ceilings, and can't sense the breadth of the room, 
nor its dimensions. The spirit enters the catafalques 
of the ancients through a false door: within 
golden ceiling and roof progressively narrow 
until heaven and earth slam together. 
They fit over my face the oxygen mask 
that will breathe for me when the anesthetic 
collapses my lungs-

as ifl could inhale the scent ofLuxor , city 
of cinnamon and saffron and sandalwood . 
On that road over the desert and through villages 
the van disappears into the distance , a voice faintly calling, 
and I don't know whether in Arabic 
it is potatoes , tomatoes offered for sale 
or the announcement of a death . 

240 



Longing 

Deep in the cane 
you thumb the sweat from my forehead 
look intently into my eyes and say, 
I take what I want. 
The thick cane hums around us, 
our bicycles lie in a tangled heap 
at the end of the ditch. 
The blackness goes out of your eyes 
when I trust you. 
Days of honey pass, 
Egyptian music at night in the village; 
date palms rising like surprised explosions 
against a glowing sky, backdrop to turbaned men 
gathered surreal at the side of the road 
to listen. Still later, soundless, 
your face elongated, stone smooth as Akhenaten's , 
hovers above mine, absorbed. 

You press yourself into me. 
Push of will in the eyes, in the ancient dance of staves 
white robed men feint and sway 
at the entrance to the festival in the desert. We rise 
into the night sky on a Ferris wheel 
and to your amazed laughing eyes I ask 
are there angels in your religion? Because 
I do feel like one . .. honey candy in my mouth, 
my hand sticky in yours, 
I'm greeted in Arabic and only once, softly cursed . 
To all ofLuxor, I've become 
your property. 
After the threat, the seduction, you've tom 
my heart from me, and yours 
is mine. We take the night train, 
helpless, to Cairo 
to try to marry, handholding like children. 
Lies and whispers, coercion surrounds us, 
like snipers that aim from the cane fields 
at women not decently covered. 
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Too quickly the miles 
between us have flooded with silence, 
communication broken. Five girls 
clung to the sails of your felucca 
guiding it home in the sunset: I remember 
your eyes like Nubian gold and jewels, the dream . 
You're mine alone, effervesced . 
In a milieu no longer home, I try to paint. 
I place my jackknife with the still fruit, 
violent light on the blade, your touch on the form of my heart. 



Luxor 

The rusted ferry crosses the Nile 
like a chipped chandelier in the night: 
in his taxi at the landing, we sit close intertwined 
and watch absently, missing many, 
though his soft kisses are undemanding. 
His English accent lingers, drawn out 
and sustained like a piano chord ; 
he is my circumstance. On the other side 
the beat of iron hoofbeats sounds along the Comiche 
as caleches clatter past , galloping horses 
surreal in the night 
and the filigree glow of Luxor Temple 
holds its hieroglyphs perfectly illumined, not understood. 

He phones from the other side of the world, sun just rising, 
and for me, it's dead night. I remember that warm 
welcome to the afterlife in the tombs, nights 
drinking the yellow tea from pharaonic times 
down at the ferry landing , I can see 
just where he is, the sun cresting the desert 
that holds burial places hidden away in scoured hills 
like pearls. I want to go back , to creep into 
someplace warm and dark, like the hut 
for ripening bananas ; 
to rise with someone, in someone's arms, to breakfast 
at the same cafe by the landing, on the rude benches 
where the drivers eat beans and butter in the early moming
where, when he sees me crossing the Nile , he holds both hands 
over his heart, with a radiance on his face 
that rivals the sun. 
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Remembering Boyrat 

Shadows snap across the car hood 
the trees with elephant-hide trunks arc, 
sweep up toward the sky: I know the blue 
in different countries. Shutterframes of you 
to migrate toward. Someone sings 

a capella in a foreign language, I understand only 
the word for hands, yours so big, stroking 
my hair. I don't know what the time is now in your 
country. Something astonished, joyous, about date palms 
springing into air: at least we know each other exist. 

In the night, we felt our way through the dark streets 
of Boyrat. The great wooden door was unlatched, 
your mother nudged over the pan of embers, 
smiled and made room for me on the mat, nonchalant 
as you, taking me into your heart. The roof was open 

and dreams rose, tasted but not partaken of 
like burnt offerings to the gods. She laid fresh salad before me, 
a round of bread, opened the door of the brick oven 
to the beans kept warm. You said peremptorily, eat, 
and pumped water to heat for a shower, withdrawing 

into the shadows. When I finished, she removed the table, flung 
water remaining in the one tin mug arcing over the mud floor, 
returned to muse quietly, patterned black on black shawl 
easing into darkness. Peace like a dream. You emerged 
in your soft red shirt, surrounding us with your protection, eyes intent-

a man, a boy, mighty as Goliath . You wanted to have 
a baby with me, to place in her arms: a pity we can't leave 
eggs like a turtle, behind in the sand. You pull 
like the sea. I drive, aimless, along a coast 
fragmented without you . 
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ForRagab 

The sun reflects from the gold of the mountain 
upward to the underside of my face, giving it 
glow like a peach to be devoured. 
In the distance a train 
moves through the brilliant cane fields, 
and as I write, you read a paper, 
hand me a tangerine, a constant presence 
that shelters me, more than regal 
in your care . Here the heart 
is weighed against an ostrich feather 
to measure its virtue: if lacking 
the beast devours it at death. 
You hand me a tangerine. 
You look up once and I see in your eyes 
like light on the tawny surface of the Nile 
the helplessness as you drown in loving me 
though I said, be careful, be careful, 
as we sat on the pitted boulder facing each other 
talking all the previous day. 
All that disturbed me now seems far off 
as the train disappearing into the bright thick cane. 
You hand me a tangerine. 
I am responsible, I've broken your skin. 
Rough white veins cling threadlike 
to the surface of the fruit: you offer no resistance. 
Our hands found each other's quickly 
and now you 're fitted so close 
around me , wrapped luminous 
as a mirage made substance, 
immense in your restraint. 
You hand me a tangerine . 
For all the sweetness , I thank you . 
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Returning 

I miss you like apricots: 
something exquisite, unexpected 
and sudden, like spring 
in Brooklyn. In a misty drizzle 
white petals from the trees 
plaster wet sidewalks like hail, 
and in the Italian neighborhood at dusk 
the fruit glows out from under the awnings 
of street markets. The pores of great oranges 
open to the night, globes almost too big 
to hold. I remember the hardness of your hand 
slipping into mine, its steadiness 
as you helped me onto your felucca . Far 
from me in Egypt, the sun is rising-
as in these tiny comfortable houses 
incandescent lights come on. Recovering 
from surgery, wobbly, I realize 
with a sense of dislocation, that now 
this is my home. Darkness comes in large 
as a grand piano one has to find room for. 
A handful of apricots, small and precious, 
fits lambent on my palm. 
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Retracing My Passage 

On the seawall of the Bosphorus we shared a fifth of whiskey, 
pistachios and halvah, while he articulated himself 
and unfolded to me like a black and white time-lapse 
photograph of a perfect rose. We talked 
in the puzzle language, fitting the words 
as later our arms accommodated and accepted 
each other: his skin like warm marble, 
he was beautiful as a sculpture from Iskander's time. 
When autumn set in, I was in another country, 
where the leaves furled and spun to earth; my mailbox 
each day, such a hollow box. How uncomfortable 
he now made my bed, as though full 
of broken-limbed Hellenic sculptures, marble hands 
that had loosed their grip! And I wanted to build 
an armature for the leaves, net the pale light 
swirling like water, that had come touching continents 
each by each as though they were boulders 
surfacing temporarily in an ebbing tide. 
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Time Lapsed 

After I sold my house, I stayed 
in the spare room of friends, where pigeons 
murmured under the eaves, and the blinds remained down 
early mornings against the luminous light, stealing 
into deep shadow between the tall stucco houses 
like a child playing hide and seek. Gentle summer rain beyond the sill 
or the afternoon glitter of lawn sprinklers: as if 
I could remove that time translucent as a pane of glass, 
take it like a paint chip to a store and say, 
match this soft green, this tranquility. I never had so much money. 
Preparing to go to you, I bought lacy white robes, browsing 
among filmy dresses, satin shoes to be dyed 
for one night's dance, and returned 
to the house on Marshfield Street where I was treasured 
like the silver well wrapped against tarnishing, candelabra brought out 
for the feasts of the saints. In her sleep 
Marianna called out the names of her dead dogs, 
Xochil, Hephaisto, and told me they still 
watched over her. Afternoons in the kitchen 
stirring avgolemono soup, she peered at me 
with worried eyes. Her relatives too 
passed through Alexandria, which shone to us from near distance 
inviting as an azure-drenched confection sifted 
with fine white sugar. I spent my days packing, readying 
to go like a bride, dizzy with wanting, 
ravenous, tipping the glass. 
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DALLAS CROW 

The Sounds of the Seasons: 
David Young's Rewarding Calendar 

I would not be surprised if my sophomore English students were the only 
readers in the world last year of David Young's poem, "A Calendar: The 
Beautiful Names of the Months ." This seems to me an unfortunate 
thing-not for my students, but for the rest of the people who aren't read
ing this poem- for in it, Young accomplishes two of the major tasks of 
the lyric poet: he helps us look more closely at our world and our lan
guage. My purpose here is not to provide a definitive line-by-line inter
pretation, but to draw attention to this playful poem and to point out just 
some of its linguistic richness. 

"A Calendar" was published in David Young's second collection of 
poems , Boxcars, which appeared in 1973 as the second book in Ecco's 
American Poetry Series ( a series which would go on to include books by 
poet laureates Robert Hass and Louise Gluck among others) . Young 
included it in The Planet on the Desk: Selected and New Poems, 1960-
1990, but it is the rare bookstore or library that has that volume on its 
shelves, and I have never seen the poem anthologized. Boxcars is undeni 
ably a book of its time: the spectres of the Vietnam conflict and Nixon's 
presidency hang over some of the poems, there is a series of reflections on 
Chairman Mao, and the influence of the deep imagery of Wright, Bly , 
Kinnell, and Merwin (all poets Young published in the literary magazine 
FJELD) is irrefutable. But it is also a volume marked by a love of lan
guage, keen pastoral observations of the flood plain south of Lake Erie 
where Young lives, and an easy, sometimes absurd sense of humor. All of 
those positive traits are evident in "A Calendar," a series of three-line 
stanzas, one for each month of the year. 

I like teaching a variety of what I call series poems (poems with dis
tinct separate sections, often marked by subtitles, though some use num
bers or dingbats to indicate breaks that are more significant than those 
between stanzas) for a number of reasons: the snippet-length sections 
emphasize the lyrical ; they tend to veer away from grand statements , 
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favoring close observation, which I am trying to get readers to attend to; 
also, I like my students to see how things can be connected through repe
tition and variation rather than direct statement. The structure of these 
poems seems more evident, almost an exoskeleton; these aren't necessari
ly the firm limits of meter and rhyme, but the poets set themselves some 
guidelines nonetheless which tend to be clearly visible and provide the 
essential structure of the poems. In addition to "A Calendar," I teach 
another series poem by Young, "Occupational Hazards," and two by Lisel 
Mueller, "Reasons for Numbers" and "Imaginary Paintings," each of 
which, unlike Young's poems, varies line and stanza lengths significantly, 
as well as Wallace Stevens's "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird," 
which may be, at least in part, the model for all contemporary American 
series poems. 

I usually assign "A Calendar" as the first of these, early in the poetry 
unit, and have the students read it as homework. When they come in to 
class the next day, most of them are unimpressed; some feel they couldn't 
figure out what it means, what the point of it is, what its hidden message 
is. The reason I assign it first is for the sheer pleasure of the language-to 
get students to look at how words sound and reverberate, how we can 
move toward their meanings, especially connotative ones, indirectly. 
There is almost always at least one student who comments appreciatively 
on the language, and this is the opening I am looking for. Most of the stu
dents haven't read the poem aloud or truly heard it in their heads-they 
read it as they would prose, without paying attention to the play of the 
consonants and vowels-and it is a poem based absolutely on the music 
of words. I point out that the title itself calls attention to that; when Young 
calls the names beautiful, he isn't talking about the shapes of the letters on 
the page (he does that in his next book, The Names of a Hare in English, 
in a poem called "A Lowercase Alphabet"). He's talking about beautiful 
sounds. 
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A Calendar: The Beautiful Names of the Months* 

January 
On this yearly journey two 
faces are better-a weary 
woman, a wary man. 



February 
Where the earth goes 
to run a fever. The care's good. 
Herbs brew. The rooms are airy. 

March 
Bridge curving over a swamp . 
A bruise that smarts, the long 
patience of an army. 

April 
Neither grape nor apple. 
Any monkey, a pearly sprig, 
a prism. Flute notes. 

May 
The arch opens. Crowds. 
Goats, babies, vowels and 
the wind, permitting anything . 

June 
A jury rises. 
The moons of Jupiter 
set. Bugs, berries , prairie grass . 

July 
Jewelers snooze on the grass, 
one eye open for the tall 
constellation-poppies. 

August 
Clearing your throat of dust. 
Wading in lagoons ... algae, 
hot bursts of wind. 

September 
Lives away from his brothers, 
gentle-tempered, a little solemn. 
Bears pests, eats peas and beets. 
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October 
Cold roots and a fresh caught owl 
rocked on a cot. 
An orange boot. 

November 
Toothache and memory. 
Nine women. Overdressed beavers. 
No new members. 

December 
Something decent, easy. 
Frozen meekness. Wax. A good 
end, an ember, then ten of them. 

Rhymes, near rhymes, and intimations of rhymes are packed through
out these tercets and are evident from the beginning once we start reading 
aloud. In the first short stanza, I count six echoes of "January" in "year 
ly," "journey," "weary," "woman," "wary," and "man ." Janus the two
faced Roman god is alluded to in the only words of the stanza that don't 
audibly echo the name of the month: "two faces are better." I use that 
allusion to point out how every word is working. Even those words that 
don't seem to sound like January in any way contain an implied echo. 
Once I point this out, the students can track down the meanings and allu
sions in the other stanzas. 

They then find the echoes and variations of February in those three 
lines and the ju sounds in the June and July sections. We've already 
talked about near rhyme in class, and some may pick up on "dust" and 
"bursts" in August. And many start to comment on the o's, e's, and t's in 
October, as well as the n's, v's, e's, and m's ofNovember. Often a student 
is delighted to point out how November opens with a reference to 
Halloween : "Toothache and memory." One of the pleasures of the 
poem-and of most or all series poems-is how stanzas relate to each 
other. The first line of March, "Bridge curving over a swamp," refers to 
the arch in the month's name. We also talk about how March serves as a 
bridge between winter and spring. Then in May, the heart of spring, the 
pleasant warmth before summer's sometimes oppressive heat, the first 
sentence is "The arch opens." The difficulty and pain of March give way 
to the freedom of late spring. The final lines of these two stanzas work 
similarly as well, playing on different definitions of the months' names, 
with March again signifying endurance and May liberation . 

Another breakthrough for students comes at the end of the poem . A 
student will often ask why "ten" in the final line? They can hear the name 
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of the month resonating in "decent" and "easy." "Frozen" makes sense. 
"Wax" may refer to skiing or candles, both appropriate to December. The 
"end" makes sense, because it's the end of the year, and the "ember" 
which rhymes with December also suggests a fire, appropriate to the sea
son, as well as the end of a fire, alluding to the previous phrase, "a good 
end," but they are stumped by "ten." Why "ten of them?" I point them to 
the first three letters in December, as well as those of the other autumn 
months, and suddenly the second line of November makes even more 
sense, and they are digging into more and more layers of meaning in the 
everyday language we so often take for granted. 

Every year I photocopy this poem, but I wish the anthologists would 
take notice of it. It is a lyrically rich poem that is accessible to beginning 
poetry readers (with some assistance), and rewards attentive reading . It is 
also a fine model of the condensed language that can make lyric poetry 
sing. Finally, in its modest humor, it teaches that lesson that is always in 
need of being heard: poetry doesn't need to be pretentious or take itself 
too seriously. Just because a poet is willing to be playful doesn't mean his 
or her poem can't contain pleasures and allusions that may only be 
revealed through close reading . "A Calendar: The Beautiful Names of the 
Months" is an erudite, witty poem that should please and educate a larger 
audience if given that opportunity. 

*David Young. "A Calendar: The Beautiful Names of the Months" from 
The Planet on the Desk: Selected and New Poems 1960-1990 copyright 
by David Young and reprinted by permission of Wesleyan UP. 
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MICHELLE DISLER 

Witness 

Helen had fake red hair, and she penciled in her eyebrows. I have trouble 
thinking anything about her was real, especially her claim on my dad and 
his Beaver Island cottage. Maybe I would like to think that my memory is 
more real than her fake brows, more real than she was real. Helen's going 
to cook for us while we 're here Dad says, and Helen and my brother and I 
are bouncing down dusty island roads in Helen's brown truck with Helen 
at the wheel picking up a shirtless hitchhiker? I wish I could say that I had 
known better, but what could I have done? What's another pick up in a 
pickup? My dad drove a pickup, too. I think we had just come from the 
beach. Dad would have told Helen to take us to Donegal Bay on the 
island's northwest side because it is the best swimming on the island. Big, 
smooth waves come rumbling up from the belly of Lake Michigan, or 
maybe from High Island four miles due west, driven by the westerly 
wind. The sandy soil of this bay is smooth and the breeze warms the 
water, warms a body to thoughts of being lost at sea, of being forgiven, 
baptized by waves tumbling toward this shore for more than ten thousand 
years . Here the ceiling is lifted off the world and the sea plumbs its own 
depths, and water and air become indistinguishable . This could be where 
the world ends. 

What remains of this afternoon is the memory of a truck and a man 
and a cramped cab, and my brother sitting next to a stranger. But Helen 
was a secret. We didn't know about her. We didn't know who she was. 
We didn't know Mom knew. We didn't know Mom didn't know Helen 
was vacationing with a husband and two kids who weren't Helen's on an 
island in northern Lake Michigan that wasn't Helen's either. More than 
twenty years later I think Helen's thoughts were of a secret belonging at a 
time and in a place where she did not belong. None ofus did. We didn't 
belong together. How long had this been going on? How long had my dad 
and Helen been going on? If! was out ofmy element among the pines and 
dirt roads and the secrets they kept, Helen was mistaken in her claim. I 
was angry that Helen hadn't a clue. I'm angry this was a clue I couldn't 
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do anything about. Hadn't she picked up enough men, because after the 
first one it doesn't matter what your intentions are? How is the memory of 
my first trip to Beaver Island distilled into beach and brow? They are not 
inviolate, no more sacred than a marriage, and no more profane than the 
inroads to divorce . Sacred and profane and not solely or wholly mine, but 
shared over sand and wind and waves, shared without the slightest inten
tion of being shared at all. 

I'd like to change that Ms. to a Mrs. the handsome young trooper said 
to Martha Francisco, his prospective bride, parked in her car on the shoul
der of the expressway. They hadn't been dating long, perhaps not more 
than six months, and my mom Martha hadn't seen it coming any more 
than she had known how to get to the expressway. She had just been to 
visit my dad for the weekend, and she followed him to the expressway 
because she couldn't find her way otherwise . She was in an unfamiliar 
trailer park in an unfamiliar town, and she let him lead her. She makes no 
apologies for her sense of direction, grateful for the assistance from the 
officer-suitor who seemed eager to help her find her way home. And 
that ' s when he asked her to marry him, after they had both pulled onto the 
shoulder for their good-byes before she motored home. He stood at her 
car window in his police uniform-and here I can't help but imagine a 
young officer eager to do the right thing, eyes sparkling, but as it turns 
out, with the wrong girl. He stood at the window, and the question was 
implied in the statement, but that didn't seem to matter as much as the 
gesture itself, romantic and clever and spirited as it was then, as he was 
then, sworn to honor and serve and protect. She remembers thinking about 
how the scene looked to passersby given that Dad had driven his own car, 
not a patrol car, to the highway . She thought he had probably just gotten 
off work and hadn't had the time to change. The ring came later. She said 
Yes, though she says she doesn't remember saying Yes when I ask all 
these years later . I begin to wonder why I haven't heard this story before. 
He changed that Ms. to a Mrs., and when she changed it back in, I think 
her ingenuity surprised him. Love you little wife he wrote her in 1969. 
Have you been a good little wife? while there was still honor and romance 
and spirited, sparkling eyes. 

She divorced him nearly twenty years and two children later only after 
he brought the kids home from an island vacation with his girlfriend. But 
it's not what you think. There were no palm trees, only pines, and no 
exotic dishes but the redhead in the kitchen. The weather is here, wish you 
were beautiful? My mom can only say now what she thinks she probably 
did at the moment of the proposal in 1969, given how things turned out. 
Married with two kids and a house in the suburbs-said yes, of course, 
yes. And then, finally, no more, no. The ring came later. She had the dia
mond he had given her removed from the plain silver band and put in a 
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jazzy gold setting. That was 1986. His silver wedding band lies in my 
mom's makeup box in the bathroom drawer, jostled perhaps, on mornings 
when she searches for mascara, or memories? Makeup-or make up, or 
does it matter when it's a matter of locution, or location: the jewelry box 
or a man's ring finger? 

It surprised me when we stood with our bikes at the end of the drive
way and Mom said divorce and bluff and don't tell. I gave her Helen's 
address when she asked me, and I think I said okay and went for a bike 
ride even though we had just come back from one. But it was a walk, not 
a bike ride, Mom tells me exactly twenty years later , and I'm certain I 
remember the bikes and staring at the driveway from the vantage point of 
a ten-speed. We stood at the driveway's end, hands on handlebars, bikes 
as our props. In any case, I went for a bike ride on my own after she 
swore me to secrecy. And so I didn't know Mom already knew, and that 
Dad probably knew that Mom knew, and that I didn't really know any
thing but Helen's mailing address. Clearly nothing was clear to me. That 
much was clear, and that it looked like rain. I rode around the subdivision 
under a dome of gray sky with my mom walking up the driveway in my 
mind, disappearing into the house in my mind with divorce and bluff and 
don't tell in the still small space in my mind. It could rain buckets under a 
black sky and I wouldn't care. I had just crossed a choppy lake on a ferry. 
But I would care, and I knew I'd probably tum my bike around at the first 
raindrop. I always liked watching thunderstorms, watching the sky darken 
and open up. I just didn't like being rained on. Sandy island bluffs gave 
way to a black top suburban bluff. Strange to think about whose little spy 
I was then, whispers of don't tell from the island shores and from within a 
suburban development, one woman's address for a set of divorce papers . 

We went fishing on Lake Geneserath on the island's southeast end, 
but I don't remember catching anything . I have no memory of being on 
the lake, so who caught the fish? I remember holding a pole from which a 
fish was dangling and a picture being taken. My brother was squeamish 
about the fish so I had to hold it for the camera, a memory that surprises 
me-or rather it was my brother's reaction that surprises me. My brother 
had been called bashful before-or maybe that was that me-and now he 
smiled and shied away from the fish at the end of the line. Stared at it. 
Couldn't be persuaded to pick it up with his bare hands or attached to the 
fishing line. I grabbed the pole to get the picture, or this is what I wish I 
had done then? Helen was cajoling-my dad along with her?-and who 
laughs at kids who aren't laughing? I wondered what was so funny about 
fish and kids being bashful? I wondered who was watching out for my 
brother and me? How well do I remember the fish ifl don't remember the 
fishing, if I just remember holding it for the camera and the laughter and 
my brother? Is it the moment I remember, or the picture of the moment, 
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the picture in which my brother is standing behind me? 
Beyond the hair and brows I remember Helen . How is it that virtually 

nothing remains of this trip to the island but her? Beyond this I would 
share nothing with her, beyond the hair and brows I'd like to forget. I'd 
like to forget the memory of my dad and Helen rubbing noses in the living 
room cottage, a memory that makes me squeamish. Stared at them . 
Couldn't be persuaded. I remember the moment, or the picture of the 
moment, the picture in which my brother is behind me. My memory of 
this moment is more projection than memory, a deck and a fish and a mis
tress, and what else? What else was there besides their noses under my 
nose, what else besides my dad' s love for this island, his love for his cot
tage and its potential. He loved the island with all the years he had spent 
hunting and fishing there before he had finally been able to buy land on 
which to build . He had gotten to know the island, weathered the black 
flies in summer and the rough waters of fall just before the boat stopped 
running from the mainland. He couldn't afford lakefront property so he 
settled on a plot on the island's southeast side within walking distance to 
the state forest campground on the shores of the lake. He settled, and he 
drew up blueprints and felled trees. Poured a foundation in the sandy 
island soil. 

I asked Helen for her address the day we left the island because I 
thought I might like to write her letters. I did that? Really had no idea? 
She seemed pleased. She cared about her married boyfriend's children? I 
watched her write her name and address. I watched her leave a trail. I 
wondered what kind of girlfriend leaves a trail. Not a savvy one. This 
one? Helen might as well have said Here is where your mother's divorce 
lawyers can find me when the time comes. Luck to us both. I think my dad 
said You might want to keep that from your mother as we walked out the 
cottage door to catch the ferry, a discovery I make now as I chart the map 
of this memory . He walked down the hallway toward the door in my mind 
and might and keep and mother become for me a moment of discovery as 
they disappear with my dad in the hallway in my mind. I should have 
known better than to ask for her address. She should have known better 
than to give it to me? We left the unfinished cottage behind and I won
dered: what are we doing here? Twenty years later my memory's so thin 
that I wouldn't make a very good witness . 

Directions to Beaver Island, Michigan (from Holland, Michigan)-
Take 1- 196 East toward Grand Rapids. 1- 196 splits off at Grand 

Rapids, becomes 1-96 East to Detroit, but stay straight on 1-196 East. 
Trade one lakeshore for one much farther north, for an island shoreline 
with islands named Hog and Whiskey and Garden and High floating 
around it like watery satellites . My ticket says that the sailing schedule is 
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subject to change without notice. All trips are "Weather permitting ." 
There have been times when the ship has had to return to shore. 

At Grand Rapids, where the city's tallest buildings rise into the sky 
and the Gerald R. Ford Freeway leads into the city, exit 1-196 at US 131 
North toward Cadillac. On the northerly freeway the landscape seems to 
change almost immediately . Glassy blue buildings give way to native fir 
and deciduous trees , and cars motor through wilderness as if blazing a 
trail, as ifno one, not even this highway, had gone before them. 

Pass Rockford and Cedar Springs on US 131, and farther north, Big 
Rapids, Cadillac, and Manton , and the city fades away, fades again . 
Smaller cities like Ashton, Luther, and Paris, LeRoy, Tustin, and South 
Boardman seem to have faded a long time ago with the whisper of 
progress, the dull roar of moving forward then backward in time. They are 
specks on a flat paper map where there is no horizon but the one in my 
mind's eye, no horizon but the one where bright symbols mark scenic 
turnouts , roadside parks, and Great Lakes Circle Tours, military bases , 
underwater preserves, and Indian reservations . 

At Cadillac old-time storefronts are restored. The concrete of the new 
expressway , limestone fresh like spring it's so pale and promising, points 
north and north . North of the village of Kalkaska take M-66 toward 
Charlevo ix where sand dunes rise along the roadway . The lake seems 
closer than it is, and the sound of Lake Michigan is carried inland on the 
susurration of silver-green beach grass. The dunes are shapely and shift
ing, moving as I move toward water, as toward an island where a man 
named James Jesse Strang was an island unto himself two hundred years 
ago, Crowned himself king of this island north of the 45th parallel in the 
summer of 1850. 

Pass the exit for Mancelona in Antrim County, and at East Jordan, sit
uated just inside the border of Charlevoix County, where M-66 runs 
alongside Lake Charlevoix. It's all sky and water and dunes for the rest of 
the drive, the expressway threading itself through. Eventually Charlevoix 
rises up like the bridge that straddles the channel to Lake Michigan. On 
entering Charlevoix, tum right onto Bridge Street, passing through down
town with its fudge and T-shirt shops , toward the Beaver Island Boat 
Company situated just before the bridge on the right. This is the last leg of 
the journey . M-66 extends over Lake Michigan, a watery expressway 
under an open sky. 

How accurate is the map of memory, and is it ever drawn to scale? I am 
trying to orient myself in the scene of this memory as it is being con
structed here . What is the scale of memory , and by what do I measure it-
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a truck, two noses, and a fish, or westerly wind, waves, and how about a 
picture, a memento of the moment? Do I measure it by the cunning I 
didn't know I had, by my dad's You might want to keep that from your 
mother confirmation of it? Perhaps that's it, and the scale of memory, this 
memory, was constructed at that moment in that unfinished kitchen in this 
newly charted territory. This is the sensitive and sophisticated You might 
want to keep that from your mother scale against which island mementos 
are or were measured, against which I've measured my dad? Or it's never 
that easy, reconstructing a construction of memory carried about on cur
rents of shame and guilt. But whose guilt and whose shame? To whom do 
these intangibles belong? Who among us will claim them like the luggage 
we look for when the ship's cargo is emptied at the ferry dock? And when 
you grab the wrong baggage by mistake? 

Given the latitude of faith and grief and the fog of memory, this begins to 
resemble a memory map, a mapping of the time and space through which 
and over which this first island memory of mine has traveled. It's a spatial 
representation of events, of the currents of witness and wilderness, of set
tlement and settling, of loyalty and obligation. To understand my relation 
to this island is to understand how it has been settled , and how clearing 
land led to making claims, or how making claims led to beginning again. 
If this memory has spanned miles of shoreline and lake, swirled about like 
the sand on the dunes, it has also settled for a time like the wreckage of a 
sunken ship on a lake's bottom, this memory of my dad rubbing noses 
with Helen. Settled like a settler, like James Strang and his flock just 
arrived on the island by way of a split from the Mormon Church, tossed 
about on the waves and perhaps a little worse for wear. The trip over 
water although long is not long enough for a proper sea change. Although 
I grew up on the shores of Lake Michigan , I'm no seafarer. Sun and surf 
and an afternoon picnic at the beach don't put me in the middle of the lake 
without equilibrium as a ferry does. How is my sense of stability so mer
curial? What are points on a compass to a landlubber at sea? I've been 
going to the island in summer for twenty years, and each trip I approach 
the boat with the same anxiety I always have. Only the vessel provokes 
anxiety? So high a ceiling on the lake sky under which the ferry travels, 
so deep the water over which it is propelled, and so much for a center of 
balance even if I am buoyed by the spirit of travel. I always feel a little 
worse for wear at day's end, thinking while at sea ofmy first sure steps on 
an island that loosed itself from ice tens of thousands of years ago, loosed 
itself from a mainland and a king . 

I have trouble thinking anything about James Strang is real, even as he 
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claimed Beaver Island after having surveyed the land in the mid to late 
1840s, even as he was crowned king of the on July 8, 1850 with his 
"saints" at his side. In 1846 Strang declared the word had come down 
from on high: God wanted Strang to re-establish His kingdom on earth, 
and He wanted Strang to do it in a "land amidst wide waters and covered 
with large timber, with a deep broad bay on one side of it." The bay 
would be named Paradise Bay by the king and his comunnity of saints, 
and land cleared and houses and a tabernacle built. Strang brought four 
chosen families to the island paradise not long after the first white settlers 
stepped ashore in 1840, sacred saints and their king slowly cultivating this 
land and their kingdom somewhere south of heaven. 

I have been looking at a map of Beaver Island as I write, trying to find 
my bearings among bays and lakes and trails over which I have passed 
without knowing, among highways of the public and private lives of a 
family and a kingdom through which I have traveled dangerously aware. 
At home on the city near the lake is my compass, and all points diverge 
from it. Must I travel toward or away from the lake to reach my destina
tion? And when I am traveling the lake itself I could perish in the white 
caps for want of direction? Consider how much ground this memory cov
ers, and how this memory encircles the island, is bandied about as if by 
the natural forces that bandied about settlers over decades upon decades, 
tossed about by meditations on kingship and courtship. But if I'm also 
waxing romantic about the contested soil of island and memory and 
islands of memory, I'm also imagining the waves of settlers and how the 
wilderness received them, how this wilderness received me. Perhaps here 
is a sea change after all, one so subtle, or sudden, it goes at first unno
ticed, remains indiscernible except for the silent fog of memory. 

