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KATHERINE LARSON

RADIAL SYMMETRY

Katherine Larson
I

There’s an island off Bahia Kino where pelicans heap

their nests in arms of giant cacti, green tips spattered with guano
& the sound that is the whoosh of forty or so petulant wings
winding their springs in unison when an intruder arrives.

In the estuary leading to these cacti sprung from craggy rock,
sea slugs named for their apricot hue knit eggs in spiraling
ribbons. Black brittle stars, stunned with light, thrust

smooth, blunt discs to a sky so blue it could be its own
unknown tributary. To the east, the island finishes itself

in a series of difficult ledges inked with sea lions; the air
slathered with the scent of brined decay & that edge

of salt that purifies as it stings. The dark nacre of

some inward shells reminds one of the old pearl divers,

plunging through the surface with hand-woven nets, casting

for winged & black-tipped oysters a hundred feet below.

In Cortés’ day, the Europeans’ knowledge of the Lower Gulf
was due to the attraction of these nacreous drops wound in the hair
& round the neck. Steinbeck, in his logbook, wrote of stinging
worms & swordfish that leapt about in pure joy & it’s always
made me wonder if there are places created to make the body
chafe. The rusted shrine that parries the mouth of the estuary
carries a reminder of this—a Virgen whose miracles included
Castilian roses flung from the cloak of a desert peasant & other visions
wandering & singing themselves into existence like the intricate
portraits of shells & seabirds brought to life in ironwood

by the Seris.

II

But back to what Steinbeck said
about the swordfish. It’s always seemed to me that deserts were
the place where clarity lived, something like solitude
gifted with peace that’s a direct result of an environment
so harsh the physical body offers only its vulnerability,
which is enough to realize that something begins where
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vulnerability ends. I've thought of this particular joy as radial
symmetry since I first saw Haeckel’s lithographs of tendriled
anemones & jellyfish. Intimately aware of what

it means to thirst, & torn like Haeckel between the sciences
& arts searching for consilience. Like the jellyfish,

whose circle leads irrevocably to one unifying point, the
study of which goes back beyond recorded history.

Thus exaggerated & extended, the arc becomes an

embrace with no beginning or ending—arms, that enclose
& fill become solar—there’s an equilibrium in which

the circle becomes a sphere, becomes the earth.

And yes, those creatures survive because the substrate

buoys them. Outside of seawater, fragile tissues

desiccate & tear. I've imagined myself at times

as a mind floating in all that space, something like a

brain encased in the translucence of a jellyfish

bell & moving in that fundamental substrate of

the other. Call it oblivion or call it grace. And, as if

reborn as this, surrounded also by others, who might
represent the possibility of consciousness expanding
without ending, of empathy without labels, I'm remembering
camping on the beach as a child & waking to the rich

& primal stench of rotting mollusks, seagulls screeching
like harpies, living where there’s no

dissonance between the body & the mind it holds,

that in this troubled paradise, I have to believe

that the tides have a simple & straightforward purpose.
That old hymn—world without end.
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THREE GHOST NETS

Katherine Larson
I

If epiphany, then the one-armed baker at the panaderia, spruced in his lemon-
yellow guayabera, such constant motif of startled

gold, & gritty streets with tourist-shop
curtains of freeze-dried seahorses, starfish stale & goose-fleshed as pages of Braille.

Ask the blind how carefully we build our world on light. Ask the octopus
how the evolution of our eyes converged.

Sunlight pecks at my life until it desiccates.
Why paradise so bright it burns?

The gulls cartwheeling, screaming as they ribbon diapers. At the shoreline, froth of
Callinectes crabs. Greek for beautiful swimmer.

II

The divers test the air as if still underwater. All day hunting
clams & scallops, snails & octopus.

I've made pink lemonade with a bag of ice
from the gas station down the road.

In the kitchen, the light surrenders, words
sink slowly to the table,
taking root like anemones.

An older man tells a story of his youth: sea turtles surging to shore
by the hundreds, gouging sand with muscled flippers to lay their eggs.

They arrived by night. And at the end of the nesting season,
they'd capture a turtle as she circled back to the sea. Cleave
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her throat, hold a cup to catch the blood & drink
before cracking the plastron & removing the meat.

Not what he says, but how he says it—
he speaks as if this was an act of love.

The afternoon slackens with the tides, sour-sweet of cheap lemonade.

What do I know? He seems to think that
what he took & what that fed was larger than the both of them.

III

Washing dishes means a faultless view of dunes—
some fissuring of sand gone inarticulate

as a woman’s body when she stretches naked
& alone. The moments we drift just under what we are.

Studies of a landscape in sage & mudflat, whitewashed adobes
like clusters of bleached
barnacles cleaved to cliffs, the ashy plumage

of the pelicans rising up, abstracting...

I walk outside to harvest blood-red prickly pear fruit,
my hands shielded with paper bags,

pangas plowing toward a blister of sun, beneath them
blooms of plankton rising like neurons firing.

How difficult it is to remain a body while the landscape disappears.



ONCE UPON A TIME

Mike Schneider

Think of it this way: Somewhere
a twitchy trigger-finger, speck
of ferocious energy freed, kernel
of a seed still sprouting, source
of every impulse to move,
says the physicist in love,
the cosmos of himself
unfolding like a rose in bloom.
This attraction, me to you,
he says, biochemical vibration, voodoo

at the fingertips, is that same blossoming.

A quantum glitch, leakage from some
wormhole, like the first firefly
of summer, birth without conception
bursting from whatever darkness
there was when there was only
absence into the light of everything
that’s happened—immeasurable
violence, he says, hapless

passenger on the freight train
of his chromosomes, electrons
hopping broken rails of nerve.

We're bumper cars, he says, careening
through a curve in space-time, strange
quarks, immortal protons, twisted
strands of DNA. What a ride
to arrive here, two lonely helices,
one enchanted evening, fingers
gliding up and down the neck
of a guitar. Django Reinhardt
was made of stardust, chains

and rings of carbon. Let’s
tango, let’s twist a little closer, let’s
misbehave, he says, like an organic
chemist who knows a few old songs.

MIKE

SCHNEIDER
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Eros loosed the arrow, time
flying all directions, no direction
home, he says, like a lawyer
of thermodynamics. Love
is evolution of the cosmos.
What else can we do?

he says, becalmed at last—
as if talking on his grandmother’s
front porch, beside her on the glider.
Summer evening quietness. A breeze.
The big tree across the street.
Everything made sense.



COURTNEY QUEENEY

THEORIES OF EXISTENCE

Courtney Queeney

Wine, for instance, being a voicebox,
shortcut from one hour to the next
when conversation is needed

to sustain a performance of normal.
Sold in stores everywhere.

Or wandering, an itinerant of the over-bright city
which exists as one unending hour of night.
Streams of people who don't know my name
walk by without even asking.

One of my self-portraits is a postcard

of an unnamed mountain in Italy.

Another one, an abandoned storefront’s

can-can line of headless mannequins.

A candy bar wrapper. A stray cat. A nomad’s pack.
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ESCAPE ARTIST

Courtney Queeney

My mother was a model:

| try to translate this fact into something
she wasn’t—a blueprint for Woman,

a public leader worthy of a rally.

Instead she early turned me out
to practice attraction.

Maybe she hoped some raccoons
would take pity

and let me latch onto their pack,

but even the feral animals in our suburb
left me alone, to fall in love

with leaving, and because | was young
and dumb | believed

Maybe when | get to Indiana—

(car lights careening toward me,

factories groaning smoke on the horizon)

I'll begin to fashion a more accurate idea of the world
with less wreckage. I'll have a credit card, an odometer
to quantify my fleeing, my fractions—

Goodbye suburbs. I won’t miss your expensive ennui.
Goodbye Illinois, you weren't all corn and boring,.
Hello open road, hello cruise control.

Hello intermittent white line,

so straight and constant, imposing order on the world.
I'll follow you. You will never forsake me.



COURTNEY

THE UNREAD EPILOGUE

Courtney Queeney

In our world
gitls that roam woods after dark
or any animal with half a brain

that doesn’t brick and mortar out the wolves
is asking to be eaten.
The wolves are just being wolves;

they can't help their hunger.
And the girl who escapes
being slow-roasted in an oven

by shoving the witch in
and skipping away with her brother
down the dark forest’s single, gangplank path

crowded by high, pointed firs—
that girl grows into slow smoke,
crackling between crisp sheets

in her pink and white bed
as she sees the old crone’s bent back

and its sad, laddered spine, and feels

not her two hands bracing and shoving
but the surge of pleasure
that came next—

and is slowly wasted by her trespass,
apprenticed the rest of her years
to the many forms of fire.

QUEENEY
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INSOMNIA: A PERSONIFICATION

Mike Smith

Across the pond

of her palm, a spider
walks. Something
always needs protecting.

How easy and likely to sleep. How easy

and likely to remain awake. A trapped limb

and sudden cry will do it. Or just the unsteady
breathing out of constellations. Sound, often,

is the first intrusion, shuffling its own way
beneath the baiting moon. All this, she sees clearly,
despite the streaming motes in her eye.

Night is the last narrative left to her, but it is difficult to call up
the now necessary questioning reverie of origins—bright paint
of a miniature palette; the question mark of his larger sleeping
self, so murkily close to her own flimsy beginning he seemed
once key to her body’s cipher.

(All the while, the fatted hours lead
themselves, singly—each a Judas, each

a Christ. Always the first ones, especially,
do not want to leave. Her thought
pushes them from her.)

Mathematical her needs
and exponential their satisfactions, reflux
from the verb-less void.

10
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But the scramble for mastery is best left, in every case, to her
lesser, later betters. They will hold to themselves like a child the
child’s fear of fearlessness. Little effort is needed now to draw
her out into the yard, to the fenced pool of community run-off
at the edges of the lots and between the bordering pines to
contemplate the geometrics of their trunks. Though inaction,
too, is comfortable, the almost utter stillness.

Since the world was not
meant for her. Since
the world was not meant.

11
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Locus AMOENUS

Mike Smith

A mind not to be changd by place or time.

Here, on Mars, it staggers them, the woman

and the man, all that has been foreseen for them

by those (How many?) unnamed, unnamable others,
cheering on the other side of the lens. They are grateful

for the certainty and the routine, the moments
of their footfalls chosen, this first step
= unknown generations
of thought. Once, someone heard the absence
of her boot-crunch in the dust, and so there are
no surprises.
(Red rock. Red face of rock. Red sea

without a face. Red shifting sea.)

It is, for them,
easier to lose hold of a world, mostly
because of us, our good fathers and mothers,
who taught us eternity is the trajectory
when the math is right. Not that courage is not
always required, so it’s best to go with your shields up.

Say the math was right. That might surprise them,
the woman and the man, if they reached him, there,
on Mars, at risk from any one of his own elements
and as vulnerable as they were got up to be.

Not He Who Annihilates, or He Who Placates,

but He Who Cannot Be Counted On, so

was not accounted for back home, propped

on a red rock, his robes rust-stained at the buttocks.

12
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They only notice because he stands and turns,
pointing to somewhere he has just been and thinks
they ought to visit, saying, to disarm them:
This is another fine mess I've gotten us
into. Do you need a lift home? I've been
headed that way.
That might surprise them,
the woman and the man, to find, on Mars
and after all these years, their god still came
to them in robes and with an indelicate itch.

13
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SEEING DOUBLE IN THE DARK

Mary Gilliland

First and foremost we are bodies.

We walk past the pond then through woodland weeds

to the gnarled two-trunked willow,

right fork broken, rotten; the left spared from wind shear, leafy.
In the clearing stand massive stones

levered and sunk, packed at the base with rounded boulders
from the quarry by somebodies,

several bodies working together. We chew, talk, walk a little further.
The dead don’t sleep.

You'll see a little jewelry, a scarf, different sizes eyeglass frames.
You can get a lot of sweets

at our fine table. If you want, you can sit on the couch

and cross your legs.

14
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DRAWING TEXTBOOK

Maxim Kantor

The barmaid poured him vodka, and Sergei Ilyich took it up with an
accustomed, firm grip that was even elegant in its way. The professor lifted
the glass smoothly to his lips, looked at Crantz, winked at her for some
reason, and poured the vodka straight down his throat. He didnt wince,
he didnt grunt like a street drunkard, but smiled sheepishly. Don’ hold it
against me, that smile said, yes, I like my vodka; there aren’t many pleasures left
to me, but I do have this one. In other circumstances Crantz herself would
gladly have joined him in a glass—she was no prig—, but just now, looking
at the historian Sergei Tatarnikov, a pathetic man with a glass in one hand
and a perfectly idiotic grin on his haggard face, she found the very thought
of liquor repulsive. Russian swinishness, she thought, in the flesh. After all
that’s been said, after all that’s been written, people still just do not get it.
They think that’s all about drunks lying in puddles, but it’s not: the true
face of Russian swinishness isn’t the drunken tramps on the street or the
beggars at train stations—it’s first and foremost the so-called inzelligentsia.
How could a bearer of high culture let himself go like that? What brought
this old man to this state? Was it because he never sought anything new
and accepted things exactly as they were? He'd lived a whole lifetime on a
research-institute salary, made himself a warm little niche, not too drafty,
not too cramped. Hed socialized with no one but half-dozing professors
exactly like himself and produced one article per year. Times changed, he
couldn’t handle real life, and so he gave up. What exactly was he good for, if
the truth be told?

The aging man with the red nose sitting opposite Roza, with his limpid
and sheepish eyes, lifted his empty glass and motioned to the barmaid.

“That’s enough, Sergei llyich, you've already drunk your two-hundred
gram ration, more in fact—she filled that glass right to the brim. You've
drunk a whole quarter liter of vodka.”

“But Rozochka! I'm not a quarter-liter man, you know.”

“So what are you, then? A half-liter man?”

“Well, yes, a half-liter man is probably what I am. Not a quarter-liter,
anyway.”

Another glass of vodka appeared, and Sergei Ilyich poured it down his
throat—once again with dignity and decorum. He heeled over slightly to
one side, then made an effort and righted himself. Sergei Ilyich now re-
sembled an abandoned red-brick barracks with all its windows broken. A

15
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building like that mars the landscape, utterly useless, aggressive, a reminder
of times that no one now cares to recall. It will undoubtedly be torn down
to make room for sexy new edifices of glass and concrete. It stands today

in a final flush of arrogance, curmudgeonly and unwanted, bristling with
sharp, red corners, peering out the black holes of its window openings. Ser-
gei Ilyich frowned, composing his thoughts to continue the conversation.

“Right, then. Derrida—what is he?” he asked defiantly. “An original
philosopher or a mediocre compiler? A thinker or a typical boor?”

“How can you even say that? We're talking about Derrida! A world-
renowned figure!”

“That’s not saying much. Bill Clinton is world-renowned, too, and he’s
a dunce. If a philosopher’s original, then let’s hear some simple, intelligible
propositions. Then it’s a simple matter. Let’s say you had to explain Plato.
That’s actually—hold your fire'—simple, because it’s definable. The cave,
the eidos, the idea. Now can you say anything equally intelligible about
Derrida or can't you?”

“Of course, I can. Discourse, deconstruction, the paradigm.”

“What's that you're saying? No, no, no. A man like me needs something
comprehensible. No esoteric language. The cave, the eidos, the idea!”

“Discourse, deconstruction, the paradigm.”

“Gobbledygook! Deconstruction! Destroying things is not like building,
it takes no brains at all. Rozochka, look: Plato has the entire cosmos ex-
plained. And without nonsense, without hot air. No ‘discourse,” no ‘para-
digms’ about it!”

“But it was Plato who first came up with ‘paradigm.”

“Don't interrupt! Plato came up with all kinds of things!” Sergei Ilyich,
losing the thread of their discussion, banged the table with his fist. “You're
just repeating what everyone else says. You act—no offense—but you act
like a prostitute!”

“You've lost your mind! You alcoholic!”

Crantz’s near-sighted, somewhat protuberant eyes popped out even fur-
ther than usual as she stared hard at Tatarnikov. Sergei Ilyich was surprised
to find himself recalling Crantz’s nickname—"“the google-eyed fat-ass.” He
was suddenly both amused and embarrassed.

There was a pause.

“Oh, forgive an old fool,” Tatarnikov said at length. “It’s been an aw-
ful day. He hesitated, but then said honestly: “I've been drinking since
this morning. Had an argument with the wife. She has a point, you know,
Rozochka, dont go blaming her,” Sergei Ilyich added for some reason,
although Crantz’s sympathies were entirely on the side of his wife. “Liv-

16
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ing with me is no picnic, either. You have to understand,” he went on, “the
scary thing about an open society is that its aims are all too gpen. So open
that you can't even call them aims. And that’s a problem. You can’t have a
society without an inward aim, a secret aim. Take my word for it as a histo-
rian: a society cannot cohere without some kind of aim. It just can’t. Why
should it?”

“So I take it, Professor, that you don't believe in altruism, or in enlight-
enment.”

“Enlightenment has completely comprehensible aims,” said the drunk-
en Tatarnikov. “Absolutism and colonization. But what would you call what
weve got?”

“A struggle against totalitarianism. The elimination of communist dicta-
torship. The aim is a society free of ideology. A banker helps an intellectual,
the intellectual helps a farmer, the farmer helps a construction worker, and
all without ideology. Life is organized by the laws of the market, that is, the
laws of mutual respect and advantage.”

“So thats what our aim is. Our aim is to put the investigators off the
scent. ‘“Without ideology’ means never tracking down the guilty.”

“Why must there be guilty parties?”

“I can foresee the difficulties a future historian will face. A historian is
an investigator, understand? He’s supposed to notice everything. But how
can you distinguish one from another now? A sausage maker, an oil execu-
tive, a general—and all of them equally open, so open that you can’t make
out a single thing. If, God forbid, something were to happen, there’s no
one to answer for it, everyone’s as alike as boots, there’s no one to take the
heat. Now in Plato’s republic, everything is clear: if something Aappens, the
culprit’s found in no time. The pool of suspects, so to speak, is obvious. Just
like it is with the wife and me,” Tatarnikov returned to the topic that was
troubling him. “Why is it so easy to understand Zoya Tarasovna’s position?
Because apart from me, there’s no other possible culprit in our family.”

“What is it that you think could ‘happen,’ Sergei Ilyich,” asked Rosa
Crantz, who had an approximate idea of what was likely to happen.

“Could be anything...” The drunk Tatarnikov gave free rein to his
imagination. “You, for example, might write a denunciation of an adversary
of yours. What do you think? Nothing simpler. Or Krotov and Tushinsky
could have a falling out over Siberian oil and one of them ends up poison-
ing the other. These things happen in history—how could they not?> Most
likely, though, Basmanov will get the jump on a// of them. Take a good look
at that man, Rozochka! Soon as those oil derricks start getting privatized,
there’ll be no stopping him! Who knows Aow much he'll steal for himself!
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But I can guarantee you that no criminal investigation is going to come up
with a damn thing. Imagine 7e under oath having to recall later who did
what, who acted how? I'd get completely mixed up. Everyone’s in favor of
freedom.”

“Maybe everything will turn out all right. Try taking it easy.”

“Maybe it will. But I have my doubts. If it comes to divvying up oil
wells, every last partner will suddenly be expendable.” The historian was
powerless now. “That’s the way open societies usually end up closed, Ro-
zochka. Here, I'll draw you a diagram...” Presently Sergei Ilyich spilled his
coffee grounds out onto the plastic tabletop and started drawing a diagram
in them with his spoon. “Let’s just sketch out a sort of map of the world.
Here’s Europe. Look what an interesting pattern emerges.” He spread his
coffee grounds further across the table and continued drawing in them.
“Here’s West Germany, and here’s West Berlin... That was a closed society,
walled in. Well, it was, wasn’t it? Down comes the wall, and that society
opens up. It’s gpen now. Right. Look what happens next. It merges with
another open society, and even with a zhird.”

Perhaps Tatarnikov had no gift for drawing, or perhaps he had had too
much to drink, but his diagram refused to jell. In short order he managed to
smear the entire tabletop in an attempt to map France, strayed off the edge
and dropped his spoon to the floor.

“You know,” Tatarnikov wheezed, bending to the floor for the spoon
and turning red from the effort, “I'm not fit for debates like this one. Pro-
gressive ideas are a young man’s game. A young generation arrives, calls for
progress, twenty years fly by, and the next young generation arrives, and it,
too, wants progress. Then it’s the next one’s turn—give us progress. And the
next one’s, and that one, too, must have fresh progress.”

I wonder if he'll stop himself or not, thought Crantz. My God, he’s
got himself worked up. He doesn’t know, he doesn’t have the faintest idea,
our poor pensioner. You don't get it, do you, you old fool? Why do you
suppose Father Nikolai brought you here in the first place? He’s just cast-
ing around for someone to write his presentations for him when they elect
him chairman of Open Society, someone who'll feed him crib sheets. The
historian’s got it all figured out, only he’s got it all wrong. Basmanov won't
stay long at Open Society, it's not enough for him, it will cramp his style.
What’s he want with an oil well in Siberia, either? You dusty old bookworm.
There was already talk in the hallways today that Basmanov’s going to end
up the speaker of Parliament. That’s why everyone gathered in such a rush
for this meeting. They can sense that something even bigger is at issue, that
today’s meeting is a kind of dry run—you have to be seen, you have to rub
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shoulders with the right people, and maybe they’ll bring you aboard for the
real show. That’s where all this is leading: the new Duma. That’s what's on
the table today: the portfolios of the next Duma committee chairs. Open
Society is just a springboard as far as Basmanov is concerned. What else does
he need it for? After all, the president of British Petroleum had been quite
clear today: The very fact that a figure with the political stature of German
Basmanov is overseeing our program of joint cultural endeavors gives us
ample cause for complete confidence in their success. There you have it. All
of this is nothing but election campaigning for Basmanov; he’s on his way to
higher things, higher and higher! People are already speculating about who
will take over Open Society from him—and it’s no surprise that the smart
money’s on Father Nikolai Pavlinov. Distributing grants is just the thing for
a priest, right up his alley. That’s what the real score is, while this alcoholic
goes on diagramming things on the table. Can’t stop himself. He’s a histo-
rian, but he can’t even see the simplest historical realities. But Tatarnikov
had, in fact, stopped drawing. Embarrassed, he inspected the table he had
smeared end to end, then spread wide his ruddy hands.

“If you look around, though, where are all the o/ progressives today?
Long since collecting their pensions, that’s where. Now you'll object that
that’s exactly what makes the world go round, that’s why it moves forward.
But I tell you this: to each will be given according to his faith: anyone who
believed in progress will be shunted into retirement by ozher progressives.
As for me, I spent my whole life sitting on a Russian oven with my glass of
vodka—no one’s going to dispatch me any further than that oven. You're
how old? Forty-three? So maybe you have another eight or nine years to go,
then it’s your pension, grandkids—where’s the progress in #haz? You want
to know where progress is good? The Céte d’Azur, Biarritz... You hear lots
of good things about Los Angeles... New York, of course, is a progressive
place. Now where’s your apartment? Mnevniki, isn't it? There’s no progress
in Mnevniki. Sure, there are decent supplies now: you can get kefir, you can
get your ryazhenka. But there’s no progress. So what we have here, Rozoch-
ka, is a certain division of duties: some people serve the cause of progress,
others reap its benefits. You, I see, are happy to serve, but old coots like me
are happier lying around on our ovens. No offense, but I'd rather lie down
for a ruble then run myself ragged for two.”

What do you mean, for two?, Crantz wanted to shout at him, but for
some reason she didn't feel like shouting. Obviously, though, she wasn’t in
it for anything like two rubles, but for an incomparably more convincing
figure: it was all about connections, about having a good name in circles
she cared about, and a great deal else that didn’t readily come to mind. So
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what if it came to a divvying up of portfolios, so what? If intellectuals ap-
proached the situation rationally, in a businesslike way, they, too, stood to
gain considerably. The thing to do was to exploit the moment skillfully and
gain some international stature. Yes, for now she was here, but tomorrow it
would be the Sorbonne. So what if Basmanov had set his sights on Parlia-
ment, and Father Nikolai had set his on Open Society? She had an aim, too:
participation in world culture, not the worst aim you could have. Why, just
last year Jacques Derrida had told her—#er, personally—: any time you find
yourself in Paris, come see me right away. But try getting all #hat through to
Tatarnikov, the drunken boor! He wouldn’t hear her, wouldnt understand,
and then hed say something vile. Something like, “So you think Derrida’s
going to pay you a pension? You think if he ran into you again he'd even
recognize you?” And what was she supposed to say to #ha? What could she
say to that drunkard that would put him in his place?

And the longer the culturologist pondered Jacques Derrida and her pen-
sion, the more bitter her thoughts became. Plato—the hell with him, he'd
been dead for ages, but Derrida was alive and kicking, more was expected
of him. Derrida wouldn’t give you so much as a glass of water in your old
age, wouldn’t even spring for a hemorrhoid suppository. And what about
truth and progress? Well, what was truth? Yes, obviously, Derrida was no
Christ, one couldn’t see him going to the cross for his beliefs—for that
matter, he had no beliefs worth hauling him up on a cross for: he was sit-
ting on a beach somewhere eating Breton oysters and washing them down
with a nice chilled wine. What was truth? If it even exists somewhere, that
truth, thought the Russian enlightener in despair and anguish, then in all
likelihood it resides in s, in the Russian intelligentsia, which has adopted
Western values on faith and serves them fanatically, religiously. We live in
poverty and obscurity, but we are passionately, selflessly devoted to a single
idea: Western European civilization! Oh, that magical concept! In our eyes,
it’s tantamount to honor, conscience, freedom, and human rights! To serve
civilization and progress, and if necessary, even to die for them. Russia is the
existential outpost of Western civilization! So what if he betrays me, that
faithless Derrida! So what if he abandons me? So what if he doesn’t even
recognize me and walks right past me on a Parisian street and disappears be-
hind the doors of an expensive restaurant? So what if he goes on heedlessly
eating his oysters? So what? It’s going to be me—me, not him—who bears
the truth of the struggle for progressive ideals. Even if everyone forgets that?
Even if everyone turns away?

Suddenly she remembered Lyuda Laiséncheskaya, a cunning young
schemer, a crass beauty with outrageously long legs, a parvenu and intriguer.
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An uneducated, utterly uneducated wanton girl. After colliding with Roza
Crantz in the hall at their institute, Lyuda Laiséncheskaya had said to her:
“Rozochka, you look so glum. Is it your period? Or on the contrary—are
your periods over forever? Rozochka, don’t go and fade on us!” It was in-
conceivable that Lyuda Laiséncheskaya could be another bearer of the truth
of existential progress. Just then it dawned on Crantz that Laiséncheskaya
would undoubtedly be the first winner of a prize grant from the Foundation
for Thought on Ciritical Issues. Oh, of course, of course that was why Yasha
Shaizenshtein had told her the other day, “That Laiséncheskaya’s remark-
able! The girl’s really developing!” At the time, all Roza could do in response
was to stare at him wide-eyed with wonder. Of course, Yasha, the joker, for
whom nothing on earth was sacred, said: “Don’t bug your eyes out like that,
they’ll pop one day!” And Roza immediately recalled her cruel nickname:
the google-eyed fat-ass! Laiséncheskaya herself must have come up with
that—who else could it have been? Little bitch!

“Bastards!” she suddenly blurted out, “Scheming bastards!” She was
surprised to hear herself shouting now. “Intriguing little bastards!”