I'm thinking of my laying claim to an island a few days in summer 
once a year, of arriving fresh off the boat as a mainlander disembarking at 
the harbor. There's sun in the harbor, after cloudy skies on the open sea, 
and I've reached land again. But this is different, this body of land 
enveloped for thousands of years by waves . There's more air on this 
island, and the pines are greener. I've just imagined it, and they're as ordi
nary as other pines elsewhere? It's no wonder Strang settled here and 
made a home in the wild of these dunes, for better or worse forged his 
own path . Strang had direction and the directives he claimed that came 
from God. Staked his claim, claimed this land, converted the wilderness 
as he had converted to this evangelical faith, itself a new faith among 
more conventional and established faiths. Splintering word, that is to say, 
wood, for an island homestead, having splintered word then wood for life 
and wives, just as my dad splintered word and wood for life and wife? 
What are wind and wood here but promise and pathway, a circling of 
bluffs and streams above sea level where marshes and orchards and 
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swamps make an island? 
The ferry docks in Beaver Harbor on the island's northeast side near 

Whiskey Point where Strang and his followers won a war against the 
"gentiles" in the 1850s by firing a cannon on them at a trading post there. 
Today the Department of Natural Resources has its field office on the har
bor's east side. Garden Island two miles due north is heavy with Indian 
spirit houses. Rumor has it Indians still bury their dead there even though 
the practice is illegal. Hog Island is five miles east-northeast of Whiskey 
Point. I don't know my way around the island as my brother does, but I 
think I know the island in a way that he does not. I still can't make the trip 
to Beaver Island without a map. I worry I could lose my way among the 
bluffs and dunes and pines farther north on mainland Michigan . Maybe 
I'm still lost in a bluff where grains of truth like sand tum over in the 
water of these journeys to this island. If I'm not always very good with 
directions how does it help to have a map for the journey, especially when 
memory fails, when one sandy soil resembles another, and points on a 
compass seem more mysterious than helpful? Where is my sense of direction? 
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GARYFINCKE 

The History of Lie Detection 

" ... to find whether sunshine or cloudiness prevails in the suspect's mind." 
Hugo Munsterberg, applied psychologist, 1915 

When a man from a nearby town disappears, leaving his distinctive 
car behind in a shopping center parking lot, his girl friend is questioned . 
The police show so little faith in her answers that she asks to take a lie 
detector test. After she passes, she speaks to television reporters. "Here," 
she says, "that settles it," though an investigator suggests the test is unreli
able, tainting her with research about how liars beat technology, how 
those who are truthful can be identified as dishonest. 

"God knows what's in my heart," she says, citing the Bible's persis
tent form of lie detection . "Infallible," she adds, defiantly glancing sky
ward as if her role in this case can be settled by faith. 

2 

My father taught the firm handshake, how it tested for the truth of 
toughness. I needed to master a solid grip unless I wanted to be caught in 
a weak, effeminate lie. 

He taught the truth of exhaustion, the truth of calluses, the truth of 
scars on the hands, fingernails chipped and black from labor even when 
the hands were arranged for God, one palm pressed upon the other to 
receive the body of Christ, who graded each day's worth like a foreman, 
including how my father, wearing his one white shirt, walked me to where 
he retrieved our car like a holy valet, my mother and sister waiting in the 
church doorway like the wealthy . 
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3 

In the early days of lie detection, someone devised the ordeal of the 
red-hot iron. If no welt appeared when it was applied to the tongue, the 
suspect was declared not guilty . As if there were a specific number to 
endure to prove innocence, that glowing iron had to be applied nine times 
in all to be official. 

There was a variant, the ordeal of the red-hot stones. Cross them bare
footed without burns and go free. Despite their difficulty, there were ways 
to beat those tests, only working up enough saliva to lessen damage to the 
tongue, shedding enough sweat to insulate the feet from fire. 

Improbable, and yet it was recorded that there were prisoners acquit
ted, even after the fundamental ordeal of boiling water, the honest arm 
and hand unscathed after immersion because every god always sides with 
the innocent. 

4 

The truth, earlier this morning, was my hands tugging the crown vetch 
from among the ordered plants whose names I've forgotten while I listed 
lies I've repeated in order not to be uprooted by the hands of expectation: 
The lie of public modesty . The lie of daily interest in the accomplishments 
of others. 

When I held my hands, as always, under hot water to scald away the 
welts I expect from allergies to a host of stems and leaves, I steadied them 
against the lie of self-sacrifice, then plunged them into the brief ordeal of 
the sink's hot pool and silently held still. 

5 

During the early entry of technology into lie detection, the ordeal of 
balance was invented. To begin, the suspect was weighed precisely by the 
carved-stone counterweights on an oversize scale. He stepped away then 
to listen while the judge, at length, addressed the court as if the mechani 
cal jury were a god. The accused hoped for a long harangue because, as 
soon as the judge was finished, he had to remount that scale in order to 
determine whether, during that interval, he had lost weight, what was 
required to set him free. 
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6 

The wind lifted grit into our eyes. A man with a telescope showed us 
where to look to see elk resting at the base of the volcano. Shadows 
rushed across the wide runway of obliteration where we paused for pho
tographs, my wife bare-headed, me in a Mt. St. Helen's hat bought min
utes before, just after we'd listened to survivors' voices describe mud 
floods and clouds of ash to corroborate the testimony of the landscape . 
Finally, I stood on a sample seismograph to make my mark on the 
unspooling paper, spiking a modest lie with a small, self-conscious leap, 
then standing still while the graph registered the truth of my pleasure in 
the misery of others, traveling for hours to sight-see at where hell -to-pay 
had visited . 

7 

Finally, science began to examine the possibilities of lie detection, 
advocating fitting one hand inside a water -filled rubber glove and waiting 
for a change in blood pressure to determine each nervous lie . At last, sci
ence, more reliable, replaced God with Lombroso's Glove because it 
knew an elevated pulse displaced water, summations the judge needed to 
learn when he examined evidence presented as a graph, discovering how 
the body's chemistry sings its mute confession. 

8 

The summer I was a school janitor, while I cleaned walls with chemi
cals strong enough to warrant mandatory rubber gloves, my partner, a 
man named Funovitz who'd worked those walls for thirty years, told the 
foreman I was the reason why we were behind schedule even though I'd 
spent hours each day waiting for him to wake from naps and finish read
ing the morning newspaper, because, he'd said, there was no rush, and I 
needed to relax. 

Now I stood accused, and the foreman gave me a week to straighten 
up and show him I could do the work. As soon as he left , Funovitz 
explained that he'd just stood up for me. "You heard me," he said. "I told 
him right off that we'd catch up." 

I didn't see it that way, and when I took off my gloves to scrub my 
hands before lunch, I inspected my skin as if I expected my damp flesh to 
show signs of dissolving. Funovitz peeled off his gloves and laid them on 
the table without washing his hands . "Hey, buddy," he said as we ate our 
sandwiches and drank from cans of sodas, "I'll goddamn betcha you're on 
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the job here next week no problem ," so at ease I thought he believed 
every word he said was the truth. 

9 

Nor much is needed to bring a blush into the face of the shamed. A lie, 
for instance, a denial of guilt , and even the smallest hint of red means 
blood has shifted suspiciously. It could be measured, Angelo Mosso 
believed , the blood's giveaway of deceit revealed, and he built , the 20th 
century about to begin , a bed so well balanced it would quiver for the 
smallest lie. 

There, in Mosso's Cradle, how stiffly did his subjects lie? As if trip
wired to a bomb, terrified to shiver? The way, in marriage, bodies reveal 
themselves , so still, yet turning away in the old posture of indifference , a 
woman and man controlling breath , the untruth of their closed eyes 
swelling some distant part of them, the ankles and feet expanding with the 
pooled blood of heart 's failure while the dark groin sleeps like a child ' s 
immaculate desire. 

10 

Thirty years ago I bowled in a league with teachers like myself who 
needed to drink and drive a sixteen-pound ball into the pocket to feel bet
ter about another week of large group discipline situations, cafeteria duty, 
study hall, or a room full of in-school suspensions . My students were sev
enteen or eighteen, college and trouble bound, some of the girls so beauti
ful I trained myself to look over their heads to where concentration was 
easier among the sluggish, fat, and bored. 

In early March , two of those bowlers were put on paid leave for 
alleged misconduct. Sixth and third grades, they taught , those men mar
ried like I was, with daughters. One of them was accused of privately pho
tographing his eight-year-olds, the other of inappropriate touching of his 
sixth-graders . 

Both of them denied those accusations . They bowled during their sus
pensions. Their averages appeared on the same mimeographed sheet as 
mine and thirty-three others. 

By April, just as the league season ended, one was fired after multiple 
testimonies , each of those sixth-grade girls citing details about the man's 
fingertips , how they brushed against their chests as he reached down to 
show them mistakes . How they learned to hunch over in their chairs so his 
hands could find only their shoulders. 

That teacher's daughter listened to my lessons on grammar, writing , 
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and literature for the New York Regents Exam she'd pass in June, all 
semester babysitting for my three children, ages two to seven, her father 
watching television when I walked her to the door after midnight, concen
trating on Chiller Theater even when she said "Hello," and I glanced at 
aliens before I turned and left. 

And the other man? He was convicted by the poses in those Polaroid 
photographs that revealed something more than the sentimental hobby he 
professed, their stomachs and thighs exposed because he had them stretch 
for the camera . 

He waived the opportunity for a polygraph test. It was so long ago that 
Polaroids appeared slowly, light and shadow forming, a girl's body devel
oping as he must have counted seconds, saying, those girls recalled, "Yes, 
good, perfect, and thank you" when the image, at last, showed itself com
plete. 

11 

On the Internet, this afternoon, I discover I can subscribe to LiarCard, 
"the most advanced voice analysis technology for personal use available 
today." It's advertised for business use, negotiations and hiring, but at the 
end of the list of possibilities is the one that I'm guessing is most in 
demand: " ... to let you know if the person talking with you is not being 
honest on a specific issue." 

Faithfulness, for starters. Love. Even friendship. LiarCard will give 
me the scoop on anyone's deceit. 

There's a toll-free number to call, a PIN number I'll be given by email 
immediately upon payment. When I click on "sign up," I learn it's $10 for 
thirty minutes, $80 for 240 minutes, so there's no discount for bulk pur
chasing. I'm reassured, though, that my minutes won't expire, that if I 
quickly ferret out the lie I'll be able to come back later when deceit re
enters my life. 

All I have to do is make the call and work my way into talking about 
what matters. Only I can hear the "heartbeat pulse" that plays in the back
ground. Only I can hear the buzz that sounds when the someone I've 
called may not be telling the truth. 

And after I hang up? I can log in and replay that call, listen again to 
the promises and reassurances I've heard . There are graphs to examine. 
An analysis to read . Now I know the truth, that how things are said is 
what reveals us. 

Just before I move on, I read the headline promise: "Instantly detects," 
it says, giving me pause. 
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12 

"Someone in this room is a liar," the Magistrate said to me , just the 
rn:o of us facing each other over a counter that separated his body from 
mme. 

"And it's not me," I declared, absolutely truthful. I'd sent him a letter 
requesting a hearing on a petty matter, a fine of $7 plus a penalty of $35 
that I felt was unjust. I'd received a summons with no mention of the 
hearing, and he'd just informed me he'd never received my letter mailed 
weeks before. 

"Sixty-five dollars or five days in jail," he replied, a quick announce 
ment of summary justice in Western Pennsylvania in 1975. "I've listened 
to so many liars for so many years that I know one when I hear one." 

13 

For a polygraph test, the tourniquet for conscience clamps one arm 
while the cummerbund for anxiety circles the chest. A dispassionate 
examiner sits to test the small tumults of the nervous system, how drama 
grows from a surplus of lies. 

First, he offers irrelevant questions. Eventually, he establishes a 
cadence for interrogation, tapping out twice -asked queries as control until 
the rapture of the familiar waylays the practiced lies for circumstance. 

The electricity of the body is measured so well the liar must snuff the 
fuse of falsehood, controlling heart beat and breath with the yoga of eva
sion, gaining readmittance to the limp life of standing with a drink, early 
evening, on a lawn, deciding whether to mow the following day, whether 
the color of sunset means a near future of rain or the feigned delight for a 
cloudless day . 

14 

Once, by malfunction, I was locked in a hands -on museum's antique 
oscillometric monitor, the cuff refusing to unsnap, and I watched, tugging 
at its clips, as my systolic number climbed beyond the boiling point for 
blood , overheating until the room fluttered from such fright I might have 
been answering questions about the slow , self-murder of envy and the 
failure to empathize, even lying about my name and address , falsely 
claiming love for my wife and children, whether I had ever uttered the 
truth. 
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15 

Still on the Internet, I discover PolygraphNow.com, which lists thou
sands of lie detector experts. It's a booming service. There's competition 
for the truth. 

The first one I log on to claims to be state of the art. "When the truth 
matters," it proclaims, expounding on something called the Stoelting CPS 
II Computerized Polygraph System. The specialties are infidelity, sexual 
misconduct, and theft. The site promises to "get rid of the suspicion" at 
the lowest rates. "Call today," it says, so I know that this service costs 
way more than the $10 per half hour of the LiarCard, so much more that 
the prices can't be listed for fear of driving customers away. 

Instead, the site claims that the other systems I might be considering 
are no more accurate than chance, which means, if I believe, there are 
thousands of experts who will provide only the conclusiveness of a coin 
flip. 

16 

For a few hours, visiting the nursing home, I manage all the answers I 
believe my father, at ninety, wants to hear. How I'm happy and successful. 
How my children thrive. How their children are smart and ambitious. 

Bending to let him hug me from his wheelchair, I allow him to hold 
me as long as he wants. At last, I say, "I love you" directly into the ear 
with which he can hear, trusting the truth of it to influence his muscles 
and nerves, letting him hold me until we both control our breathing. 

The original impetus for this essay came from my reading "Duped" by Margaret Talbot in 

the July 2, 2007, issue of The New Yorker, an essay in which she mentions "Lombroso's 

Glove" and "Mosso's Cradle ." The material about "the ordeals" is based, in part , on refer

ences in the Catholic Encyclopedia. 
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ANN OLSON 

"Where there had been fingers now 
there were none": The Literary 

Tradition of James Welch's 
Fools Crow in M. L. Smoker's Poetry 

The connection between native people and their land, as well as the nega
tive effect of losing that land with its way of life, is undisputed and thor
oughly written into our culture . Native American literature, according to 
Blanca Chester, often "transforms itself into an epic of loss," contrasting 
with those epics, historical or fictional, of whites and how they won the 
west (99). James Welch's Fools Crow is one of these epics in which the 
landscape itself is more than land; it is a literary ancestor, creating and 
"telling" stories to pass to human beings, instructing them, as parents and 
grandparents do, on the right way to live. Chester argues: 

... the landscape of Fools Crow is a living entity. It is a character, 
speaking to the peoples living in it, rather than on it .. .. The land
scape constructs another level of dialogue between multidimensional 
worlds of experience; the separation and opposition between natural 
and supernatural worlds, the inanimate physical world and the 
human, no longer hold. This is a conceptual space where mountains 
and bears can, and do, speak to people. ( 101) 

So the loss of land is like the loss of ancestral family . The narrator in 
Fools Crow refers to Chief Mountain as if he were a human chief , the 
physical and spiritual leader of their people. Chief Mountain was "more 
than a landmark to the Pikunis ... "-he was the place where humans con
nected to the dream world that is always a kind of extension of the land
scape: " . .. it was on top of Chief Mountain that the blackhom skull pil
lows of the great warriors still lay. On those skulls Eagle Head and Iron 
Breast had dreamed their visions in the long-ago, and the animal helpers 
had made them strong in spirit and fortunate in war" (Welch 3). It was 
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also where Feather Woman sees her husband Morning Star and her son 
Star Boy return to earth each morning (Welch 350-52) . 

Feather Woman is a human ancestor who mated with an element of 
nature, Morning Star, and lived in the spirit realm of Sun Chief and his 
wife Night Redlight (moon) and bore their grandson, Star Boy. When she 
breaks her mother-in -law's edict not to dig the giant turnip, she is ban
ished from the Above Ones' land and must suffer seeing her husband and 
son pass over her every morning, forbidden to return to them. Returned to 
her people's world, she finds there is no place for her there either. Fools 
Crow says to her: "They say you were never happy again, that you reject
ed your people, that each dawn you would beg Morning Star to take you 
back" (Welch 352). Now Feather Woman lives in a dream place, "a green 
sanctuary between earth and sky" (Welch 360), literally between two 
worlds, cut off from both : the preferred land of the Above Ones, denied 
her as punishment, and the land of her people, where she can never again 
participate and never find happiness . So when the Pikunis realize they 
will lose their land and livelihood from the whites, it is natural that 
Feather Woman should step in to help them . Their loss puts the native 
people in the same situation as Feather Woman, between two worlds, ren
dered incapable of participating in either. It is like the loss to Feather 
Woman of her husband, son, and connection to her people and to her land; 
it is like the loss to a child of its mother, like the loss to a people of their 
ancestors' wisdom, or the loss to a body of its fingers, hands, or arms. 

Feather Woman provides more than a story of ancestral disgrace; she 
also gives Fools Crow and his people a way of surviving disgrace, a way 
of holding in mind the spirit of all that is good about their people . Charles 
Ballard argues that she is "the logical surviving hero" of this novel : "A 
way of life, in other words, disappears, but the spirit and the mythic thrust 
of that former existence lingers on. It would not be the first time that the 
inner voice of a people was reduced to a single vibrant note somewhere in 
the mind of one person" (258) . 

And Nora Barry further attests : "Welch's novel is both an assertion 
and a fulfillment of [Feather Woman's] prophecy" (15). Feather Woman 
gives Fools Crow a message of hope and survival: "One day I will rejoin 
my husband and son. I will return with them to their lodge and there we 
will be happy again-and your people will suffer no more" (Welch 352). 
When Feather Woman allows Fools Crow to see visions of their future in 
her skin paintings, he sees that the Pikunis will lose their land and their 
way of life to the onslaught of white encroachment. But because of her 
promise to rejoin her spirit family, the spiritual essence of the Pikunis will 
forever live within their stories in a dream-like place above or beneath the 
surface of their assimilated life-a source of survival and human dignity . 
These stories came down to Welch from his ancestors through his father: 
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"My great grandmother, who was dead by the time I was born, had lived 
that life [in Fools Crow] and had told my dad a lot of stories, which he 
told me" (Perkins 175). It was Feather Woman's role to pass the hope in 
her experience to Fools Crow; it is Fools Crow's role to carry the message 
to his people. Welch's great grandmother and father passed down the 
Fools Crow stories to him. And Welch influenced M. L. Smoker, whose 
poetry in Another Attempt at Rescue not only receives and perceives the 
vision of Feather Woman-the message of how to survive being cut-off 
from the land, language, and life of her historical culture-but passes it on 
to her readers. 

In the poems of M. L. Smoker's Another Attempt at Rescue a new 
voice speaks an ancient message. Writing her first collected poems from 
Montana, Smoker delivers some stark truths about contemporary lives of 
Assiniboine and Sioux Indians; she is emolled in both tribes. Some of her 
poems also carry an ancient message of hope that is inherent in the land, a 
message that has been passed down through a tradition older than written 
words-a message made available to readers of all cultures twenty years 
ago through James Welch's Fools Crow. 

Smoker knew James Welch from the University of Montana where 
she earned her MF A, and in her "Letter to Richard Hugo" (2), printed at 
the end of Another Attempt at Rescue , she is grateful for "the influence 
Jim has been. (Thank you for telling him to write what he knew. That 
allowed me to write what I know, twenty-five years later, from another 
rez a little farther down the road)" (Smoker 63). In the poem 
"Crosscurrent: For James Welch ," she recalls the Montana land they have 
in common: "flatlands / along the Milk [River] . . . this place we both 
remember and also forget as home ." And later in the same poem, she 
directly places herself with Welch on the Highline of Montana's Highway 
2, the 

... road you know as well as I do-
past the coral-painted Catholic church, its doors 
long ago sealed shut to the mouth of Mission Canyon , 
then south just a ways, to where the Rockies cut open 
and forgive. There you and I are on the ascent. 
After that, the arrival is what matters most. ( 51) 

One symbol that further establishes their common literary heritage is the 
figure with missing fingers, hands, or arms that recurs in both writers' 
works . Welch uses missing fingers in Fools Crow to represent both loss 
and ultimate gain for Fools Crow and the Pikunis. Twenty-five years later, 
Smoker uses similar figures in her poetry that represent the same things : 
both the humiliation of incapacity and the power to survive incapacity. 

Another pivotal character in Fools Crow is Yellow Kidney who is 
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caught by the Crows in their camp and has all ten fingers cut off. He rep
resents how pitiful a man without hands can be-the ultimate humiliation. 
When Bull Shield of the Crows saws off Yellow Kidney's fingers one by 
one, the lost fingers represent loss of manhood, loss of Yellow Kidney's 
place in his family and in his tribe . But the lost fingers represent more 
than the humiliation the Crows intended for the Pikunis; they foreshadow 
what life will be like after the white culture has fully encroached upon 
them. Their people will have to live as if mutilated, as Yellow Kidney is 
rendered helpless and subhuman in the worst kind of humiliation. Yell ow 
Kidney tells how he first realized what had been done to him: 

Then I saw my hands. They were wrapped in bundles of the white 
man's cloth and I remembered what had happened. Oh, I cried bitter
ly, for I had lost my ability to draw a bow, to fire a musket, to skin 
the blackhoms . I would be as useless as an old dog, and I not yet 
thirty-nine winters! (Welch 79) 

This is what life for the Pikunis will be like after they are displaced from 
their land: using white men's clothes and rendered incapable of hunting 
blackhoms with any weapon because the animals have vanished along 
with the land. 

In "Subsurface," Smoker's sixth poem in Another Attempt at Rescue, 
we see armless people suffering humiliation similar to the fingerless 
Yellow Kidney. The first lines refer to maps made by white men that are 
"confusing by design, useless," foreign instruments that only prove native 
land is taken and the people are defeated. And nature too is defeated as 
the "few remaining antelope taste ruin in the watershed" while Smoker's 
people seem trapped between two worlds, the earth and the sky: "We are 
bound to such places, ankle to barbed wire, wrist to the halo of sky mov
ing farther and farther north." Continuous new construction of the ever
profiting white culture sounds in their ears as "an invisible god's hand 
keeps the iron hammers going . . . [ and] the Morse code of machine taps 
set the clock to an hour when our tongues have vanished . .. " (26). Here 
the "vanished" tongues suggest more than the loss of language and 
authentic history through an oral tradition; the Native people of Smoker's 
poem are powerless to stop the onslaught with words, with anything. 

This modem-day humiliation is worse than Yellow Kidney's who was 
merely caught and tortured by the enemy Crows-that had been a risk of 
a warrior, one he was fully willing to take. The residents of Smoker's 
poem have lost more than their fingers. They are further diminished by 
long term loss of land and status, confounded by dependence upon "the 
liquid grain." Their tongues have vanished, so now they "must beg with 
our eyes for another drop" of the grain-colored alcohol. There are "men 
we have never seen before," presumably white , perhaps government 
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agents or land lawyers, "their fingertips marked permanently by spoiled 
silver ink," the ink of their profit -based treaties or manipulated deeds. 
These men only have to "wait patiently" until Smoker's collective we 
"grow new arms and reach for their pens again." Not only mutilated now, 
armless, they are made to look even more absurd and gullible by alcohol; 
they can't wait to pick up the treaty-signing pens and give their land 
away, again and again if they could. 

In "Casualties" another speaker experiences being mute and handless . 
It begins, "The sun has broken through ... . but still / today my words are 
dying out" (Smoker 34). The speaker associates the "stillness / of a very 
word" with the fact that "My grandmother was told that the only way to 
survive was to forget," and the only way to forget is not to speak. There is 
loss of parental or ancestral relationship in the repeated "Where were 
you?" and recognition that the stories meant to be passed down aren't 
being spoken, or at least not often or clearly enough: "As a child I did not 
hear the words often enough to recognize what I was losing." The speaker 
feels modem -day native children are not taught enough about their ances
tral life, and that absence of history feels like absence of body parts . The 
most memorable part of this poem involves the missing hands and miss
ing teeth that bring only end parts of words , or silence, or nothing at all: 

There are a great many parts of my own 
body that are gone: 
where hands 
belong there is one last syllable. 
And how a tooth might sound-
its absence 

a falling. (Smoker 34-35) 

The knowledge or understanding this speaker has lost is like the empty 
parentheses ( ) Smoker writes into her poem; physical words on paper can
not adequately translate the idea ofloss---only the blank space suffices (35). 
And the blank spaces mean missing knowledge of how to live: she ends 
with "I have never known where or how to begin" (35). 

When Fools Crow sees the future children in Feather Woman's skin
painting , he says, "But I grieve for our children and their children, who 
will not know the life their people once lived. I see them on the yellow 
skin and they are dressed like the Napikwans , ... but they are not happy. 
They lose their own way" (Welch 359). The tongue-less, arm-less, hand
less, tooth-less adults of these two Smoker poems are the children that 
Fools Crow saw. 

Sometimes in Smoker's poetry, however, the contemporary native 
child breaks through the loss and finds a mother's hand to guide her. She 
feels, if only for a moment, the connection between the generations and 
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the subsequent connection to the land as it was meant to be. In "Winter 
Again" a daughter is driving through a barren winter landscape to her 
estranged mother, "toward the temptation of finally getting things right 
between us .... " The daughter is "searching for evidence that we are 
more than just blood." When she arrives at her mother's house and crawls 
into bed next to her, warm and secure, all that was wrong between them, 
the distance, vanishes for the moment. Or rather, the distance itself makes 
their breathing and hands become one in spirit: " ... somehow the dis
tance / between our lives had made our breathing, / our hands, indistin
guishable" (48). 

After her mother dies, the daughter stays and finds herself filling the 
space her mother left, "settling and resettling into the very place / she is 
still tied to .. .. " Here the speaker begins to understand how her hand is 
the same as her mother's and how their open hands hold the same patterns 
and structures as the mountains and rivers of the land that created them 
both: "I think of creases/ across our knuckles, the palm's winding rivers/ 
reaching out toward the fingertips." This is a small step toward under
standing, not a bright life-changing epiphany, for she immediately follows 
with "There is no easy explanation, no sudden burst of/ I see now or some 
things must remain lost" ( 48). 

Instead, she sees "only the unwoven lifelines of two women." And 
there are still only fragments to "muddle through." She knows or senses 
that the answer to her disconnectedness can only be found in the land or 
in nature, that "the reflected light from snow / outside my window seems 
like a better/ more perfect sort of light"-but there is no one or nothing to 
tell her why. She still feels lost and inadequate, "not clever enough to dis
cern/ those patterns she [her mother] and I revolve around." She is miss
ing memories she should have been allowed to have: the "shell / from 
some unremembered ocean" should be a positive symbol, a beautiful 
holder of past life, but to her it is only an ashtray as she thinks of "gods I 
fail to pray to ." At the end of the poem, this speaker is in the place 
between two worlds or between stages of understanding, in a place where 
nature's message seems just beyond her grasp--in one she "can consider 
... the formations of new frost/ on the trees," but that too will soon be 
lost to the other everyday world as the glaring reality of "midday strips 
each thin branch bare again" before her "why" can be understood ( 48-49). 

In this poem Smoker's speaker realizes the very pattern of the land, of 
the mountains and rivers, is stamped upon her hand as it is on her moth
er's hand. She feels that connection to her mother and to the land, howev
er tenuous, temporary, and fragmented. Along with the realization of con
nection comes the realization of loss, that what is lost is what we desire 
most, and that "some things must remain lost." This lesson is similar to 
what Kills-close-to the-lake learns when she loses her finger in Fools Crow. 
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Kills-close -to-the -lake meets Wolverine in the dream land where he 
first ravishes her then bites off her finger as punishment for her lust for 
White Man's Dog (her husband's son, later renamed Fools Crow) . All the 
guilt and shame of desire for her husband's son is on Kills-close -to-the
lake alone. Her love for White Man 's Dog may have been a part of the 
natural order , the way life should have been if her husband Rides -at-the 
door hadn't been selfish or prideful in taking a third wife, one who was 
closer in age to his oldest son . But now that she is married to Rides-at -the
door, her love cannot be honorably fulfilled, it must be lost forever. In her 
dream, she loses White Man ' s Dog as he is transformed into the dream 
shape of Wolverine , and she loses her finger to remind her of the irrevo 
cable permanence of that loss . She relates her dream to White Man's Dog : 

But when I turned to you, you were gone. In your place stood a short 
heavy animal with long claws and sharp teeth. He said, "Come to 
me, sister, and I will show you magic." . . . I came out of the water 
and let him ravish me. I didn't care; you had gone away. When he 
had finished, he bit this finger off. Before he left he threw the finger 
on the ground and it turned into a white stone. "Let this always 
remind you of your wickedness, sister. You're lucky I didn't bite 
your nose off." I threw myself into the white grass and wept, for he 
had revealed what I had kept hidden even from myself. And it was so 
hopeless, this desire! (Welch 124-25) 

For Kills -close -to-the-lake, the stub of her missing finger now teaches the 
hard -earned lesson that some things, even that which is most desired , 
must remain lost. 

Her finger -turned -stone is the most important token Wolverine gives 
to White Man's Dog , reminding him of his good fortune at avoiding dis
honor. White Man ' s Dog is aware that he could never have received 
Wolverine's blessing with his heart tainted by impure and taboo desire. 
The white finger stone will always remind him of that guilty love, but he 
has been somehow forgiven, saved from the fall into shame . Kills -close 
to-the-lake' s symbol of irrecoverable loss becomes the symbol of his 
long -sought-for power : 

He felt in his small war bag that hung around his neck and he pulled 
out the white stone, and as he caressed it, he sang softly [the war 
song that Wolverine taught him]. 

White Man's Dog didn't know how or why, but Wolverine had 
cleansed both him and Kills-close-to-the-lake. He had also given White 
Man's Dog his power, in the white stone and the song. (Welch 125) 

For Fools Crow (previously called White Man ' s Dog) the missing -finger 
stone becomes just the opposite of what Yell ow Kidney's missing fingers 
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meant: for Fools Crow the stone represents his manhood, his power to do 
battle, to hunt for his family, to lead his people through times of loss and 
change. Because the stone came from Kills -close -to-the-lake's body and 
represents her experience losing things that must remain lost, it is the 
appropriate sign that Fools Crow is ready to see Feather Woman . 

The stone's power enables him to experience Feather Woman's vision 
and understand the delicate balance at stake . Though all is apparently lost, 
there is a seed of vital spirit-their people's essential connectedness to the 
land-that will live on forever: 

"Much will be lost to them," said Feather Woman. "But they will 
know the way it was. The stories will be handed down, and they will 
see that their people were proud and lived in accordance with the 
Below Ones, the Underwater People-and the Above Ones." (Welch 
359-60) 

During the spring Thunder Pipe ceremony at the end of the novel , 
Fools Crow feels this balance, "a peculiar kind of happiness-a happiness 
that sleeps with sadness." He realizes that for this time, this moment , he is 
fully integrated in both worlds, singing a song that "had to do with his life 
in this world, and in that other world he had visited in his vision." That 
connection is made complete when Feather Woman joins the ceremony: 

He knew that she was here, someplace, watching him, watching the 
procession, and he saw her smile in the blue light and he smiled. For 
even though he was, like Feather Woman, burdened with the knowl
edge of his people, their lives and the lives of their children, he knew 
they would survive, for they were the chosen ones. (Welch 390) 

Fools Crow sings in the knowledge that full integration with the land and 
his ancestors will carry on through him. 

Several generations later, the people in Smoker ' s poems still visit the 
vision world as Fools Crow did, but through their dreams ; that is where 
Feather Woman 's hope still survives . In "From a Tin Box" an elder uncle 
smiles at the fact that the elk teeth in his bedside army chest "listen" for 
him to wake up. He believes that the teeth embody the protectiveness of 
the land as well as the meaning of his dream : 

He calls the teeth a shelter, a low ridge sprouting new grasses. My 
uncle opens the chest and gathers them into the shadow of his thick, 
cupped palms. He confides in them a dream from the night before, 
ever careful to listen for its meaning as the teeth click quietly togeth
er and sing. (39) 

Simi larly, in "Grandfather Poem ," the untranslated Assiniboine refrain 
repeats the message that the people's strength lives in the ir being together, 
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in their dreaming together: 

Oyade wihamna. Hageji . 
lyuha ezhedu wihamnabi. 

Oyade wihamna. (37) 

Smoker provided this translation in a telephone conversation in the 
winter of 2005: 

The people are dreaming. 
They're all dreaming together. 

The people are dreaming. 

Here the speaker navigates the distances, physical and emotional, between 
generations represented by her grandfather, her sleeping parents, and her
self-however "imperfectly." The message is ultimately uplifting as her 
grandfather's "no longer spoken" words rise from steaming coffee, and 
the ponies he points to "rise up and release their tears" and dance and 
dream together "to the rhythm of horses' hooves"-the speaker, the moth
er and father, the grandfather, and the ponies are together in one dream. 