And the drunken professor Tatarnikov ordered another glass of vodka
for himself and put his arms around her plump shoulders. And Crantz
immediately began telling him everything, from the beginning. She told
him about Father Nikolai Pavlinov, the ecumenist and careerist, who was
evidently sleeping with Laiséncheskaya —this so-called priest—which was
why he sent her to deliver lectures at the Vatican, and about the director
of the Institute for “thought on critical issues” Yasha Shaizenshtein, who
obviously wanted to sleep with Laiséncheskaya, too, and to that end was
prepared to compromise on his principles, and about Golda Stern, her
closest female friend, who was of no account whatever as a co-author but
still insisted on fifty percent of every honorarium. She very nearly told him
about the fashionable thinker Boris Kuzin, who had spent a night with Roza
and then called his wife the next morning, the coward, and lied to her that
he had been visiting the artist Struyev until very late and had decided to
spend the night there, and then asked her solicitously what he should buy
her for breakfast, some yogurt or diet cottage cheese. Diet cottage cheese! Oh,
men, oh, the whole wretched lot of them! Oh, the typical wretched Moscow
philistine, humiliated by his kitchen, his salary, and his wife! “Sergei Ilyich,
do you have any idea!” was all Roza Crantz could say.

“Scum!” Sergei Tatarnikov concluded, and then asked softly: “Rozoch-
ka, what do you say to sharing a round with me? Just a hundred grams?”

“Hypocrites!” the culturologist moaned, and the historian smoothly slid
a glass to her elbow.
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“Well, as far as Nikolai is concerned, I know the whole story. The
blame, Rozochka, lies with our horrible socialist childhood. The man grew
up in poverty and hunger, and now he can't possibly get his fill. He eats
quite often, you might even say he eats constantly, but he’s never satisfied.
He’s a holy-minded priest, of course, but he’s drawn to progress, to the fruits
of civilization. And here you go: civilization! You wanted it, here it is, take
it, feel it!”

“Traitors!” Roza said, and downed her vodka in one gulp. Meanwhile
the historian shouted in the deserted bar:

“They’ve made their beds, now they can lie in ’em! Should have thought
it through before it was too late! Mount machine guns at the windows and
maintain perimeter defense! Bursts of fire, bursts of fire, keep their heads
down, the whores!” In Tatarnikov’s voice, too, there was a note of genuine
passion and unfeigned grief. He imagined his wife Zoya Tarasovna bang-
ing a dinner plate in irritation and saying, “We've got thinkers everywhere
now, but there’s no one to bring any potatoes home, is there, Herr Profes-
sor?” And after imagining Zoya Tarasovna and then his daughter Sonechka,
saying to him with an indulgent smile, “Seryozha, you're drunk again,” he
shouted: “Bursts of fire! Point-blank!” And the drunken historian pounded
the table with his fist.

Sergei Tatarnikov shouted, and Roza Crantz stared at his toothless
mouth, her eyes bulging.

In the meantime, the conference session had concluded and the doors
to the meeting room now opened up, releasing a crowd of intellectuals
exhausted from their debates. German Basmanov, too, emerged from the
doors and glanced around, quickly taking in the whole scene. Upon seeing
Tatarnikov sitting with Roza Crantz, he smiled, his crowns gleaming. That’s
all very well for them, the lazy things. Middle of the day, and they’re already
three sheets to the wind. Meanwhile, of course, we've got enough work on
our hands for an army.

There was, in fact, a great deal of work to do.

—Translated from the Russian by Timothy D. Sergay

[The above is an excerpt from Maksim Kantor’s novel Uchebnik risovaniia
(Drawing Textbook) (Moscow: OGI, 2006). Translated from the Russian in
consultation with the author by Timothy D. Sergay, July 24, 2007.

The main characters:
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Sergei llyich Tatarnikov: a dissolute and disaffected 60-year-old historian.

Roza Crantz: a middle-aged academic, an art historian and culturologist, enthusi-
astic about the fall of Soviet Communism, ambitious, and keenly attuned to Western
intellectual currents.

German Basmanov: a seasoned Party functionary who has adroitly exploited the
transition to post-Soviet politics and business life. He has recently been named the
director of the Russian branch of “Open Society.” (“Open Society” functions in the
novel both as an undisguised reference to the role played in early post-Soviet Russia
by George Soross Open Society Institute, and also as an emblem for the author’s
polemics with the philosophy of Karl Popper.)

Note on names: The names borne by many secondary and tertiary characters in
the novel are in Russian comically, satirically emblematic. One of these charac-
ters, Lyusya Svistopliasova, whose surname indicates riotous—in her case, often
sexual—abandon, has been given a newly ‘anglicized” name in this translation
(Lyuda Laiséncheskaya). Father Pavlinov’s surname is based on the Russian for
‘peacock.” Russians address and refer to one another formally by first name and
patronymic: Tatarnikov is Sergei Ilyich; he will refer to his wife Zoya as Zoya Tara-
sovna. Russians also form a great variety of diminutives from first names (Roza—
Rozochka, Sergei—Seryozha, Sonya—Sonechka); addressing by diminutives by
strangers and subordinates is felt as presumptuous and insolent.

The scene: The bar of Moscow’s Dom uchenykh (“Scholars’ House”) during a morn-
ing break in a scholarly conference in the early 1990s. Tatarnikov has just learned
from Crantz that Jacques Derrida has recently visited Moscow for a public dialogue
titled “A Breath of Freedom” organized by Le Monde diplomatique. Crantz, Ta-
tarnikov knows, has already been invited to Washington to give a six-month lecture
series on post-Soviet art, and she is among the leading candidates for the first prize
grant to be awarded by the Foundation for Thought on Critical Issues. Tatarnikoy,
Crantz understands perfectly well, would not even have been invited to the confer-
ence at Dom uchenykh if not for the influence of his friend Father Nikolai Pavlinov.
Tatarnikov has proposed a round of vodka; Crantz has declined, but Tatarnikov
proceeds to order a 200-gram glass for himself.

Krotov and Tushinsky could have a falling out over Siberian oil.. .: Krotov and
Tushinsky (fictional characters) are rival leaders of Russia’s so-called democratic
opposition.

Now where’s your apartment? Mnevniki, isn’t 12 Mnevniki (Khoroshevo-Mnevni-
ki) is a real neighborhood in the North-Western district of Moscow. Originally
a fishing village, the name Mnevniki derives from the old Russian name for
burbot, ryba-mni, which the villagers supplied to the tsar. During the Soviet-
era childhood of Sergei Tatarnikov, Mnevniki was regarded as a god-forsaken,
impoverished residential ghetto for the proletariat. To be assigned an apartment
in the shabby and dreary Khrushchev-era high rises of Mnevniki was regarded as
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exile from Moscow proper to a remote reservation.

...you can get kefir, you can get your ryazhenka: Kefir is fermented cow’s milk,
sometimes mildly fermented. Ryazhenka is fermented baked milk.]
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FROM AN INTRODUCTION TO VENANTIUS FORTUNATUS
FOR SCHOOLCHILDREN.

Mitke Schorsch
Her Sword.
I.

There was a razor,
there was a razor.

There was a razor,
there was a razor.

There was a razor.

There was a razor especially designed for women.
And he is himself a little boy and ancient of days,
who has never not been disembarking.

He wets his lips with resplendent grace.

His razor: there was his lips,

there was a beautiful form.

There was his honorific rising

from the deep. Covering all things,

he is his lips, he is a razor, he

is himself a little boy.

Just in case you have a tendency (like certain blondes
who shall remain nameless) to shave your legs

while half asleep, beautiful legs a form

like certain blondes who shall remain

beautiful while half asleep, beautiful rising

blondes, since this is the season of giving, I give the gift
of unscathed flesh.

Beautiful blonde Venus! Shave your legs,

I give the gift of unscathed flesh. Venus!

I'm loving the new Venus

who shall remain nameless,

the new Venus embrace.
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Who shall remain nameless? Rising from Edom,
from Bosra to suffer the scars

of remembrance, rising beautiful,

bloody, white and red,

having a beautiful form, we all have our
beautiful form, our

bloody, white blades.

He was there to trample out

the deep vats, to do it alone, in shadow driving
dawn before him. There

was a beautiful form, there

was a razor

especially designed for women. It has five blades

that individually adjust to hug curves

and also has a ribbon of moisture, and the soft grip handle
provides increased control and I've tried (and failed)

with a few blades. I've tried

to hang on the cross, I've tried to suffer

the scars of remembrance. Venus to suffer

he came from Edom to do it

alone, to hang on the cross, raising his arms

in blood, covering all things with his palm.

II.

What were your feelings at that moment, Mother of God?
What were your feelings?

To suffer the scars of having

a razor, and I've tried (and failed)
but 'm loving the new

five-bladed embrace! There

there was a razor designed, there was
a ribbon of stars. O. O Virgin,

O speak Virgin, when you

carried the Maker of the skies, what
dawn what treasures what cross what
razor did you have? O speak.

O speak.
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(The Maker
visits us, raising his arms
of remembrance.

The tangled limbs unraveled.

The corpse-hued faces
were hidden. The gift

of unscathed flesh,
raising his arms in blood
of remembrance.)

Virgin,
speak
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The Great Commandment.

O speak, Virgin shining with virtues, do you think you saw
Acacia Farnesiana, the different appearance presented by

angels marching off, new ones returning? Do you think you saw
a bush of this plant when asleep? Do you think you saw

a three-dimensional figurine? Sam was so overwhelmed when he saw
the first porcelain sample that he fell to his knees and

was approached by Enesco Corporation and

Enesco Corporation fell to his knees and was approached by
angels marching. When the soldiers of heaven

saw the first porcelain sample that

in the two states is shown in the following figure

he titled the two states “Love One Another,” he wept,

it was the beginning of a phenomenon for both

Sam and the gift industry, the different appearance

presented by a bush of this plant.

When he saw the first porcelain sample of this plant

what would Michael do?

How would Gabriel act?

How would Raphael?

The Precious Moments figurines had touched their lives

in a moving and heartfelt way. In a moving

throne you carried God, and how

would Michael do, commander under the

Precious Moments figurines? How would your

leaflets move toward the apex of the pinna and become imbricated?
How would your leaflets,

like bits of a dangling string, move toward

starry obedience? People began to write to Sam,

telling him about how the Precious Moments figurines

look like bits of dangling string, how the Precious Moments
had touched their lives in less than a year

after their introduction. Sacred messenger,

like bits of dangling string, the following remarks

and measurements do not fully apply to

your starry obedience. Move forwards

and at the same time sink downwards.

Your starry obedience was so overwhelmed that
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it was the beginning of a phenomenon. And the moon
wanted to be beneath your feet

and the world’s apparatus yielded to its Maker

and Enesco Corporation, to develop a three-dimensional
phenomenon, introduced to the market a moving and heartfelt
demand, overwhelming a phenomenon for both

its Maker and the gift,

industry people began to move

forwards and at the same time downwards,

whilst the main petiole rises the world’s apparatus

and marveled through your body at God.

The industry fell to his knees and

it was the beginning,

in less than a year after their introduction,

thousands of battalions, soldiers of heaven

titled “Love One Another” marveled at

bits of dangling string the world’s apparatus yielded

to.
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GENESIS

Judith Moffert

1 And God said, Let there be food:

and there was food.

2 And God saw the food, that it was good:

and God divided the food that was sessile

from the other sort,

3 And God called the sessile food grass

and the other sort called he

moving creature that hath life.

4 It was a fine beginning.

5 And God said, Let every plant that liveth

flourish upon the land and cover the earth:

the herb yielding seed and the fruit tree yielding fruit
after its kind, whose seed is in itself:

and it was so.

6 And God said, Let every creature that moveth
increase and thrive in the waters, and in the firmament,
and upon the dry land, and beneath it,

7 each according to his kind: and it was so.

8 And God considered the dynamic he was about to set in motion,
and God saw that it would work.

9 And God said,

Let every herb and tree, and every creeping thing

that creepeth upon the earth,

the beast of the field and the fowl of the air,

the primate also, yea, even man himself,

10 be all and each as food to one another

according to their kind,

11 let the living nourish the living by their death,

the richness of their substance, and the corruption thereof:
and it was so.

12 And God blessed the food and said unto it:

Be fruitful, and multiply, and feed upon one another,
13 the herbivore after his kind, and the carnivore after his kind,
as I have created them in their separate natures:

14 That the elements of life
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shall pass through water and earth and air

and mingle together in the living forms

that move or move not, according to their kind.

15 For the clover have I created to the life of the rabbit
and his pellets to the life of the dung beetle and her larva,
of the earthworm also, whose castings replenish the meadow.
16 For inasmuch as I have made the fox

to fatten on the rabbit’s flesh,

so shall the drowned fox kit be to the health of the catfish
and the health of the maggot

and the health of the carrion crow:

17 That the life of all be infused through all:

And it was so.

18 And God looked upon this system in its workings
and behold, it was very good,

19 apart from a few minor glitches

not felt to be important at the time.

20 How then shall we fathom the horror of the acacia

as the elephant pushes her flat,

21 or comprehend the despair of the prairie

grazed to the naked root?

22 Terrible is the panic of the meadow vole

running for his life, and piercing his squeal of anguish
when the screech owl’s talons slice in:

23 yea, frantic the swooping of the tree swallow

whose live nestlings form five lumps

in the gullet of the black rat snake.

24 For God, who might have said:

Let the food which I have created,

sessile and mobile, little and great,

surrender their lives with gladness, for it is their fulfillment:
25 Let the devoured know neither agony of spirit,

nor torment of the flesh:

Let the devourer take what is needful and no more:

26 said nothing: and it was not so.
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FROM REFORMATION |

Catherine Daly
(caesura)

form again—of what
of stylistics—the sou/ doctrine

reshaping—another diet

regimen disturb habit—conscious again /m wild again
a few instill anew

rigor
less defined, more likely
to lead to rebellion (saved by the bell)
steer away
fall
into practice
practice
new vision, version of the old familiar
not sacrifice—“what it’s about”
mission

(two columns, call and list)

universal
apostatic, vatic
mantic

recreation
Winnebago, Airstream
Chris Craft, Evinrude

of authenticity

real wood 1 found myself midlife. ..

on a station wagon for carpooling
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general generality, beyond specificity
let’s spec that out

through beliefs

(definition, illustration)

all along I was in search of the ersatz
laminate woodie
something made to look like

CATHERINE

DALY

“in a like application to” replacing, substitute your life for mine

representation, copy, son
daughter
not the thing itself or experience
the real shifts
has a half-life, decays, moves, as if alive
seven verbs of life motility
I want the everlasting non-biodegradable, but green

conviviality around ritual
communion
culture
is a lie: we are stern, alone

except when playing pitchpenny, eating carbs (in prose, not prayer?)

what we accept, not know (not unknowing)

anacreationist
anathema
antichrist, slippery term coated with blood

Piss Christ cloaked cloaca

what signifies nothing?

that’s the problem with altar cloths, censers, incense, mysteries (Stations of

the Cross), idols, icons
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the angelic evangelium  Angelic Salutation Hail
not a cab, not frozen precipitation
“devotion to Our Lady”
what cannot be easily socially denied is tedious
spouted all over the place in this “victorian” time
spurted “puritan” time of rapid change and reaction
back to the source, that is, what has been discarded
because of Assumption [no empty body] many representations of her body
vessel, carcass statues
weep

it’s not in the cards
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THE ASTRONOMER

James Doyle

Last night he discovered another new
planet turning in his sleep.

So many now, he was

running out

of names.

When his wife eloped with a mirror
image of Einstein to illustrate
Special Relativity, Rembrandt
seemed the best

reply.

“Rembrandt’s so down to earth,” the astronomer
figured, “that he painted the dark

side of stars as the crevices

between people, pushing

us together.

“I should have suspected Einstein when
my wife kept insisting that God

doesn t play dice with

the universe, only

backgammon.”

The astronomer watched the night sky
suck in its breath. “Even I have

gotten sick of sunspots,

the same old Martian

platitudes,

and Jupiter’s arrogance,” he realized,
as he crossed gravity’s threshold,
jumped over the moon,

and let the little

dog laugh
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all the way back to the Big Bang Theory.
General Relativity now, spurs bucking
that light beam right alongside

the expanding

universe.
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CASTRATO OR NoT

James Doyle

He willed himself the same
stained cathedral light,
especially towards a bell-ringing
dawn, as the long

lines of communicants in white,

pallbearers in black.

Talk about privilege—the endowed
pews full of donors

shrank back into the shadows

at the first clear

notes. The money-changers outside
emptied their stalls

for love. Vocations were discovered
all over Europe. Young

girls brimmed black and white

in tailing robes,

tamped their changing torsos

with hair-shirts.

How else could a young man
woo them,

but by taking a lifetime vow
of celibacy,

hitting the highest C in Latin
or old Aramaic?

The ancient Greeks looked on
with amazement,

built Mt. Olympus to top

the Sistine Chapel.

The ancient Romans began
referring to Caligula
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as His Holiness. God stretched
and scratched

awake, whispered the sweetest
chants of all

to Pope Gregory. But everything
has obsolescence

built in. Einstein told us

that God doesnt

play dice with the universe.

Purity of the highest

notes depends on where the observer
stands. Listen closely.
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ANDREA

THE WESTERN SYSTEM

Andrea Brady

Someone mines, busily about it. Is there

raking the cutlet as it is carried past

an orange filter. This business

belongs to you, the cramped vertex of your will
insists on it. You flip when leaned on

to renegotiate your position, clip with a red hand
this infinite saturate. If the year were

a gestation, time bent on you, and the solstice
your light show as you descend

in clary sage and iron water,

how the laws would crumble

into a tomb of autonomies. Nowhere

and everywhere, occasionally brutish

as you blink for help and tremble at the base level,
you'll sleep your way down into trouble.

Here where texture and brightness wait

to shock you, where you will startle like a dreamer
at each intrusion of sense: nothing

and everything to operate, to speak of.
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TRIPLE TIME
Andrea Brady

True life waving in silver marks

the intersection of all our possibilities:
before you know it you are

on them, a creator, mittened and brave.

The work of grazing, building an aspect
made of all our resemblances

multiplies the hope that you are

and always will be, vehicle in the world

to the good life contracted. It is no saint
already, its wet bed no bundled hayrack
we may not regret the piercing

we age with. But the light shining

from the epochal hole in the gate,

from the dark where

the echogenic pulse empties into bone
is an echo of all possible lights: the same

that emanated from you across

the impossibilities of ever knowing how,

to be called to happiness, to that resemblance.
Life worth crowning, bird worth feeding.
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THERE'S ALWAYS MORE WHERE THAT CAME FROM

Lynn Pattison

In the story a man drives his mule, laden
with bags of salt, to market. Falling

into the stream, the mule learns

how his load may be lightened and stumbles

every week. Profits dissolve. Desperate,

the merchant fills his sacks with sponges;

the beast’s a quick study, the problem’s solved.
Another story of burdens increasing

exponentially. In France the goose

no doubt relishes an abundance of corn

until grain’s sluiced down her throat through funnel;
she’s tamped full as the farmer’s pipe bowl. And

the Silver Maple, wet, welcomes November rain
with outstretched arms then breaks under midnight
ice when weather takes a turn.  Few escape.

I gulp the chalky, bubbling pre-x-ray mix

and swallow, swallow, till drowned seems better.

Like Milton’s daughter: reluctant vessel of raging
word storms, Deborah, transcribing with stained,
cramped fingers—and seeing: he had only begun.

41



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

AFTERWARDS

Mark Brazaitis
1

After Ray Perkins made his statement, Peter Marcello asked two of the
three officers in the room to leave. The remaining officer—six months from
retirement, with bad hearing—sat in the corner, shaking his head, causing
dandruff to fall faintly onto his blue-uniformed shoulders. Marcello ges-
tured toward Perkins’s handcuffs. “I'd take them off if T could.”

“I know.”

Perkins was pale, slim, about five-foot, ten. He had reddish-brown hair.
The three-day growth on his face was more red than brown. Marcello was
the same height as Perkins, although he was heavier by forty pounds—may-
be fifty, the way Perkins looked now, like a Dust Bowl farmer.

“Ray...Ray.”

Marcello could have repeated his friend’s name the entire afternoon.

It was the only word he could articulate in response to what Perkins had
done. But if he could have spoken other words—in condemnation, in sad
wonder—he knew they wouldn’t change what had happened. “Your visions,
Ray. You said you interpret your visions as prophecy.”

“The way an ordinary man can see across a room, I can see across years.”

“How long have you had this ability?”

“It started two months ago.”

“And two weeks ago,” Marcello said, “you had a nightmare vision of
your family.”

“I'd had visions of my family before. But my visions were never as clear
as what I saw two weeks ago.”

Marcello had heard all of this. He wanted to see if Perkins, whom he'd
known since elementary school, but hadn’t seen or spoken to in the last six
months, would say something different now, with no one writing anything
down. Marcello lifted the dark blue coffee cup from his desk. There was
nothing inside. “Let’s take each member of your family,” he said. “Jason
first.”

“You know Jason’s situation,” Perkins said, his voice a monotone, his
eyes expressionless. “Life was hard enough for him under ideal circumstanc-
es.”

“I know what a struggle it’s been for you and Lucille.”

“It wasn't our struggle as much as his.”
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“If it was too much to bear, Ray, there are public facilities in Columbus
for kids like Jason. The government pays for it—or at least for some of it.”

“It was never too much.”

Marcello knew he shouldn’t be proposing solutions to extinct problems.
If he talked Perkins out of his madness, it wouldn’t bring Perkins’s family
back to life. Perkins looked like he hadn’t slept in months. The blue half
moons under his eyes were as deep as reservoirs. “And Lucille?” Marcello
asked. “And little Beatrice? They didn't have cerebral palsy. You don't think
they might have survived, and maybe been happy sometimes, in this apoca-
lyptic world you see coming?”

Perkins shook his head slowly. “You weren't listening to what I told you,
Sherift.”

“You don’t have to call me Sheriff. No one’s taking notes anymore, Ray.
I guess I'm having trouble believing this happened. Shit, Ray, I didn’t even
know you owned a gun. I would have bet you'd be the last man in the world
to do what you did.”

“But you don’t see what I see.”

“Let me be sure I understand. What you see is the world oil supply
slowing to a trickle in a few years. The United States and China sending
their armies into the Middle East and eviscerating each other over what’s
left. Washington, New York, Chicago, and most of the West Coast obliter-
ated in a nuclear exchange with the Chinese. Mass starvation. What have I
missed?”

“The devastating effects of global warming. The brutal competition over
diminishing food supplies. Winter floods and summer droughts. A five-fold
increase in tornadoes and hurricanes. Heat like we've never experienced.”

If Marcello turned around and opened the blinds in his office, he could
watch the traffic on Main Street. Gasoline prices were the highest theyd ever
been, but traffic was as robust as ever. Marcello had never thought about the
end of oil. And until recently, he'd dismissed global warming as a myth in-
vented by solar-energy entrepreneurs and tree-hugging fanatics. His dooms-
day scenarios involved Consuela, his wife. He feared she would discover one
of his marital indiscretions and, as he was sleeping, castrate him.

“There will be one landowner in Sherman,” Perkins continued, “and
he’ll have a three-hundred man militia to oversee his slaves, made up of
Sherman’s surviving population.”

“And Lucille?”

“A slave—raped repeatedly. But with her diabetes, she wouldn't live
long. There won’t be any insulin.”

“And little Beatrice?”
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“There will be no inhalers. With her asthma, she would have suffocated,
and I could only have watched her choke on air.”

What had seemed implausible, a fantastic lie, to Marcello only three
hours ago when he'd heard the news about what his friend had done now
felt like an old story, something he'd known for years. “When is this all sup-
posed to happen?” Marcello asked.

“Slowly, then quickly. But, as a species, we're past the tipping point.
There’s no going back to innocence.”

Depending on the jury, Marcello thought Perkins might be found not
guilty by reason of insanity. But after today, he doubted Perkins would ever
be sane again. “Why did you do it now, Ray? Why not next year? Why not
after the first nuclear exchange between us and the Chinese?” Marcello knew
the answer, and he knew to hear it again would break his heart a second
time, but he waited, listening.

“Because their suffering hadn’t started yet. Because they could at least
die happy.”

Pt

Marcello could have left his ofhice anytime after Perkins had been
escorted from it on his way to the Central Jail, but, as if hoping to find an
antidote to the horrors of the day, he lingered in front of his computer, play-
ing chess against an Internet program called Deep Indigo. After two draws
and a loss, he trolled the back alleys of the Internet until he found a Brazil-
ian porn site, where he lingered without pleasure.

By the time Marcello left his office, it was ten after eight. Although he
thought about stopping at Don’s Underground for a beer, he didn't feel like
hearing hell from Consuela later. Besides, he might drink too much, and if
he drank too much, he was likely to do or say something to Consuela he'd
regret. She, in turn, would threaten to leave him and take Nicholas with her.

At the end of such an abysmal day, a day whose events Marcello still
couldn’t believe, he wanted no arguments with his wife. After he'd eaten,
after Nicholas had gone to bed, he and Consuela could sit in the living
room, the lights low, the TV off, and he could tell her about Ray Perkins. I
thought I knew Ray better than I knew myself. Now I don’t know either of
us.

He tried to remember the last time he'd seen Perkins before today. For
the past six months, Marcello had been spending whatever time he could
find outside of work with Patty Kovich, whose husband owned the Book
and Brew. But Patty had ended their affair a week ago.
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Pulling into his driveway, Marcello noticed no light on in his house.
When he stepped inside, he called Consuela. There was no answer, and
although he knew there would be no answer, he called again and a third
time. He turned on the living room lights, the kitchen lights. He grabbed a
Corona from the refrigerator and returned to the living room and sat in his
police-blue easy chair. He clicked on the television. He told himself they'd
be home any minute. They'd gone to Kroger. They'd gone to Silver’s Gym,
where Nicholas was sitting on the floor with a pile of Legos as Consuela
rode a stationary bike. They'd gone to the Arctic Emporium for ice cream.

As Marcello finished his beer, he had another idea: Thinking he was
being merciful, thinking he was saving them from the hell to come, Perkins
had come to his house and killed them. Marcello stood with a start and flew
around his house, clicking on lights, shouting Consuela’s name, Nicholas’
name. He finished in Nicholas’ room. He didn’t recognize it. Everything
save the bed and dresser, it seemed, was gone. Even the sheets were gone.
Out of habit, Marcello turned to look at himself in the mirror above his
son’s dresser. Expecting to see his olive skin, his shaved head, he saw only a
blank blue wall.

Marcello heard a knock on his front door. She’s back, he thought. She
couldn’t leave me, no matter what she thinks I've done to her. He felt a grin
cover his face. At the same time, he felt a familiar surge of anger. How dare
she screw with my emotions. He clenched his fists.

By the time he opened the door, however, he knew not to expect Con-
suela and Nicholas. The door was unlocked. Consuela would have walked
right in.

“Is it true about Ray?” asked Billy Lyons, whod gone to high school
with Marcello and Perkins. Billy, whose adolescent chunkiness had evolved
into obesity, lived across the street. He worked under his father at the Ohio
Eastern University Parking Authority.

Marcello said, “Uh-huh.”

“Jesus,” Billy said, shaking his head. “Did I ever tell you I slept with
Lucille once, after her freshman year at Ohio Eastern?”

A few seconds passed before Marcello understood to whom Billy was
referring.

“It was after she and Ray broke up and before they got back together.”
Billy spoke breathlessly, as if he'd waited all evening to tell the story. “I saw
her at the Book and Brew and we had a good, long talk, a heart-to-heart
sort of talk. It was late when we left, and on the sidewalk outside, she turned
to me and said, ‘I know you’ve always wanted to fuck me, and tonight I'm
lonely enough to give you the chance.” I was still living with my parents, so
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I sneaked her into our basement, and—"

“She’s dead, Billy. For Christ’s sake, have some respect.”

Billy held up his hand, as if to deflect Marcello’s criticism. “What I was
leading up to is whether Lucille might have been, you know, shopping her
services elsewhere. Maybe Ray walked in on her with someone.”

“You mean if Lucille screwed you she'd screw anyone?”

Marcello waited for Billy to grimace, to draw back, to call him an
asshole. But Marcello’s insult hadn’t altered Billy’s expression. “It’s a theory,”
Billy said.

“I’ll see what I can uncover,” Marcello said. And without saying good-
night, he closed the door on him.