In Smoker's "From the River's Edge," the daughter finds the same 
vision message that Fools Crow received from Feather Woman. The 
speaker of this poem, however, does not have Fools Crow's force and 
self-assuredness. Instead she is reflective, hesitant, and questioning. She 
has just experienced her mother's death and is questioning the power of 
poetry to remember what she feels she is supposed to remember: "Is it 
poetry to say that each time I cross over a certain bridge on the 
Yellowstone, I remember the way green vinyl felt on the back of my legs 
instead of how my own mother's feet, stiff from death, felt in my hands?" 
(Smoker 17). Here the open palms, an image in other of Smoker's poems, 
press against the just as familiar silence, and she questions further, "Can a 
poet speak of a second version of her mother?" "My living mother" in the 
last line of this poem is not only the second version of her immediate fam
ily mother, but also a version of her ancestral mother, of Feather Woman 
herself. 

This second version "lives in a silent cave where she allows no visi
tors, gives no interviews." The Feather Woman of Fools Crow's time 
lived on a mythical sunny plain between earth and sky and allowed, 
encouraged, enabled Fools Crow's intimate visit and interview with her; 
she was tangible, nearer in time and place to the life-changing events she 
predicts: the loss of land and life has just begun. A century and a half after 
the devastation Feather Woman predicted, she is no longer tangible: this 
second version is buried in a cave and non-communicating. This version 
accompanies a "shadow seven feet tall" that "can hold no pen or pencil"; 
like their people in the contemporary world, this image has no words or 
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way to write because it has no hands . The life stories of this version of her 
mother are, impossibly and passively, "being written" by a hand-less shadow, 
the embodiment ofloss . 

When Fools Crow visited Feather Woman, he receiv ed her subtle 
message of hope adequately translated through her paintings on an elk 
skin and through her words. In Smoker's poem Feather Woman's mes
sage of hope is still there in her people's dreams, but the message is even 
more subtle than it was for Fools Crow, filtered now through extended 
time and compounded loss. When the poet asks, "Can a poet speak of a 
second version of her mother?" the answer is yes, the poem is her speak
ing. Smoker's poem becomes, literally, another "attempt at [the] rescue" 
Feather Woman initiated . When the poet says, "My living mother dreams 
of new waters that have no adequate translation" (17), Smoker has shown 
time after time that words are not adequate because words-whether the 
silver inked words of broken treaties or the ancestral stories not passed on 
to children-have failed her people. Feather Woman's message of hope 
has been reduced to memoirs written by a shadow in a cave for no one to 
read. But there is another interpretation of "no adequate translation": that 
mere words, spoken or written , cannot possess the spiritual capacity to 
carry the dream vision of Feather Woman into the modem world. Only 
dreams and poetry can succeed. It takes a poet like Smoker to ask the 
question and speak the answer: the second mother in "From the River's 
Edge" is living and she "dreams of new waters" of a future where the gift 
of the rivers and mountains of the past, the gift of Feather Woman, will 
take her people. 
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SARAH ODISHOO 

Time in a Bottle 

I am obliged to perform in complete darkness 
Operations of great delivery 

On myself 
-John Berryman 

Once there was and Once there wasn't a girl that was and a girl that 
wasn't, and she lived with her mother and father in a country far, far 
away, but it didn't seem so as days appeared one by one on the threshold 
of her mornings . 

l. 

I was born an alien. I don't mean an immigrant or a migrant or a foreign
er. I mean an alien-like a Martian or a Venusian . I think I came from 
another universe - not from Earth. Once I even asked my mother, "Did 
you adopt me?" I could call myself "a displaced soul." I have never felt at 
home on this plane of existence. And for most of my life, I longed to feel 
at home-here. But this existence took a long time for me to get used to. 

I spent most of my childhood reading books, and watching the dark 
preoccupation with places and events I could live in my mind was more 
inviting and heartfelt than my own experiences . It was as if in my own 
experiences I was trapped in the strangeness of an outer world that didn't 
match my inner vision. 

11. 

The idea of the heroine living in a totally fantastical, improbable, and 
absurd world reflected something deep inside of me-a kind of buried 
truth of a dematerialized world-a kind of spirit world in which words 
made more sense than what I saw. That world's radical ambiguity and its 
parallel structure made reading stories and hearing them a virtual reality, 
reducing my sensory experience to words. At times, the simulated experi
ences of the tales become indiscernible from the "real" reality. And the 

279 



consequence? Real reality was underm ined . 
It wasn 't like The Truman Show, where the world he lives in is an arti

fice , and the hero wants to get out of it and find the real. It's the oppo
site-Jim Carrey trying to break into the set of The Truman Show. 

I kept returning to the other reality . 

Her father was disappointed when she was born- she wasn 't a boy. This 
was her mother 's sorrow too. She vowed to him, she would make it up to 
him-she would have two boys. And she did- exactly twelve months after 
the first boy was born, the second was born. For the girl, listening to the 
language of elsewhere started early. 

IV. 

My mother's stories nurtured my hunger for stories. My mother's stories 
about her life in Persia- the exclusivity of an Assyrian community in a 
Persian empire- seemed more real in its fantastical sheikdoms than our 
native Chicago Rogers Park neighborhood where we played baseball in 
the street in front of the fire station. 

My parents spoke to my brothers and me in Aramaic, and my mother 
newly nested in America wanted to learn English; so although she spoke 
to us in her mother tongue, she wanted us to speak to her in English so 
she could learn this new, somewhat barbaric language herself. Language, 
she would say, is what makes the difference between man and beast. 

The problem that was inevitable-it seemed-was the choice-home 
or no home, self-knowledge or other-knowledge. 

Betrayal inescapable , it seemed . 
So I read books obsessively , at home or in the library next door to the 

fire station: classics- as if to absorb a history not my own, but listening to 
their last singing together the ruins of their history, adopting theirs as my 
own. 

V. 

The girl learned the language of green-mossed rocks, shadows after mid
day, bees on dropping sunflowers, birds keeping time, and stiff yellow 
weeds in late fall, singing ruins together . She didn 't know which lan
guage was truer-the bees ' or the birds '. 

VI. 

Whenever someone asked me, "What nationality are you?" I always hesi
tated-instinctively , it seemed. What to say? 

Ifl said, "Assyrian," they would say, "Syrian?" 
"No . Ah-syrian! There is no Assyria anymore . Now , Syrians are 

Arabs . Assyrians are Christ ian. They became the first Christians after 
Christ died ." 
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"But where are they? What country do they live in?" 
"They don't have a country. They live everywhere." 
"What did they do?" 
"They were the first civilization to smelt iron and make weapons. 

They made the first alphabets, giant sculptures, lots of slaves, they rode 
camels, and they conquered everyone. 

"Then they lost. They all died except for a few, like us. 
"They lived in Persia for a while as a people with their own language 

and religion. The Persians gave them their own land to live on and to 
speak their own language and have their own religion. 

"But now we're like the gray wolves. We 're not extinct yet but we 
will be soon. Assyrians don't marry Assyrians anymore since there aren't 
too many ofus . So we're mixed. My brothers and I may be the last of the 
Assyrian Empire. " 

Vll. 

The girl's mother became pale and wretched , day after day, and she 
began to suffer so that she thought she would die: Her husband saw no 
choice but to take her to a healer. While she was away, the girl cared for 
her brothers while her father worked. She saw to their every need, though 
she was barely a year older than they. She didn't mind so much for she 
loved them much too much, but since that time she lived alone above the 
treetops, visited only by angels. Of those angels she knew nothing of their 
being, only of their nature. She had been befriended. She knew then she 
had two natures- one she could share with others, one she could not. 

Having two languages made me a spy. I spoke English and understood 
and translated Assyrian into English ; I started my life in at least two 
worlds. They never became one. I kept each side secret from the other. 

So I made up stories that were real and not- to give a stature dispro
portionate to the cramped lives I observed and lived. But the treachery 
could be seen by all us children; like all naifs, we forgot our original 
truths- willing to trust legacy, a grown-up legacy-a bitter trade. 

At home nowhere I found relief in conjugating the grammar of land
scape and living in a desert . But even in language-these words remind 
me , like the desert, of limits-failing to bring to life the profoundest 
truths- waving my arm across the vast distances , trying to capture with a 
gesture the limitless opacity of what I mean-what I intended to say and 
can't. 

After many years I found myself realizing that something crucial was 
left out in this life- something I had to find, and I had to put back into my 
life-or not, failing itself part of the pain and the freight I had to continue 
to carry. 
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lX. 

What lurks in the background of this struggle is the notion of getting to 
the end of the story or the universe or the border of a dream, and the 
searcher approaches that heaven, the real story, and finds on the page a 
flat surface with stars on it and pierces it. And behind it is a void. 

What if the infinite horizon is also an artificial projection of the real? 
There is no real, but the network or the page or the dream structures reali
ty for us? The story then may have already been written, spoken, and an 
already created story, and I am not the listener or the speaker, but the one 
who says the words that have already been written, and I speak, acting 
and playing out a scripted role. What if the most important part of me is 
not outside of me-the social structure of the family, culture, society
but inside of me and I don't know it. And the stories are the real I came 
from, and like dreams, a hint of another existence, another meaning mir
roring an already programmed reality that is calling me home? Is that 
fate? 

X. 

When her mother returned from the healer, she determined that the girl 
had taken too much care of the two boys. Then she sent the miserable 
child on a journey through a wild country to a witch who would give her 
the medicine she needed to heal. On the journey she was to speak to no 
one, and the questions the witch would ask she must answer without 
flinching. Truth, she told her, was the only remedy, and if she lied, she 
would return home as ugly as a swine and as bald. 

XI. 

The stories my mother told, both the fairy tales and the autobiographical 
tales, she sloughed off in the telling-like so many feathers - the opu
lence of a memory entranced by the telling. The story became a plunder
ing narrative-here-there - everywhere- the whole world a story being 
told-

xn. 
Before the girl reached the witch's cave after three days, she met three 
beggars on the way. The first one asked for something to eat; she shared 
her bread. The second one asked for something to drink, she gave her 
water. The third asked for a shawl to keep her warm; she gave her the 
shawl she wore. By the time she got to the witch 's cave, she had neither 
food, water, nor warmth. 

Xlll. 

The witch in a story is always a guide to instincts and truth, to death and 
rebirth. She is one of God's minions. Most people have come to think of 
the witch as an old, ugly, and evil woman . In the manifest world, the 
world ofbling and things, she is ugly and evil. She doesn't value the valu
able of the world. She is the one who weighs souls; she might be called 
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the measurer. She is the profound creator and nature's guardian feminine, 
discerning the necessary from the unnecessary. 

XlV. 

The witch as ugly as a toad, as mean as a snake, and as rough as a prick
ly porcupine, asked her three questions: 

"What do you love?" 
She replied, "Truth in language. " Speaking truth. 
"What do you preserve?" 
She replied, "Beauty in form. " Seeing beauty. 
"What do you live for? " 
She replied, "Loving and praising the Source of All that is in me and 

you. " Trusting what is. 
The witch bowed her head and when she looked up, she was the most 

beautiful woman the girl had ever seen. 
"Go, child. May the sun shine on your face and the moon at your 

back, and the world a playground for your feet. 
"But remember, my dear, the real is the void that makes everything 

you see incomplete and inconsistent, " she said . "The void calls you 
home." 

xv. 
The three of us bleary-eyed, seeing her world and ours simultaneously, 
were compelled to witness the story as it lives and breathes alongside the 
diminishing reality of the couch she sat on, the Oriental rug, and the bay 
windows behind it. We three sat on in rapt attention at her feet, knowing 
we were in the presence of something quite completely removed from the 
present and that the story stood in for something else that we needed to 
discover literally-it was in our own hands to solve its reality. We were 
being instructed to reconstruct the voices of this other universe, one paral
lel to this one but other, just the same. 

And so this story ... 
XVl. 

When she returned home her mother saw her child so beautiful she could 
have no peace. In a rage she took the shears and seized her dark, silky 
curls and snipped and clipped until she was sheared as a sheep. She 
turned her back on her and left her alone, with no way out but the way 
she came in and the perplexities of sun and moon ever after. 

XVll. 

So how does a little girl sitting at the edge of a magical carpet absorb the 
semimystical song her mother sings nightly-the nightingale of a higher 
meaning or a fundamental truth that decays into storm clouds and a burst 
of thunder, foreshadowing some future terrifying, enchanting, an ongoing 
saga that remains tentative and enigmatic and disguised as truth? 
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Is it possible to remain open as a child to the terror and enchantment 
so she can hear it in its fullness- both worlds in one- for a fuller percep 
tion that would reveal a higher truth? 

She didn't know . 
But in her memory, the unending story sings . 
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EVE NEWMAN 

Retracing the Ready-worn Grooves 
The answers are always alike, but that 's the language of sports. There's 
always a winner and a loser or, in the case of a race, a winner and a whole 
bunch of losers. The winner talks about winning, and a few key losers talk 
about how they were almost winners. 

Back in college, my head track coach was often quoted in the obliga
tory newspaper article that followed every meet, and he approached the 
role with the spunk of a man up for jury duty. If we had a good race, no 
matter the question, he 'd say, "Well , we had some good things happen 
today, but we're still working hard." If we had a bad race , he'd say , 
"Well , there weren't a lot of good things that happened today, but we're 
going to keep working hard." And wherever we were in the season, even 
if we 'd been competing for months, he 'd say, "We're using this meet as a 
way to see where we're at with our fitness ." No matter what, he'd clarify 
that there were either good things or bad things , or both, and that they had 
happened . I don't think he was hiding anything ; I think, given the way he 
used to stammer and apologize any time he talked in front of a group of 
people, that those were the best words he had. 

I always read his words and imagined how much better I might say 
things ifl had the chance. I'd be eloquent , pithy, and witty, just like I was 
in real life, but even better. I was confident that I could use words like 
they'd never been used before, putting new depth and humanity into the 
archetypal stories of sport. 

A couple of years later I had my chance. I ran a series of local road races 
in Fairbanks, Alaska, a town with thorough coverage of local sports, a lot 
of recreational runners , and a handful of people like me who were more 
seriously competitive. As a result, the reporters started seeking me after 
the races . 

After the Midnight Sun Run l Ok, a late-night road race celebrating the 
summer solstice in June, Bob Eley, the sports editor of the local paper , the 
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Daily News -Miner, wanted a quote. He spoke softly, never pressing too 
hard, and I never saw him without his baseball cap or notebook. 

"How was it out there?" he asked, squinting up at me. 
His technique was transparent: ask some vague questions first to get 

the subject warmed up, ask more pointed questions as you get a feel for 
the direction of the conversation, then wait for something quotable to slip out. 

The post-race elation of thousands of people packed into a tight space 
around us and all happy to be there was dry tinder fueling the mood that 
affected everyone there no matter how fast or slow they ran. Runners 
streamed steadily into the finish area where friends met up and exchanged 
racing tales, and all around me people stretched their calves, compared 
times and mile splits, hugged, drank cold Gatorade from small paper cups, 
and grabbed orange slices by the handful from long tables lined with vol
unteers filling cups and slicing more fruit to keep up with the crowd. 
Everyone seemed to be laughing at things that probably wouldn't be 
funny except that laughter comes easier after running a hard six miles . 
They exuded a camaraderie that made me appreciate the town and made 
me feel honored that I could be part of that race, that I could participate in 
the tradition. The 24-hour light of mid-June effused energy into people 
like a late-night caffeine buzz. I tried to explain this to Eley. 

"It's a great event," I said. "The running community up here is just great." 
As he wrote my words he kept talking. "How did you feel while you 

were running?" 
I watched him waiting, pen poised, while images of the race fell in 

and out of my memory, the raw material of narrative not yet assembled: 
the crowd bunching and spreading at the start, small talk with a friend, the 
thrill of hearing the cannon send us off and the almost instant transfer of 

nervous energy into the calm of being underway at last, water spilled on 
my arm, the smell of the river that meant the finish neared, a chain link 
fence, someone recognizing the University of Kansas jayhawk on my 
shirt, someone blasting me in the side of the head with water from a fire 
hose, a crack in the sidewalk, my long shadow moving on the street and 
the sun at my back, a sky so pale as to almost lack color entirely, yet be 
full of light. 

Those images lacked cohesion. I forced more memories around until 
they formed a narrative. At the start I felt skittish and darted from the line 
like a scared rabbit, ignoring a quieter apprehension that I was starting out 
too fast. About a mile in I realized that I had overestimated my fitness for 
the six-mile race and that I was already slowing . Angry with myself, I 
blamed the late-day sun and grew angrier. The slow northern twilight had 
done nothing to stifle the heat, which sat heavy on the town because it 
wasn't chased away by cool nights. 

Runners steadily passed me. The woman who eventually finished 
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third, one place in front of me, moved farther away in tiny increments 
during the closing miles. At first I hoped her move would be short-lived 
and she would slow, but she didn't. Each glance at her ever-shrinking fig
ure brought remembrance of my weakness and her strength. As the end 
neared my head dropped, my toes stuttered along the ground because I let 
my feet flop, my shoulders tightened and hunched forward, and I glanced 
frequently over my shoulder, hoping that no one would pass me, running 
afraid, happy to take my place and too weary of the pain to push for more. 
I knew long before the finish, long before my time was measured and my 
place recorded, that I would not be happy with this race. Too much had 
gone wrong already, starting with the fact that I was not nearly as pre
pared as I thought and only now realizing the miscalculation after months 
of training. Helplessness because I couldn't keep the pace I wanted 
caused frustration and self-pity, which caused anger, which increased my 
desire to compete, which, when limited by my fitness, caused more help
lessness and spiraling emotions that erased any chance of an effort I could 
be proud of, or even a last push to the finish . Somewhere in the last mile I 
stopped trying and afterwards felt secretly and fiercely ashamed, especial
ly when others congratulated me on my place and admired my time. 

I tried to pull apart the sticky tangle and decide which things I wanted 
to reveal and how I could best express them to someone who hadn't been 
there. The emotions were still aswirl in the front of my mind, and they 
would not slow down enough for me to name them. Some flitted away 
before I ever had a chance to label and sort them, and later when I orga
nized my thoughts, I could give them only ill-fitting, abstract titles that 
obscured their true shape. 

"It was hot," I told Eley. 

A few weeks later in July I ran the Santa Claus half-marathon in nearby 
North Pole, which starts and ends at the local refinery. Feeling tired at the 
start, I let the leaders go until my legs woke up. I caught the front of the 
pack midway through, pushed hard for a while, then turned complacent, 
almost getting passed before winning with a respectable time. During the 
early miles, when I was so far back that I couldn't even see the leaders, I 
passed the time by imagining the theoretical interview afterwards and 
thinking of something clever, which is hard to do while running. When 
the reporter, Eric, found me afterwards, I had a few things ready to say to him. 

"I started out kind of slow," I told him. That was the brilliant line that 
I came up with during the second mile, when I was running slowly. 

"I didn't have high expectations coming into the race," I said. "I defi
nitely didn't expect to win." Lies, of course, but they sounded gracious. I 
hadn't assumed victory beforehand, but I had known I would be competi
tive and had been trying to win. 
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Then the reporter asked a question I hadn 't anticipated, what my strat
egy was. My strategy, which is a generous name for it, was to make sure I 
ran hard enough to be tired when I finished and hope that was enough. It 
was a tactic I had recently adopted that allowed me to compete without 
putting too much pressure on myself for a specific finish, which I had 
learned over years of racing was usually detrimental to the end result. It 
wasn't a conscious strategy until Eric asked the question, and my subse
quent flash of introspection brought on a dozen years of racing memories, 
all since ruminated beyond recognition and stirred together into liquid the 
consistency of glue and of a color that stood for every race in its entirety 
in an instant, a color I knew only inside my head and would never have 
words for. I didn't know how to tell him this, so out came that classic 
deflection. 

"I just wanted to see how I felt." Suddenly I sounded an awful lot like 
my old track coach. I had answered without saying anything at all because 
my words were as exhausted as I was. 

I knew as I was talking that I had said enough for Eric to get the 
quotes he needed and for me to escape, though coming across exception
ally bland, at least without looking silly. But the post-race endorphins 
must have lowered my inhibitions because I kept going. 

"The running scene up here in Alaska is a lot of fun." Running scene? 
I managed to sound like a tourist and a recreational jogger in one swoop. 

About a month later in mid-August I ran a five-mile race downtown. 
I finished second by a mere six seconds after getting outsprinted in the 

last quarter mile by a fourteen-year-old named Crystal Pitney who had 
just started running a year before and quickly discovered her talent. The 
cadre of women around town who dominate the longer races, where expe
rience trumps youth, were here as always, but a race this short belongs to 
the younger runners who still have their footspeed. The next finisher was 
a minute and a half behind us. I had beaten Crystal earlier that year, but 
she was at the top of the rest of the summer's shorter races. I knew she 
had become big when people started invoking just the name Crystal, not 
Crystal Pitney, when talking about the top runners in town. 

"So what happened out there between you and Crystal?" Eley asked 
me after talking to her. I had been milling around the still-uncrowded fin
ish area eating an oatmeal cookie, watching them talk and hoping it 
wasn't obvious I was watching them. 

I kept chewing to have a few seconds before answering. I thought 
back: Before the race, Crystal jogged around at the starting line wearing a 
pair of racing flats; her legs still looked soft like a little kid's. I put on my 
own racing shoes, which I hadn't worn since college, and felt lighter and 
swifter and suddenly serious. 
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I charged from the beginning, mad at the way Crystal bounced and 
smiled like this race would be fun and easy, excited that my legs felt 
alive, eager for confrontation because I was wearing my fast shoes. The 
early challengers dropped back quickly. It wouldn't be this way long, and 
I waited, my senses tense for activity behind me. After a couple of miles I 
heard her coming and saw her shadow . I forgot she was only fourteen 
because she was a runner, her breathing easy, her footfalls light, her gait 
relaxed. 

I made no move to indicate I cared that she was there, not even a 
friendly nod or turn of the head. She wouldn't dare pass me until I 
slowed, because of our fast pace. Only the top male runners were in front 
of us now and we were even picking off some of them like they were 
stragglers. We passed someone who cheered for her by name. She didn't 
acknowledge the cheer. The sun glinted off the asphalt into our eyes and 
the air warmed into midday heat. Our pace was too fast for me to hold, 
certainly, but Crystal had no way of knowing that, and that would be a 
problem later, not now. Now I stared forward and relaxed my jaw. Crystal 
waited quietly just behind my shoulder. 

She had more sprint speed and more talent, and if the race were decid
ed at the very end I would lose for sure. I cast about for a way to avoid 
that scenario even as I tried to focus on the present moment, which 
demanded all my attention. I tilted my head so that her shadow never left 
my sight but I was still able to focus on the road ahead. We tore through 
the first water stop. I grabbed a cup and sloshed half on my face, not will
ing to slow and drink, tossing the rest onto the street. 

The route twisted through neighborhood streets and I cut the corners 
tight, forcing her to swing wide or fall behind me. But she always pushed 
back to my shoulder and stuck. It's much easier, mentally and physically , 
to hang onto another runner, as Crystal was doing, than to set the pace . I 
hated her because she perched on my shoulder like a little chirping mon
key I couldn't shake. She didn't have the guts to pass me, or she didn't 
trust that she could make it stick, or she had more racing savvy than I 
would admit and was toying with me, but regardless I was doing the front 
work, and I controlled the pace, which was my one advantage. I sped up. 
She faltered, then worked back. 

We came through the 5k mark faster than either of us ran the 5k race 
earlier that season; we still had two miles left. Her breathing was ragged , 
but so was mine. We flew. If I could drop her now, I would win. I kept 
pushing the pace, hoping she would falter, but she called my bluff and 
hung on. My body was working at its highest capacity, my senses height
ened. I thought about the precise angle of my wrists and the swing of my 
arms at the same time that I glimpsed the comer of a house and wondered 
if the people inside were sleeping in, or if they knew there was a race 

289 



going by right outside. Someone standing by the road called out split 
times, and as we passed the lilt of her vowel pronunciation reminded me 
of a friend from grade school and the way she used to say my name. 

At a 90-degree tum I cut hard and jumped onto the sidewalk, forcing 
Crystal into the street, and she lost a few strides. We turned again and I 
slid in front of a trio of male runners who labored hard and cut a wide 
swath . I burst around them and surged, running almost full out now, 
gained a small margin and left her to weave through them around the cor
ner. That would be it. That had to be it. She wouldn't be back. She was 
redlining already and the extra effort to catch me would put her all in. 
Less than a mile to go and perhaps I had gained enough ground to ward 
off her finishing kick because there was no way I could hold my pace. I 
hoped I had broken her, because I had broken myself, which she would 
find out if she made any last effort. 

The front is a desperate place to be at the end of a race; one is the 
hunted and can see nothing of the maneuvering going on behind. I 
watched the ground for her shadow under the midmorning sun, and it was 
there, holding steady . But still I had that hard-gained gap. 

If she were not in that race, or I were not so intent on beating her, I 
would have been way off that pace, doing just enough to stay ahead of the 
rest and thinking that I was running as fast as I possibly could that day. 
But she had pricked my pride , which kept me from submitting to the 
warnings my body was sending. It's not often that I can override the will 
to concede to tiredness with a will to push harder into complete exhaus
tion. I need the pull of competition to ignore the instinct that begs for 
release from pain, a release obtained simply by slowing down. But when I 
push to complete exhaustion, I become a more honest version of myself in 
both strength and weakness, untainted by excuse, and I can demand noth
ing more than what I give then, so I am satisfied by the result. 

Somewhere in the noisy blur of the last quarter mile Crystal overtook 
me, then bounded away like I was standing still, a fleet animal suddenly 
set free and realizing it is indeed strong and fast. She gained ground and 
people called her name , and I became one more on a list of faceless peo
ple she had passed who would not catch her. One day she would surge 
and not break free, but not today, and as I lost sight of her around a comer 
I remembered a time long ago when I was fourteen and still faster than 
everyone I knew, and it was the greatest emotion of my young life . I 
remembered that it tasted at once of pride and humility, possibility and 
pressure, surprise and promise, and it was an emotion I would never feel again. 

I finished chewing my cookie and looked at Eley, who looked back at 
me, his shoulder almost touching mine . The distance between us was so 
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great I wondered if my voice would carry that far. I wanted to explain 
even the most basic of my thoughts, that though I was close to being as 
fast as I had ever been, losing made me feel old, but also pleased because 
it was a damn fast time that proved I was in excellent shape, so I couldn't 
begrudge Crystal for being faster . I hadn't been that tired in a long while 
and the exhaustion was sharp and refreshing. 

"She had more speed at the finish and she went right by me," I told 
him, describing what he had just seen. The words were shallow, hopeless
ly unfit to carry the thoughts piled onto them. In that long gap between 
speaker and audience, everything I wanted to convey evaporated. 

"I just wanted to have fun and see what my fitness was like." Have 
fun? Fitness? That's what my former track coach would have said. I fell 
back to words so vague as to have almost no meaning at all. I had no ener
gy left to formulate new sentences, instead retracing the ready-worn 
grooves of easy phrases. 

Crystal also told Eley that she had fun that day. 

I didn't talk to Bob after the last race of the summer, the Equinox 
Marathon. He stood at the end of the finishing chute looking around, turn
ing a slow circle and scanning the crowd, notebook and pen in hand. 
Likely he had enough quotes from the four women and countless men in 
front of me, but I turned away from him anyway before his gaze swept in 
my direction. 

Once I've read my words in the newspaper I think of the things I 
should have said that were so much better. But now that I've written those 
words down , lived with them for months, slept and eaten with them, I still 
can't close the gap between the experience of the speaker and the words 
given to the audience . I don't use words like they've never been used 
before, which is neither a new realization nor a unique one, but which still 
stings upon each remembrance . I'm always facing that gap, chasing a run
ner ahead I know for certain I'll never catch because the chasm is too 
great, and again I'm helpless. I know before the race starts that she's 
faster and I have no chance of beating her, so it's no surprise that she's 
ahead. I'm pushing as hard as I can and she eludes me. But she's still in 
sight, close enough that I can see in her posture no tiredness or slowing, 
but too far to hear her breathing or watch the shadow beside her as her 
heels hit pavement, so I keep chasing. 
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ROBERT SCHNELLE 

Unforgettable, Unforgiven: 
A Poet King's Abdication 

Knut Hamsun fled an arctic dirt farm at age fourteen and looked back in 
wonder. He starved, he drifted across several continents, he wrote narra
tives of keen intensity. The charged, unadorned prose that brought two 
dozen novels to life earned him a Nobel Prize in 1920, but at heart he 
remained an unschooled peasant. The young Hamsun cobbled shoes, ped
dled housewares, worked on road-building crews . As tram conductor, 
copyist, and navvy , he survived on poverty wages into his forties . 
Strangely for one so poorly connected, he also made a pastime of provok
ing people; his travels from North Dakota to the Caspian Sea could be 
mapped with scarlet pushpins for the quarrels he waged. But this was a 
man who thrived on adversity. Diagnosed with tuberculosis at age 25, he 
rode the roof of a rail car from Chicago to New York, gulping lungsful of 
air on the way and surviving another 67 years. His pub crawls were exces
sive even for a writer, but they helped fuel a dynamo of literary produc
tion. Like Thoreau, Hamsun renewed himself in the woods; like Orwell he 
lived down and out in Paris, and his fictions put generations of youth in a 
trance . And then, when Hitler invaded Norway late in his life, Hamsun 
supported the Nazis . Since the war's end, his name has all but vanished 
from literary history. 

Say what you will about art and politics, there's no doubt that 
Scandinavia's greatest novelist buried his own work . In siding with the 
fascists he banished himself, not only from polite company but also from 
the reading lists and reprint schedules that keep literary reputations alive. 
The clutch of books he wrote in the 1890s are as hypnotic as anything 
later written by Franz Kafka, Ernest Hemingway, or Thomas Mann-all 
of whom claimed Hamsun's influence (Ferguson 1; N aess, "Preface" 
n.p .). Today, his works are difficult to find, often available only in dubi
ous translations. No scholarly edition of Hamsun exists in Norwegian or 
English, and for almost forty years after his death in 1952, he had no 
biographer. Novels like Hunger , Mysteries , and Pan were midwives to 
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Modernist culture, yet they bear the mark of Cain. The most gripping love 
story I have ever read is Hamsun's Victoria, a 1969 edition of which 
occupies my university's library stacks like unsold merchandise, innocent 
of the check-out stamp . The author himself eludes apology-whether 
despite of or because of his politics - but explanations are what any 
appreciative reader wants to provide. 

In an 1890 manifesto , Hamsun described his subject as "the delicate 
life of fantasy held under the magnifying glass, the meanderings of these 
thoughts and feelings out of the blue ; motionless , trackless journeys with 
the brain and heart , strange activities of the nerves , the whispering of the 
blood, the pleading of the bone" ( qtd. in Naess "Preface" n.p.) . Such are 
the concerns we expect of a modem psychological novel, but outside of 
Dostoyevski, neurasthenic heroes were an unfamiliar breed before Hunger 
came along. In his first mature work, Hamsun conjured a dreamscape of 
urban destitution mediated through the amped-up musings of a hypersen
sitive loner. This narrative records several months in the life of this 
anonymous provincial , an aspiring writer who adopts the pen name of 
Andreas Tangen. Determined to make good despite his yokel origins , 
"Tangen" scavenges the streets of Kristiania (now Oslo) like a post-ado
lescent Oliver Twist. As he struggles to sell his work-pawning posses
sions down to the buttons of his jacket-the narrator is frequently "drunk 
with starvation" (18); we don't quite know how to take his oddball behav
ior. In one erratic spell, he folds a rejected manuscript into an imitation 
money pouch and drops it on the street to bait a passing patrolman . Later, 
he accosts a socialite on the sidewalk , telling her she has dropped a book 
and insisting on helping her to find an item they both know doesn't exist. 
He exhausts himself while scribbling in a cemetery, swoons in the middle 
of a downpour , but blames his weakness on having eaten a loaf of bread 
that morning. "I couldn't tolerate food," he insists . "I just wasn't made 
that way" (38). (Kafka would admit a debt to Hamsun for his great story 
"The Hunger Artist.") 

A luckless, indomitable prankster on the order of Ibsen's Peer Gynt, 
Hunger 's hero engages our sympathies in spite of his egoism. It's a ques
tion of fatal innocence , an obstinate insistence on agency, which dooms 
people like Tangen. Still , we admire their vitality. As Arthur Miller ' s 
salesman would later do, Tangen charms us with his delusional pathos. At 
one point , he patches over an eviction by telling himself, "The room 
wasn't furnished with an eye to intellectual pursuits , and I did not intend 
to keep it any longer" (31 ). Indeed, a tenderness softens him at times . He 
weeps with fellow-feeling for his shoes, ruined in a street accident. 
Witnessing the rage of an urchin , maliciously spit on from a tenement 
window , he later places sweets on the boy's customary stoop. Just as 
often, though, the narrator caves in to mania. A half-blind pensioner he 
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accuses of provocation is merely struggling to read his newspaper. He 
threatens a pitying store clerk for giving back extra change . Beggars repel 
him, though he is conscious of his own miserable appearance. 
Humiliation breeds hostile fantasies . By the end of the book, Tangen has 
learned nothing much and changed even less. Following a whim, he ships 
out on a cargo vessel, mockingly bidding "Goodbye for now to the city, to 
Kristiania, where the windows shone so brightly in every home" (197). 