Marcello knew his wife and son had gone to Ecuador. A month ago,
Consuela had bought them tickets to travel to Quito in December; she
must have changed the dates. Clever fucking bitch. He looked at his watch.
They were probably somewhere over the Caribbean now.

The only time he'd been to Consuela’s native country was six months
after Nicholas was born. He hadn’t wanted to go. He couldn’t stand airplane
flights of more than two hours; his nerves threatened to overwhelm him.
But resigning himself to the trip and comforting himself with his plan to
drink himself to near oblivion before stepping on the plane, he bought 7he
Rough Guide to Ecuador and underlined all the places he wanted to go.

He spent all ten days of the trip at his in-laws” house, a one-story, wood-
en structure with four bedrooms and a kitchen with a dirt floor. He didn’t
remember how to get to his in-laws” house from the Quito airport, but he
knew their address, so any cab could take him. He felt certain—almost
certain, anyway—that he could woo Consuela back. He'd done it before.

But how long after she returned to Sherman would he, during one of
their arguments, slap her face or pin her against a wall? How long after
would he start up with another woman? In Perkins’s madness he saw his
own.

He knew Nicholas would be fine in Ecuador, where the weather was
better and the food was fresher. Even if Consuela’s parents were poor, they
could offer Nicholas everything a boy of five needed.

His in-laws had no phone, so to communicate with Consuela and
Nicholas he would need to write. He sat down at his desk and held a pen
against a sheet of paper. When half an hour passed and he'd written noth-
ing, he grabbed a blue marker from the drawer. He drew a house with a lone
stick figure at the window. “Mr. Lonely” he titled it before throwing it away.

In the Central Jail, Ray Perkins didn’t sleep for more than an hour or
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two a night, if he slept at all, but this had been true for months. His pro-
phetic visions, however, had deserted him.

The lawyer assigned to him, Nick Papadakis, had done his undergradu-
ate work at Yale. But wanting a legal career in his hometown, he'd attended
law school at Ohio Eastern. After Papadakis had met with Perkins twice,
he introduced him to Dr. Eileen Maples, the head of the psychiatry depart-
ment at Ohio Eastern’s medical school. She asked him the same questions
the police, Marcello, and Papadakis had asked him. She asked him a ques-
tion they hadnt asked: “Why didn’t you also kill yourself?”

“Because I wanted to be prepared to save everyone else.”

“How would you have saved them?”

“The same way I saved my family.”

_2

Perkins’s trial was held in front of a three-judge panel at the Sherman
County Common Pleas Court. Eleven months had passed, but Perkins ap-
peared no closer to sanity. His face looked ashen, and gray had invaded his
hair. He seemed capable of only a single expression: a slack, lifeless stare.

In front of the three judges, Papadakis set out to prove that Perkins had
been insane when he'd murdered his family. His first witness, Randolph
Hicks, the manager of Perkins’s car washes, said his boss, in the couple of
months before “the incident,” would do nothing more at work than sit at his
desk, his head in his hands. Once, Hicks testified, he caught Perkins lying
on his office floor, which wasn’t carpeted. “When I asked if something was
wrong, he said he was only tired and could I help him up. I lifted him to his
feet, but ten minutes later, he was back on the floor.” Two weeks before the
murders, Hicks testified, his boss stopped coming in to work at all.

Wendy Messersmith, a friend of both Perkins and his wife, also de-
scribed his deteriorating state of mind. “I think we all thought he would
snap out of it,” she said. “I think we all thought he would soon go back to
being the kind, loving family man he was.”

Dr. Maples testified about Perkins’s mental health. So did Jason Fuller,
a psychiatrist from the Central Ohio Psychiatric Institute. Both gave Perkins
the same diagnosis: major depression with psychosis. “Ray Perkins didn’t kill
his family,” Dr. Fuller testified, “his illness did.”

The prosecutor, Bradley Oswald Jr., contended that Perkins was tired of
his home life and wanted to be free of his family. “With his business about
to go bankrupt, he knew he wouldn't be able to afford a divorce, alimony,

and child support, so he murdered them all,” said Oswald, whose black pin-
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striped suit gave him the look of an undertaker. “Now he’s hiding behind a
shield of apocalyptic nonsense. The defense calls it depression. I call it evil.”

Oswald called to the stand a single witness, Rudolph “Mack” Macon,
the seventy-eight-year-old man who lived across from Perkins. He had
snow-white hair and liver spots like little islands on his cheeks. In the weeks
before the murders, Macon testified, Perkins would often stand on his front
porch, staring into the distance “as if he was planning to travel a long, long
way from the tired old place he was living.”

On cross-examination, Macon acknowledged that Perkins could have
been daydreaming. “But after what happened,” he said, “you have to figure
he was planning some kind of escape.”

Papadakis told the judges that Perkins’s business—his four Ray of Light
car washes—had lost money in each of the past three years. “Given the
number of his employees, given his large payroll and the benefits he offered,
he couldn’t have made money without downsizing or, as other car washes in
town have done, automating,” Papadakis said. “But Ray Perkins refused to
cast off the hard-working men and women he employed. In the end, he was
fairer to his employees than he was to himself. Ray Perkins and his family
were living off savings he'd squirreled away for his daughter’s college educa-
tion and for whatever care his son might require as an adult.

“There is no evidence—zero—that Ray Perkins wanted to be rid of his
family because he had a lover he wanted to be with or because he was at-
tracted to a different, more appealing life,” he said. “There is no evidence—
zero—that he wanted to cash in on life insurance policies he may have taken
out on his wife and children. There were no such policies. There is, finally,
no evidence that Ray Perkins ever felt anything but deep love for his wife
and children.

“There is only evidence that Ray Perkins was, and is, deeply, deeply
disturbed. As his mind slipped into the abyss, he became haunted by waking
dreams and visions—dreams and visions more real than anything in his life,
more real than his children’s smiles and his wife’s laughter. This is the truth
and the tragedy.”

Marcello attended as much of the four-day trial as he could. He made
no effort to disguise the outcome he favored. Before the trial began every
morning, he walked to the defense table and whispered words of encourage-
ment to his friend, even as Perkins sat stone-faced and silent.

Perkins’s mother, who lived in North Dakota with her second husband,
sat behind her son. She was sixty-eight-years old and had diabetes, a disease
to which she'd lost two toes and most of the sight in her left eye. Every so
often during the trial, she shook her head vigorously, although in response
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to what, Marcello wasn't always sure.

Perkins’s mother-in-law, who was as short and thin, and doubtless as
quiet and withdrawn, as her daughter, sat behind the prosecutor’s table,
knitting a blue scarf. Each day, she seemed to sink lower in her seat until,
from where he was sitting, Marcello couldn’t see her at all.

When the judges announced their decision, Marcello pumped his fists
and hurried to the defense’s table. But if he had been anticipating even a
glimpse of the Ray Perkins he used to have towel fights with in the locker
room after high-school wrestling practice, he was disappointed. Perkins
looked like he'd been condemned to die. Perhaps, Marcello thought, he
would have preferred this.

i

Before she left Sherman, Perkins’s mother asked Marcello if he could
look into selling or declaring bankruptcy on her son’s business. She had
hired a realtor to sell his house. “I've known you for a long time, Peter,” she
said, holding his right elbow with both of her hands. “And of course I trust
you'll do what’s best.”

Marcello supposed he was an ideal candidate to oversee the liquidation
of Ray of Light. If polls conducted by the Sherman Advocate and Post could
be trusted, he would soon be unemployed. He was running third in the race
for sheriff, an elected position since the late 1960s, which is also when the
job title was changed from the authoritarian sounding Commissioner of Po-
lice. The story accompanying the poll blamed Marcello’s low poll numbers
on his “rabid” support of Perkins, although it also mentioned “irregularities”
in his personal life.

In order to understand Perkins’s financial situation, Marcello needed
contracts, bills, and other documents in Perkins’s house. Two days after
a Civil Commitment hearing ruled that Perkins should be committed to
the Central Ohio Psychiatric Institute, Marcello drove to 1202 Cinnamon
Street. If Perkins’s house had been in Los Angeles or New York City, and
the story of what he'd done to his family was half as well-publicized as it
had been in Sherman, it would have been ransacked five times over. Mar-
cello thought it might have been better if it had been. There was something
disturbing about how undisturbed the house was.

After he had found what he needed in Perkins’s first-floor office, he
walked up the worn carpeted stairs and stood outside the master bedroom.
He remembered what he'd seen inside it on the day of the murders. He also
remembered what Perkins had told him about that day. At dawn, Perkins
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had carried his two sleeping children into the master bedroom, where he
and Lucille had a king-sized bed.

“They were all asleep,” Perkins said, closing his eyes. He held them
closed for a long time. “No,” said Perkins, his impassive face, for the briefest
moment, contorted into something recognizable as grief or horror, “I cant
be sure.”

3

Perkins’s room at the Central Ohio Psychiatric Institute (old name:
Center State Hospital for the Criminally Insane) was as wide as his single
bed was long. In length, it extended only a few feet past the end of his bed.
A toilet was in the far left corner.

He was a threat to kill himself. But there was nothing to kill himself
with. He wore paper gowns without strings. His pillow had no pillowcase.
His window was made of shatter-proof glass. All the same, he wasn’t left
unwatched for more than five minutes, even when he was on the toilet.

He ate his meals in a square room with schizophrenics who spoke to
Jesus and depressives who had chopped off their fingers and had carried
revolvers into post offices. There were four large tables in the room, and he
always tried to find a seat at the end of one. He never spoke unless spoken
to.

“The visions, the waking dreams—whatever we're calling them—were a
product of your brain chemistry,” Dr. Fuller said at the beginning of all their
private sessions, held twice a week in a narrow room with a single window,
its glass stained pink. “The chemical disturbances in your brain forced you
into a state of psychosis. You had no control. It was as if they'd enslaved
you.”

The first few times, Perkins said, “But I could see what was to come as
clearly as I can see you in front of me now.” Thereafter, he said, “Youre the
doctor” and “You're the expert.”

Dr. Fuller had a full head of white hair, and his blue eyes had a radiance
Perkins would first think of as sinister, later as serene. At each session, Dr.
Fuller asked him, “Do you want to kill yourself?”

Sometimes Perkins said, “Yes.” Sometimes Perkins said, “I don’t care.”
Sometimes Perkins said, “Nothing matters.”

Perkins dutifully swallowed every antidepressant and antipsychotic he
was given. There were occasions when his hands began to shake uncontrol-
lably and his arms flapped like wings. At these times, he couldn’t keep still,
and he paced back and forth between the door and window in his room
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like a wild animal. One night he woke up thinking he was having a heart
attack. He hoped it was true. But ten minutes later, his heart returned to its
normal, dull beat.

The drugs were causing his restlessness, Dr. Fuller told him. He imple-
mented another drug regimen.

One morning, two-and-a-half months after Perkins had entered the in-
stitute, Dr. Fuller said, “I recommend you have electro-convulsive therapy.”
Dr. Fuller explained how ECT differed from old-time electroshock treat-
ment. “What do you think?” he asked Perkins.

“I don’t care.”

“I think it might help.”

Perkins stared at him blankly. “All right.”

Pt

In the fifty-eight steps between the back door to his office and the front
door to Don’s Underground, Marcello’s stomach began to ache like it had
been punched. Inside Don’s Underground, he bypassed his usual seat at the
bar and headed straight to the bathroom, where he commandeered a stall.
He was still in the stall five minutes later when two men entered the bath-
room and stood side by side at the pair of urinals. From a crack in the stall
door, Marcello could see the backs of their black shoes.

“Hopplemeister will beat his sorry ass,” one of the men said.

“Hopplemeister’s a criminal. If people dont know it now, they’ll know
it soon.”

“So you think the English professor will win?”

“Lewis? It looks like it. There’s no doubt Marcello’s finished. No one can
stand him. His wife obviously couldn’t—his first wife, too, for that mat-
ter. And the way he came to Ray Perkins’s trial every day—he’s supposed to
be the chief law enforcement officer in town and he’s working behind the
scenes to let a murdering sicko go free? So who's looking after the interests
of Ray Perkins’s dead wife and kids?”

“Prick.”

To be defamed is one thing. To be defamed by two men in the act of re-
lieving themselves is another. This, anyway, is how Marcello would begin the
story in the months and years afterwards, always with a smile. In memory,
he didn’t even pull up his underwear and pants before he jumped from his
stall, teeth clenched, fists raised. When his right fist connected with the jaw
of the man at the nearest urinal, a man he thought he knew or should know,
he concluded, I've killed my chances at reelection. And knowing this, he felt
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freer to throw the second punch and even freer to throw the third.

Meanwhile, the other man raced out of the bathroom and returned a
minute later with the bearded bartender and a busboy who looked all of
fifteen years old. By this point, Marcello was straddling his adversary, his
penis—or so he would tell the story—Iless than a foot from the man’s face.
Had the men intervened even two seconds later, Marcello would recount,
they would have caught him pissing up the nose of Steven Erickson, who, as
the coach of the Ohio Eastern University football team, was one of the most
well-known men in Sherman.

In the anger management class he would take as part of his plea-bar-
gain, Marcello was required to record, in chronological order, all the violent
acts he had committed from his boyhood forward. He doubted they would
fill half a page. But his hand cramped after five-and-a-half pages, and he'd
reached only his twenty-first year.

Pt

Ten minutes after he'd woken up from a nap following his first electro-
convulsive treatment, Perkins stumbled into the dining hall at lunch and,
over a hamburger the size of a Frisbee, said to the fifteen people at the table,
“I want to see my wife and children again.” He sobbed.

One of the nurses, a man named Jack, whose long, black hair parted
like raven’s wings down his back, said Perkins must be feeling the effects
of the anaesthetic. “After my hernia operation,” Jack said, “I cried like the
world had disappeared.”

“Mine has,” Perkins said. He dropped his head into his hands. He cried
until Jack led him out of the dining room and into a narrow room with a
table and two soft-cushioned chairs.

“Let’s talk,” Jack said.

“I miss them,” Perkins said. “I miss them, and I'm their murderer.”

He cried himself into exhaustion, and Jack led him to his room. He
didn’t wake up until dinnertime, the longest sleep he'd had in months. He
wasn’t awake more than a minute before he remembered where he was and
what he'd done. He fell onto the floor and sobbed. He didn’t know the
nurse on duty had come into his room until he felt her hand on his back.

Unlike Perkins’s bedroom, the dining hall had ample windows, with
a view, across a single-lane road, of an apple orchard. After his third ECT
treatment, the windows revealed a spectacular late fall day; the leaves of
the apple trees seemed ablaze with orange light. But because of the shatter-
proof windows, there was no sound accompanying the view. He wanted the
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unbreakable windows broken. He wanted to let in the birds’ music and the
smell of apples, although he knew he didn’t deserve them.

After his seventh ECT treatment, he wanted to bring flowers to the
graves of his wife and children. He wanted to whisper to them, his lips
against the grass: “I'm sorry. I miss you. I love you. Will you ever forgive
me?” Again, he cried, and again Jack led him to the private room to talk.

Perkins had five more ECT treatments, although they felt superfluous.
He literally had been shocked back to who he'd once been.

In addition to keeping Perkins on an antidepressant, Dr. Fuller pre-
scribed him lithium, which he hoped would keep Perkins’s mood stable.
Somberly, Dr. Fuller told him, “I’s likely you’ll be on one form of drug
therapy or another for the rest of your life.”

Perkins said, “I wouldn’t have expected otherwise.”

In his improved condition, Perkins was allowed visitation privileges.
Visits occurred in the eight-foot by ten-foot family room, which had a mud-
colored carpet and a black-and-white TV with rabbit ears. Marcello came
twice a week, bringing upbeat news about Ray of Light, which he'd renamed
Day of Light. Under his management, the business was again solvent.

Marecello also told Perkins about his election defeat. Hopplemeister had
been caught growing two acres of marijuana on land he owned in southern
Ohio, and Lewis, the retired Ohio Eastern professor, had won. Marcello fin-
ished second, six percentage points behind Lewis. The Advocate and Post had
called Marcello’s showing a moral victory. “To have the word ‘moral” used in
conjunction with anything I do,” Marcello said, “is the real moral victory.”

g

Leaving the family room with Perkins one afternoon, Marcello bumped
into a tall, attractive woman whose red hair corkscrewed around her cheeks
and neck. She was being led down the hallway by Jack, whose hair had
grown longer and more lustrous. They looked like a fairytale couple on their
way to a happy ending. “You'll have to introduce me to her,” Marcello whis-
pered to Perkins.

“My pleasure,” Perkins said. “But first a little background: She threw
her two-year-old twins out of a window on the twelfth floor of a building in
Columbus. God told her to do it.”

“Everybody has a bad day.”

“For some of us, our bad day is hell itself.”

The same night, Marcello wrote to Consuela, “I am sure I made your
life hell sometimes. I am sure there are times you thought I might even kill
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you. I am sick now to think how scared you must have been.”
Pt

Even though he saw Marcello often, Perkins wrote him long letters. He
needed to write to someone about what he was feeling, what he was re-
membering. He described scenes he remembered from his life with Lucille,
Jason, and Beatrice. He wrote about how, as he slid deeper into madness, his
inability to protect them against his business’ failure and impending bank-
ruptcy had mutated into an inability to protect them against the coming
apocalypse. He wrote him about how deeply he hated his weakness in the
face of what was coming, and how, beneath what he was conscious of, he
must have hated Lucille and the children for how, with their tattered clothes
and illnesses and hunger, they would have exposed his impotence. He had
bought the pistol after he was robbed at gunpoint at a gas station hed man-
aged in his mid-twenties. On several occasions, he'd thought of getting rid
of it. But he'd always stopped himself, thinking he might need it one day.

For every three letters Perkins wrote, Marcello wrote one in return,
which Perkins thought was more than a fair exchange, given the free time
each had in his day. In one of his letters, Marcello wrote, “Write to me
about your life before Lucille and the kids, before you even knew Lucille.
Write to me about high school. Tell me what I missed because I was drunk
or stoned or too busy chasing ass to notice.”

At first, it felt like a betrayal to write about his life before Lucille. Per-
kins wrote about it modestly, as if it had meant nothing to him, as if his true
life started when he met Lucille during his freshman year at Ohio Eastern.
Before long, however, he found himself writing with feeling about who hed
been, what hed done, the hopes he'd had.

This was before he knew about the end of oil, before he knew about
global warming and melting polar ice caps. This was before he owned Ray
of Light and before Ray of Light began to fail. This was before anything
of consequence was at stake. If he rediscovered his foolishness and self-
centeredness, he also found again, in himself at seventeen and eighteen and
nineteen, a willingness to trust his adaptability, to welcome surprise and
uncertainty.

4

After a year and nine months in the Central Ohio Psychiatric Institute,
Perkins was allowed to visit his hometown under the supervision of two
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hospital employees, young men with crew cuts who sat in the backseat of
Marcello’s Accord and scanned the passing trees, flush with new leaves, like
Secret Service Agents. Marcello had warned Perkins about the changes he
had made to the business; he had replaced the employees at three of the four
car washes with automated equipment and had bought an additional pair of
car washes on Route 44.

“We'll have a grand tour of our empire,” Marcello said now.

“Could we limit ourselves to only one of the car washes?” Perkins asked
softly. “I feel like I've been living on the moon. I need a gradual re-entry to
our atmosphere.”

Marcello came into town by the most direct route, barreling over what
townies called Heartbreak Hill and racing across the Walnut Street Bridge.
A right turn and two blocks later, they pulled into the downtown Day of
Light, the lone car wash to have retained its employees. Marcello parked
in one of the self-wash stalls. The other four self-wash stalls, plus three of
the four full-service stalls, were occupied. Marcello and Perkins stepped
out of the car, the two men from the hospital following. Perkins glanced at
his wrist, but he wasn’t wearing a watch. “I don't think I've ever seen it so
crowded here,” he said.

“Let alone at ten o’clock on a Wednesday morning,” Marcello added.

Perkins followed Marcello up the wooden steps of the car wash’s main
building. Marcello had removed the gray carpeting and had stained the
wood chestnut brown. The second floor, which was above the full-service
stalls, had four rooms, the first of which was Perkins’s office. Aside from
removing pictures of Perkins’s wife and children, Marcello had left the office
as it was the day Perkins last saw it.

Standing in front of his old desk, Perkins looked uncomfortable and
anxious, as if he was trespassing and might soon be discovered. “Let’s move
on,” Marcello said.

The other rooms used to house replacement parts for the car washes,
but Marcello had returned most of these to the manufacturers. Inside the
second room was a mini-store, stocked with various automobile products
such as windshield wiper fluid and car deodorizers. The next room was what
Marcello had dubbed the “Nostalgia Arcade”; it featured games from the
early 1980s, including Pac-Man, Centipede, Defender, and a pair of pinball
machines, one with a “Star Wars” theme, the other with “E.T.” The arcade
figured prominently in all of Marcello’s advertising and was turning twice
the profit he'd anticipated.

“So now we're in the entertainment business?” Perkins asked, and even
if what his friend had said came unaccompanied by a smile, Marcello de-
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tected lightness in his voice.

In the last room were four heat lamps and a single massage table. The
room smelled of eucalyptus. In a chair in the corner sat Debbie Patterson,
slim and red-haired, her face like a face Picasso might have drawn as he
moved toward the cubist. It was her irregular face, more than anything else
about her, that made her desirable in Marcello’s eyes, although his single
overture to her had been quietly but firmly rebuffed.

Perkins looked at him, this time with what, if Marcello were to interpret
it generously, might be called a miniscule grin. “Youre kidding, right?”

“Our massage room is the most productive component of our business,”
Marcello said. “By the time they've finished their fifteen-minute massages,
our clients don’t care what their cars look like. They'd be happy to drive
away on tricycles.”

In a whisper, Perkins asked, “Do I still own any of this?”

“All of it,” Marcello said.

Perkins smiled, something brilliant and brief. But as if in condemna-
tion of his pleasure, he was soon wearing a look of abject despair. Marcello
looked behind him at the two men from the hospital. He was worried they
would cut Perkins’s outing short. “Come on,” Marcello said, leading Perkins
to the massage table. “Take off your shirt.” Marcello helped Perkins up onto
the table.

“I don’t deserve this,” Perkins said as Debbie put a CD in the player.
The music sounded like someone sweeping snow with a harp.

“No one deserves this,” Marcello said. “But we're here, and what are we
supposed to do?”

dod

In the Central Ohio Psychiatric Institute, Perkins had begun reading
again, something he hadn’t done regularly since he dropped out of college.
He read paperbacks he pulled from the bookshelf in the lounge area and
religious and philosophical texts given to him by Father Hannah, a regular
visitor to the institute.

One morning, strolling in the caged-in patch of grass connected to the
hospital’s east wing, Perkins waved to Father Hannah as the priest, whose
curly brown hair made him seem younger than fifty-five, walked toward
the institute’s main entrance. Father Hannah came up to Perkins, and they
talked between the iron fence. They talked about the weather. They talked
about the books Perkins had read. Eventually, as usual, their talk turned to
Perkins’s family.
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Father Hannah didn’t pretend to have a balm to heal Perkins’s con-
science. “But I know this to be true,” he said, his hands on the bars as close
to Perkins’s hands as they could be without touching them. “They would
not want their deaths avenged; they would know there is no one upon
whom to enact vengeance. They lost their lives because of madness, not mal-
ice. Your true self, suppressed by the disease, loved them as much on the day
they died as on any other day. To give up on your life, or to condemn your-
self to solitude and suffering, does not honor them. It does the opposite.”

5

“Buckle up,” Marcello told Perkins as he eased his new car, a white
Prius, down the Central Ohio Psychiatric Institute’s long, black driveway. “I
don’t want to hit a deer and have you flying out the windshield into eter-
nity—at least not before you've had a beer.”

“I thought you didn’t drink anymore.” Perkins spoke softly, his body
pressed against the passenger door, his hand tight around the grab handle.
He had been anticipating this day with both dread and longing, but dread
was prevailing now.

“I dont,” Marcello said. “T'll have my customary apple juice and seltzer
mix. We'll toast your return.”

Perkins’s brow was damp; his hands were wet. It was early spring, and
the air coming into the car from the open windows felt like it had first
passed over a fire. Perkins thought of global warming, of the earth cooking
in a greenhouse its human inhabitants had built out of car exhaust and coal-
fired power plants. But three years after he'd foreseen doomsday, the apoca-
lypse no longer seemed so imminent or awesome. “It’s generous of you to let
me stay in your house,” he told Marcello. “You've been so kind.”

“Christ, Ray, you sound like you're talking to a stranger,” Marcello said.
“If we're taking measure here, well, I'm sure I'm the one who's in debt to
you. Remember: You turned a small-town politician whose career had hit a
donkey’s rear end into your business partner, a veritable captain of industry.
And now I have my reputation back. I didn’t tell you, but last week the Ad-
vocate and Post named me one of Sherman’s twenty notable citizens thanks
to the money [—we—donated to good old Sherman High.”

Five minutes later, they saw the first sign to Sherman. “I've been mean-
ing to ask you something,” Marcello said.

“Okay.”

“If you don’t want to answer it, I understand and we'll forget about it.
But when you had your visions of the future...well...where did I fit in?”
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“You?”

“You probably didn’t even think of me.”

“No, I did.” Perkins looked out the window. The oak and maple trees,
the grass and the weeds—they were all a rich green. But it was easy enough,
even now, to picture them brown and wilted. The sky was blue but he could
picture it the coal-gray of nuclear winter. “You were the security chief for
Sherman’s only landowner.”

“I see,” Marcello said. “And who was Sherman’s only landowner?”

“Steven Erickson.”

“Coach Erickson?” Marcello asked. “Coach Erickson who...”

“One and the same.”

Marcello laughed—briefly. “I'm sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“For laughing.”

“Don't apologize. The ancient Greek playwrights expected the audience
to laugh during their tragedies. Father Hannah said the playwrights knew it
wasn't out of disrespect but sometimes out of relief—relief their own lives
weren't so awful—and sometimes because it was the only fitting way to
respond to the absurd ways we suffer.”

There was a pause, and Marcello said, “Listen: You might want to start
thinking of yourself as something besides a Greek tragic hero.”

“Like what?” Perkins said.

“I don’t know,” Marcello said. “Like a French waiter or an Italian barber.
Or—T've got it—an American car wash impresario.”

66—

Marcello checks his friend’s pill bottles to make sure he’s taking his
medications. If Marcello is around at ten at night, which he usually is,
he listens to Perkins’s nighttime ablutions from outside the second-floor
bathroom, listens to him fill his plastic cup with water, pop the pills into his
mouth, drink.

Having Perkins in his son’s old room reminds Marcello of Nicholas’s
absence. Some weeks, he calls Nicholas every evening—Nicholas” grandpar-
ents have, at last, had a phone installed in their house. They talk a lot about
soccer—Nicholas plays on his elementary-school team—and whatever festi-
val is coming up. Sometimes Marcello calls Nicholas just to say goodnight.
When he’s lucky, which is the case more frequently lately, Consuela will
come onto the line after their son goes off to bed.
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Pt

Even after only a month of working by Perkins’s side, Marcello knows
why Perkins was going broke. It wasn’t because of bad luck. It wasn't because
his competition outworked him. It wasn’t even because of his depression,
the severest manifestation of which followed, rather than preceded, his fi-
nancial woes. Ray Perkins was going broke because he was and is a dreadful
businessman.

Perkins, Marcello has discovered, is reluctant to make even small
changes to the business. His idea of radical innovation is replacing conven-
tional light bulbs with florescents. In Perkins’s utopia, the world would be a
museum.

Fortunately, Perkins now recognizes his deficiencies, and when, four
months after his release from the Central Ohio Psychiatric Institute, Perkins
and Marcello open a Cello diner on the southern end of the Ohio Eastern
campus, he quickly installs himself as a breakfast cook. Most of the restau-
rant’s customers are students, transients who know nothing about Perkins’s
past.