For much of the decade leading up to his breakthrough novel, Hamsun 
lived like his own character, not only in Kristiania but in Copenhagen, 
Moscow, Chicago, and other cities. In letters, he describes the practice of 
stuffing his clothes with newspaper (for warmth) and chewing match
sticks as a way of dulling the appetite. Despite his ploughman's frame, 
Hamsun became such a scarecrow that the editor who would publish 
Hunger (Sult 1890) handed him five kroner the moment he entered his 
office. It is easy to identify Hamsun with Andreas Tangen, just as we 
sometimes feel that Ishmael is Melville or that Jim Burden is Willa 
Cather. In fact, many sensations recorded in the novel-the need to write 
with rag-wrapped hands "because I couldn't stand the feeling of my own 
breath on them" or his "cold stabs of pain" (99) caused by a barking 
dog-derive from the author's letters. Curiously, however wretched his 
condition or volatile his state of mind, the narrator of Hunger remains 
unfazed. Deprivation had been Hamsun's calling card since youth. 

Born Knud Pedersen in 1859, in Norway's fertile Gudbrandsdal, he 
moved as a small child to Hamsund, the far-northern location from which 
he eventually adapted his name. His father Per Pedersen was a likeable 
but feckless tailor who could not feed his growing family; soon after 
arriving in Nordland County, he farmed Knud out to a bachelor uncle, the 
local postmaster and owner of a dry goods store. What followed for the 
boy were years of isolation, beatings, short rations, and grim Lutheran 
piety. Imagine Nicholas Nickleby's boarding school as filmed by Ingmar 
Bergman, and you have a notion of young Hamsun's surroundings. Yet 
there's more: according to the novelist Johan Borgen, Hamsun hinted at 
having once been molested by some English sportsmen while working his 
uncle's store counter (Ferguson 236); this would explain the man's life
long anglophobia . Still, if it was not ideal for spawning literary culture, 
Hamsun's childhood bred in him the habit of invention . That and a fierce 
will to prevail. 

Thus, a class-climber's ambition crystalized in Lieutenant Glahn, the 
aristocratic, forest-dwelling narrator of Pan (1894). A Rousseauean 
refugee who, for unexplained reasons, has chosen exile near a coastal 
Nordland town, Glahn enjoys both the grace of privilege and the earthy 
instincts of a yeoman. A borrowed hut, his hunting dog Aesop, a shotgun, 
and a fishing net provide for his material needs; roaming the hills and 
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ruminating are his spiritual meat. He's also a lady-killer, the kind whose 
"feral" eyes (118) set pulses racing. Much of the novel's appeal, which 
was legendary for over half a century, depends on its lacerating eroticism . 
What modem bourgeois could resist Glahn's emotional alchemy as he 
turns from woodland trysts with goat girls to fraught encounters with 
Edvarda, the wealthy trader's daughter he loves (and is loved by) but 
resists (and is resisted by)? Frank sexual pursuit and surrender beneath the 
white skies of Scandinavian summer nights-these are heady ingredients. 
Yet Pan has more going on than the "symbolic .. . conflict between the 
sexes" noted by Isaac Bashevis Singer (viii). Like many an artistic fever 
dream, the novel feels sui generis. 

First there is the abrupt shuffling of narrators, as Glahn moves from 
subject to object in the novel's closing section, a move that parallels its 
scenic shift from northern Norway to a jungle in India . The practice of 
unexpectedly switching from past to present tense also marks Hamsun's 
prose, building urgency even as it spotlights the writer's sense of his own 
formal freedom. ("Admit it," we tell ourselves: "you follow him no matter 
what he does .") Yet unlike some postmodemists, Hamsun never forces 
technique to be the point. The comma-spliced onrush of his clauses is not 
only acceptable in written Norwegian but also in service to the psychic 
conditions he explores: 

Summer nights and still water and endlessly still forests. Not a cry, 
not a footfall on the path, my heart was full as of dark wine . ... But 
now, in the night hours of the forest, great white flowers have sud
denly opened out, their chalices spread wide, and they breathe. And 
furry hawk-moths bury themselves in their petals and set the whole 
plant quivering. I go from flower to flower, they are in ecstasy, I see 
their intoxication. (Pan 51-52) 

As this passage makes clear, nature imbues the novel with a transforma
tive power. In a typically spooky passage, Glahn rows to a distant off
shore island where he passes the day wolfing raspberries and gazing at 
pelagic birds. No other animals are there, and he fancies himself the first 
human visitor as well. "But the sea enclosed me on all sides as if in an 
embrace," he says, and the swirl of sea swells on rock coexists with an 
inner silence, "muffling [him] in a veil of sound" until he gives in to beat
itude. "In this hour," he says, "I want to be merciful to my bitterest 
enemy, and tie the bands of his shoes" (91) . 

Those who experience such "spots of time" ( as Wordsworth called 
them) may debate their significance. Thirty years ago, during a student 
year in Norway, I had no reservations on the subject. Hitchhiking in the 
western fjord country or scrambling on the peaks of Jotunheimen, I pored 
over Hamsun just as stateside friends were taking their cues from On the 
Road and The Dharma Bums . In fact, the Beat connection is instructive . 
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Kerouac's heroes, wandering bohemian outcasts like Dean Moriarty and 
Japhy Ryder , find antecedents in several of Hamsun ' s novels. Both sets of 
characters are "mad for life" (Kerouac's words), and both are determined 
to "sing" the autonomous self as Whitman suggested. Furthermore , both 
Hamsun and Kerouac fulfill Strindberg's 1890 prediction that autobio
graphical documentary would shape the novel of the future . As for con
trast, the failure of relationships that dogs Kerouac's Sal Paradise is for 
Lieutenant Glahn a perverse effort of will. He never feels sorry for him
self because he insists on having chosen defeat, at least in retrospect. And 
what calls for romantic treatment in Kerouac comes across with killer 
irony in Hamsun. Whereas Kerouac is confessional , Hamsun is dialogic, 
an analyst of the splintered, prismatic self whose alienation is largely 
internal: "I . .. took in each word I spoke as if it were coming from anoth
er person," says the narrator of Hunger (164) . 

Inevitably , perhaps , as Hamsun found popular success , his nove ls 
became more conventional. The Growth of the Soil (Markens grade 
1917), which is often cited as Hamsun's masterpiece , champions the life 
of rustic simplicity. Its hero is "a lumbering barge of a man" ( 5) who pio
neers a valley on the Swedish border , bridging the gap between Hunger 's 
urban hell and Pan's wild nature with the compromise of a family farm. 
Isak Sellanraa is meant to be a paragon. He confirms Hamsun 's rejection 
of a Europe where bombs rained on cities, but as a character he is psycho
logically uninteresting, a staunch agrarian who "never for a moment had 
... left his natural place on the earth, on the soil" (428). While the novel's 
realistic plot and detailed natural description make for a good read, there 
is never any question about its mythologizing impulse. Nobel committees 
of the time looked kindly on ideals and epic sweep, so Hamsun delivered 
the goods. Anyway, by the advent of the Great War , he himself had 
become a family man and gentleman farmer, a boot-strapper who'd 
earned his right to an acre of happiness however blandly featured . 
Hamsun's opus needs no justification . Still, returning to The Growth of 
the Soil after many years, I found it tendentious; apart from the itinerant 
Geisler, I missed the edgy surprise of characters with variable motives . 

A more satisfying later novel, Chapter the Last (Den siste kapitel, 
1923) may seem to be working familiar ground, but at age 65 Hamsun 
had returned to form. The setting is a backcountry health spa where, as in 
Mann's The Magic Mountain (1924), civilization's discontents present 
themselves in various forms of illness . Members of different classes and 
nationalities compete for status in their alpine fishbowl , a place where 
guests can embroider their identities , conduct romant ic intrigues, and lan
guidly defend pet philosophica l notions . The backdrop for all this leisure, 
of course, is death, but it haunts the Torahus sanatorium with a virulence 
unwarranted by mere disease . A crime of passion , which resolves the 
story's pivotal love triangle, is only one of its violent fatalities. Yet 
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Hamsun regards most of his characters as small change , dull-minded 
refugees from a neurotic milieu . "The people of this world are ordinary 
and petty," the narrator dryly observes (305). 

More nuanced, and perhaps more revealing of Hamsun himself , is the 
strange relationship between "the Suicide" and a leper named Anton 
Moss . Among the patients at Torahus, these two men are set apart by their 
verbal agility and a taste for raillery. The former, Leo Magnus, is a caustic 
cuckold-he admits it was his total ignorance of sex that drove his wife to 
adultery , and he proposes suicide as a kind of Nietzschean triumph . The 
only thing holding him back, Magnus says, is the lack of a means suffi
ciently dignified for the deed . A tormented spirit in a sound body , the 
Suicide pairs inversely with Moss, who is as personable as he is outward
ly deformed. Everyone save Magnus handles Moss with solicitude, refer
ring to his physical decay as a symptom of "barber's itch" (169). Between 
them, the two cronies wage a competition of invective , one in which 
affection masquerades as abuse. A particularly touching moment precedes 
Moss's departure when he must leave the sanatorium at last for a leper 
colony: 

The one who found it most difficult to say good-bye to Moss was 
assuredly the Suicide. He too tried to slip some money into the blind 
man ' s pocket , but on being foiled he abused him at great length. It 
was no trifle in the way of recrimination and insult that he heaped 
upon his friend: "I can ' t imagine what God wanted with a man like 
you here on earth. And ifl call you a man, it's only so as not to go 
too far, but it doesn ' t express what I really feel." 

"Go ahead!" said Moss. 
"No , I won't be bothered to go ahead," replied the Suicide .. . 

"As I have said all the time, you're full of gall, gall and spitefulness 
and obstinacy . It wouldn ' t surprise me if you were tickled to death at 
the idea of quitting a world you can no longer see, while the rest of 
us are doomed to stop here amid the beauties of nature . That would 
be like you. Where is it you're being taken now? God knows if they 
won't drive you straight off to jail. " 

Moss, grimly: "Is that intended as a feeble hint of something to 
my discredit? " (170) 

The scene is poignant-and Hamsunesque- because it documents the 
upside of human perversity . Doomed comrades wrangle "in order to save 
themselves from collapsing," or, as Hamsun adds, "they nursed their bit
terness so as not to whimper" and "gnashed their teeth so as not to burst 
into tears" (149). Moreover , since both men recognize the rules of their 
game, neither is hurt by it. Each finds it so engaging that they carry on, 
exchanging poison-pen letters long after parting. Hamsun shows that we 
are not just ordinary and petty. We are resourceful , sometimes even noble. 
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Perhaps it is such a mixture of traits that renders Hamsun's tum to the 
Dark Side understandable, if not excusable . For, unlike the typical Nazi 
sympathizer, he was no troll. Indeed, he used his influence to plead 
clemency for Norwegian partisans , saving several lives. At any rate, cer
tain facts of the case stand out. Even before the Germans occupied Oslo, 
Hamsun began writing newspaper editorials in which he urged resisters to 
lay down their arms. The real enemy, he argued, was not Germany but 
Britain, the power that had taken imperial aggression to its furthest 
extreme. Aligning itself with Germany (where, coincidently, Hamsun had 
always found his widest readership and greatest publishing success), 
Norway would gain influence; with England, dependency . He never 
joined the Norwegian Nazi party, but he polemicized on its behalf. His 
broadsides having met with German approval, Hamsun was invited to a 
1944 congress of Axis Pooh-Bahs. There, in Vienna, he was given a pri
vate audience with Hitler, whose appearance he likened to that of "a com
mon laborer" and whose wrath he courted by demanding Norwegian 
autonomy; Hitler subsequently ordered his aides to keep "people like 
that" away from him (Ferguson 379). In May 1945, though, Hamsun pub
lished a eulogy for the fallen Fuhrer. It was as if, having misjudged reali
ty, he could not go back on his word. Having betrayed his admirers, he 
could not betray himself by admitting folly. 

Some have found evidence of fascist leanings in the novels. The 
Growth of the Soil, for instance, with its emphasis on peasant virtues and 
discipline, not to mention its distrust of intellect, was read with great 
enthusiasm by Joseph Goebbels . But as the critic Harald Naess has point
ed out (118), we find no celebration of race identity in the book or, I 
believe, elsewhere in Hamsun. Nor would one think that the author's 
humor found favor in Nazi circles. That rural life should appear as ridicu
lous as admirable, the way Hamsun showed it, seems contrary to the Nazi 
spirit of blood and soil. I doubt whether Holocaust survivors would give 
Hamsun a pass. But I. B. Singer noted his positive influence on Hebrew 
and Yiddish literature and said that Hamsun had simply "deceived him
self' and "allowed himself to be taken in" by the Nazis (x-xi). 

Whatever Jewish perspectives might add, "mental incapacity" provid 
ed the restored Norwegian government an excuse to deal gently with 
Hamsun. Though his estate was confiscated, he avoided capital punish
ment, the usual penalty for treason. He was a very, very old man at the 
time of his sentencing . For more than a decade he had been almost totally 
deaf. Yet senile he was not, as his final book, the memoir On Overgrown 
Paths (Pa gjengrodde stier, 1949) makes clear. "No one told me that [my 
political ] writing was wrong ," he states ( 186), addressing the issue head 
on. In titling his 1988 biography Enigma: The Life of Knut Hamsun, 
Robert Ferguson chose well. 
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It's tempting to leave our assessment at that. An archival newspaper 
cartoon, however, offers further perspective. The occasion was Hamsun's 
fiftieth birthday in 1910, in honor of which the author was depicted as a 
sort of Gulliver. Towering over Lilliputian rivals of the day, forgotten 
scribblers like Falkberget and Wildenv0y , he gazes tolerantly at the mor
tals in waiters' aprons who bow and scrape before him. One offers a 
roasted boar's head on a platter; another, a silver tray bearing champagne 
and a nymph with outstretched arms . Most telling is the midget on a 
stepladder who presents the author with a crown (Ferguson 219). For as 
the drawing suggests, popular opinion had asserted Hamsun's new status 
as dikterkongen or "poet king." We in the English-speaking world have 
had our laureates, but no exact equivalent exists for the role of Great 
Personage that small, out-of-the-way countries sometimes thrust upon 
their highest achievers. The Norwegian press idolized Hamsun. The man 
who began as an autodidact with herring scales on his boots had become 
an ambivalent national spokesman. For the rest of his life he was expected 
to have grand opinions and hold forth in public. This he did, with devas
tating results. 

Or yet again: maybe Hamsun's blunder was longevity . Rebel artists 
who survive middle age often become self-parodies. Like Wordsworth, 
they sometimes linger through decades of creative decline; or like Ralph 
Ellison, they dry up. Happiest are career miscreants like Henry Miller, 
whom long life and a relaxation of censorship laws remade as a guru of 
the Sex Revolution . Hamsun himself wrote powerful works into his sev
enties when he might have traded on his singed-wings image and died a 
beloved eccentric. Had he passed in 1939, say, at the ripe age of eighty, 
his place among the worthies would be secure. His originality would still 
dazzle, and undergraduates would read Hunger just as they read Kafka's 
"The Metamorphosis" or Kate Chopin's The Awakening. Instead, a way
ward genius and world -heritage novelist ended up as that fascist Knut 
Hamsun, a historical curiosity. 

That a man who celebrated joy and freedom in his fiction could have 
blundered so badly in life is tragic. For solace, a sympathetic reader looks 
to the closing pages of his memoir. Referring to the as yet uncertain out
come of his trial, Hamsun remarks, "I can wait. Time is on my side" ( On 
Overgrown Paths 193). 
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CAROLSCOT~CONNER 

Masks 
Clinical faculty had no tenure. She had known that when she took the job 
as clinical assistant professor of surgery. So now she'd have to find anoth
er job, and they would load up the U-Haul and move on . She had 
promised Jonathan that she would make it work this time. And she indeed 
had, until today in the OR. The last case of a long day. First the intern, 
then the scrub nurse . 

The operation should have been routine . A diverting colostomy on an 
elderly farmer with an obstructing colon cancer. But she was edgy , 
because the family had been so worried . And the day had begun so 
strangely , with that encounter with the raccoon outside the parking lot. So 
nothing the intern did was good enough for her, and she kept correcting 
him, each small correction corroding his fragile self-confidence rather 
than building it. 

"You 're holding the scalpel wrong . Hold it like this, " she had said, 
taking the blade away from him and demonstrating so fast that he hardly 
had time to react. "No , not there. Here ." She shook her head . 

His hands were trembling. He hunched low over the small incision . 
"Stand up straight ," she said. "Your head's in the way . I can ' t see." 
He stood up, but didn't look at her. His eyes glistened. She remem-

bered how one of her own professors had ridden her through every case . 
She had developed a trick-wearing her surgical mask high, just under 
her eyes, behind her glasses but loose to the skin, with a gap so the tears 
could run unnoticed , invisible , she hoped , behind the mask down to her 
lips where she'd lick them away. She had eased up a bit on him, relaxed , 
and things had actually improved. 

But then, just as they were moving along well, a small artery spurted 
fresh red blood from the edge of the colon, and as Beth tried to expose it, 
it tore, almost retracting beneath the edge of the small incision . Into the 
belly it went, where it would be imposs ible to find without opening the 
incision much wider. Keeping her eye on the bleeder , Beth held out her 
right hand, palm open , toward the scrub nurse and asked for a Halsted 
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clamp. The nurse promptly slapped the clamp into her hand, and she put 
her thumb through the thumb-ring and moved her hand into the field, still 
watching the bleeder. But as she spread her fingers to open the jaws of the 
clamp she noticed, just in time, the sharp teeth of a Kocher clamp rather 
than the delicate jaws of the Halsted . Teeth that would have shredded the 
fragile vessel, shortening the stump by a fraction of an inch and makin~ 
control all that more difficult. And she had snapped. 

Damn her impatience, and damn her hot temper, and damn that scrub 
nurse. Damn the OR nursing supervisor who had assigned an inexperi
enced scrub nurse and damn the residency program director for giving her 
a raw intern for what should have been a routine operation on a fragile old 
man. They got the bleeder and finished the case, and she didn't have to 
open the incision any wider. The patient had looked good in the recovery 
room. But she had exploded. And she had been warned several times. Now 
all that the dean needed to do was write a letter giving her one year's notice. 

Alone in her office, she stood at the window and leaned on the win
dowsill. Fair weather this morning had given way to signs of an early 
winter , and now rain mixed with sleet slanted down through the darkness . 
A car turned the comer in front of the old part of the hospital and spun 
out, fishtailing. 

"Steer into the skid," she muttered urgently, "steer into the skid." But 
the car kept slipping and came to rest, finally, crossways, tail against the 
stop sign. She turned away. 

She felt a bluesy sense of panic . 
She turned back to her desk, pulled her parka over her white coat, 

turned out the lights, and set out for home. 

Two hours later, Beth sat facing her husband across their battered old 
kitchen table . 

She suddenly looked up from her dinner and said, "I saw a raccoon 
this morning." 

Jonathan noticed that the left corner of her mouth was twitching 
slightly, that tiny tic betraying a high level of inner tension . She was 
always so controlled-he was sure that her hands never trembled in the 
OR-this twitch was the only outward signal of perturbation. Until she 
exploded . The tic would normally be hidden behind her mask, and maybe 
that was why it had persisted. 

"Yes ... " he said, and waited . The analyst's yes . Clear and even
toned, like the high tone of Mandarin Chinese, betraying nothing, going 
neither up nor down, but absolutely flat and level. Go on, that tone 
implied . I will listen. I won't judge . 

"The raccoon was slinking along the curb like a cat. I thought it was a 
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cat. Then I got closer and I saw the mask. It was standing over the body of 
a second raccoon, dead in the gutter, next to a storm drain. When I came 
closer it looked up at me with this ferocious anger. It stood there-planted 
four square-a fighting stance-and stared me down. I thought maybe the 
dead one was its mate, or baby or something ... " She fell silent. 

Could have been murder, he thought, but all he did was nod. He said, 
"What did you do next?" 

"I crossed the street to give it some space . In case it was rabid, you 
know. Then I looked back and that raccoon was sniffing at the carcass ... 
I almost thought it was going to start eating the flesh. Do raccoons canni
balize? Are they scavengers? They always seem so clean-they fish, they 
wash their food-but people say that's a misperception, they don't really 
do that ... " She fell silent again and turned her attention back to her pasta. 

He waited. There would be more. He thought about the summer they 
had spent in the Adirondacks when he was a kid, how the raccoons would 
get into the garbage. The clash of metal trash cans, the sound of the lids 
weighted with bricks hitting the gravel. Sometimes the cans rolled and 
rattled and clanged down the hill, scattering garbage as they went . 
Raccoons ate anything, he thought. 

"I kept seeing that image all day," she said. "That fierce little face. 
The raccoon's posture-a real fighting stance. It must mean something. A 
kind of omen. You never see raccoons hereabouts in daylight. And it was 
completely lucid, not rabid, I could tell by the eyes. And to see that today, 
this morning ... " 

She was superstitious, an odd admixture of child-like magical thinking 
and the objectivity of the surgeon, as if she was able to tap into a hidden 
river deep in her consciousness, a source that most people lost access to at 
puberty. Carl Jung would have loved analyzing her. He had once found this 
endearing, but now he just wished she would tell him what was really wrong. 

Once, when they were residents together, he had run into her in a back 
staircase of the hospital around midnight. They were both on call. His 
night had been busy-he had readmitted one patient in full-blown manic 
phase and a decompensated schizophrenic. When he had asked her how 
her night was going, instead of the usual litany, the accepted formulaic 
one-upmanship with which one resident typically greeted another, she had 
replied that she was fighting the Angel of Death, that she could sense the 
dark angel hovering over the hospital. No one would die that night, she 
said. She had looked feral. 
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RYANTRAUMAN 

Colorless, Odorless Gas 
I sit beside him now in the front seat of our huge station wagon. My father 
is exhausted and weeping . For the first time, I am a ghost haunting his 
sorrow. His brown hair is a little long for 1979. A poorly -trimmed mus
tache stretches between his round cheeks; they are flush with blood . He's 
been laughing too much tonight. He knew better. Inside the house his 
pretty wife and three children sleep. He waits and thinks. He can feel the 
tears returning . He is trying not to think about something . It's in the back 
of his head and is dark and hazy. What little shape it has is the shape of 
dread. The shape of my body growing taller and stronger and asking ques
tions. He doesn't understand; he has no answers . It's getting darker. 

My father is drunk and getting tired. He rests his forehead on the 
steering wheel. He has the impulse to move, but his body is too tired. He 
knows now that he shouldn't have closed the garage door. The darkness at 
the back of his head slowly drifts to the front. He has one last, slow heave 
of adrenaline, as he realizes what's coming, but nothing happens. Now 
there's more black than light. Then no light. And then no breath. Only the 
engine continues to run, pouring the poison onto the garage floor until it 
spills over the doorjamb into the house. 

My father's death was an accident. It was my mother who, 25 years 
ago, found him dead in our orange station wagon . An alcoholic with a his
tory of depression, he pulled into our attached garage, slipped the trans
mission into park, closed the garage door, and fell asleep. What poor 
luck-in that brief second before turning off the ignition-to fall asleep . 
No one knows what time he arrived home that night, but by the time my 
mother found him, our house had filled with enough carbon monoxide to 
almost take us with him. I was only four at the time, my brother eight, and 
my sister still an infant. 

I woke slowly in the hospital the next day, staring out from behind a clear 
green oxygen mask. I was more sick than anyone else in my family, and 
for a while the doctors didn't know if I was going to make it. Waking to 
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the antiseptic fluorescence of my hospital room, I was too groggy to panic 
and too confused to ask why everyone was crying. I remember people 
coming and going behind my mother as she sat in a green vinyl chair 
across the room, staring at me and crying. No one knew what to do. No 
one ever does. 

I remember most of them put their hands on her shoulder, rested them 
there for a while, and she would put her hand over theirs. No one could 
really hug her as she sat there in that chair; she didn't even think to get up. 
That was the first time I saw a certain look in my mother's eyes which, 
over the next fifteen years, would regularly visit her. Even years after her 
death, it's that look which still haunts me. 

She was staring at me, but it was more like she was staring through 
me. Her eyes were open wide enough to show both the top and bottom 
edges of her iris, but those eyes weren't focused on anything, and they 
didn't move . She must have blinked, but not in my memory. Maybe it was 
something like shock; it was more like a superpower, as if she could see 
through everything-a suspended state of revelation where the answer to 
some secret must have been revealed . Or worse yet, that there was no 
answer. I saw that look many times after that day. Once over a lunch of 
grilled cheese and tomato soup in a much too quiet house . During a 
Christmas Eve sermon at our small Lutheran church. Again in a half-lit 
kitchen fifteen years after his death. Each time I saw it on her face, it was 
as though she were back in that hospital room on a chilly September afternoon. 

I can only imagine how difficult it must have been for her as her fami
ly and friends slowly left my room, leaving her to explain a father's death 
to a four-year-old . I was confused. I couldn't remember looking forward 
to any holidays at this time of year, yet all these people were coming and 
going like it was Christmas or Easter. My father was conspicuously 
absent. For some reason this didn't strike me as unusual, but I asked about 
him because my mother was so upset. The first few times I asked, she said 
nothing, only crying. She told me the simple story of how he accidentally 
fell asleep in our station wagon while it was running in the attached 
garage. She struggled with her tears, which started me crying. "Now he's 
gone away," she said, "and you won't get to see him for a long time." 

"Where did he go?" I asked. 
"He went up to be with the angels," she told me. It's been more than 

25 years since that afternoon, but I can still remember the conversation 
clearly. It just didn't make any sense. 

"You mean with God and Jesus?" I asked. 
"Yes, with God and Jesus." 
"When is he coming back?" 
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This time she broke down for a long cry. "He's not coming back. 
You'll get to see him when you go up to heaven." She struggled to smile. 

Even as a young boy, I was interested in spiritual questions . "You 
mean when I die?" I was struck, not for the last time, with a sudden mix 
of fascination, longing, and terror. 

"Yes," she replied; she was inconsolable. As there were no more 
answers to any other questions I might have, she pulled me close and we 
both sobbed for a long time. I didn't know why I was crying. I was a little 
afraid of whatever it was that she was afraid of, and I knew I should feel 
the same pain she was feeling. To tell you the truth, though, I didn't. 
What I felt was confusion . 

Like most other four -year-olds raised as a Midwestern Lutheran, I 
knew all about Jesus; he was great. He was skinny, had smooth, shoulder
length brown hair, a perfectly trimmed beard, and always wore a confi
dent and caring expression . I especially liked that he lived in heaven 
where he floated around on clouds and exchanged stories with God and 
the angels. He spent the rest of his time listening to our prayers, attending 
the services of our little church, and reuniting everyone who had died. 
Unlike God, the angels, or the Holy Spirit, he was a man. Even after he 
died, he still looked after us, easing our suffering and saving us from sin. I 
couldn't wait to meet him. I couldn't understand why, if my father was 
with Jesus, everyone was so sad. 

What I didn't question, though, was how a healthy 29-year-old man 
could accidentally fall asleep behind the wheel of a car running in his own 
garage. From a child's perspective, the story was quite plausible. I doubt 
if I had ever made the hour-long road trip north to Fargo without a good 
nap. There were many times my parents had to wake me from a deep 
sleep as we unloaded the car in that very garage. I had no reason to ques
tion my father's intentions . We had recently moved into a new house, big
ger than our last one, to accommodate my sister's recent birth. He was 
just settling into his new job as the general manager of the machining 
plant where he worked, and his life seemed to be as good as ever. 

My family had only mentioned the events of his death in passing since 
that day, but fifteen years later, I asked my mother about it again. I had 
come home from college one night to find her crying in our kitchen. She 
explained that my stepfather, whom she had married a dozen years earlier, 
had once again embarrassed her in front of her friends. That night they 
had been at a small dinner party together. Apparently someone said some
thing disagreeable to him, and he left without telling anyone. She could 
offer them no explanation for his absence. She was mortified. What 
embarrassed her most was that no one felt surprise at his leaving, only 
sympathy for her. This was one of the few times I saw her break down, 
and through her tears, she lamented, "Your dad would have never done 

306 



that to me." 
We both paused a long time. "What was Dad like?" I asked cautiously . 
"He was my best friend," she said. "We talked about everything . I had 

never had a friend like him, and I probably never will. I loved him so 
much." Her tears had started to subside but now returned . 

"What was he like when he drank?" I asked. She had told all of us 
kids, even when we were quite young, that he had been an alcoholic . 

"He drank a lot, but he never hurt any of us," she said. "He was usual
ly really fun to be around when he was drinking, but sometimes he got so 
depressed ." 

"What about when he died?" I asked, still choosing my words carefully. 
"What do you mean?" 
"Was he depressed that night?" 
"Not at all. He was actually really happy." She explained how he had 

gone out drinking with a bunch of his buddies after a long day's work. 
She went on to tell me how much he loved us kids, his new house, his 
recent promotion. And then she added: "Even the insurance company said 
it wasn't suicide ." She explained to me that the insurance company 
wouldn't pay a claim if someone committed suicide, so they conducted an 
investigation and interviewed his family and friends . Apparently he had 
been drinking heavily and making plans to see some of his friends the 
next day. Everyone agreed that he seemed to be in good spirits. To these 
details, my mother added that he had a habit of falling asleep rather sud
denly in random places . That he'd done it before lots of times . Just not in 
such an unlucky place . 

Looking back now, through the eyes of an adult, the story has begun 
to look awfully tidy. But back when I heard it, I was nineteen and was 
hearing this from my mother. Even before her death, sixteen years after 
his, she had grown into a larger-than-life matriarch . 

When my father died, my mother found herself looking down the bar
rel of some long odds. She was a 29-year-old widow and mother of three 
children . My brother, Jeff, was only eight; I was four; my sister, Sarah, 
was not yet two . My mother had never been to college and was doing 
clerical work for close to minimum wage at the local office of the Federal 
Crop Insurance Agency. Because of my father's recent promotion, the 
two of them had felt confident enough to buy a new home even before 
selling their first, so at the time of his death she found herself with two 
mortgages . None of her family lived closer than an hour's drive. The 
insurance company did, however, provide a meager settlement, most of 
which she had the foresight to invest for our educations . 

Within a couple of years, she started her own business. Eventually she 
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remarried, sold her business, paid for her own college education with the 
profits, took a job with a bank, and earned a position as a manager. She 
worked long hours, commuted a hundred miles a day for most of ten 
years, and almost never admitted how exhausted she must have felt. Her 
strength, discipline, and focus were almost inhuman. So when she told the 
story of my father's death, and told it as an accident, I never questioned it. 

This acceptance should come as no surprise from a family so deeply 
rooted in apparent contradictions. My brother, a born -again Christian, 
makes more than a healthy living betting on sports over the Internet. My 
sister was married in a shopping mall on Valentine's Day by a radio DJ in 
a ceremony with one hundred and four other couples . Not to be outdone, I 
decided to take out big student loans in order to earn a degree in English. 
We're not a family of idiots; we all knew the decisions we were making 
didn't make sense, but we needed the fruits of those denials. My brother 
makes a lot of money gambling, and my sister was surprised to find some
one who loved her. A heavily mortgaged graduate degree was my ticket 
out of North Dakota and some desperate distance from a landscape filled 
with too many ghosts . 

I wonder what it is that makes humans so prone to denial. We have the 
gumption to deny even the most basic truths. We smoke cigarettes, get fat, 
and drink before we drive. We bundle uranium rods with pretty bows and 
promise them to our children under bright incandescent lights. We get 
married and sleep with someone else we don't love. My father committed 
suicide, and my mother tells us over and over again how he fell asleep. 
It's a long human tradition. 

The Bible offers three particularly revealing stories . Mary Magdalene, 
finally able to muster the strength to visit Christ's tomb, is not faced with 
the difficult task of accepting his death, but rather a Christ very much 
alive and talkative and reassuring. This is the same man, who upon visit
ing the mourning family of Lazarus, does nothing to help them accept 
their grief , but rather resurrects the dead man and returns him to his fami
ly. Growing up, my favorite Bible story was of the prodigal son. Back 
then I only thought about it from the son's perspective and his brother's. 
It was dramatic, literary, full of tension, and reassuring for a young boy 
who couldn't wait to grow up and leave town. You'll always get another 
chance . Now that I'm older and away from home, I hear that story echo 
down the hollow chambers of hope my friends have for estranged parents 
or children, for spouses or lovers grown distant. 