Fiod

Marcello’s conversations with Consuela grow warmer, eventually inhab-
iting a zone of intimacy he hasn’t experienced with any woman. During one
call, he apologizes again for all the times he hurt her. “I wish I could undo
everything hurtful I've done to you and Nicholas,” he says.

“You can't,” she says. “But it is in your power never to hurt us again.”

“I know,” he says. “And I won't. I promise. And I promise my prom-
ise means something this time.” They both laugh at this, but he senses she
believes him, and this brings him such relief he begins to cry. She comforts
him with endearments in Spanish, sweet words he hasn't heard in years.

One night, he tells Consuela, “I think 'm ready to come see Nicholas.
If you approve.” There is a pause before he adds, “And I think—I know—
I’'m ready to see you.”

Despite their newfound intimacy, he expects her to refuse—he has been
absent too long and there is too much pain in their past. Even so, he hopes.

“Come during Christmas,” she says. "Nicholas will be glad to see you.”
She pauses a moment before saying, “So will I.”

Pt
At six-thirty one morning, an octogenarian couple, their faces as tight
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and severe as hawks’, have Perkins called from the kitchen of the diner.
When he stands in front of them, they point their fingers at him and damn
him to hell.

“You should have charged them an extra ten bucks for stupidity,” Mar-
cello tells Perkins when he finds him two hours later, buried under blankets
in his bed.

Perkins lifts the blankets off his face. “Maybe I should leave town,” he
says, something he has said before.

“Because a couple of geezers want to spend their golden years casting
stones?”

“I think I'll take the day off.”

“The hell you will.” Marcello pulls Perkins to his feet, wraps his arm
around Perkins’s back, and leads him to his Prius. “You're too good a man to
let narrow-minded fools fuck with your conscience,” he says.

As they’re driving to the diner, Perkins says, “I know I should be deeply
grateful to you, Peter. And sometimes I am, when my mood holds a little
light. I hope you know that.”

“And I'll say what I always say in response,” Marcello replies, but he
stops himself before he can repeat his blather about how, thanks to Perkins,
he is now a captain of industry. He thinks: I lost my family the same day
Ray lost his. But I might get mine back. And the two aren’t unrelated.

“We grew up together, Ray.”

g

Perkins sees a psychologist once a week and Dr. Fuller once every eight
weeks. He has seen Father Hannah several times since leaving the Central
Ohio Psychiatric Institute. Yet suicide is never far from Perkins’s mind. Per-
kins has never said as much, but Marcello, with a vigilance he is ashamed of,
read his friend’s diary one morning. [ want to honor my family, but I cannot
help feeling grief, shame, and guilt. Sometimes I wonder when relief will come.
Sometimes I think it will come only when I'm dead. And so death becomes,
again, desirable.

Marcello cannot say he doesn’t imagine a life free of Perkins. In this vi-
sion, his wife and son would return, and Consuela would be the one putting
dinner on the table instead of Perkins, whose cooking talents don’t extend
beyond diner food.

One evening, as Marcello walks down the hallway of his house, he
imagines detouring into his bedroom, imagines Consuela waiting in the red
lingerie she wears when she wants him, imagines the two of them, after love,
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entwined around each other like a knot they've invented. His fantasy dis-
solves when he stops in front of Perkins’s bedroom door. Oh, hell, he thinks,
knocking twice.

“Come in.”

Perkins is sitting cross-legged on his double bed. In all the time he has
lived in the room, he hasnt altered it at all. It’s as if a ghost has been living
here. Perkins’s diary and a black pen are next to him. Classical music plays
from the stereo on the windowsill. Perkins’s hair is neatly combed. Marcello
stands for a moment at the foot of the bed, struck, as he often is, by how
removed his life is from any he'd expected to live. “What are your plans for
Christmas?” he asks.

Perkins has a soft look, a look of dreamy meditation, in his eyes. It is a
look not quite of this world. Perkins’s body is here, but Marcello wonders
if his spirit will ever return. “Nothing,” Perkins replies, his smile faint and
faraway. Marcello supposes hell always be trying to drag his friend back to
the present, back to life.

“Great. You'll come with me to Ecuador.” And then Marcello blushes,
but whether because he has revealed he can’t trust his friend not to kill
himself in his absence, or because he’s made it obvious he can’t bear to be
without him even for a couple of weeks, he doesn’t know. He adds, with
finality, “I've already bought the tickets.”
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Opys
Homer
[From The Odyssey, Book XIX]

“Ciao traveller,  first I'll ask
who you are,
town and kin?”—
made the man’s pith-savvy interact:
“Lady, such words
none on earth’s scope would reproach
since your renown
meets the vault’s blue
as a king’s renown with god-awe
draws throngs of stalwarts
as his hands  uphold
the stead of justice
with fingers’ grip,
then earth’s murk
yields barley
and wheat,
trees fraught with fruit,
flocks teem un-paused,
fish suffice
from the sea:
and all these ensue
as he guides-
with him,
the folk thrive.
Now ask anything
but not of kin and home,
to fuse not woes
for core-vitals to muse
since I'm fairly sigh-smit
must not emit
groans, tears in others’ abode;
worse to persist
lest an irked girl,
or you, find me,
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wine-witted-eyed.”

“Hazard-happed traveller,”
she breathed,
“All good of mine,
face and frame, god-gone
when the Greeks
with my man struck out for Troy’s-strand.
If he would but come
with handfastly care
life’s days would
sweeten my being.
But now pain,
as sky-chance brought bane
since the chiefs
who hold the islands,
Douliki, Samy,
Zakun’s timbers,
and right here
in Ithaka’s views,
all of ‘em
wheedle to win my hand:
but their plunder
leans the larder’s hearth.
So I heed no sea-feet folk
nor pleader-plys,
no, Not to news-tongues
nor tool-trued wright,
but star-sired desire
for my man squanders the heart;
then as they pressed
to wed, I webbed a weave,
a gift-wind
fixed head’s wit to twist
on warp-bar
at my room’s loom,
psyche-fine, to the wide,
and in a trice told them:
Young, wife- fired, since

«>
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since my man’s woe-breath ceased,
hold off your wed-want
till I wind up this weft
lest my thread be mere wind-waste-
a pall-cloth when death
out-lengths not Laertes’ life
that it rouse no
townswoman’s wrath:
that a man gain much,
lie ungarbed in his grave.
Thus said, it swayed
their zeal-wielded will.
Days, I interlaced
yarn on loom’s beam
but nights, set up lamps
to loose the woof.
Thus three years slunk by
as I bluffed the Greeks;
but after the fourth year’s
four tides,
the months’ decay
as the do did its day,
then tricked by
the bitch-brains of my maids
who took me abrupt
with tongue-clack attack,
I wove whole the cloak,
not wished, but coerced;
and now can’t elude
wedlock, by other wile
and my child enraged
as they havoc his home,
knows as a man he can heed
his boundless-blessed house.

But now, tell me
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who are you, clan and land;
since you're not
oak-lore nor rock begot.

—Translation by David Gordon

I feel that Anglo-Saxon, at least for me, furnishes the basic rudiments for English poetry. So
the variable four beat line with alliteration defines the structure, allowing endless multifor-
mity and changes yet keeping a recognizable shape. The Maecenean dactylic hexameter gives
us the pattern Homer is using, but I don’ feel that it must supply a standard metric for us in
English. Yet Homer does show us therein how he invents both metric and music, and Homer
is asking us to do what he did not with the words he used, but only the intent.]
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HOMER IN THE NURSING HOME

Teresa Iverson

from “Elder Hostel Suite”
Donald S. Carne-Ross, in memoriam

That he existed, blind bard of Chios

or Smyrna (birth, as birthplace, uncertain)
and not just a shaper of hackneyed
formulae, you've never really doubted

still reciting whole passages by heart:

Helen on the wall weaving the fight
ongoing for her sake, the nod of Hector’s
horse-plumed helmet panicking
his small son,

rubbing yarrow root between his hands
Patroklos heals a fallen warrior, yet
he’s also a child to Akhilleus, blubbering,
clinging to its mother’s skirts —

old familiars;

though you pace, half-erect on

a walking stick (“Nos,” you insist,

“a cane”), subsidence in your
sideways slouch

and a woman
wanders by wearing a bra and skirt,
in her advance one cuffed ankle
exciting the elevator
to ululations of alarm,
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“There is a danger,” they say,
“of elopement.”

Dressed in a fancy leopard fur,
facing off with Menelaos, Paris
has already eloped

as you have, disappearing last year —
March battling into April —
in a stormy delirium,
discovered knocking on strange doors
next day off the Maine coast
hours from your home,

now into parallel lives, multiverses
of memory, that swipe

a mere yesterday clean:
to your freer association this dementia
ward in a Boston suburb may be

the inside of an exiting plane or

“Left Luggage” department of a British
railway station — transitory homes —
while beyond the tree line visible to
any of us from the breakfast nook lies

Australia, your never-before destination:
querulous, “Having brought us all this way,
they might have organized a trip

into the Outback”; but “I can’t stay

in the Antipodes forever!”
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Mostly slackened your critical edge
repeating through tears:
«

No one can translate that
tenderness following on such fury”

Priam’s hands grasping Akhilleus’
battle-massed knees, his lips then
kissing the son-slaughtering hands,
a thing, he says, “never before done
on mortal Earth —”
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FroMm 2% (TWO TO THE POWER OF SIX)

Richard Berengarten
Order in grand design

Fundamental axiom under-
lying all tropes and genres
in all literary arts, as in

all singing, all music,
all mathematics, all science, is
the sense of, and desire for

order, not only already
within, but discoverable
and not imposed: coherence

of all separable ‘discrete
entities’ in a ‘grand
design’: the ways they all

fit: how fitting it all is, how
suitable, at all ‘levels’, from
the most obviously traceable

forms threaded on the known

and probable, to the apparently
least significant hidden strings.
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He left his city

He left his city
walked out past
wind-battered scanty

fields carved vertiginous
in terraces, sheds wedged
against hillside rills

nestling perilous on
edges and past them
higher still where

scant trees grew
to a cloud-smothered
mist-wreathed hut

on a gorse-spattered
plateau. Friend, he said
on arrival, I bring you

no gift, either of inheritance

or of adequate skill.
Nonetheless, here I am.
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A Visitor

Your voice is plangent
and you say my name
with O} in front, as if

reproaching me. I wake
up and write this down
as if it were significant.

In the dream I knew who
you were and are but
now am not so sure

and anyway you keep
coming into focus then
blurring out then zooming

in again. Now you have gone
off down Mill Road into
light and you are all glory

against sunset and orange

late summer evening sky
above terraced houses.
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,fg Everyone knows the ways

Everyone knows the ways
home, across the valleys, where
the children are. Everyone sees

and recognises the trees
and gardens, the long avenues,

shapes of parks and pools.

Everyone knows a good deal
of the ways after birth and
before death, and it isn’t hard

to read maps and apply them.
But who except voices like these
will take you and me on

into zones the other silent
and unwritten side before

birth and affer death, where

light itself gleams brilliant
black and angelic against
interiors of curtained mountains?
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When she sang in the bazaar

When she sang
in the bazaar, when she
uncurled her voice

a paid murderer swilling
coffee burned his lips

but did not curse

seven sparrows glancing
adoringly at airwaves
stayed put on their wire

five doped-out slaves
passing in chains lifted
stooped eyes, comprehending

the novice prayermaster
turned his head, his mouth
an awed O

and canny winds stopped

swirling and blew seawards
orchestrally
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% When she sang in the white alley

When she sang
in the white alley beside
the covered fruit market

cheesemakers and
yoghurt pourers sighed
in their large blouses

a legless beggar, perched
on cardboard in his colonnade
stopped twitching his lips

for five long seconds
the corner butcher held
his cleaver in mid swipe

a ringletted redhead’s irises
from their habitual brown
burned gold streaked green

and a woman selling

strawberries laughed
remembering something
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ON THE BYZANTINE TRAIL

Christopher Merrill

The Byzantine trail connecting Lefkes, a village in the hills that once
served as the capital of Paros, with a castle facing the island of Naxos, was
where I liked to walk during the New Symposium. What a luxury it was
to talk about justice in the House of Literature, with fifteen writers from
around the world. We would meet in the morning, around a low glass table
covered with papers and books, coffee mugs and carafes of water, with
the light streaming in through the windows, and the first figure for justice
to emerge from our discussions was of the blindfolded goddess holding a
sword and scales—an American poet imagined the scales trembling. But
when a Russian essayist invoked Dostoyevsky’s image of a newborn need-
ing food and shelter to describe the ancient idea, a Greek writer recalled the
retribution that his family had suffered during the Civil War; an Algerian
novelist, ignoring the civil strife in his country, railed against the forces of
globalization; a Bengali’s poem praising a group of mothers stripping off
their clothes to protest a rape-murder committed by Indian paramilitar-
ies prompted a Burmese woman to describe how she had survived a prison
sentence by practicing Buddhism—and so it went.

One afternoon I walked from Lefkes down to the sea, along paving
stones worn smooth by a thousand years of use, between stone walls and
terraces of gnarled olive trees growing since the time of Christ. From the
dove house near the Church of the Holy Trinity came the sound of cooing,
and from the far side of the ravine the gravelly voice of a man on a mega-
phone, offering horta—greens—from a pickup truck. I was seeking my own
image for justice—an idea that in the American prosecution of the war on
terror had lost meaning. The prison scandals at Abu Ghraib, Bagram, and
Guantdnamo Bay; the “extraordinary rendition” of terrorist suspects; the
“disappeared”; the Justice Department memoranda condoning torture; the
violations of the Geneva conventions; the illegal wiretapping of domestic
telecommunications; the suspension of habeas corpus—the bill of complaint
was long. Can an imperial power mete out justice impartially? This was
the unspoken question of our symposium, which the foreign writers were
too polite to raise in front of their American hosts. Nor did they remind us
of the moral authority squandered in our war of aggression (“the supreme
international crime,” according to the Nuremberg Tribunal) and occupation
of Iraq. The ancient Greeks had a name for the sin, hubris, and if Congress
would not hold the White House to account for its actions a writer could
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record the costs and casualties, corrosion of liberty, decline of influence. In
Greek tragedy there is always a reckoning for individuals contemptuous of
the moral order. The same holds in the community of nations for overreach-
ing states and empires.