I want to grab them each by the collar, my friends and my family, and 
tell them that grief is real and inevitable and permanent. It is rich and 
shrouded in solitude . It is a dangerous emotion to feel, and it must be 
shared, but only in the past tense. 
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There was no resurrection at my father's funeral, no resurfacing from 
below. Nothing lost was found. I can't remember everything , of course, 
but I do recall a few details. The casket was black and shiny and too high 
for me to see what was in it. My aunts and uncles and grandparents all 
wore their church clothes, but we weren ' t in a church, and everyone was 
still crying. I felt an enormous responsibility to be sad, as so much of the 
attention was focused on me, the son he almost took with him. For a child 
only recently acquainted with object permanence, I had yet to process that 
the object was my father and that death is permanent. I certainly did 
notice that he wasn't around, though . I kept asking, but no one could tell 
me where he was or when he was coming back. I remember my mother 
and her youngest brother talking about something . They were both thin 
and young. She wore a dark dress with tan flowers. 

I remember her wearing that dress to church many times over the next 
several years . Sitting in the pew next to her as the congregation sang , I 
couldn't read the words fast enough to keep up, and I didn 't know the 
melodies well enough to fake it. She sang with feeling , though without 
much talent. It was her voice, slightly off-key, I could always pick out 
over my head as she carefully enunciated every word of the hymns. I lis
tened particularly for her voice because without her, I couldn't really 
make out the words. Sometimes I watched her mouth . Sometimes I passed 
the time by trying to make sense of the musical notations in the hymnals 
or studied their binding. I remember the moment I realized that designs on 
fabric repeated themselves over and over. I spent time looking for the pat
tern in the arms of that dress. I noticed that the flowers and leaves and 
vines were all one single shade of tan . I noticed that there were far more 
leaves and vines than flowers. I realized that I had never seen a brown flower. 

She was standing there in that dress at my father's funeral talking with 
my youngest and favorite uncle. She shook her head , burst into tears , 
hugged him for a long time , leaned back again, nodded, and glanced at me 
as she turned and walked around a set of heavy curtains . My uncle gath
ered himself , approached me, and asked if I wanted to say goodbye to my 
father. I'd heard this kind of question , this tone, before. It's the kind of 
question to which the answer , regardless of my own preference , is obvi
ously determined by the person asking it. Sometimes yes ; sometimes no. 
"Do you want some ice cream?" "Do you like it when your brother calls 
you mean names?" or "Do you want to wake up grumpy and tired? " I 
always kind of liked those questions. They were reassuring in a way , even 
when I didn ' t like the answer. So I agreed that it was a good idea to see 
my father and say goodbye. 
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Apparently, my mother had gone to get the funeral director. As he 
approached the casket, he carried a small set of steps, black and shiny. No 
one wanted to be close to those steps. Everyone who had been crying or 
holding or talking with one another anywhere near that coffin gave those 
steps their space . This clearing scared me as it was the exact spot to which 
my uncle was leading me . Strong sunlight shone through a set of floor-to
ceiling windows behind the coffin . The glare shifted around the comers of 
the coffin's polished black paint as I approached and climbed those few 
steps . Everyone was watching . I was mortified and confused. As I 
climbed that last step, I wanted to see my father, more so at that moment 
than ever, more so at that moment than since. I wanted to pull loose of my 
uncle's sweaty hand, hop down that little set of stairs, land on the carpet 
in my uncomfortable polished shoes and run. I wanted to run around that 
set of heavy curtains and follow my mother to wherever he must be wait
ing. But I didn't. I climbed that last step and saw my father. 

I realized instantly something about death . I knew that I couldn't wake 
him. If I climbed up into the coffin and snuggled up against him, laying 
my head on his stomach, that the stomach wouldn't rise . I knew I 
wouldn't be able to hear the soft sounds of digestion in his belly. I'm sure 
I didn't have the words for these thoughts. But what I didn't do was reach 
out and touch him . That wasn't my father. That coffin lined with light 
blue, pleated satin, held something else . It was his thick hair and mus
tache . His black, horn-rimmed glasses and round cheeks. His cheap suit 
and dated tie . That's the moment it started, a small seed of something that 
has grown since that day without recession . For the first time in my life, I 
missed my father. 

When someone close to us dies, it is important, for all sorts of reasons, 
that we see the body before it is buried. Our senses need to be shocked 
into belief. As embalming practices continue to improve, bodies look less 
dead. They have almost no smell at all. They lack more than germs. They 
lack more than life. It's almost as if they lack death. 

Maybe what's missing is the heave and drop of the chest. I can 
remember my father lying on the orange-speckled carpet of our tiny living 
room on a Saturday afternoon . I wanted to be next to him. I missed him 
after the long hours he spent away from the house during the week. I 
would climb onto his chest and lie there with my ear resting on the cup of 
his sternum. I remember being fascinated at the sounds of his heart pump
ing that two-part rhythm and his lungs breathing another. As I myself was 
falling asleep, I could hear those rhythms slow to a steady and reassuring pace. 

The intimacy of breathing first occurred to me as my mother was tak
ing her final breaths. My brother and sister and stepfather and I had gath
ered around her hospital bed to pray as she lay there unconscious. We 
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held hands and no one spoke. I was relieved about that. I wonder now if 
any of us was breathing . The only sound we heard was the machinery 
keeping her body working: ... ish-too ... ish-too ... 

It looked like a paper lantern from an old sci-fi television show. A 
glass tube, maybe four inches in diameter, sealed on both ends with com
plicated stainless steel machinery. Inside the tube, translucent white bel
lows, the color and texture of cheap paper lanterns, rose and fell. I could hear 
the sound of the rubber gaskets moving along the length of the glass. I could 
also hear the sound of air escaping from somewhere behind the machine. 

The machine would prove futile, however, as she had a massive blood 
clot lodged between her heart and lungs. As the oxygen levels in her 
blood slowly diminished, her heart pumped faster and her lungs did their 
best to keep up . The barrier lodged between them wouldn't budge . 
Eventually even the machines failed. When a person's breathing stops, we 
notice . The refrigerator stops running, the furnace shuts itself off, my 
mother stopped breathing. 

The blood flowing through our bodies and our lungs is made up largely of 
red blood cells which contain hemoglobin. It's a word that sounds too 
much like goblin. Blood goblins. Angels gone bad. Not so far off, actual
ly, as hemoglobin contains iron, which is the molecule to which the oxy
gen in the lungs sticks. The iron holds loosely these vital molecules as the 
blood flows out into the tissues of the body. The muscles . The stomach. 
The liver. When the oxygen saturation of any tissue gets low enough, the 
iron molecule simply releases the oxygen into the exhausted tissue . The 
process is gentle and elegant. This beauty is lost, however, when the 
blood, at desperate speeds, holds no oxygen. 

My father's blood, that Saturday night as he hit the button on the 
garage door, carried plenty of oxygen. Those red blood cells floated in the 
alcohol of Old Milwaukee beer. There must have been something else 
there, too, but that's not a question for medicine or, apparently, his wife 
and children. 

When carbon monoxide enters the lungs it dissolves into the blood. 
The iron, always ready for a fresh supply of oxygen, mistakenly picks up 
the carbon monoxide instead. Unlike the loose adhesion of oxygen, the 
carbon monoxide takes a death grip upon the iron molecules. The blood 
pumps out into the body carrying molecules worthless to the tissues and 
cannot get rid of the tenacious impostors . The blood returns through the 
heart to the lungs, which add only more of the poison into the blood
stream. Eventually the tissues of the body, starved of oxygen, suffocate 
and shut down. 

That morning, inside the house, my brother and I were watching televi-
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sion, waiting to get ready for church. Those Sunday mornings, almost 
without fail, we both hoped that we wouldn't have to attend services . I 
was too young to know what was going on. I saw the service only as a 
painfully dull experience in uncomfortable clothes listening to words and 
music that made no sense to me. Every Sunday morning, my brother and I 
would wait impatiently to see if our parents would wake up in time to 
make the 10:45 service. Maybe two or three times ever one of them didn't 
feel like going because they were too sick or too tired. We hoped and 
waited until my mother always yelled down into the basement from the 
top of the stairs. It was time to get ready for church. The disappointment 
was almost palpable as it hung in the air. 

What hung in the air that November morning my father died was 
something else entirely. My mother had not called down to us from the 
top of the stairs because she was still sleeping, feeling particularly under 
the weather. I was feeling especially sick and oddly excited, as it probably 
meant that I could stay home that morning. I climbed the stairs of our split 
level, walked down the hall, and walked into my parents' room . My father 
was absent, but my mother lay there fast asleep. I woke her to tell her that 
I felt too sick to go to church . She agreed that maybe we shouldn't go and 
let me crawl onto my father's side of the bed. She asked where he was but 
fell asleep before I could tell her I didn't know. 

Fifteen years later, my mother sits at the island in our kitchen and 
recounts waking up as he entered her bedroom . "He came into our room 
and grabbed my foot and tried to wake me. I was asleep, but I still saw 
him walk into the room. He was saying something about waking up the 
kids and getting out of the house. That's when I woke up. When I actually 
opened my eyes, he wasn't standing where he should have been." She 
explained to me that she thought it was just a dream, and fell quickly back 
to sleep. For some reason, her story, up to this point, hadn't really struck 
me as extraordinary. 

My eyes did begin to widen, however, as she continued her story of 
how, in her dream again, he came back into their room the same way he 
did the first time. He tugged at her foot again, waking her to the empty 
spot where he should have been standing. This time, she got out of bed, 
but before she could get to the bedroom door to open it, she passed out. 
Again, she dreamt the same dream. She woke and opened the bedroom 
door, but before she could make it down the hallway to the steps, she fell 
again . She mentioned that this continued as she made her way down the 
steps to the door out into the garage. She opened the door and took a huge 
gasp of breath when she saw the car still running. Of course that huge 
gasp of air was empty of oxygen. Emboldened by adrenaline and a mater
nal instinct, she turned back into the house, collected my brother and me, 
and huffed it over to our next-door neighbor's house to call the ambu-
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lance . By the time it arrived, I was completely unconscious, my father 
was dead, and my mother was alone . 

There are certain questions to which I can offer reasonable answers. We 
get sick because of germs, though we can't see them, and the tide comes 
in because of the moon's gravity. The force of the car accident which 
crushed my friend's elbow is only a fraction of the force that holds togeth 
er a single molecule of water. I take these answers on faith without much 
resistance. Ironically , they help me make sense of the world . Thus, my 
father's death was an accident. Ask my mother. 

For the first couple of years after my father's death, I often had trouble 
falling asleep. I missed my father. I would lie in my bed and cry, knowing 
he was up in heaven. I thought if I cried long enough or loud enough 
maybe God would hear me and let my father come back to visit me . 
However, it was my mother , sleeping in the bedroom above, who heard 
me . Many nights she came into my room and cried with me. She was only 
29. She didn't have any answers . Maybe that's how my father ' s death 
became an accident-becoming a better answer. 

Death is difficult-especially one's own. I've never thought of suicide as 
the easy way out. Patients waste away in the cancer ward with those cells 
spreading out into their lungs and brains and kidneys. They die long 
deaths . They die short lives . Theirs are the most tragic stories on the plan
et. I've never thought of them as heroes, though I hear it often . Are they 
heroes because it takes courage not to kill themselves? Are they heroes 
because they have hope? Are they heroes because they think it's God's 
plan? To me, choosing death seems hard, too. Choosing to take one's own 
life is the biggest risk of any. There either is or isn't something better than 
this life; maybe there is nothing. That takes strength, even if borne by 
despair. 

My father left no note . That haunts me . He was a man who had to 
drop out of high school to support a family of eight because his father 
abandoned the family with little notice . My father, who regularly drank 
himself from mindless partying to paralyzing depression, had no impulse 
to tell his own story, no influences to blame . He could find no source for 
his despair. Too often I feel a kindred spirit with him. 

Maybe that was the look in my mother's eyes-a sustained state of 
paralyzed stupor. Realizing there is no answer. That despair has no 
source. Maybe she was wondering how she would explain to her curious 
son what death was, how a father could leave without explanation, and to 
brace himself for something she couldn't articulate. That son needed 
answers, and because she loved that son, she created answers . She told 
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stories . My father's death was an accident. He fell asleep . Even in death 
he tried to save us . Maybe he will . 
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KAROL NIELSEN 

Nine-Point-Two Miles 
I did my first long run after Sarah died, so unexpectedly and young . I 
hadn't planned on it, but I kept running and running that day. I didn't 
know what else to do. Sarah was my best , best friend back in high school. 
She was supposed to go to Penn with me, and I didn't know how I'd make 
it without her. So I ran and ran and ran, and clocked more mileage than 
I'd ever done on a single run. Now I am a marathon runner and Ironman 
triathlete . Some people think it's insane to swim 2.4 miles, bike 112, and 
run 26.2, back to back . It's not at all. Endurance sports, for me, are a way 
of working out life's upsets-big and small. And it all began that summer 
after I lost Sarah. 

It didn't start out like that. It started out as pure fun in the seventh 
grade . Before daylight, my father and I used to run through our neighbor
hood , past all the modest colonial-style homes lined up in a neat row. We 
lived in Stamford , Connecticut, an hour's commute from my father's 
office in New York City. I adored morning runs with him as much as I 
adored the running itself. The steady beat of my pounding feet, the reliable 
rhythm of my breathing. In and out. In and out. In and out. It came effortless
ly, like a breeze lifted me along, did all the work, and I had all the fun. 

The best runs came after my family moved into a bigger house, a 
three-story, cedar-sided home with woods on either side and a pond out 
back. My father and I claimed a five-mile route that wound and dipped 
and climbed through roads shrouded by maples and oaks and hugged by 
knee-high fieldstone walls . I never thought that running would hurt, hurt 
enough to make me cry. But it did. I cried on those hills. Our old neigh
borhood had long, low-grade hills. They never made me cry. Not once . 

Our new neighborhood had brutal, steep, relentless hills. We'd run up 
three, one after another, along a mile stretch, and in the middle I'd sit 
down on the curb and weep . "It's so hard," I'd say. My father would stand 
and wait. "I know, I know ," he'd say. He didn't push. He had faith. I'd get 
up, wipe off my tears, and go. We'd get through the three hills and then 
we'd scale the one around the bend that felt nearly vertical. But you knew 
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you had it made when you got to the top. The rest rolled along at easy 
grades all the way home. 

I came to cherish those hills, the hard hills , even when they hurt so 
badly I thought I'd die. I chugged and huffed and sweat and wept, if need 
be, until I reached the top. I'd tell myself , over and over, like a coach : You 
can do it. You 're almost there. You've got what it takes. Don't let yourself 
down. Keep it going. Pu ll yourself together. You 're a champ. You 're a 
hustler. You 're a winner. You 're no quitter. Don't do it. Don't quit on a hill. 

In high school, I joined the track team with Kathy. A bleached -blonde, 
deep-tanned boy magnet who used to eat an orange and go for a five-mile 
run to stay trim. Kathy quit the team after a week, and I wanted to quit, 
too . "Oh, no," my mother said. She sat across the kitchen table from me 
and crossed her arms over her chest. She squinted her pale blue eyes and 
shook her dusty blonde hair. Her cheeks turned pink. "You're not quitting 
the team. You get back to practice tomorrow, you hear me, Karol Lynn." 
My mother didn't explain why I had to get back on the team, but I think 
she worried I'd spend too much time with a curvy girl that attracted too 
many boys . So I became a hurdler. 

Sarah came along in high school after Kathy got sent to Catholic 
High. I think her mother worried as much as mine about her ability to 
attract boys, and maybe the nuns would slow things down. Sarah wasn't 
anything like Kathy. She was skinny, preppy, and shy. Instead of Kathy's 
blonde bob, Sarah had a cap of chlorine -doused curls- bronze like her 
eyes. Instead of Kathy's tight jeans and tube tops, Sarah wore chinos and 
oxfords. Instead of Kathy's bravado with boys, Sarah barely looked them 
in the eye. I knew Sarah from swim team and orchestra, but I didn't hang out 
with her. I spent most ofmy free time with Kathy, sunbathing and water-ski
ing on Long Island Sound. Too cool to notice Sarah, until Kathy was gone. 

One afternoon, at the beginning of tenth grade, Sarah sat down next to 
me in study hall, opened her textbook, and started doing her homework. I 
watched her, amazed. Nobody studied in study hall. What's her deal? I 
didn't have a problem with studying . I studied, and studied hard. But not 
here . I studied at home, late at night, in private. Nobody to brand me a geek. 

"You study in study hall?" I said. 
"Why not?" Sarah said . "That way I don't have to do it later." 
"Good point, really good ," I said. 
She didn't care what people thought of her. And I thought that was cool. 
It became a game of who could finish the most schoolwork before the 

end of the day . By the time we were seniors, we ranked third and fourth in 
our class . I always felt a little guilty about being ahead of her in class 
rank. She worked harder than I did, the way she went about everything. 
We played in the community youth orchestra together, and I think she 
practiced her viola a lot more than I did my violin . Still, I played well 
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enough to move to first violin before long. I certainly didn't work as hard 
as Sarah when it came to swimming, though my half-hearted efforts 
somehow landed me in the state diving championships every year. 

Sarah swam year-round, sometimes twice a day. She'd practice morn
ings before school at the YMCA, and she'd work out with the Stamford 
High team in the afternoons. She was an all-American swimmer who 
often swam four or five hours a day, and she almost always won her race. 
She won the Connecticut state open championships in 100-meter breast 
stroke our junior and senior years. And the swim coach at the University of 
Pennsylvania recruited her, informally though, since the Ivy League officially 
prohibits athletic scholarships as if it compromises the higher goals of educa
tion. She was planning to go to Penn, like me, and train for the Olympic trials. 

Sarah wasn't all books and swimming. Weekends, we would play like 
rambunctious elementary school children. First, we'd go to the YMCA for 
a game of racquetball. Afterwards, we'd go for a swim . And then we'd go 
for a bike ride down by the Long Island Sound. We'd park our bikes and 
lie down in the sand and talk. Sometimes we talked about boys, like the 
time we dared each other to ask a boy out that we liked. I asked out Matt 
from life-saving class, and he became a boyfriend pretty soon. She was 
supposed to ask out a swimmer from the Y but never did. We didn't spend 
that much time on boys, though. We spent much more time talking about 
life and how to get through it all right. 

All the time she'd say, "My father is such an asshole." He left her and 
her mother and two brothers when she was a little girl. I couldn't imagine 
what it would be like to grow up without a father, a friend who provided 
for me in every way. Sarah's father lived nearby but never visited her or 
gave her mother money to help out. She'd frown and squint her eyes, and 
she'd say it again, "My father is such an asshole." She never told me why she 
worked as hard as she did, and I never asked. But somehow it seemed under
stood. She worked hard-Ivy League scholar and Olympic athlete hard-so 
that someday her father would love her the way mine already did. 

I never knew what to say to her at those times, but I knew that being 
her friend was better than anything I could have said. She wrote in my 
yearbook next to our swim team photo. "I like myself when I'm with 
you." She crouched next to me in a huddle pose near the diving board . My 
study partner, teammate, best friend until she was so suddenly gone. 

I looked for Sarah in AP English. She wasn't there. It was odd that she 
didn't show. She never missed school. Ever. Not even when she was sick. 
I wondered what went wrong. 

Mr. Kubinec leaned into his desk and crossed his arms over his chest. 
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He dissected Hedda Gabler. "Does anyone know what the gun symbol
izes?" he asked. The students gawked ahead at him, unsure . "It's a phallic 
symbol," he said. He flicked his light brown bangs out of his face and 
turned toward the blackboard. His Levi's hugged his slim hips as he 
leaned into one socket. He spelled it out on the board: THE GUN = 
PHALLIC SYMBOL. 

The loud speaker interrupted his lesson. "We have a special announce
ment," a woman's voice said. "Sarah Jalet's been in a very bad car acci
dent. Let's all please take a moment of silence for her." I sat at my desk 
near the front of the classroom, staring at Mr. Kubinec's hips. My breath 
shortened, and my heart pounded the way it did after a sprint. 

A student knocked on Mr. Kubinec's door. He handed a pass to Mr. 
Kubinec who waved it at me. "Your guidance counselor wants to see 
you." He handed me the hall pass. My guidance counselor knew that 
Sarah and I were top-ranked students, swim-team co-captains, and best 
friends. He had recommended both ofus to Penn-the Ivy League univer
sity that he liked to promote-and we were his prize pupils who were 
bound to get in. He wanted to make sure that I was okay after hearing 
about Sarah's bad accident. I felt numb, sitting in that chair. I didn't cry. I 
didn't even know what to say. What could I tell him? It felt umeal that a 
person as strong as Sarah could get hurt. 

Sarah's mother let me go to the hospital, but not into her room . Mrs. Jalet 
didn't want me to see Sarah with her jaw wired shut. Her mother didn't 
want me to watch my best friend point to letters on an alphabet pad 
instead of talking to me. She didn't want me to remember Sarah's broken 
limbs covered in white plaster, or her desperate struggle to breathe with 
her crushed lungs. I waited outside her room in a reception area with my 
mother on a vinyl green couch . 

I thought about the accident, how it happened early morning before 
school. Sarah drove that winding road to swim practice. A typical 
Connecticut road that snaked up and around hills, slender curvy paths that 
used to be for cows. Sarah drove her mother's Volkswagen Beetle, and 
her little brother Ben sat next to her in the passenger seat. Sarah and Ben 
didn't bother with seatbelts. Connecticut didn't have a law requiring peo
ple to strap in, so hardly anybody did back then. A big sedan swerved 
around a blind comer into Sarah's little bug. The driver had slipped into 
the oncoming traffic lane while he leaned forward to adjust the heater. 
Ben hit the passenger-side door and broke his leg. Sarah's bony chest 
smashed into the steering column. Her lungs were crushed. 

Sarah's mother looked at me with her big, brown eyes. Her black hair 
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had streaks of silver, but her tawny skin had no lines at all, still fleshy and 
smooth like a young woman's. 

"You don't want to go in there, honey," she said . "You really don't." 
I held up the card I brought for Sarah. "Can you bring this to her?" I said. 
"Sure I can," she said. 
"When do you think she'll be out?" I asked. 
Mrs. Jalet looked at me, her eyelids hung low and sad, and they told 

me more than I wanted to know . 
"We're not sure, honey. We're just not sure." 
Next thing I knew Sarah had been flown to Massachusetts General 

Hospital to be treated by a national lung specialist. She died up there two 
weeks later. I never got to see her . 

Mrs. Jalet didn't call. I found out from Gary, my running partner. He 
walked toward me on the indoor pool deck. I worked as a lifeguard at the 
Italian Center keeping guard on a folding chair near the pool office. It was 
February, and outdoor swimming was still months away. 

"Have you heard?" he said. 
"About what?" I said, my knees pulled up to my chest, one eye on 

Gary's gaunt face and the other on the lap swimmers, most of them 
seniors taking easy strokes up and down the pool. 

"Sarah," he said . He looked at me and paused. "She died ." 
"She did?" 
Gary sat with me in quiet support, the way he ran with me, patient like 

my father, up the big hills that used to make me cry. I watched the woman 
who swam two miles a day. She was over sixty, but you wouldn't take her 
for more than forty or forty-five at most. She had these ever-blushing 
cheeks that made her perpetual smile seem even warmer. She smiled 
before she got into the pool, and she smiled when she got out. She even 
smiled when she told me one day, after I'd asked why she swam so much, 
that she swam because her husband and son had died. 

That summer, after losing Sarah, I went out for a run. I planned to do 
the usual five-mile loop, but when I cleared that last patch of hills and 
headed toward the easy downhill homestretch, I didn't feel worn out, too 
far from tired to forget the ache of missing Sarah. I did an about-face and 
headed back toward another pack of hills, steeper ones I'd never run 
before. I loped along, moving under the shade of dense green leaves. Oaks 
and maples formed an archway of branches above me, a protection from the 
yellow summer sun beating through the greenery in scattered beams. The road 
inclined up and up, hardly a break in its slope. I wound around a curve, looped 
back down and then ran my usual route in reverse. Later, I drove the distance 
in my father's Peugeot and checked the odometer. Nine-point-two miles. 
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Reviews 

Tom Henthorne, Conrad's Trojan Horses: Imperia lism, Hybridity, and 
the Postcolonial Aesthetic. Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press, 2008 . 
Pp. 288, $40 hb. 

Tom Henthorne's Conrad's Trojan Horses : Imperialism, Hybridity, and 
the Postcolonial Aesthetic strives to recuperate Jospeh Comad the post
colonialist from Joseph Comad the imperialist. At this task, Henthorne is 
largely successful. His book provides a careful reading of the range of 
Comad's corpus, arguing that in Comad we can see a man who struggled 
to stay true to his politics while also trying desperately to sell books to a 
conservative reading public. 

Conrad's Trojan Horses is a readable, well-argued book forwarding 
an interesting argument. Its strengths include its use of primary research, 
especially where Henthorne makes connections between what Conrad 
says in his letters and what is contained in his fiction, and where 
Henthorne uses reviews to support his argument about a certain reading. 
Another strength of the book is that it provides excellent close-readings of 
little-read works by Comad alongside the more critically studied ones. I 
also found useful the book's chronological organization, which provides a 
sense of the growth of Comad the writer, and the book's theories, which 
bring order to the complexities of Comad's multiple narrators and palim
sestic plots. 

Henthorne reminds us that, as a writer emerging from the working 
class and heading a growing family, Comad couldn't afford to be a dilet
tante. As he retired from the sea to become a full-time writer, Comad's 
need to sell his work to conservative audiences umeceptive to narratives 
critical of empire forced him to write adventure stories with his anti-impe
rial politics "cloaked," as Henthorne calls it. Borrowing language from 
Bahktin, Henthorne argues that Conrad was an "intentional hybrid," 
meaning that he didn't mix points of view but rather set points of view 
against each other dialogically so that one could subvert the other. That is, 
Conrad created texts in which "alternative perspectives are set against one 
another dialogically" in order to "conceal a radical critique of imperialism 
in seemingly innocuous tales set in exotic places" (9). This is what 
Henthorne calls Comad's "Trojan horse." 

In order to show the development of this strategy, Henthorne reads 
Comad's work in three phases: the early texts (like Almayer's Folly and 
"Outcast of the Islands"), which directly challenge imperialism through a 
narrative point of view shifting from colonizer to colonized; middle -
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career texts (like Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim), where Conrad's chal
lenges to empire are hidden in order to make them more palatable to a 
conservative audience; and later texts (like Nostromo ), which use irony to 
subvert the logic of empire and capitalism. Through a careful comparison 
of texts, Henthorne shows that Conrad's early works were more overtly 
radical in their anti-imperial politics than his later works. Instead of 
claiming that Conrad grew more conservative or that he "sold out," 
though, Henthorne argues that Conrad's subsuming of his anti-imperial 
messages within stories that read on one level like imperial romances 
makes him postcolonial. Critics, he argues, tend to overlook the postcolo 
niality of Conrad, instead focusing on his Modernist style. 

By quoting from Conrad's letters and remarking on details of his 
biography while closely reading the literature, Henthorne makes a con
vincing argument about Conrad's political agenda and authorial inten
tions. The tricky place of the argument, however, comes in its assertions 
about how Conrad's texts were received. It is clear, as Henthorne argues, 
that Conrad's cloaked political statements reached a wider audience 
through his "Trojan horse" narratives. Yet one wonders in reading 
Henthorne's argument whether Conrad's readers recognized or were 
affected by those political statements when Conrad himself admits in let
ters that his politics were so subtly presented that even his progressive 
friends might not recognize them in his fiction. To extend the metaphor, is 
the Trojan-horse strategy successful if the soldiers never get out of the 
horse? If the majority of Conrad's readers were not perceptive enough to 
be affected by his subtle strategy, could it be that his books practically 
functioned as agents of imperialism, whatever his intentions? Moreover, 
is Henthorne's point that other already progressives would recognize 
Conrad's politics because of their own established political leanings or 
that resistant readers would be converted by having Conrad's politics sub
tly infiltrate their consciousnesses? I ended the book not quite sure. 

Henthorne's explanation of his theoretical grounding in his first chap
ter is thorough, yet I ended the book still skeptical about his labeling of 
Conrad as "postcolonial." Henthorne clearly shows through reading of 
Conrad's letters and early publications that Conrad was indeed anti-impe 
rial. Yet the definition of "postcolonial" Henthorne finally lands on after 
considering a number of competing definitions problematically character
izes postcolonial texts as those that simply resist empire. Henthorne sees 
Conrad as subtly resisting empire through his Trojan -horse narratives; 
ergo Conrad (not just his texts) is postcolonial. Though I admire 
Henthorne's project and its complexities, I am not comfortable equating 
anti-imperialism with postcolonialism, at least not when labeling a person. 

Henthorne also compares Conrad to other early 20th-century novel 
ists, the Indian Sarath Kumar Ghosh and the South African Solomon 
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Plaatje, saying that just as those writers were forced by their colonized 
circumstance to bury their politics within their narratives in order to have 
them published, Conrad was forced to do the same. This comparison of 
Conrad to novelists who are postcolonial by birth as well as by politics 
compels Henthorne to address Conrad's "race," which he does by remind
ing us that Poles in the early 20th century weren't considered as "white" 
as other Europeans. For further evidence, Henthorne also claims that 
Conrad "is as postcolonial as Irish writers such as W. B. Yeats and Eavan 
Bolan" (7), though I found this analogy difficult since Yeats and Bolan 
both hail from a nation that was colonized by the British, and Conrad was 
not. For me the difference between calling persons postcolonial and label
ing their work "postcolonial" is between understanding "postcolonial" as 
a geographical-chronological descriptor and as a designation of all of the 
myriad materials under analysis in the field. For me Conrad's work fits 
into the latter, but the man does not fit the former. Still, I do agree with 
Henthorne that classifying Conrad as an imperialist does seem to be sim
plistic and ignorant of the complexities of the man's work and politics, 
which were both complex and nuanced. I recommend this book for lovers 
of Conrad and postcolonialists who are interested in resistance literature 
that works in subtle and complicated ways. 

Rebecca Weaver-Hightower 
University of North Dakota 

322 



John Bradley, Ed., Eating the Pure Light: Homage to Thomas McGrath, 
Omaha: The Backwaters Press, 2009. Pp. xviii+ 156, $20 pb. 

Thomas McGrath died in 1990 at the age of 74. He is widely seen by his 
readers as one of our best political poets, and many of them believe he is 
among the best poets America has produced, though his work is still 
unrepresented in most canons of American literature. In my opinion, there 
are numerous reasons for this neglect, among them his communist beliefs, 
the richness of his language, perhaps the complexity of his poetry, as well 
as his own inability or indifference during his life to promote his work, 
increasingly an essential requirement for recognition. And while his work 
utilizes narrative, it is not the apolitical personal psychological drama, but 
rather, the politically representative narrative we find in McGrath. 

A poetry anthology celebrating North Dakotan Tom McGrath is a 
pleasure to see. I should disclose that I have two poems in the book. Still, 
I have a few questions. Among the many fine poets represented I did 
notice the absence of Robert Bly, a close friend of Tom's who has consis
tently praised his work. I also think Sam Hamill, McGrath's publisher, 
might have been represented. While one can always argue for other poets, 
I wonder about two others, both deceased, Don Gordon and Jack 
Beeching (whose work I could have arranged for), longtime friends of 
McGrath's own generation. (The anthology does present other deceased 
poets.) 

Having made these slight gripes, I want to praise many of the poems. 
One of the most striking is the poem "Hinges" by David Martinson, 

who was one of McGrath's close friends and best students from Fargo. 
The poem, which I absolutely admire, is a wonderfully constructed con
ceit expressing Martinson's affection for Tom and grief at his loss. The 
poem is one of the brightest crystals in the book. 

Many of the poems locate themselves around a specific event, an 
approach I like because we learn more about McGrath at various moments 
in his life. For example, Thomas R. Smith mentions McGrath reading his 
poem "A Note on the Late Elections" in 1989, near the end of his life. 
McGrath's poem was written in response to Jimmy Carter's election (and 
presumably all those elections that preceded, which were also "late"). It 
refers to the "famous/ Disappearing act!" at the end of the Vietnam War, 
in 1975, when the protests ended. Smith's poem captures the weakness of 
Tom's reading voice, which he relates to "the longshoreman's moon off 
the end of the wharf / . . . rushing toward a union / it has imagined but 
cannot now achieve"-a tender sentiment. Though I have a little difficulty 
with a voice becoming a moon, or either imagining "a union" (i.e., the 
Commune?), I like the poem for its recognition of McGrath's tenacity, his 
refusal to give up even as his voice was giving out. 
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In his poem "The Language of the Dead," Gaylord Schanilec imagines 
McGrath's fist in the ground as the root of a hollow tree . It is a sharp, 
quick poem that suggests McGrath's spirit continues against ownership, 
in the earth itself, in the air. The title originates from a poem by McGrath 
and so echoes McGrath's poem. 

Another short poem I love is "The Mole" by Jay Griswold. Though 
ostensibly a poem that has nothing to do with McGrath, it is easily repre 
sentative of his tenderness toward all living creatures, however small. 
Tom once named a fly that was bothersome to me "Herman the human 
housefly" so I would be more tolerant of it. This poem also makes me 
recall his "solidarity" with cattle in his poem "Slaughterhouse Music." 

Emilio DeGrazia' s "Ode to Joy" is another gem, the irony of 
Beethoven's Ninth against the background of"our latest Mideast war," on 
the ninth day of spring, all while his son hears the "music" of his father's 
heart. Knowing the affectionate poems McGrath wrote for his own son, I 
can see Tom's expression of sad recognition of these terrible ironies . 

Unfortunately, I can touch on only a few works. While there are cer
tainly poems that rely on conventional sentiments about and assessments 
of McGrath, such as comparing him to Whitman, others make unexpected 
but appropriate connections that Tom would approve, as Scott King does 
relating McGrath to Yannis Ritsos, whom King has widely translated . 
Others are more personal such as the poems by Gene Frumkin or Lyle 
Daggett. There's a wonderful poem, a sleek braid of images, by Alvaro 
Cardona -Hine , and the interesting discovery by John Bradley of The Lost 
Book, absolutely McGrath . And others and others. For those interested in 
how McGrath touched a number of poets, this is a finely demonstrative book. 

Dale Jacobson 
University of North Dakota 
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Daniel A. Hoyt, Then We Saw the Flames. Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2009. Pp. x + 112, $19.95 pb. 

When Aristotle wrote that "poetic imagination . .. should have for its sub
ject a single action, whole and complete, with a beginning, middle, and an 
end," he surely didn't see Flash Fiction coming-though I'm certain he 
would not have been caught off guard by the popularity of contemporary 
vampire tales. Of course Aristotle wasn't referring to short fiction at all in 
Poetics, and most sections-while insightful-can seem ambiguously 
helpful in terms of application . But it's also possible that even an ambigu
ous reading of Aristotle speaks directly to the rationale of fiction today. 
Take, for example, our ease with the dictum : in media res. Were he avail
able for comment, Aristotle might be perfectly satisfied with the current 
aesthetic, though it's also not difficult to imagine him penning essays for 
The Writer's Chronicle, asking earnestly: so what exactly is it that makes 
a story a story? 

If we are to judge by the recent trend in literary magazines , 
shorter has become better, although it's not always clear exactly why. But 
with this in mind it's no surprise that a few of Daniel A. Hoyt's stories 
from Then We Saw the Flames have been well received by prestigious 
journals; what they might lack in depth, they certainly seem to make up in 
gusto . In a furious and wide-ranging debut effort that never changes 
speeds, Hoyt provides enough energy to tackle contemporary culture 
head-on, racing from Florida to Dresden to Acapulco, often mining politi
cally sensitive areas for a literary payoff. The book seems relentless in its 
desire to attack the cultural status quo, though at times it's hard to discern 
who---or what, exactly-is on trial. 

At his best, Hoyt dabbles in social commentary and provides an 
amusing and sometimes surreal backdrop for the wandering machinations 
of the varying plot lines. The story "Black Box" looks at a hijacking from 
the point of view of a hijacker-mid -flight-reveling all the while in the 
irony of the protagonist's situation, as well as a complicated obsession 
with the surrounding "stewardii." In 'The Collection," a son defines him
self against his father's gain and loss of bizarre objects, each one histori
cally relevant in ridiculous fashion. "El Americanito" follows a 13-year
old American boy set adrift by his well-to-do parents while on vacation in 
Mexico. Though he befriends a group of women at a seedy strip club, he 
ultimately exposes the contradiction that is the U.S. border. Each story 
appears to tackle heady thematic notions, ranging wildly from alienation 
to obsession and even disinheritance. And while such meanderings might 
register as typical fair, Hoyt makes sure to earn his thematic stripes: there 
is nothing tepid or mundane about how he sets up character and conflict
each plot is an excruciating web of emotional, physical, and even existen-

325 



tial turmoil. 
When they fall short, however, Hoyt's tales prove a callow take 

on the current state of human affairs , a well-meaning analysis executed 
through a series of ebullient vignettes which-with a few exceptions
don't seern sturdy enough to hold the very weight of the worlds created. If 
fiction has officially entered the "rnini" rnode, then perhaps this is all that 
one can ask of the contemporary short story. But Hoyt appears capable of 
rnuch rnore, and it seems at times as if style is at war with substance. 
Nearly half of the stories seern a bit too short ( corning in under seven 
pages) and the power and efficiency of Hoyt's prose doesn't always save 
the day. In "Maria," Hoyt describes a jolting experience for the title char
acter: "The removal required surgery. Blood became involved" (29). 
Though he allows Maria to ask for a cigarette afterwards as a touch of 
characterization through action, the omniscient distance created by the 
original line is jarring, detached in a manner that seems almost heavy
handed. In "Boy, Sea, Boy" the protagonist-called First Mate-meets 
himself as a young rnan. While the conceit is interesting, too often Hoyt 
relies again on detached characterization: "He wondered, puzzled the puz
zle in his rnind" ( 42). Maybe such prose is clever, even efficient. But 
when characterization is so often sacrificed to style, the storyteller can 
seern too large a presence; the impulse is to not to "puzzle" over the prose 
at all, but to dismiss the plot as an irrelevant effect of so rnuch language 
dashed together. 

The best story frorn Then We Saw the Flames might in fact be 
the longest one, and this doesn't seern to be a coincidence. In "Last Call 
of the Passenger Pigeon" Hoyt serves up the usual flair for style, but he 
also gives himself enough roorn to let his characters develop. The plot is 
bizarre in a good way, as a troubled mother entrusts her brooding teenage 
son to an old rnan intent on keeping his knowledge of bird calls alive . 
Without forcing himself to choose between depth and zeal Hoyt delivers a 
knockout tale of alienation, cynicism, and-dare I say-redemption . In 
short "Last Call" is a great read. Hoyt comes closest to realizing this 
promise in "The Kids" and "El Arnericanito," but for all of the work put 
in to the well-crafted tales, I still wonder if a few rnore pages might have 
given the author rnore roorn to breathe. 

I began with a rhetorical question, but I don't begin to know the 
answer here. What I do know is that Daniel Hoyt is a brave and capable 
writer and his collection provides an entertaining and exciting read. The 
short story has certainly corne a long way since Aristotle's proclamation, 
and while there's a certain beauty in his reliance on syrnrnetry, such a sci
entific approach to art can feel antiquated. So in closing I'll tum instead to 
Neil Gairnan, an author famous for his fantasy and science fiction novels, 
who takes a different approach to the question of definition . "A short 
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story is the ultimate close-up magic trick," Gaiman suggests, "a couple of 
thousand words to take you around the universe and break your heart." 
This emphasis on efficiency and prestidigitation highlights the degree of 
difficulty in crafting the modem short story, a difficulty that Daniel Hoyt 
epitomizes in this collection . He does the "magic trick" extremely well, 
and I wouldn't be at all surprised if his next work started the process of 
"breaking a few hearts." 

Brian Maxwell 
University of North Dakota 
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Marlene Epp, Mennonite Women in Canada: A History. Winnipeg: 
University of Manitoba Press, 2008. Pp. xiii+ 378 including bibliography 
and index, $26.95 pb . 

Marlene Epp's Mennonite Women in Canada is an extremely useful addi
tion to the literature of both Mennonite and Canadian women's history. 
As a survey, it both synthesizes and reinterprets much of the work done in 
the burgeoning field of Canadian Mennonite women's history over the 
past thirty years. But it is also a work which is carefully situated in the 
larger international discourse of women's and gender history. Indeed, 
Epp's work is at least partially motivated by her desire to address a prob
lem that is common to practitioners of women's history everywhere and 
for every era-the challenge inherent in "overcoming [the] invisibility" of 
women and women's lives (6). 

Because Epp has been one of the most important contributors to the 
field of Mennonite women ' s studies since the mid- l 980s it is only fitting 
that it was she who was commissioned by the Mennonite Historical 
Society of Canada to undertake this massive project. And both the MHSC 
and the Mennonite Central Committee Canada-which provided financial 
assistance-can take considerable pride in the final product, for Epp's 
work has many virtues. It is theoretically sophisticated in its handling of 
gender relations, ethno-religious factors, questions of class, and genera
tional differences. Perhaps even more importantly, Epp's book is both ele
gantly written and highly engaging . The latter virtue flows from her liber
al, yet judicious, use of first-hand accounts of Mennonite 
women-accounts which range from letters, diaries, and children's remi
niscences for earlier generations of women up to oral histories, the 
author's personal observations (as an "insider" to the Mennonite experi
ence), and contemporary memoirs for the more recent period. 

What emerges from these personal accounts is testimony to the diver
sity and complexity of the experiences and concerns of Mennonite women 
in Canada over a period of approximately 200 years. And yet, for all that 
Epp has demonstrated about the diversity and often singularity of each 
woman's experience, she clearly understands the commonalities and 
structural parameters which shaped so many of these women's lives as 
well. She provides vivid illustrations of how certain shared cultural traits 
of the various components of the Anabaptist tradition, common life-time 
experiences (for example, marriage, child-rearing, and widowhood), and 
similar challenges of being Mennonites in a non-Mennonite world shaped 
the contours-if not always determining the outcomes-of these women's 
lives . Epp is particularly adept at helping readers understand how so many 
Mennonite women negotiated the terms of their lives within an ethno-reli
gious patriarchy which may well have been more sharply defined and 
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confining ( at least at certain periods of time and in certain specific areas) 
than that which dominated "mainstream" Canadian society. 

Epp's work reminds readers that one accepts essentialist definitions of 
any ethnic, religious , or gender grouping at their peril. Indeed, as one 
works through the book's five substantive chapters, the mutable, contin
gent, and historically constructed nature of most-if not all- categories 
of analysis are very much on display. Employing what she refers to as 
"triads of activity"-for instance, women as "wives, mothers and others" 
( chapter 2) and as "quilters , canners and writers" ( chapter 5)-to define 
and shape each chapter, Epp weaves together different, but interrelated 
aspects of her subjects' lives. What strikes one as being most remarkable 
is the way in which she manages to merge the "typical" and the excep
tional stories into a seamless story line that still manages to question the 
operation of any master meta-narrative. But it needs to be stressed (for the 
theory-averse) that Epp has a light hand and a deft touch in such matters . 
Much like her leading co-workers in the field of Mennonite women's his
tory-most notably scholars such as Pamela Klassen, Frieda Esau 
Klippenstein , Royden Lowen , Kimberly Schmidt, and Katie Funk 
Weibe-theoretical sophistication informs, but does not dominate . As a 
result, a strong narrative does emerge and readers will learn an amazing 
amount about the everyday lives of Mennonite women-and the women 
with whom they came into contact-as well as much about the experience 
of children, extended kinship groups, and the gendered nature (and gen
dered impact) of Anabaptist beliefs and actions . 

In short, this work will become-or at least, should become-a must
read for everyone involved in Mennonite studies, Canadian "ethnic" stud
ies, and Canadian women's history . The only weakness even worth men
tioning is Epp's propensity to be too modest in some of her claims. The 
use of "may" and "probably" can become a bit tiresome , and while one 
appreciates the author's desire to be scrupulously honest, the use of fewer 
qualifiers would have been well-advised . Still, this is a minor quibble 
with a work that is quite outstanding; a work, moreover, which has the 
unusual quality of being both a fine piece of scholarship and a book which 
students will actually enjoy reading. 

James Mochoruk 
University of North Dakota 
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Christian Wiman . The Long Home. Port Townsend, Washington: Copper 
Canyon Press, 2007. Pp. 88, $16 pb. 

Philip White. The Clearing. Lubbock : Texas Tech UP, 2007 . Pp . 88, 
$18.95 pb . 

Christian Wiman's The Long Home (originally published in 1998) and 
Philip White's The Clearing (2007) are first collections haunted by lost 
loved ones, somber poems about a world where all too soon "There is 
nothing left to hold" (Wiman, "Afterwards") . Joy in these poems is never 
a certainty but a possibility. Wiman can only imagine that a man could 
suddenly "want his life, / feel it blaze in him and mean" ("Clearing"), and 
for White, happiness seems hidden within letting go of all human mean
ing to see the natural world anew, with "no relation/ to me, no solace, no 
wisdom, no code" ("Vortical"). While there is always the risk that such 
hard-line elegy will lessen the reality of losses, that the poet, concentrat
ing on death, will neglect the resolutions of life, Wiman and White are 
liberated from meager confessionalism by their constant care for poetic 
form-by form's power to tame the solipsistic and urge the merely private 
toward some kind of transcendence. 

A decade after The Long Home was first published and earned the 
Nicholas Roerich Pbetry Award, along with the praise of Richard Wilbur, 
Christian Wiman finds himself a success: the editor of Poetry, the author 
of a second collection Hard Night (2005) and a book of essays, Ambition 
and Survival (2007). What this new Copper Canyon Press printing of The 
Long Home invites us to consider, or reconsider, is Wiman's place in the 
tradition that he is supposedly heir to. For instance, the name of Robert 
Frost, which occurs in a number ofWiman's more enthusiastic blurbs and 
critical appraisals. Though "Frost" might just be shorthand for Wiman's 
concrete images of the natural world, his understatement, and his self
styled formalism, the comparison still seems not quite on the level. 

For one thing, Wiman's Long Home is deeply tied to the author's 
West Texas roots-a long way from the frozen winters and blissful sum
mers of New England . There is surely an emphasis on the actual, on the 
physical world, yet the emphasis is too often on the emphasis itself. In the 
poem, "In Lakeview Cemetery," which evokes a graveside scene at the 
onset of autumn when "the lengthening dark appears / as light in all the 
trees," the poet asks "How can I grieve?" 
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The damp shadows of leaves 
are printed on stones, 
on sidewalks where leaves have blown, 
fallen and actual, gone. 



The "actual" of the last line un-actualizes the leaves, rendering them 
mere meta-poetry. The hanging word "gone" works only in the abstract
in its eye-rhyme with "stones" or slant-rhyme with "blown ." The effect 
leaves one rather unpleasingly cold. 

Though Wiman has taken a stance against what he calls "the train 
wreck of broken-prose confessionalism" and been well-praised for his 
rejection of the post-1960s embrace of vers fibre that Frost compared to 
playing tennis with the net down, his own formalism does not always suc
ceed. "What I Know," for instance, is Wiman's exercise in the medieval 
French form of villanelle-but it lacks the music and rhythm that enliven 
Theodore Roethke ' s "The Waking" or Dylan Thomas's "Do not go gentle 
into that good night." Its flat statements are Roethkean pastiche. 

These fields go farther than you think they do. 
That darkness is my father walking away. 
It is my shadow that I tell this to. 

Wiman's language in many places throughout The Long Home sounds 
rather sleepy. The poem "Elsewhere" begins : 

All he remembers is a whisper 
high in the trees, 
a breeze out of nowhere 
he walks with, for there was no one 
where he was. 
There are lulls 
and shiftings, eddies 
in the air, inflections 
so slight he thinks , 
as he sways and changes, 
he chooses them. 

At such times, it seems as though Wiman does not particularly care 
what he's saying as long as it's said with a meticulous eye toward form. 
Thus, even though many of the short poems reveal the occasional beauti
ful line, or a refreshing phrase, in the end, I feel little reason to reread 
them. 

At his best, however, Wiman's metrics awaken language to its own 
possibilities, and one suddenly understands why his editorship has led to a 
kind ofneo-formalist renascence at Poetry. His eye and ear are attuned to 
imagistic and tonal surprises-as in the opening poem of the collection 
where he describes a "revenant" whose "white face under the unburden
ing skies / upturned to feel the bum that never came: / that furious insight 
and end of pain" (13). He shows his strength, too, in the long-distance 
poems; and certainly the raison d'etre of The Long Home is the title 
piece-a blank verse narrative drawn from the memories of a West Texas 
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woman that follow her nearly from birth to death. On the surface, hers is 
the American story of new pastures out west, of escape and promise: 

... one night in Carolina, 
In wind brisking the dying pines and dust 
Of our drought-scoured fields, Papa heard clear 
And unmistakable the voice of God 
And turned and said to Mama suddenly 
To hell with it, we'll go to Texas, 
A story told so many times it might 
By now be ours. 

The poem articulates this woman's tough, melodious voice, as she 
remembers a life lived before it was lost, and the ghost-world of the short 
poems is at last replaced by a real place, a time and a life-one that we 
feel. 

What especially distinguishes Wiman in the "The Long Home" is the 
unmistakable sound of non-authorial voices in the poem . For instance, the 
passage above which is patently not Wiman-the-poet's voice but perhaps 
a chorus of voices taken off the shelves of family history (To hell with it, 
we'll go to Texas). Wiman's ear seems to be listening to the dead here, to 
the whispers and etiquette of a tradition. Only in this long poem do I feel 
that Wiman breaks free of the conventions of the creative-writing workshop 
and goes beyond "interesting" turns of phrase to give us something fresh. 

Over the past decade or so, Wiman has surfaced as an activist ( editor, 
writer , essayist) in contemporary poetry, one who not only publishes but 
actually thinks about the history of poetry, and Wiman's commitment to 
what Frost called "the art," is perhaps the ultimate reason to take a careful 
look at The Long Home. 

Philip White's The Clearing, winner of the Walt McDonald First Book 
Award and, like Wiman's first book, highly praised by Richard Wilbur, is 
a sequence of lyrics drenched in personal grief-yet the poems conscious
ly and conscientiously carve their way into the clarifying light beyond 
individual loss and into the very condition of grief itself. There are many 
emergent moments in The Clearing when White's language clarifies bare 
immediacies, such as "Solstice," which begins, 

Every morning is the morning after a massacre. 
Here, in midsummer, the spindrift fleabane 
froths the hills and insect song 
swells steadily from the fields at noon ... 

White is careful to vary his lyric genres. There are nature poems and 
personal recollections, American poems of place (from Mesa Verde to 
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Cape Cod), and Ovidian scenes, as in the marvelous "Baucis and 
Philemon": 

In the end we could not save the other: 
there was one pain , one fraying braid, and two 
tracing the snapped threads back, trying to mend. 

Unlike Wiman, White's expertise emerges most in these shorter lyrics 
with lines such as "I feel I must hack through the hours I've lived / with
out you as through some growth occluding / my path , must lever myself 
back to relieve / eclipse" ("Braid "). His craftsmanship is honed in a pow
erful meter ruled by enjambment and word-play, which is often lively and 
attentive : 

Sometimes it seems that everything ' s dislodged, 
slipping , and all we really know is pain 
coming back, along perhaps with glimmers 
of places we have been, made visible 
by change or changed attention . 

As a collection , however , the accumulation of sorrow weighs heavily . 
Melancholy without relief can dull even pain , and the grief-bound themes 
of the book threaten to fatigue even the most sensitive reader. Still, The 
Clearing contains a number of finely constructed, heartbreaking , unindul
gent poems, one of the most powerful of which, "Why Orpheus Looked 
Back," is worth quoting in full: 

Even her voice is soundless now. She moves 
like the damselflies in honeysuckle leaves 
along the stream, their torsos iridescing , 
wings so black they seem fluttering rents 
in the tangible scene: so much silence 
fringing every word, so much dark around 
each wavering gleam. But what else could I 
have asked of absence? I had seen its world, 
the blank, evacuated face that wants nothing 
yet embraces all we do. It was the world 
I saw before me, coming back. I sang then 
not for it but her, fainter though she'd grown 
than air. I looked back because I knew 
whichever way I looked it would be there. 

Alex Andriesse Shakespeare 
Boston College 
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Jim Norris, North for the Harvest: Mexican Workers, Growers, and the 
Sugar Beet Industry. Minneapolis: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 
2009. Pp. 216, $22.95 pb. 

Jim Norris's latest book, North for the Harvest: Mexican Workers, 
Growers, and the Sugar Beet Industry, takes its place in a trilogy of books 
treating lesser-known but important aspects of Great Plains agriculture. 
The other two books are Sterling Evans's Bound in Twine: The History 
and Ecology of the Henequen - Wheat Complex for Mexico and the 
American and Canadian Plains, 1880-1950 (Texas A&M University 
Press, 2007) and Thomas D. Isern's Bull Threshers and Bindlestiffs: 
Harvesting and Threshing on the North American Plains (University 
Press of Kansas, 1990). 

Before combines were invented, small grain on hundreds of thousands 
of farms on the Great Plains stretching from Texas to Canada's Prairie 
Provinces was cut with binders and tied with twine into bundles that were 
then shocked and later threshed. Because the best binder twine was made 
from henequen and sisal, plants native to the Yucatan peninsula of 
Mexico, a complex dependency developed between Mexico and the Great 
Plains of the United States and Canada, a dependency that affected the 
agriculture, ecology, and economy of all three nations. Evans's well-doc
umented study of this "henequen-wheat complex" requires a rethinking of 
the transnational history of the North American continent. 

Without the binder twine that is the focus of Evans's book, the Bull 
Threshers and Bindlestiffs that Thomas Isern affectionately describes 
would have been neither possible nor necessary. Isem's Bindlestiffs, or 
itinerant workers, pitched grain bundles tied with Evans's twine into the 
insatiable maws of the threshing machines that separated the heads of 
grain from the straw. Like Evans's study, Isem's is a significant contribu
tion, essential to understanding the history and the economy of the North 
American plains. 

But one more ingredient is needed, Norris's sugar. Like the insatiable 
appetites of the huge threshing machines, those working the grain harvest 
had insatiable appetites that required three substantial meals and several 
"lunches" per day . Farm wives and cooks in their kitchens on wheels that 
moved with the threshing crews served up prodigious amounts of pies, 
cakes, cookies, and doughnuts that were washed down with gallons of 
strong coffee-all sweetened with sugar. 

Norris documents how this sugar was produced from the sugar beets 
raised on thousands of acres of fertile Red River Valley farmland. The 
area's climate-cool nights and warm days-provides ideal conditions for 
raising sugar beets. A sugar beet grows from a tiny seed about the size of 
a grain of rice , and the plant sends out a taproot that extends six to eight 
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feet into the ground. An average beet yields about a quarter pound of 
sugar. After harvesting, sugar beets are cleaned and sliced into long strips 
resembling noodles . Once the sugar is removed, the noodles are dried for 
livestock feed. The raw juice is cleaned, filtered, and then boiled to 
remove the water. Most of the sugar is spun in a centrifugal machine to 
separate crystals for granulated sugar. 

In his study, Norris details the complex and heretofore little under
stood three-way relationship that evolved among thousands of Mexican 
workers who travelled "north for the harvest," the American Crystal 
Sugar Company, and the valley's sugar beet growers. To understand these 
complex relationships, Norris contends, it was necessary to examine in 
detail each of the three, none of which could have existed without the 
other two. His is the first study to do so and never before has the story 
been covered so thoroughly and with such a depth of understanding . 

I was attracted to Professor Norris' s book by the first four words of its 
title and compelled to read it by the words forming the remainder of the 
title. With the indulgence of those reading this review, I will offer an 
explanation . Perhaps it will dredge up something from their memories too 
that will inspire them to read Norris's study of the sugar beet culture in 
the Red River Valley of the North. 

Raised on a farm in southeastern South Dakota and taking the place of 
a man on a thresh run at ten years of age, I early formed an acquaintance 
with grain binders, twine-tied bundles, shocking (my first exposure to 
"stoop" labor), and threshing machines . Threshing in our neighborhood 
was done on "runs" of eight to ten farms and using threshing machines, 
none with cylinders larger than 28 inches, powered by gasoline farm trac
tors. For me, the entire harvesting operation was uninspiring drudgery, 
lacking in romance, with nothing to fire my young imagination. For that, I 
turned to Dad's descriptions of"real" harvests. 

Dad was one of Professor Isern's bindlestiffs who, as a young man, 
each summer went "north for the harvest," north to the huge North Dakota 
wheat fields that Hiram Drache described in his book The Day of the 
Bonanza (North Dakota Institute for Regional Studies, 1964). My experi
ence with harvests paled in comparison to Dad's descriptions of wheat 
fields stretching to the horizon; threshing machines with 44-inch cylinders 
and wing feeders, powered by huge steam engines; sleeping at night in 
straw piles or, when so fortunate, in barns; and run-ins with Wobblies 
(members of the radical union Industrial Workers of the World), with 
whom neither he nor the threshing boss had any sympathy. By the end of 
a season of pitching thousands of heavy bundles of "macaroni" wheat, his 
word for durum wheat, Dad had the muscles on his arms that I dreamed of 
having, those of Longfellow's village blacksmith. For me, "north for the 
harvest" meant romance and adventure, and the phrase thrills me still each 
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time I hear or read it. 
I moved into the sugar beet country of the Red River Valley in the 

summer of 1962 and immediately encountered what Professor Norris 
refers to in the last part of his book's title: Mexican Workers, Growers, 
and the Sugar Beet Industry. It was impossible to ignore any of the three. 
All summer , small armies of workers , many of them migrants , walked the 
beet fields wielding hoes with which they thinned the beets and clipped 
the weeds. In the fall, convoys of trucks piled high with beets clogged the 
roads leading to the beet plants strung along the Red River like so many 
stones on a necklace. In wet falls, trucks pulling out of the fields with 
their loads deposited large volumes of mud on the roads, and road graders 
or snow plows were used to push the mud and spilled beets off to the side . 
Signs warned motorists of slippery conditions and advised them to beware 
of beets on the highway . The air was saturated with the sweetish smell of 
beets being sliced , boiled , and processed into sugar. Although American 
Crystal Sugar Company officials defended the odor by describing it as 
"the smell of money ," the stench from the plant's treatment lagoons was 
often overpowering and sickening . 

Producing sugar beets, especially when their cultivation was first 
introduced in the Red River Valley , was labor intensive , and conditions 
for the workers were often trying in the extreme. The sugar beet harvest 
comes late in the fall in the Red River Valley . If, as it often does, it occurs 
during frigid weather , freezing rain , or snow, one can only imagine the 
agony and discomfort experienced by those who worked the harvest when 
much of it was done by hand. Although Professor Norris provides helpful 
photographs and descriptions , neither do justice to what had to have been 
back-breaking drudgery. Thomas Hardy perhaps does better in his 
Wessex novel Tess of the D'Urbervilles (1891) when he describes Tess at 
work in a swede field on Flintcomb-Ash Farm, a "starve-acre" place . 

Before herbicides, sophisticated technology , and refined machinery 
eliminated the problems, sugar beet seeds, being tiny, were spaced too 
thickly in the row . When the plants emerged, they had to be thinned , by 
workers on their knees or with short-handled hoes , to stand about twelve 
inches apart in the row , giving rise to the saying that "every beet plant 
must be kneeled to ." One to three additional hoeings were required to 
keep fields free of weeds. Before the days of OSHA, workers were not 
provided shade or bathroom facilities and children worked alongside their 
elders or tended younger siblings at the edge of the field . Housing often 
left much to be desired. 

When mature, sugar beets weighing four to eight pounds apiece were 
lifted from the ground by a machine resembling a potato digger (potatoes 
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are dug, sugar beets are lifted), but workers, moving down two rows at a 
time, had to stoop, grasp a beet in each hand, slap them together to knock 
off as much dirt as possible, and toss them on the ground in rows with the 
tops facing the same direction. Harvesters then, using a unique knife with 
a hook on its end and a procedure unchanged since the days of Hardy's 
Tess, lifted the beet from the ground with the knife and, holding the beet 
with one hand, topped the beet with one stroke and tossed the beet onto a 
pile. The piles then had to be loaded, again by hand, onto wagons or 
trucks to be hauled to the beet plant. 

Given the amount of hand labor involved in producing sugar beets, 
both profitability and acreages were limited by its cost and its availability. 
Hand labor can only be eliminated by machines, and the history of sugar 
beet production in the Red River Valley is enlivened by the attempts of 
inventors and tinkerers to replace laborers with machinery. Some of their 
contrivances would have done credit to Rube Goldberg. 

Alf Elden farmed north of East Grand Forks on the Minnesota side of 
the Red River . When he was not tending his crops, he was tinkering and 
collecting the machines, implements, and tools that documented the 
history of agriculture in the valley from the time pioneers first arrived and 
took up homesteads. For several days each fall, he opened his museum 
and buildings to the public so that all might enjoy his extensive collection 
and see the machinery in operation. Never failing to attract attention was 
his "beet lifter," designed to load beets, after being topped by hand, onto 
trucks. 

Envision a contraption something like a Ferris wheel, perhaps twenty 
feet in diameter, constructed of wood and braced with iron rods and 
strands of heavy wire. Instead of seats, wooden slats connected the two 
sides, each of which was studded with several long sharpened spikes. The 
"lifter" was meant to be attached to the side of a truck and pulled along 
the row of topped beets. As the large contraption rotated, its spikes 
impaled the beets and lifted them level to the top of the truck box where 
they were caught and dropped into the truck. 

Sugar beet production in the Red River Valley of the North has come 
a long way since the days of the Alf Eldens, and hand labor has all but 
been eliminated. In 1960, American Crystal introduced a technological 
breakthrough-the monogerm seed that yielded only a single sugar beet 
plant that was virtually uniform in size with the next; planters space seeds 
accurately in the row; herbicides and cultivators eliminate weeds and the 
need to leave the field fallow the previous year; tractor-powered beaters 
with whirling blades top the beets; and ingeniously contrived harvesters 
"lift" several rows of beets at a time, shake the dirt from them, and elevate 
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them into trucks moving alongside. 
As machines, technology, and the science lab have eliminated hand 

labor, they have also increased profitability and allowed acreage, yields, 
and sugar content to increase. As sugar beets have become a more prof
itable crop, sugar beet stocks (growers must own or rent stocks in order to 
raise sugar beets) have become a valuable commodity, commanding 
prices of $2000 per share and higher. 

But with mechanization, growth, and the need to reduce production 
costs to the lowest point possible, have come adjustments, many of them 
painful. In the chapters titled "Growers, Mexicans, and Patronismo" and 
"Anxieties and Reassessments," Professor Norris deals with these issues, 
perhaps with more sympathy and understanding than he intended when he 
began his research. 

Family history and an extensive background in labor history inclined 
Norris to root for the "underdog," and he assumed at the outset that the 
story of sugar beet production in the Red River Valley would follow the 
usual pattern of conflict and adversity. Mexican migrant workers, he 
assumed, were caught up in an age-old class struggle, the have nots 
against the haves, as they battled with the growers for higher wages and 
better working conditions. Research proved his assumption wrong. Often, 
close personal relations developed between growers and their Mexican 
workers, and they treated each other with mutual respect and looked on 
each other as "family." Indeed, some workers remained with the same 
grower for more than twenty years, allowing something historic to occur. 
Of his experience in the valley, one former migrant worker said that his 
family "broke the chain there," meaning that their lives acquired a perma
nence and they no longer followed the cycle of going "north for the har
vest" each year, only to return to Texas for the winter. Many Mexican 
migrants came to the realization that life in the valley could be better than 
life in South Texas. 

The Korean War, strained relations with Cuba, and the Eisenhower 
administration's barring the importation of Cuban sugar affected growers 
and Mexican migrants alike by draining labor from the valley and increas
ing the demand for American-produced sugar. Growers, prompted partly 
by government regulations, partly by the American Crystal company, and 
partly by paternalistic sentiments became more attentive to migrants' con
ditions in order to secure and retain their labor. They provided better 
housing, sometimes with such amenities as refrigerators, radios, and other 
appliances; established credit for workers in area stores; helped them pur
chase cars and gasoline; and aided them in securing medical care for their 
families and schooling for their children. One grower provided burial 
plots in the family cemetery for a Mexican migrant laborer and his wife 
who had been with him for years. Growers hired the children of migrant 
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families to do odd jobs, treated them with candy, and gave them gifts at 
Christmas. Their children and those of migrants often played together, 
and, because both growers and workers lived in a rural environment, their 
association often continued after the day's work was done. Both adults 
and children often shed tears when workers left to return to Texas for the 
winter. Of course, not all was harmonious. There were growers who 
regarded Mexicans as "trash" and others who treated their laborers-as 
laborers. As American Crystal and valley growers came to understand the 
need for a steady source of seasonal labor, however, it was more often the 
case that mutual friendship, goodwill, and respect developed among all 
parties involved in the production of sugar. 

Professor Norris's North for the Harvest is recommended reading for 
several reasons, among them : 

First, that the study is the work of a seasoned scholar is evident in its 
every aspect. Professor Norris is a "newcomer" to the Red River Valley 
and after joining the history faculty at North Dakota State University in 
Fargo, he, by his own admission, "retrained" himself. His previous work 
was as a Latin Americanist with a specialty in the Spanish Borderlands. 
He obviously had a good trainer. Whatever the reader's discipline-histo
ry, sociology, economics, geography, and, perhaps, even psychology
Norris's study will have an appeal. Virtually every aspect of sugar beet 
cultivation and sugar production ( except the smells emanating from the 
processing plants) is illustrated with photographs-from a sugar beet that 
is so ugly only its mother could love it to bags of processed sugar stacked 
in a warehouse. Norris's painstaking and extensive research is evident 
from the twenty pages of notes and half as many pages of bibliography 
that list the Records of the American Crystal Sugar Company, documents 
from the Harry S. Truman Presidential Library in Missouri, and archives 
in Texas and points in between. 

Second, those who believe, as I did, that they are knowledgeable 
about sugar production because they live in the Red River Valley and 
consider themselves fairly observant will be disabused of the notion after 
reading Norris's North for the Harvest: Mexican Workers, Growers, and 
the Sugar Beet Industry. Norris's Mexican workers could be seen in the 
fields, in shops, and at local fairs. His grower s have to be those responsi 
ble for the large beet fields stretching along both sides of the Red River, 
often the first fields planted in the spring. The sugar beet industry is repre 
sented by the processing plants located at intervals along the Red River. 
Only by reading the fruits of Norris's research, however, will they 
become aware of the necessary and complex relationships that developed 
among the three. And, they will have to add a fourth, perhaps a fifth, ele
ment to the equation -the federal government and the global economy. 
More and more, those involved in the production of sugar have to deal 
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with OSHA, EPA, and other federal regulatory agencies; the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service; offices dealing with Free Trade Agreements, 
sugar quotas, and subsidies; to say nothing of those trying to limit carbon 
emissions and those who warn of global climate change. 

Third, not obvious in Norris's study, but implied and necessary to 
consider is Thomas Hardy's Tess who was once a milkmaid at Talbothay 
dairy. One night, she and her lover Clare volunteered to take the day's 
milking to the milk station. Cans unloaded and safely on the milk train, 
the lovers mounted the wagon for the return trip to the dairy. Almost to 
herself, Tess mused: "Londoners will drink it at their breakfasts to-mor
row, won't they? Strange people that we have never seen . . . . Noble men 
and noble women, ambassadors and centurions, ladies and tradeswomen, 
and babies who have never seen a cow ... Who don't know anything of 
us, and where it comes from ... " Like Tess's Londoners, today's con
sumers "don't know anything" about those who produce their food or 
"where it comes from." Milk, we believe, comes from plastic jugs and 
paper cartons. Steaks and bacon come neatly cut and nicely wrapped. 
Sugar comes in paper bags . After reading Norris's detailed study, those 
who so casually sprinkle sugar over their breakfast cereal will appreciate 
not only where their sugar comes from, but also how complex is the pro
cess of producing it. 

To find fault with any part of Professor Norris's fine study would be 
churlish, but one comment. Because Norris gives no hint in his title that 
he is limiting his study to sugar production in the Red River Valley of the 
North, the title is somewhat misleading . 

Gordon Iseminger 
University of North Dakota 
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Pamela Carter Joern, The Plain Sense of Things, Lincoln : University of 
Nebraska Press, 2008, Pp. 221, $18.95 pb . 

The Plain Sense of Things is a book about losses, little deaths that wear 
away at people and at families, but these little deaths aren't the real story . 
What is the real story is how the people handle these little deaths with 
some kind of perpetual hope and resilience, a sense that having someone 
to care for , to come back to, to hurt with , gives all failures and "little 
deaths" meaning . People survive, families survive, love survives because of 
the "heart, aching and full of yearning to keep those [they] love near" (220). 

The book's opening is misleading since it begins with Gramp going to 
pick up Billy after his mother's death. Naturally readers assume that the 
book is Billy's story. Then we assume that the story belongs to Mary , 
Billy's aunt , whom we see in the next chapter burying her second hus
band. It's Alice, Mary's stepdaughter, however , who achieves the starring 
role in this book . When she falls in love with and marries Mary's brother 
Jake, Gramp's son, the story really begins . However, the opening seg
ments aren't superfluous ; they introduce the characters, their interrelation
ships , the rural Nebraska setting , and the fact that life is hardships , but 
people are meant to endure . Life is surviving and moving ahead, but never 
losing sight of what is in the past so that what is coming has meaning . 

Alice and Jake become masters at survival. They rent their farmland, 
so they are constantly at the mercy of the landlords. When crops don't 
prosper , they move to another plot of land, and when that doesn't work , 
they move again. They keep trying despite the fact that they keep failing . 
Arguments, illnesses , job failures and the consequent economic difficul
ties, and problems with their children are often met with anger, frustra
tion, a terrible lashing out at the ones that they love, and a desire to 
escape. When Jake decides to go hunting rather than help Alice care for 
their three children plus three other children suddenly left in her care , she 
dreams of leaving: 

She sees herself out the door, up the road, swinging her arms . 
A melody rises in her throat. She breaks into a run , and she 
doesn't stop, not for him, not for fences, not for ditches , not 
for miles. She flies out the door like a wild woman, a witch on 
a broom, her rage rolling her like a tumbleweed. She rises on 
the crescent moon, she splits into a glowing sun just before 
she sits down to tie Robert's shoe and read all four boys a 
story. (111) 

Then, as indicated in the last half of the last sentence from the above 
quote, Joern tempers all of these moments with a gesture that contradicts 
the times of rage and despair. The mad flight on her broomstick away 
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from Jake and the children is dissolved into her tying shoes and reading a 
story; when Jake breaks down and literally locks himself away from her, 
he finally returns and crawls into bed with her and they hold hands : "she 
feels safe again" (170). When the couple are old and Jake has to accept 
that he can no longer drive, Alice lies in bed that night musing: 

Not able to stop herself, she reviews the losses of the day, the 
little deaths that creep upon you when you're not looking. The 
Victrola. Jake's driving. Nixon. She turns her mind, a right 
angle, and thinks about how tickled Mrs. Benton was with her 
party premiums, the glow of goldemod lighting up the ditch, 
the quiet of sitting by the river. She thinks of her loved ones 
and prays, as she does every night, for their safety and happi
ness. (206) 

At one point, "Alice can't remember a time when she felt certain that 
she could protect her family. Who can, when you never know what's 
waiting around the comer? There's so much that can go wrong" (161). 
However, Alice knows then-and always knows-that having the family 
to protect means that even when things go wrong, there is still something 
right since she has someone to love and pray for that things do not go wrong. 

Like its predecessor The Floor of the Sky, this novel is set on the 
plains of Nebraska that mirror the successes and failures of the humans in 
the novel. Farmers will lose their crops to hail and drought, but on a 
morning, a farmer "hangs over the post of a barbed-wire fence and watch
es the morning cloaked in royal colors, pink and rose and gold, and 
thinks, not for the first time, that sumise is when God tips his hand and 
lets the whole world know he's not the uptight bastard most assume him 
to be" ( 41 ). Plains provide the opportunity for seeing things, both tangible 
and intangible. The "plain" sense of things is that land and life and people 
are worth the risk, the hard times, because in the end, what arises is beautiful. 

W. Scott Olsen, Hard Air: Adventures from the Edge of Flying, Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2008, Pp.182, $19.95 pb. 

W. Scott Olsen and I have a few things in common. We're both English 
college instructors, live in Minnesota, and enjoy writing. However, we do 
have one glaring difference: he is in love with flying and I hate it. For me, 
flying is always fraught with danger-turbulence, high buildings, thun
derstorms, take-offs, landings. No matter how smooth the flights or soft 
the landings, I am nervously gripping the arms of the seat or the hand of 
whoever has to sit next to me. For Olsen, amateur pilot, flying is an 
adventure, a means for playing and exploration. I focus on how flying can 
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kill me; Olsen focuses on why I shouldn't be afraid that flying will kill me. 
Olsen describes Hard Air as "about the more ordinary flying, in con

ditions that would keep fighters locked on the carrier deck and rockets 
glued to the launchpad" (xvii) . He looks at the kinds of people and aircraft 
who operate in circumstances that test both as Olsen himself goes out 
with these pilots and aircraft on a flight to near the Arctic Circle to deliver 
mail, a flight into the middle of hurricanes, and flights to rescue the sick 
and injured, and he watches flights into the middle of raging fires-there 
are limits to what he is allowed to do, not necessarily what he wants to do. 
It is "flying [that] is simply more challenging , more exciting, more pre
sent" (xxv) , but also flying that succeeds because the people involved are 
trained experts who make sure that the flying succeeds. 

The first chapter of Hard Air describes the flights taken to deliver 
mail-and a few passengers-to Grise Fiord, the northernmost place in 
Canada, 720 miles north of the Arctic Circle . To emphasize the difficult 
nature of this flight, Olsen describes the warning offered to pilots landing 
at Grise Fiord : 

Only operators with considerable experience should use this aero
drome at all. It is a short one way strip with a curved approach path 
. . . If landing is not assured by the red overshoot bars then overshoot 
immediately ... Caution high terrain all around. Nearest COPA 
[Canadian Owners and Pilots Association] Flight: a very long way 
away. (21) 

He then contrasts that warning with a statement that underscores what is 
similar among all the hard flights described in the book : the flights 
become commonplace . He says, "Yes, the stories go, this is the only 
curved approach remaining in the world, and yes, this is a place where 
you really don't want anything to go badly, but you get used to it" (21). 
Olsen punctuates the description of his own flight into Grise Fiord with 
other stories of the kinds of harrowing flights necessary in a land where 
snowstorms delay flights in July for weeks and pilots land on ice floes to 
rescue stranded dog teams and their handlers on expeditions to the North 
Pole. He needs to add these stories to spice up his account since his own 
flight is as routine as a flight from Minneapolis to Chicago-what the 
ground crew and the pilots expect it to be since they have prepared for it 
to be simply routine. 

"Chasing Ivan" should be about a definitely non-routine flight as 
Olsen accompanies the famous Hurricane Hunters of the Fifty-third 
Weather Reconnaissance Squadron, United States Air Force, as they fly 
through Hurricane Ivan, which had already killed twelve people on 
Grenada. But, of course, when the people involved are as good as they are 
in the 53rd, the flight is routine. As Olsen and other journalists bounce 
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around in the turbulence caused by 100+ mph winds, he points out: 

If I were in a commercial jet, I think, this would scare the hell out of 
me. I would be thinking about things like wing loading and stress 
fractures in the airframe, and I would be thinking about all the things 
we think about when we're scared-family, work, things left undone 
or unsaid. But somehow sitting in the belly of a WC-130 with the 
Hurricane Hunters, this all seems perfectly normal. This is what we 
expect. This is what is supposed to happen. (82) 

In other words, when everyone is well-prepared, well-trained, and works 
together, flying through hurricanes is no more frightening than flying 
through clouds. 

Olsen takes a different focus in "LifeFlight" as he returns to his home 
base in Fargo, North Dakota, to look at Merit-Care Medical Center's 
LifeFlight program that sends helicopters and airplanes on emergency 
flights to bring in patients from trauma incidents or smaller hospitals that 
cannot provide the level of medical services that Merit-Care has. What 
makes this kind of flying "hard" is that "a truth to the northern prairie is 
that the weather is often too hard to fly" (89). As in the previous two 
chapters, these flights' successes hinge on the abilities of the ground 
crews, pilots, and navigators to make sure that not only do the patients 
survive, but also everyone involved in the flight. Therefore, what makes 
this chapter most interesting is not the description of the flights, but of the 
cases where the flights are needed. In presenting these cases, Olsen allows 
the personnel-he refers to them as his "characters in a play"-to tell 
their own stories of rescues, mishaps, and sometimes failures as they 
attempt to keep alive people who would likely die if these experts, the 
pilots, ground crew, nurses, doctors, and EMTs, were not there in a timely 
fashion to save their lives. Jan, a nurse, says, "When you look at putting 
on that flight suit, you would think you'd have this feeling, this huge sense 
of accomplishment. It's heavier than it looks. Along with the flight suit 
comes all that responsibility. You are it. You're responsible" (108). And, 
as Olsen illustrates, ready to meet that responsibility. 

In "Seats and Heavies," Olsen lays out his purpose: 

What does it take ... to point a heavy air tanker toward a fire? What 
does it feel like when the chutes open and the load falls away? What 
does it take to fly a much smaller plane, a converted crop sprayer, 
into the same picture? All summer long, all over the country, there 
are pilots fighting fires. And I want to meet them. (122) 

When he does meet them, Olsen learns that it takes training and courage, 
obviously, since these pilots are flying, while carrying 2500 gallons of fire 
retardant, over fires that generate air temperatures at 90+ degrees several 
hundred feet above the fire and winds that constantly shift direction and 
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speed to cause updrafts and downdrafts that can cause the airplanes to bob 
like corks on a stormy ocean. However, as in the previous chapters , these 
flights most importantly take preparation , cooperation, and a ground crew 
that monito rs everything from weather to number of hours a pilot or plane 
has been in the air on a single day. Olsen describes it as a choreog raphed 
dance, one that evolves with the fire : 

The firefighter on the ground ... calls the dispatch room .. . and 
requests a tanker. In the dispatch room, there are dispatchers for 
equipment , dispatchers for personnel , people who follow the staging 
of materials and forecast where to stage them next. The whole dance 
moves through here. (131) 

The dispatchers call the Air Attack plane, who observes the fire, and calls 
ground firefighters to plan out the attack from the air. The Lead plane 
directs that attack by scouting the route , calls in the tankers , who have 
been appropriately fueled and loaded with retardant and cleared by the 
dispatchers on the ground, who keep in contact with the weather service , 
ground crew, and the pilots. It is all designed to get those pilots, whom 
Olsen is meeting, back home and ready to take on the next fire. The pilots 
understand the need for this elaborate, well-coordinated dance . Jerry , a 
twenty-year veteran of "hard" flying , says, 

Firefighting is like the military. Everything is basically done the same, 
the organization. Firefighting pilots need to go through a school to 
understand it. Many firefighting guys get there and say, 'No , this is not 
for me. I don't like to talk on the radio,' ... or 'No , I don't want to do 
that.' They don't want to get into the discipline flying-type deal where 
you have to be at a specific altitude. You've got to report every fifteen 
minutes .... when it goes to about thirty-mile-an-hour winds and gets 
really rough, one guy out there reports it's really rough, then we make 
everybody stand down .... Everybody's on the same page. We make it 
safe. We get back. When the conditions are good, we fly again. (167) 

That's the key to this whole book: "We make it safe." The we are all 
the trained, experienced, dedicated people who work together to make 
sure that the extraordinary conditions in which the flight occurs don't keep 
the flight from eventually being ordinary. This book is not about heroic 
pilots flying in the face of death-defying circumstances ; the book is about 
how flights occur because the people who make them occur keep them 
from being death-defying . 

Diane Drake 
Northland Community and Technical College 
Thief River Falls , MN 
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Elizabeth Dodd, In the Mind's Eye: Essays across the Animate World. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2008. Pp. x + 347, $26.95 hb. 

"What's your story?" Sometimes we ask the question, sometimes we infer 
or guess without asking, sometimes we listen and then experience the 
story ourselves . 

In "Setting Forth in Their Footprints," the first essay of the book, 
Elizabeth Dodd, professor of English at Kansas State University, estab
lishes a major through line for her literary and non-literary interests. In the 
introductory paragraphs, she recounts a chance encounter with a hitchhik
er who, before being invited into her vehicle, was asked: "What's your story?" 

Dodd's collection of sixteen essays is all about story, those we read in 
books, those we hear from others, and those we attempt to read from arti
facts, such as petroglyphs, fossils, and landscapes. But those readings are 
not always easy to accomplish . Sometimes no evidence of story exists, as 
she explains in "Memory's Hills" in which Dodd remembers a childhood 
event: being chased by a bully with a knife. A friend of hers remembers 
that childhood event with relatively similar details as well as details oppo
site those remembered by the author. The dilemma : "The actual events of 
that afternoon have left no physical trace, not anywhere in the world" (19). 

Yet the act of writing about an event, however sketchy as remem
bered, becomes, through language, story. Dodd is clear about her relation
ship to language and story. "One of the near-miracles of language ... is 
that it allows us to converse about the past, to share our recorded impres
sions of what happened, how it felt, and what, for the rest of our lives, we 
should clutch close to memory's chest, to keep something of those van
ished actions warm, near our breath" (34). 

But language can't be separated from people, who are the originators 
of language, and, in the case of writers, from their own favorite authors. 
In "Walden, Woods," Dodd begins with a confession of a "love affair 
with my wood stove," named Walden, and the necessary, physical respon
sibilities living with a wood stove, and then reflects on a trip to Thoreau's 
Walden. Dodd aptly states the sentiment shared by many a reader who has 
visited the place inhabited by a favorite author: " . . . I was happy, buoyed 
by the delight of actually being there" (55). This sentiment is by no means 
reserved only for readers, many who would appreciate the opportunity to 
share the same space, however separated by time, lived in by a favorite author. 

Although she shares significant insights and observations garnered 
from her life of reading, Dodd is not one to rely only on books for appre
ciation . She goes beyond book-smarts, as stated in "Aspects" : "I decide 
that I have to see it for myself' (241). That one sentence indicates Dodd's 
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motivation and standard approach to that which she finds fascinating and 
worthy of her attention. Dodd is looking for the physical traces. Much of 
the essay explores the events of occupying the same physical space that 
had been occupied by people and animals in much earlier times, not just 
decades earlier but centuries or millennia. 

Throughout many essays in the book, Dodd shares with us a record of 
seeing for herself, many times acting like a sleuth. One essay of particular 
interest in which she demonstrates this characteristic is "Cafionicity." A 
major section of this essay could be subtitled "CSI: Georgia O'Keefe" 
because it follows leads about the authenticity of certain works attributed 
to O'Keefe but denied by art experts. 

In the essay "In the Mind's Eye," also the title of her book, Dodd 
explores her search for entopic images: "meaning, via Greek, 'within 
vision' or 'within the eye.' They are a self-generated, minute universe of 
forms, abstractions, free of intentional figuration" (91 ). Entopic images, in 
one possible sense, are the result of putting slight pressure on one's eye 
with eyes closed and observing shapes, lines, and patterns from inside the 
eye. Dodd moves from the internalized image to abstract forms found in 
rock art, petroglyphs, ever searching for the story behind the physical 
traces, which are not always open to easy interpretation. She describes her 
primary research, being a professional literary sleuth, and, near the end of 
the essay, offers a bit of advice about respect for story, no matter what the 
form: 'The Indians remain awhile by the glyphs, and then as dusk gathers 
they join us in the parking lot. . .. The man comes over with an open 
Ziploc bag and gives us each a pinch of dried sage, telling us we should 
make an offering to the rocks and thank them for the stories" (104). 
There's story, and respect for story. 

Dodd begins "La Descente" with the statement: "There are many 
ways, probably, to enter another world" (126) . Throughout several essays, 
that means, for Dodd, descending below the surface of the earth, search
ing through caves for human signs left on cave walls, signs open to specu
lation and interpretation. Dodd describes with detail the subterranean arti
facts, delicate pictures in and on rock, and always imagines the humans 
who lived thousands of years previously and left records, intentional or not. 

In "The Shannon Creek Eagles," Dodd moves from mapmaking by 
humans to speculating what a map might look like if drafted by eagles. 
Dodd has embraced the Kansas territory as home and developed an admi
ration for the eagles that live there . Early in the essay she ca11s herself an 
"armchair naturalist," but most of the essay feels like the report of prima
ry research. Readers wi11 come away from reading "The Shannon Creek 
Eagles" with a clearer understanding of eagles on the Great Plains. 

In "Bones of Fear," Dodd moves smoothly between her observations 
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of vultures and condors, the dilemmas they face to avoid extinction, and 
thoughts about the birds of prehistory. Fossilized bones are symbols 
which discoverers from all ages have interpreted in various ways. Of par
ticular interest in this essay is the background Dodd provides about earlier 
settlers on the North American continent as they made their own sense 
about the presence ofbones unlike any they had seen before. What's the story? 

In "The Kingdom," Dodd recounts a search for edible mushrooms, a 
short history of mushrooms, and finally how mushrooms might have fig
ured into the story surrounding Otzi, "the fifty -three -hundred -year -old 
mummified corpse found frozen in the Tyrolean Alps" (294) . The latter 
part of this essay is an attempt at reading that corpse, which is an engag
ing story of how Otzi came to be discovered and where, how he might 
have died, and what meaning we can attach to his personal belongings and 
the food he ate, recently, over five thousand years ago. "Part of kinship 
and community, however stylized or nearly unrecognizable in the com
modification of modernity, is still the sharing of food" (286) . 

Dodd concludes "The Scribe in the Woods," the last essay in the 
book, with a call to action: "The world offers innumerable bridges from 
the inner to the outer realms, avenues of transcendence or narrow pas
sages from one mode of being to another. Gaze up. Gaze back" (334). 

Dodd's book is an excellent example of a collection of essays written 
by a scholar who gazes, who not only researches nature, past and present, 
living and dead, through literature, but also of the scholar who steps out
side the office to explore in a physical, first-hand way those topics of deep 
personal interest. For those inspired to explore the landscapes discussed in 
the book, Dodd provides a selected bibliography which would be a good 
introduction to begin a literary journey, to become an "armchair natural
ist." We'll have to get out of the house to complete the rest of the journey. 

Dodd's book is part travelogue, part education, part poetry, part phi 
losophy, and part reflection. If you choose not to do the fieldwork, In the 
Mind's Eye : Essays across the Animate World will still move you further 
toward understanding and appreciation of the natural and human history 
Dodd writes about so passionately . 

William Kloefkorn. Breathing in the Fu ll ness of Time . Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2009. Pp. 231, $22.95 hb. 

"Desire. Without it, you might as well pack up and go home" (3). William 
Kloefkorn begins Breathing in the Fullness of Time with this quotation, 
spoken by his university football coach . Throughout much of the book, 
Kloefkorn writes about desire, but in the first chapter he explores the 
opposite, his lack of desire to play football and his resolve to tell the head 
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coach . The quality of storytelling is evident immediately as Kloefkorn 
weaves together a narrative of that event which jumps around the field of 
strict chronological order. His descriptions of other players and coaches 
are punctuated with colorful details, providing readers with clear 
roadmaps into characterization. 

Kloefkorn's style of writing takes the reader from one event to another 
without a person realizing immediately that a transition had taken place . 
Readers should enjoy the story of his entry into radio as a DJ at a small 
radio station in Kansas, and, in particular, the mishaps occurring one 
Sunday morning as he worked on math problems in the studio while mon
itoring volume switches during the broadcast of a Catholic service. 

Kloefkorn has the knack of bringing back earlier images and phrases 
found in the book to inform a later narrative, this knack providing both 
delight and continuity in connecting seemingly unrelated events . 
Kloefkorn relates a move to California with his wife to that move experi
enced by Steinbeck's Joad family in The Grapes of Wrath. As a Marine 
officer , he was stationed in California , he and his wife rented an apart
ment , learned they 're pregnant, purchased a TV, the best picture to be 
found , welcomed a daughter. Chapter three will bring back memories to 
those who have experienced a military boot camp, and, for those who 
haven't, the chapter provides enough specific narrative detail to under
stand the ordeal. 

Kloefkorn picks the right stories to illustrate his point. After writing 
about cursing in a Methodist university and beginning work on a disserta
tion, Kloefkorn tells of his experience meeting the poet Gary Gildner, 
who visited the campus where Kloefkorn taught English . Following a 
poetry reading, a group of literary types met at a local tavern for drinks 
and talk. Kloefkorn shared a story about a basketball team of which he 
was a member that , except for one game, went winless one season. The 
coach remained optimistic , stating the team would eventually jell, which 
Kloefkorn thought meant by the end of the season. Gildner suggested the 
coach had another time frame in mind. Soon after Gildner's visit, 
Kloefkorn began writing poetry, submitted a selection , got the rejection 
letter, was encouraged to submit more, and did so. Then a defining 
moment: Kloefkorn dropped his pursuit of the Ph.D., choosing to write 
poetry and fiction, despite the chance the switch would lead to less oppor
tunity for promotion in rank and a lower salary than could be earned as a 
professor with a Ph.D. With that choice , one team member finally jelled 
as a poet and writer. Kloefkorn clearly illustrates his point: follow your 
passion, follow the desire . 

Sooner or later it happens to the best of them: poets go on tour. 
Kloefkorn describes an experience on one particular tour in South Dakota 
which ended with an evening shared with a string quartet from Julliard . 
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Earlier that week, a daughter was born into the family of his son and 
daughter-in-law. At the reading, Kloefkorn read the poem about his son, 
ten-years-old, and the activity of playing catch with a football . The end 
line of the poem, "My son is gone," was a reflection of the child growing 
older, time passing too quickly. A woman in the audience at the reading 
talked with Kloefkorn, expressing concern and consolation that 
Kloefkom's son had died; the son hadn't but Kloefkorn didn't share that 
bit of information with the woman. 

It doesn't take long in a memoir before a person significant to the 
writer dies and the writer reflects on the event; in Kloefkorn's prose the 
memory goes to childhood and a tree house built by brothers. A poem by 
James Dickey, "In the Tree House at Night," helps Kloefkorn articulate 
some sense about the earlier life shared with his brother and then his loss. 

Sometimes a chapter is totally unexpected. Kloefkorn does what all 
writers hope for-begins with an engaging sentence and keeps a reader 
interested until the end. The opening lines of chapter 10 did just that: "My 
desire to enter the hog-calling contest at North Platte, Nebraska, was at 
best lukewarm, until I saw the trophies" (181). I haven't read many essays 
about hog-calling, in fact this is my first, but Kloefkorn's prose and touch
es of humor kept me interested until he revealed whether he won or not. 

In chapter 11, Kloefkorn slips in a bit of reflection on the desire to be 
a musician and how, more often than not, the desire isn't realized . Several 
ofKloefkorn's children tried to be musicians but didn't succeed. He refers 
to a statement written by a famous author : "Samuel Clemens declared in 
his autobiography that banging your head against a brick wall is a sign of 
mental retardation-or words to that effect" (204) . When his younger son 
declared he wanted to learn to play the banjo, Kloefkorn reports his skep
ticism, but, as a conscientious parent, encourages his son's desire . Long 
story short: the son learned to play the banjo. In reaction to Clemens's 
statement, Kloefkorn provides his own advice : "The question, then, is not 
whether you should bang your head against a brick wall but, rather, when 
should you stop the banging?" (205) . 

Kloefkorn's appreciation for life and the people significant to his life 
is clearly evident throughout the book, one that ended too soon. Breathing 
in the Fullness of Time is the fourth in a four-part memoir. If this book is 
a first experience with a Kloefkorn memoir, as it was mine, it's time to 
start with the first part of the series. 

Tom Montag. The Idea of the Local and Other Essays. Fairweather, 
Wisconsin : MWHP Books, 2007 . Pp. x + 252, $17.95 pb . 
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Tom Montag's aim in The Idea of the Local and Other Essays is "to find 
the world in the local" (3), which he does through a series of 39 essays 
divided into three sections . Montag is securely grounded in his explo
ration of place, in particular, his home in Fairwater, Wisconsin, and a 
childhood home in Iowa . 

In part, the book is an answer to comments by writers outside the 
region who comment and pass judgments on the Middlewestem locales 
they visit but briefly. Montag references an essay, which appeared in 
National Geographic, to which the residents of Lebanon, Kansas, took 
issue. A local banker wrote to the magazine to respond to "an unfortunate 
and disappointing portrayal your magazine made of us, our bank and our 
community" (246). Yet people are drawn to write about place and others 
to read about place; we're all trying to figure out the meaning behind the 
concept of place because places are so different. Montag's essays con
tribute to a definition of the Middlewestem place . 

Montag sums up the difficulty of writing about place, especially by an 
outsider, in the last essay of the book, "Epilogue: Meditation in the 
Middle": "What is here is too immense for easy grasping, too hidden to be 
seen at a quick glance" (247). Montag also cautions writers who write 
about place : "We are mere tourists .. . and we could be a little more cour
teous. That we are writers, that we can write about a place gives us no 
proprietary rights" (248). 

Montag's essays are a record of his journeys as he spent time
focused, deliberate, and extended time-in the Middlewest with 
Middlewestemers, attempting to know a bit about the region and the peo
ple who devoted lives to living there. It's all a matter of paying attention. 
Midway into the book Montag states: "Yet today I remind myself to pay 
attention. It is all important and none of it is more important than any 
other of it" (110). In every one of the book's essays, Montag details his 
effort to pay attention and record for us his observations and thoughts. 
Many of the types of people and the places to which he pays attention are 
not the usual subjects of essays, but Montag makes them subjects worthy 
of our attention as readers, whether familiar or not with the Middlewest or 
Middlewesterners. As we read the essays in The Idea of the Local, 
Montag takes us on a journey of discovery, and those discoveries are 
found in places we often don't think twice about or give a second glance. 

In the prologue to the book, Montag takes us to a cemetery where he 
discovers many connections merely by looking at grave markers . The 
dead found there are not just dead; they have stories and their lives have 
importance. In Montag's words: 

In a certain light, the very real people who surround us now and who 
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came before us, they have something mythic clinging to them, some
thing elemental , so that-humble as they might be-they shine 
sometimes as Every Man, Every Woman. (15) 

The remaining essays move from thoughts of places and peop le who used 
to live there to thoughts of places and people who live there now. Many of 
the essays offer a poignant perspective on "Every Man , Every Woman": 

The dedication of a businesswoman, a widow, to other widows, who 
need the services of the small-town store, which serves as a multi
purpose community center. 

The funeral of a simple, shy, quiet old man, "who offered us a way 
to look at community . . . "(69). 

The snow-groomer who has the difficult, demanding, nighttime job 
of the person responsible to groom snow trails for the next day's 
snowmobilers, and who manifests pride in a job well done. 

The self-perception of honor connected to work of the local used
cow dealer, the person who picks up dead animals. Somebody has to 
do the job, so that person might as well perform the job with a sense 
of quality. 

The community school's Christmas program, even though an imper
fect artistic event, of which everyone is proud. 

The reminder to walk about our places at a leisurely pace, so that we can 
catalog sensations up close. We' 11 see things we hadn't noticed before. 

The purpose of the local coffee klatsch, frequented by men," ... the half 
of them who are jokers, and the other half who set the jokers up" (172). 

The sometimes negative impressions that we make of another place, 
which should prompt us to take a closer look back home. We might 
find a lot of similarities. 

Many writers have written about the need of peop le driven to be grounded 
in place , as Montag has done in these essays. He invites us to explo re 
other places and learn about othe r people , but with a caution; we don't 
have to experience it all. "Too much difference is sometimes explos ive, 
but too much sameness suffocates" (230). At the same time that Montag 
writes about the people and places in parts of his world, he is inviting us 
to pay attention to the places where we live and the peop le who live there 
with us . 

Montag ' s effort throughout the book is evident: to treat the subjec ts 
and p laces of his essays wit h ce rt ainty , truthfulness , and faithfu lness , 
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summed up in the final word of "Epilogue: Meditation in the Middle" and 
the book: "Amen." 

Comad E. Davidson 
Minot State University, ND 
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Alistair Elliot, The Real Poems . Nottingham, UK: Shoestring Press, 2008. 
Pp. 48, £8.95 pb. 

This collection by the trained classicist, working translator, and poet 
offers, among others, poems in the meters and rhymes that for his mother 
epitomized "real poetry ." Inscribed in memory of her, the poems are real 
too in their chthonic humility. With nary a glimpse of heaven, where the 
circle is unbroken, we're given instead the cold physics of the corporeal 
world . Here one died suddenly in infancy has gone in the earth "where, 
when we go ourselves, he will not be." Visiting his mother in her final 
days after she has fallen yet again, she has "a purple egg on one temple 
and a collage of yellows and greys" about her face like a painting of a 
bowl of fruit. The frailty of her body shadows a greater infirmity, as her 
hold on the semblances of order and self- the illusory nature of which 
made only that much more poignant by the intelligence, character, and 
pride that characterize her life-gives way to speechlessness, rambling 
internal monologues, and the clutching of her walker as she tries to comb 
her hair. 

Confronting the loss of the one most dear to him, the author studies 
bravely the conditions of mortality, a subject the gods revel in in their pol
itics but few dare face head-on. Who wants to see its grotesqueness? In 
the nursing home his mother has become inured to the sight of those who 
blow their noses on a cheque and eat jelly with a hand. When she escapes 
it's not intentional. Not used to being out alone, everything looks differ
ent, and soon she's lost in a vaguely familiar but utterly foreign world of 
purposes . She forgets too where she's going with her stories and personal 
names and facts. A son can only help her remember here and there. But he 
has long since lost faith that somewhere in the mind organized memories 
persist. Proust just made it up. He, himself, finds it ever more difficult to 
remember his lost friend, dead at 41. 

So somewhere in the mind 
According to Proust 

The organised 
Memories persist. 
The long lost 
Person may still be found 
In the still magnetic dust. ("Annie Dowling," 18) 

Our keepsakes are but shreds of dreck among a sea of litter. Our memo
ries-from a wrecked vessel-jetsam. The work of art, a picture painted, 
bought and hung, is deconstructed in our mind's eye until there's no 
longer any possibility to find interest in it. It's nothing now but dust. 
Might as well sell it. Our own work is no less sham. Translation is like 
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trying to reconstruct a shot-down Messerschmidt. 

We swarm over the wreckage, taking pieces 
we understand, and bolting them back together , 
picking up loose bits, fitting them to shapes 
they seem to like, using a battered manual 
or two, a book of constants and a hammer. ("Translation Session," 21) 

We go about it mechanically, imperfectly, unsure what to do with the left
over pieces and whose to call it when we're done. Another preacher of 
life's vanity was none other than the Latin poet, Ovid, who, exiled to the 
Black Sea among barbaric Scythians, wrote his letters home in elegiac 
couplets. As a final coda to the preceding three cycles of his own, Elliot's 
translation "To M. Aurielius Cotta Maximus Messalinus" strikes haunting 
equipoise with the amorous Nose, a languishing poet, lamenting his lot, 
the uselessness of his talent, and his laziness to revise, all while knowing 
full well he's grown sage and masterful. To a watchful cat, man's laziness 
and stupidity exceed all beastly misapprehensions. Only as the end draws 
near does one really know what cats know, but such knowledge is omi
nous, and so our heroine hides among the lukewarm souls in the shadows 
of the gates of hell, reading books neither good nor bad, to avoid the fit
ting end that lurks to snag her-like dying in the midst of Tolstoy's War 
and Peace. 

Instead of faith and order what one can count on are sympathy, night
mares, chaos, and loneliness. During the war, to protect her children the 
mother braved U-boat infested waters to sail for the U.S. Their boat 
crossed safely but many others were sunk. She could not stay and so left 
her children for what would be a great mistake, "the worst year of your 
life," a time that suffocated them with a choking loneliness writing week
ly letters could not still, and left her son, in sympathy with those who 
hadn't been so lucky, with recurring dreams of his mother "on a sinking 
boat in the dark and fizzing sea." When it comes to time and what's eter
nal, think of Humpty-Dumpty . As for time as duration, nothing lasts. An 
egg on a wall will inevitably come to naught. It's the moment of the 
breaking that's eternal. And so coming to the end of the collection we 
have the poem "Generations" in which mother, 95, poet, 65, son, 35, and 
grandson, 5 years old like airplanes cut through time "in echelon formation": 

Someday, we know, there'll be a crash, 
But meantime we still fly, 
Looping together , keeping watch 
From the comer of an eye. 
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This beautiful image of the fluid ease of present time is but a heartbreak 
ing memory , for by now we know his mother has passed. In "Sudden 
Infant Death" we see a contrast to this flowing transience: 

To find him cooling , never to be warm 
again, is worse than any parent dares 
even to think of as a fear. He looks 
so peaceful , but that isn't him in there: 
he ' s gone somehow, somewhere. 

Here the event, real time, pulls us down into a pit of suffering where 
Jacob went for Joseph mourning (Gen. 37.35), the pit conflated allegori
cally with hell, the hidden sun at night. 

But we're not left with abject grief. We learn to cope and mellow with 
age. Admitting the toxin in his tone, the author suggests weathering his 
pages in the street to be softened by the passing cars . More prudently, he 
faces his own mortality. Taking a bath he revels in "lying shallowly in my 
juice quite unashamed ." He admires nudists' comfort in their own skin 
even "when they scratch their significant forms." Rather than despair 
growing old, fading memory , and the loss of sex, he saves for one he real
ly loves a golden tooth that's fallen out. Life brings knowledge of nature, 
the behavior of cats: Looking pointedly with his nose at a door that's shut 
tells you he's ready to go through, but when he sits with his back towards 
you not looking at his plate, that means it's been too long since he last ate. 
One can find something to appreciate in time. During the war his father 
and uncle wrote back and forth with the same envelope using economy 
labels. Magically, as a talisman, the worn paper form preserves a history 
beyond even the letters it carried. Another envelope, this with a friendly 
letter from a love lost is like light billowing out from a star that has since 
exploded . And there is tradition, constant and healing of one's grief, for 
him at the Bishopton and Redmarshall School Fair where one finds "the 
under-fours still innocently good." There's solace too in one's own chil
dren in whom we see ourselves . His daughter's intricate but weirdly col
ored needlework reminds him of his well -made but poisonous verse. 
There ' s joy in song, a horoscopic ode on three stages of his mother 's life : 
as precious child, strong woman , and adored grandmother; and a song for 
bride and groom in which the loneliness of night is overcome in union 
with one's beloved in the bridal chamber. Memories are buttressed by 
photographs in heaps, and books are arranged to make a family tree. 
Many of the memories shared are of wartime . From 1915, when she was 
but twelve , his mother remembered the soldiers and how they peeled 
oranges "the most efficient way ." 

Though the author would give the reader his eye-tooth-if not his 
gold one, some things he will not part with . Nor his granddaughter . In a 
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charming poem, "The Subject," he tries to convince her to let him put her 
in a poem, but she refuses, not wanting to be wrapped in a "verbal lasso." 
From the Word all things are made but some things must go unspoken to 
exist. He refuses to celebrate his mother's life, though we know it's not 
for lack of merit. His memories of her are often awkward, painful, and 
uncharacteristic. His mother hates postcards, we're told, because the post
man always reads them. She knows because she held the job herself. In 
"Sticks and Stones, Please" we feel the pernicious smart of black magic in 
a recounting of how she was wrongly punished as a child for being late 
for school and the taunting she received. No, rather than saying so out
right, the deep love for his mother, ineffable otherwise, is expressed 
instead through newfound sympathy with slugs, creatures his mother had 
taught him to destroy. Now become an unexpected vehicle of sweet mem
ories, how could he wish to harm them? Though throughout this collec
tion, instead of a moral chord we hear cacophony; still, we can see his fig
ures in the dirt. 

Brian Baumann 
Indiana University 
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Hadara Bar-Nadav, A Glass of Milk to Kiss Goodnight. Chesterfield: 
MO: MARGIE/IntuiT House, (P. 0 . Box 250, Chesterfield , MO 63006-
0250) 2007. Pp . 80, $13.95 pb . 

The image on the front cover of Hadara Bar-Nadav's debut book of 
poems, A Glass of Milk to Kiss Goodnight, displays a grotesque image of 
a bird with a human tongue for a head and a winding piece protruding 
from its rear. Other than the tongue and the winding mechanism, the bird 
appears real. The image embodies the cross-pollination of the three major 
themes of the book, the interchanges between humans , animals, and the 
material world . 

A Glass is essentially composed of surrealist poems, but the poems do 
not simply admire their own playfulness or move casually along. A lesser 
poet might get caught in such a trap, but Bar-Nadav was born in New 
York and moved to Minnesota. This topographical shift can be felt in her 
work as much as it can be felt in F. Scott Fitzgerald's and Bob Dylan's 
(though both wentfrom Minnesota to New York). The surface glitz and 
shimmer are grounded by something that transcends the avant-garde. One 
can feel this same weight in Federico Fellini's masterpiece 8½. In that 
film, the surreal elements are tempered by haunting flashbacks to Guido 
Anselmi's (played by Marcello Mastroianni) childhood. In the dream 
sequences, Guido is burdened by his memories of his parents and his 
Catholic upbringing. His weaknesses and inadequacies are exposed. His 
art becomes a shaded lens through which to confess his guilt . In one 
dream sequence, Guido finds himself in a cemetery with his parents, and 
his grief is palpable and perhaps overbearing. The distinction between the real 
and surreal is blurred, and the scene draws its strength from this ambiguity. 

At their best, the poems in A Glass are punctuated by a similar ambi
guity. In the poem "A Number of Things," for instance, the poem inter
twines the number 6, moving from the Genesis account of creation ("On 
the 6th day / there was no rest,") to the Holocaust itself ("6 million shad
ows I encircle my family"). The two references connect faith and doubt. 
In between, the speaker confesses, "(6 men in 6 nights)" and her "6-letter 
name I crumbles in shame." The name Hadara means "adorned with beau
ty," yet the speaker's faith plays the major role in this shame . The irony is 
that although the speaker does not believe in God, the weight of the past 
bears down upon her memory . She begins, "The 6-pointed star / my 
grandmother wore ," and then says, 
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6 points, 6 angles, 
6 sides collide. 

If you let me 
I will tell you 6 lies. 



Here the collision between faith and doubt renders them virtually irrecon
cilable, yet there is a sense of yearning for such reconciliation. What 
could be easily missed in A Glass is how the Holocaust seems to shadow 
and inform the entire work. Read through this lens, the surrealism con
tains both the counterpoint and the base on which to establish the absurd. 

This counterpoint is acutely established in the poem "Le Corbusier" in 
which the dream world of Salvador Dali (that Bar-Nadav repeatedly bor
rows from) comes face to face with "Cartesian regularity ." The poem, 
inspired by a photo by Barbara Morgan, says: 

I'd like you to be my father, 
my numbers 5 and 18. 

I like your face, 
your plaid shirt and herringbone coat, 
your round glasses and pupils like blackened dimes. 

A building rises on your shoulders like a dozen laced spines : 
wood slats, steel bars, and crosses everywhere I look. 

Religious imagery increases throughout the poem. In a note at the end 
of the book, Bar-Nadav relates the numbers "5 &18" to the Jewish mysti
cal practice ofGematria. The numbers "5 & 18," in this context, interpose 
Le Corbusier with God, but the God (father) of Le Corbusier is the 
Christian Capitalist God, and the ascension of the tower with "crosses 
everywhere" is a mask to disguise the Babel-esque ruins of history. Thus, 
the speaker mocks the "desire that we start again from zero / (perfectly 
clean, perfectly clear)." The final lines invoke the tragedy that seems a 
natural conclusion for those who seek to erase history. 

No gold leaf, marble, or stained glass, 
only your stitched mouth, steady black eyes 
and men who hang from ropes. 

The casual declension of human value contrasts with industrial ascension 
as the omission of any ornamentation imparts a clinical tone to the art of 
Le Corbusier. The gilding, or lack of it, might be said to perform the same 
function as the surreal context in Bar-Nadav's poems. There is the implic
it urge to breach the visible world through artistic/religious gestures. One 
is reminded of The Education of Henry Adams in which "All the steam in 
the world could not, like the Virgin, build Chartres." 

For such a small book of poems, A Glass is an expansive work of art, and 
its modernist sensibility displays both complex and thematic allusions . 
The central image, the glass of milk in the poem "Night with Wings," 
"embodies a fairy almost drowning in the milk until she rises, / a minikin 
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woman shaking / the dampness from her wings" and "rushes to the heav
enly ballroom." As the poem closes, the border between the real and the sur
real disappears: 

The chandelier opens and closes 
its claw of merciless light. 
Alas, I only have my glass 
of milk to kiss goodnight. 

The image itself is a deceptive one, especially in the context of "6 mil
lion shadows." One is aware of the unnamed burden in the speaker's dark 
night. The fairy tale evaporates in the "merciless light," and the speaker 
(the artist) is left in isolation with her "ordinary glass of milk." In a simi 
lar scene in 8½, Guido goes to the community spring for a glass of "holy 
water" and imagines a beautiful servant girl emerging from the forest. 
When the vision is disrupted by an ugly unkempt woman also trying to 
serve him, we understand the harsh division between life and art: the high 
cloud -filled air of surreal art captured in the surreal is dependent upon the 
verifiable world. Consequently, A Glass concludes with the poem "Prayer 
(For and End)," and the surreal falls away as the speaker paces off in a 
gunfight against death. 

When the time comes 
my back will not be turned. 

I'll throw down my gun, 
refuse to march ten paces. 

I want to watch the bullet come, 
skidding silver into skin. 
And then, 

I shoot to the end 
so that I know how to live, 

so that I know 
how words will leave me. 

Finally, then, there is perhaps an afterlife beyond the shut door of 
death. The written word itself becomes a weapon by which to shoot to the 
end, and the poems as such offer a code by which to live. In this way, the 
book circles back upon itself as the speaker transcends the temporal by 
associating renewal with the traditions of the past. 

Brad McDuffie 
Nyack College 
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Abdelfattah Kilito, Thou Shalt Not Speak My Language. Translated by 
Wai] Hassan. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2008. Pp. xxvi + 102, 
$19.95 hb. 

Thou Shalt Not Speak My Language by Abdelfattah Kilito is a brilliantly 
crafted series of essays that explore the themes of languages, literatures, 
and translation within the context of European and Arabic poetry, philoso
phy, and literary theory. Originally published in 2002, this beautiful trans
lation makes the book accessible to non-Arabophones of the English 
speaking world . The work has been meticulously translated from Arabic 
into English by Wai] S. Hassan, whose thoughtful introduction to Kilito's 
book provides the reader with a privileged glimpse into the painstaking 
work of the translator. The auto-referential quality of the text provides 
this English edition with a dimension not present in the original version 
since the work is a translation that scrutinizes the art of translation itself. 
In this way , Hassan serves as an intermediary between Kilito and 
Anglophone readers worldwide . 

At the heart ofKilito's study are key literary debates that explore lan
guage, culture, and the translatability of the myriad genres encountered by 
the translator. Kilito thoughtfully questions whether or not the translator 
cannibalizes the text as it is transformed from one language to another. 
Specifically, Kilito frames his arguments by examining philosophy and 
poetry and their capacity to cross both cultural and linguistic boundaries. 
In addition, Kilito highlights the challenges and consequences of bilin
gualism while discussing the themes of language mastery and possession. 

In chapter one, "In the Mirror," Kilito questions how Arabs see and 
evaluate Arabic literature, especially in relation to canonical works of 
European literature . Chapter two, entitled "The Translator," opens by 
questioning whether or not an individual can equally possess and master 
two languages. The chapter investigates the translatability of philosophy 
and poetry while highlighting key differences between oral tradition and 
written texts . Specifically , this second chapter discusses al-Jahiz (A.D. 
776-869), a well-known Arab scholar who wrote literary Arabic prose as 
well as Islamic philosophy. 

In the third chapter, "Illusion," Kilito discusses the work of the 
Islamic philosopher Ibn Rushd (A.D. 1126-1198) who is well-known for 
his commentary and study of Aristotle ' s Poetics . According to Kilito, Ibn 
Rushd's unfamiliarity with Aristotle led him to mistake tragedy for pane
gyric and to interpret comedy as satire . This example demonstrates the 
inevitable misunderstandings that can occur as languages and literatures 
cross socio-linguistic frontiers. Chapter four, "Between Movement and 
Stillness," features the travels of the Muslim Berber known as Ibn Battuta 
(A.D. 1304-1368). A scholar and jurisprudent, Ibn Battuta is best known 
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for his extensive travels throughout the Islamic world . Chapter five, 
"Images," and chapter 6, "The State in Between," continue the theme of 
travel literature through an analysis of the cultural encounters recorded by 
two Arab travel writers who toured Europe during the 19th century. 

The seventh and final chapter, "Thou Dost Not, and Shalt Not, Speak 
My Language," concludes the study with the idea that we are all mere 
guests of a language. The chapter discusses why native speakers may feel 
angry when the Other cannot speak their language. Paradoxically, native 
speakers may also feel "robbed" when the Other speaks their language 
with flawless ease and fluency. 

The findings and the arguments of this book contribute to on-going 
global and transnational discursive dialogues on culture, language, and the 
role of the translator. As a result of Kilito's comparative approach to 
world literatures, Thou Sha lt Not Speak My Language bridges the lan
guages, cultures, and literatures of the West and the non-West. I recom
mend this book to scholars and students whose research focuses on lin
guistics, literature of the Arab world, postcolonial studies, or literary theory . 

Sarah E. Mosher 
University of North Dakota 
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Blake Bailey, Cheever: A Life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2009 . Pp. 
784, $35 hb. 

What do we make of this man? He lived behind the most respectable and 
conventional of exteriors , where barbecues and Shetland sweaters and 
commuter trains assembled themselves against instability, and gave the 
clapboard inhabitants the promise of tranquility. Just how much of it all 
was a Potemkin village masking unending tragedy? A lot, as we had pre
monitions of with the publication of Cheever's journals in the early 
nineties and now see spread wide, fanned out on the table like a sad poker 
hand, in Blake Bailey's Cheever: A Life, a biography written with his 
family's assistance and approval. 

But if we take the desolation as a given, the more interesting question 
with Cheever is whether he universalized it and made of it something of 
value, a view into our own gulfs of emptiness and indirection. Was his 
suffering outwardly directed, the nature -mirror that simultaneously 
shocked us, let us recognize ourselves, and buoyed us with hope? Or was 
he some kind of absolutely tragic figure, the kind of creature fitting Joyce 
Carol Oates's description, after meeting him only once, of John 
Berryman: "People see so much depth in this depression of his; but I see 
selfishness, detachment, a solipsistic inability to connect with the feelings 
of others." 

The answer is not an easy one. He vacillated between these poles, and 
as he aged the tug of sadness sometimes seemed to drag away all light 
with it, a black hole that could only consume and not illuminate. 

Cheever's problems were in his beginnings, and then more in his 
exaggerations of them . If Heidegger saw the source of our happiness in 
feeling "as guests in the world," leaving us kindly disposed to it, Cheever 
was as far from this as possible : "I have no biography," he wrote ; "I came 
from nowhere and I don't know where I'm going ." While his older brother 
Fred was the apple of his parents ' eye-growing into a manly, affable , 
athletically prodigious Yankee-John ' s arrival came after his parents ' 
marriage was deracinating. He attributed his conception entirely to his 
mother's having one too many Manhattans one evening: "Otherwise I 
would have remained unborn on a star." And then there was the abortion
ist invited to dinner by his father, something Cheever brought up with ner
vously chuckling constancy and finally wrote into his bewildering, genre
busting novel Falconer. He always wondered what was worse , the fact 
itself or his mother's prevarication with it-as he later wrote in his jour
nals-to "seize the affections of her son ." No one asks to be born 
(Heidegger again), but no one deserves the stamp of misconception, that 
constant , clammy tang of unwelcome. 

Though his father sold shoes in droll Quincy, John was reminded that 
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his family line was aristocratic, that he was a "Chee-vah," possessing 
"great destiny, ability, great force and grace and love of the world." Soon 
enough , Fred was a hockey star at Dartmouth and John was a freshman at 
the B-list Thayer Academy, from which he was ejected just before selling 
his first story, at age eighteen , to The New Republic (title: "Expelled"). 
The ante was upped with this play of the prodigy card . His lifelong friend 
and rival John Updike described it as " .. . alarmingly mature, with a 
touc h of the uncanny , as the rare examples of literary precocity 
Rimbaud , Chatterton , Henry Green-tend to be ." 

Soon Cheever was selling stories (eventually 121 of them) to The New 
Yorker, a way in which someone could actually make a modest living 
then. But the editors turned away as many as they took, and Simon and 
Schuster insisted on so many changes to his incipient novel that it was 
parsed apart for scrap, his revision notes used to write "short things , out of 
financial necessity ." In the midst of the Depression , he joined thousands 
of other writers who lasted out that time courtesy of the Works Progress 
Administration . Afterward, he began to flourish again at The New Yorker 
under its young fiction editor William Maxwell. But he knew he'd never 
reach the high ground until he sold a novel, an ambition he felt all the 
more keenly having left his rooms at the Chelsea Hotel and, "deciding I 
was tired of sleeping alone," married Mary Winternitz and departed to 
that greatest of famous writers' schools, World War II. 

Cheever took forever getting the novel (The Wapshot Chronicle) off 
the ground, and he remained perennially, quite vociferously broke . By 
1949, however, he was writing an unbroken series of breathtaking stories 
for The New Yorker, tales in which his personae as a thwarted but clair
voyant spy among the rich-an anthropologist observing his own peo
ple-was honed into a cutting, lustrous obsidian. In "The Sutton Place 
Story" and "The Enormous Radio," Cheever's narrators notice a neurotic, 
mercenary bitterness behind the fa<;ade of a certain "kind of people," ones 
who 

strike that satisfactory average of income, 
endeavor, and respectability that is reached 
by the statistical reports in college alumni 
bulletins. They were the parents of two children, 
they had been married nine years, they lived 
on the 12th floor of an apartment house near 
Sutton Place , they went to the theater an 
average of 10.3 times a year, and they hoped 
some day to live in Westchester. 

Of course, Cheever lived precisely there, in Ossining, though as a renter 
still cursing the meager New Yorker checks and unable to transit ion to the 
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abiding, long-game player he felt his novels warranted. Perhaps then he 
realized that the stories would be his legacy, the form in which he found 
his freedom, and the vehicle that let him push from a free indirect narra
tion into something just this side of magic realism. The couple in "The 
Enormous Radio" are able to pick up on a Victrola their neighbors' con
versations, as if it were a party-line telephone, overhearing "demonstra
tions of indigestion, carnal love, abysmal vanity, faith and despair." But it 
also reminds the listeners of their venality, the narrator sitting abashed at 
his own abuse of his wife, whose breezy indifference at her weekend 
abortion (here it is again) showing her as perfidious, fallen, a brittle vessel 
of shallowness. 

Cheever's marriage and family life mirrored that of the "Radio" char
acters. His bitterness over money launched him off the wagon ( drinking, 
for much of his life, a fifth of gin or scotch a day) and into affairs with 
Hope Lange, with eavesdropping office girls, with men he'd yearned for 
ever since imagining himself eventually dying by "being strangled at a 
urinal by some hairy sailor." By 1979, when his collected stories won 
piles of accolades and finally made him rich, his children-pestered and 
scarred and shamed-were leaving home to become, with one exception, 
writers themselves. 

Much of the infernal underside of his life, and much of this biogra 
pher's material, comes rightly from the astonishing journals Cheever kept 
most of his writing life and which Robert Gottlieb published in install 
ments in The New Yorker in 1991-92. These diaries are almost unbearably 
confessional but contain some of the best confessional prose-bar none
of the previous century in American writing. If genius was, as Fitzgerald 
said, the ability to keep two contradictory ideas in the mind simultaneous 
ly without breaking down, then Cheever was almost a genius. The contra
dictions between the Episcopal Easter communion rail with family, and 
his kneeling for quite another purpose in a men's room stall (often just 
hours later) show his inability to hold both sternly exclusive worlds 
together without disintegrating. But the descriptions of his ardor (Lange 
called him "the homiest man I've ever known") are bracing as cold spring 
water, and one cannot possibly imagine a man more honest and pitiless 
with himself, with what he was left with when the masks melted away. 

In the end, posthumously-revealed bisexuality, the redemptive retreat 
from alchohol, and the tremendously cantilevered hiddenness of it all 
recede behind the glorious authority ("alarmingly mature") of his stories, 
a lapidary sepulcher in which admirers like Nabokov, Bellow, and Francis 
Steegmuller freely wandered. 

Less than two months before he died in 1982, his wife escorted him 
out onto the stage of Carnegie Hall to accept the National Medal for 
Literature. "A page of prose," he declared, "is invincible." John Updike 
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would remember it in his eulogy: "All the literary acolytes assembled 
there fell silent, astonished by such faith." 

Richard Wirick 
Los Angeles, CA 
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Nathan J. Bolls is emeritus professor of biology at Wittenberg University 
in Ohio where he taught courses in ecological physiology, vertebrate zool
ogy, and evolution . In addition to his research on mammals and reptiles 
and essays on the dangers of pollution, published in scientific journals, his 
essays and articles have appeared in North Dakota Quarterly and Big 
Muddy. 

Inara Cedrins is an American artist, writer, and translator with degrees 
from Columbia College in Chicago and the School of the Art Institute in 

367 



Chicago. She has also studied traditional art in China and Nepal and 
taught in China and Latvia. Her anthology of contemporary Latvian poet
ry was published by the University of Iowa press, and she is currently 
working on a new Baltic anthology. 

Dallas Crow's poetry and nonfiction have appeared in numerous publica 
tions, including English Journal, Notes on Contemporary Literature, and 
Poet Lore. He teaches English at Breck School in Golden Valley, 
Minnesota. 

Michelle Disler has a Ph.D. in creative nonfiction from Ohio University, 
and she teaches nonfiction workshops on the essay and literature classes 
on women writers at Ohio Wesleyan University . Her work has appeared 
in numerous journals and has received A WP, Pushcart, and other awards . 
A book-length collection of epistolary meditations on Beaver Island, 
Michigan, is in process . 

Gary Fincke's memoir, The Canals of Mars, will be published in April 
by Michigan State University Press, which published his nonfiction 
account of following his son's career as a rock guitarist in two signed 
bands , Lifer and Breaking Benjamin. His short story collection, Sorry I 
Worried You, won the Flannery O'Connor Prize and was published by the 
University of Georgia Press. 

Carol K. Howell is a 1985 graduate of the Iowa Writers' Workshop . She 
has published about fifty stories in literary magazines , most recently 
including Epoch, Cimarron Review, and The Greensboro Review. The 
story that appears here, "Blood and Milk," has been nominated for a 
Pushcart Prize and selected for inclusion in New Stories from the 
Midwest , an anthology to be published by Ohio University Press. She has 
taught writing at the University of Pittsburgh, the University of Iowa, and 
Syracuse University. 

Robert Lacy is the author of a collection of short stories, The Natural 
Father (New Rivers Press). His short fiction and essays have appeared in 
The Best American Short Stories, Ploughshares, The Sewanee Review, 
The Antioch Review, The Gettysburg Review, The Virginia Quarterly 
Review, The Oxford American, Minnesota Monthly, and North Dakota 
Quarterly. He lives with his wife Susan on Medicine Lake in the western 
suburbs of Minneapolis. 
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Naton Leslie has essays forthcoming in Palo Alto Review, Under the Sun, 
and Xavier Review. His ninth book, a collection of poetry titled Small 
Cathedrals, is due out in February 2011 through Word Tech Press in 
Cincinnati, Ohio. 

Paul Lindholdt, Professor of Enlgish at Eastern Washington University, 
specializes in enviromental literature. He serves on the editorial board of 
Journal of Ecocriticism. "Under the Sign of Aries" is part of the forth
coming book In Earshot of Water to be published by the University of 
Iowa Press. 

Susan Maurer of New York City has been published in fifteen countries . 
Her first full-length book Perfect Dark was published by Lans Palm's 
Ungovernable Press out of Sweden. 

Natasha Miller is completing her degree at Nyack College. She is cur
rently working on a chapbook of poetry about her memories of growing 
up in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. 

Debra Monroe is the author of five books, including two collections of 
stories, The Source of Trouble and A Wild, Cold State, and two novels, 
Newfangled and Shambles, and a memoir which will appear in 2010, On 
the Outskirts of Normal: Forging a Family against the Grain. She teaches 
in the MF A program at Texas State University and lives in Austin, Texas. 

David Philip Mullins is the author of the forthcoming collection of short 
stories True Love vs. the Cigar Store Indian (Sarabande Books), which 
won the 2009 Mary McCarthy Prize in Short Fiction. He is a graduate of 
the Iowa Writers' Workshop. His stories have appeared or are forthcom
ing in The Yale Review, The Massachusetts Review, New England Review, 
Cimarron Review, and Fiction, and he teaches creative writing at 
Creighton University . 

Eve Newman is a graduate of the University of Alaska-Fairbanks creative 
writing program and currently works as an outdoor writer in Laramie, 
Wyoming. 

Karol Nielsen is the author of Black Elephants, a Gulf War memoir forth
coming from the University of Nebraska Press. "Litmus Test," a chapter 
of her memoir, was named as a notable essay in The Best American 
Essays 2005. She is the senior editor of Epiphany and a writing instructor 
at New York University. 
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Sarah Odishoo, a professor of English at Columbia College, Chicago, 
most recently has had "Cubed," a creative nonfiction story, accepted by 
Gastronomia . She has had her work published in West Wind Review, New 
Letters, and numerous other journals. 

Ann Olson grew up on the Sisseton-Wahpeton Reservation in the north
east comer of South Dakota and lived several years in Montana. She 
teaches writing and literature at Heritage University on the Yakima 
Reservation in Toppenish, Washington. 

Pat Schneider has published nine books including five volumes of 
poems, Writing Alone and with Others (Oxford), and Wake Up Laughing : 
A Spiritual Autobiography. Her libretti have been performed and recorded 
at Tanglewood and in Carnegie Hall by Robert Shaw and the Atlanta 
Symphony. Her work has been featured on NPR and seven times on 
Garrison Keillor's "Writers' Almanac ." She is an adjunct faculty member 
of the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California. 

Robert Schnelle teaches English and humanities at Central Washington 
University. He is the author of Valley Walking: Notes on the Land 
(Washington State UP 1997). His essays and reviews have appeared in the 
Seattle Review and other publications. 

Carol Scott-Conner is a professor of surgery at the University of Iowa 
Carver College of Medicine. Her short fiction explores the nexus where a 
surgeon's work at the hospital and her relationship with significant people 
in her life intersect. Her work has appeared in numerous journals. 

James Scully's recent publications, from Azul Editions, include Oceania 
(a sheaf of poems, 2008) and Vagabond Flags: Serbia and Kosovo 
(2009), a composite journal-scrapbook, and notes documenting a few 
weeks in the former Yugoslavia in 2007. A Serbian translation was pub
lished in 2008 in Belgrade . After six years he has recently completed 
translations of Sophokles' Aias and Philoktetes. 

Micaela Seidel is a native New Mexican, a mother, and a grandmother. 
She has published articles for New Mexico Magazine, Albuquerque 
Living, and the East Mountain Telegraph and has contributed prose and 
poetry to numerous other journals. She recently earned an MF A from the 
University of New Mexico and is working on a memoir addressing her 
experiences with her son's mental illness. 
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Anis Shivani's short fiction collection, Anatolia and Other Stories, is 
being published by Black Lawrence Press. New fiction, poetry, and criti 
cism appear in The Georgia Review, The Prairie Schooner, North 
American Review, and elsewhere. A novel, Intrusion, is in progress. 

Dustin Solberg lives with his wife in Anchorage, Alaska, where he writes 
for The Nature Conservancy and grows vegetables on a 20-by-20 foot plot 
in the C Street Community Garden. His newspaper work is included in 
the anthology A People's History of Wilderness. 

Kathleen Spivack is the author of six books of prose and poetry and has 
published in The New Yorker, The Atlantic Monthly, Poetry, The Paris 
Review, The Kenyon Review , and many others . A student and friend of 
poet Robert Lowell, Ms. Spivack has written about the poets of his time. 
She teaches in the U.S. and France . 

Marion K. Stocking lived on the coast of Maine after teaching at the 
Universities of Maine and Colorado and thiry years at Beloit College. 
Since 1954 she had been an editor of the Beloit Poetry Journal and edited 
its fifty-year anthology, A Fine Excess. She and her husband David band
ed birds for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service , and her scholarly publica 
tions have been on the Shelley/Byron circle. She had been writing mem 
oirs, most recently To the Wilderness on her life-long adventures in wild 
country. We regret her passing in 2009 . 

Seth Taylor lives in Southern California with his wife and daughter and 
recently completed his first short -story collection . His fiction has been 
published in North American Review, Black Warrior Review, Center: A 
Journa l of the Literary Arts , and other journals. He teaches at San Diego 
State University . 

Ryan Trauman grew up in the Red River Valley, attending North Dakota 
State University, and eventually earning his master's degree in writing at 
the University of Colorado . He currently lives in Kentucky, pursuing his 
doctorate in Rhetoric and Composition at the University of Louisville. His 
work has appeared in the Allegheny Review and the North Coast Review, 
among other journals. 
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Robert Wexelblatt is a professor of humanities at Boston University's 
College of General Studies. He has published essays, stories, and poems 
in a wide variety of journals, two story collections, Life in the Temporal 
Zone and The Decline of Our Neighborhood, a book of essays, Professors 
at Play, and the novel Zublinka among Women. 

Laura Esther Wolfson still lives in New York City and still earns her 
living as a translator. Her writing has appeared recently in The Sun and on 
Rumpus.net. 
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