The trail was lined with poppies, thistles, and morning glories, and in
the brilliant sunlight of the Cyclades I picked thyme, and sage, and oregano,
rubbing the oily leaves between my fingers to smell their fragrances. Beyond
a ruined sheepfold, by a stand of gorse, I stopped to gauge the distance to
the windmill on the ridge, an excursion to save for another day, then turned
to look at the hillside thick with pines, poplars (Lefkes means poplar), and
the whitewashed houses characteristic of the Greek islands—a legacy of the
Metaxas dictatorship (1936-1941). The decree to whitewash every building
issued from the regime’s ideological center, the Under-Ministry of Press and
Tourism, to which the poet-diplomat, George Seferis, was attached. Seferis
toiled in a press office modeled on Goebbels' Ministry for Public Enlighten-
ment and Propaganda, having taken the position to be near the woman who
would become his wife.

“Wherever I travel Greece wounds me,” Seferis wrote after sailing
around Paros early in the dictatorship, in a poem that, in his biographer’s
words, elaborates “a bleak vision of Greece as a ship without a helmsman,
bound on a voyage that has left citizens and political leaders alike behind.”
This was a story he knew well. He was studying law at the Sorbonne in
1922, when Turkish forces recaptured Smyrna, his childhood home in Asia
Minor, and expelled his family; exile became his theme. His adulthood was
defined by dictatorships (he began his diplomatic career under Metaxas and
died during the junta created by the right-wing colonels who seized power
in 1967) and departures. When Nazi forces invaded Greece, he served the
government-in-exile in Crete, Egypt, South Africa, and Italy, bitterly noting
that “Whether the entire population of my country is wiped out, or only
half of it, will now depend upon the idiocies of the British generals.” After
the war, he held diplomatic posts in Ankara and London; served as minis-
ter to four countries at once—Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq; and made
several trips to Cyprus to attempt to mediate what he called “the mechanism
of catastrophe” governing relations between Greece and Turkey. His last
posting was as the Royal Greek Ambassador to the United Kingdom. He
did not move into his own house in Athens until he retired from the foreign
ministry in 1963, and so home was for him a matter of his relationship to
the language, which for much of his working life was constrained by his
diplomatic obligations. There was so little time for reflection that he feared
he would turn into a machine. “In order to speak at all, in a debased age,”
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he wrote, “it’s perhaps necessary—perhaps you can’t do otherwise—to speak
in its language. This doesn’t mean that you accept it.” Commerce, politics,
the media—these are the chief means by which language is debased in the
modern world, and Seferis’ refusal in his literary work to accept the ways

in which it can be used to falsify experience earned him the Nobel Prize in
1963. His banquet speech in Stockholm concluded with these prophetic
lines:

In our gradually shrinking world, everyone is in need of all the others. We must
look for man wherever we can find him. When on his way to Thebes Oedipus
encountered the Sphinx, his answer to its riddle was: “Man.” That simple word
destroyed the monster. We have many monsters to destroy. Let us think of the
answer of Oedipus.

Global problems, Seferis argues, cannot be resolved without a general
recognition of the commonality of human experience. Indeed more binds us
together than divides us (“everyone is in need of all the others”), even if it is
sometimes easier to define oneself against the Other than to look for Man—
a vision, that is, rooted in our common destiny, with which to destroy the
monsters that threaten on all sides, in every age.

And this vision can only be cultivated by finding the right names for
things. How else to analyze a problem than to accurately describe it? The
monster unleashed on 9/11, for example, which George W. Bush had
misnamed the War on Terror. The United States could not slay it alone; and
since power is as much a matter of perception as of economic and military
might the fact that in Iraq some well-aimed stones, in the form of impro-
vised explosive devices, had stopped the American Goliath in its tracks was
not lost on anyone inclined to wage asymmetrical warfare, the phrase de
jour in foreign policy circles. Every occupation produces a David capable of
bringing down a great power.

If an empire collapses from within, its decline may well become appar-
ent first on its periphery; and, as I continued down the trail with lizards
scattering into the brush and swallowtail butterflies alighting in the trees, I
recalled how Arab, Persian, and Ottoman armies had nibbled away at the
Byzantine Empire in the Holy Land and Anatolia, until Constantinople
fell in 1453. But it was the Latin Church that delivered the decisive blow
to Eastern Christendom, when in 1204 the Venetian armies of the Fourth
Crusade sacked Constantinople instead of liberating Jerusalem from Muslim
control. The Great Schism of 1054 between Rome and Constantinople was
sealed in blood, the Byzantine order fatally weakened, the way cleared for
the arrival of the conquering Turks.
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In Parikia, the capital of Paros, in the Church of One Hundred Doors,
I had stood under the ancient dome, gazing at a silver-plated icon of the
Madonna, marveling at the survival of such a beautiful Byzantine church.

It was built on St. Helena’s promise to the Parians, on her journey to the
Holy Land in 325, that if she discovered the True Cross she would raise on
the site of their pagan temple a church with a hundred doors—though only
ninety-nine have been found; legend has it that the missing door will not be
revealed until Constantinople is returned to the Greeks. And it occurred to
me that just as monastics devote themselves to prayer and fasting, seeking
to unite their wills with God in order to find the doorway to eternity, so the
missing door of this church might serve as a figure for justice—which may
not be found on earth, as Seferis well knew.

For Holy Week in 1954 he traveled to Jerusalem, which was then part
of Jordan, and on Good Friday, in the monastery of St. Sabba, in the dry
hills west of the Dead Sea, where it seemed to him that Greek Orthodoxy
was dying and only Byzantium survived, the service disappointed him.
“Impossible to imagine the human capacity for making a mess of things,” he
wrote. “Here in these holy places, we've turned the burial of Christ into an
excuse for bombast.” Then he remembered the acts of devotion performed
by old women staying there, one of whom had passed away that very morn-
ing. The abbot who told him about it was joyful, and the other pilgrims
“experienced this death as though it had been a blessing,” he noted. “I don't
know why one might say that it wasnt.”

There is in fact a religious element in Seferis’s work. The Orthodox
faith in which he was raised, his love of the Greek landscape, his grasp of the
continuity between the prophecies of the Delphic Oracle and the lines of
thought traced in modern poetry—these gave him a large view of religion’s
role in life. “The gods are born immortal,” he said, “but they die.” What
replace them are orders of understanding—religious, philosophical, politi-
cal—in which poets search for a language adequate to experience. Like T. S.
Eliot, with whom he was in poetic dialogue for decades, Seferis explored not
only the vitality of tradition but also the connection between the sacred and
secular.

“The end point to which the poet reaches out,” he wrote, “is to be able
to say, ‘Let there be light,” and for there to be light.”

But the light that he made in the fall of 1966, with the publication of
his most devotional works, a translation of the last book of the New Tes-
tament, Apocalypse, and Three Secret Poems, was for many Greeks extin-
guished by the coup d’etat the following spring. Seferis remained silent for
the first two years of the dictatorship, declining on two decisive occasions to
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raise his voice on behalf of artists persecuted by the Colonels. In the first in-
stance the composer Mikis Theodorakis brought Seferis a tape of his poem:s,
which he had set to music while in prison, and asked him to join the protest
against the ban on his music—a pointless gesture, in the poet’s eyes. Then
friends of the poet Yannis Ritsos, who was under house arrest and about to
undergo surgery, sought his help in securing permission from the authorities
for Ritsos’s wife to visit him in the hospital. Seferis was, in his biographer’s
words, “both moved and embarrassed by the request, soon afterwards with-
drawn.” His diplomatic silence spoke volumes.

He spent the fall of 1968 at Princeton, translating Plato, and at a
reading in New York he was asked to comment on the political situation
in Greece. He refused, to the audience’s dismay. He would not criticize the
junta from abroad, he later explained, and thus condemn himself to exile.
But when he returned to Athens in the spring he began to consider speak-
ing out, inspired perhaps by the freedom that he had witnessed in America
and by his sense that the next generation would be destroyed by the regime’s
debasement of language. Greece of Christian Hellenes, the slogan displayed
on signs everywhere, signaled for the poet the death of the three most
important words in his lexicon, and he was moved to record a statement
for the BBC, which was smuggled out of Greece to be broadcast on the
World Service and printed separately for inclusion in the newspapers. “This
anomaly must end,” he told his countrymen.

The effect was dramatic. The regime eased its censorship laws, creat-
ing a space in which artists and writers could breathe again. What was for
Seferis a personal liberation helped to spell the end of the dictatorship—al-
though he would die before it collapsed in 1974, after a failed attempt to
annex Cyprus led to the Turkish invasion and occupation of the island. His
funeral in 1971 brought 100,000 people into the streets of Athens, in defi-
ance of the junta, and as they followed the hearse bearing his coffin from
the church to the cemetery they sang a forbidden song based on one of his
poems, “Denial,” set to music by Theodarkis, with the policemen looking
on—a poem of renunciation for the love of his youth, which concludes:
“And so we changed our lives.”

At the base of the canyon was a bridge over a dry stream bed, where
I paused for a drink of water, and then I climbed up the trail, which the
Parians once used as an escape route from pirates. From the next rise, where
the wall had crumbled into a stand of gorse, I could see in the distance a
steep hill overlooking the Aegean, Kephalos, atop which was an abandoned
monastery surrounded by the ruins of a medieval castle. There was a story
of a Turkish soldier dressing up as a pregnant woman to gain entrance to the
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castle; that night he opened the gate to let in his fellow soldiers, who sacked
and pillaged with their customary ardor; the queen threw herself off the cliff
to avoid being taken prisoner.

I reached carefully into the bushes to pick from among the sharp thorns
a coconut-scented flower—the subject of Seferis’s final poem, “Across
Gorse,” written in the spring of 1971. On the day of the Annunciation,
which that year coincided with Independence Day, the poet, his wife, and
two friends escaped the crowds in Athens to drive to Cape Sounion, at the
tip of Attica. On a hike to the ruins of a spectacular temple of Poseidon—
the last sign of civilization for ancient mariners sailing away from their
homeland—the poet recalls that the name of the shrub with the yellow blos-
soms has not changed since Plato’s retelling of the Myth of Er, in which he
introduced the idea (destined to become central to Christianity) that in the
afterlife the just and unjust will be treated accordingly; hence Ardiaios, the
tyrant of Pamphylia, pays for his sins, including the murders of his father
and brother. He is bound hand and foot, thrown down, flayed, dragged
across thorns of gorse, and then hurled into the abyss, “a tattered rag.” This
coded attack on the Colonels, which layers a classical text over the feast
celebrating the Archangel Gabriel’s revelation to Mary that she will give
birth to the Son of God, compresses centuries of religious, philosophical,
and political thought on the nature of justice into a crucial poetic act: the
naming of things. Indeed Seferis reserved his last words as a poet—“Ardiaios
of Pamphylia, the wretched tyrant”—to giving evil its proper name.

Plato settled the “old quarrel between philosophy and poetry” by
banishing poets from his Republic. In the famous Socratic allegory, prison-
ers are chained deep in a cave, from childhood with their eyes fixed in one
direction, condemned to mistake the shadows projected on the wall for
reality; the intelligible world lies outside the cave, from which one man
escapes, the philosopher, who comes to see that the sun is the cause of all
things, and then returns underground to try to free the captives of their
delusions—in vain. For as his eyes adjust to the darkness they say that his
ascent into the light destroyed his vision. He should never have left in the
first place, and if he encourages others to follow him upwards he will be put
to death. Socrates concludes his allegory about the journey of the soul from
the prison house of sight into the intelligible world, the dire consequences
of which point to his own fate, with a memorable definition of epistemol-
ogy:

& In the world of knowledge the Form of the Good appears last of all, and is seen
only with an effort. When seen, however, it can only lead us to the conclusion

that it is the universal author of all things beautiful and right, that it is the
origin of the source of light in the visible world, and the immediate source of
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reason and truth in the intelligible world. Without having seen the Form of the
Good and having fixed his eye upon it, one will not be able to act wisely either
in public affairs or in private life.

Philosophers are in Plato’s view best suited to grasping the Form or Idea
of the Good, which makes them the ideal rulers of the utopian city-state
sketched out in The Republic. Their education, then, is critical to the welfare
of all; poetry must be avoided at all costs, since it represents things at third-
hand, mere shadows of reality. This is not what literature offers, though,
in its kindling of the imagination. Plato’s mistake, as scholars have noted,
was to think that a work of art can add nothing new to the available store
of reality. But what Seferis reveals through the act of naming a shrub aright
is a heretofore unknown connection between contemporary dictators and a
mythical tyrant, which spurs readers to reflect on the endurance of evil and
the elusiveness of justice.

Socrates invokes two figures for justice, which is for him a matter of es-
tablishing harmonious relations among the three parts of the soul (rational,
irrational, passionate) and of the city (rulers, guardians, workers): for indi-
viduals, a rational charioteer driving a pair of horses; for the ship of state, a
philosopher-navigator charting a course into port. A charioteer who cannot
control his horses is doomed no less than the ship of state with the drunken
captain at the helm—a common figure for America in the new millennium.

Plato disdained politicians, because they tried to please people, and
sophists, because they had ceased to dispense wisdom (sofia means wisdom)
and instead employed their rhetorical skills not to discover the truth but to
seek advantage over their rivals. Aristophanes satirized Socrates as a sophist
in his play, 7he Clouds, though the peripatetic philosopher understood the
danger of using rhetoric to deceive. The noble lies told by the neoconserva-
tive thinkers (schooled in Plato) who dreamed up the invasion of Irag; the
distortions of language issuing from the White House—“unlawful combat-
ants,” “extraordinary rendition”; the rhetorical sleights-of-hand employed
by administration officials to justify torture and circumvent the Geneva
Conventions on the treatment of prisoners of war—these were exquisite
examples of sophistry.

Take the August 1, 2002 Justice Department memorandum, the
so-called “torture memo” prepared by Jay S. Bybee and John Yoo, which
buttressed the argument made by the president’s lawyer, Alberto Gonza-
lez, that the war on terror “renders obsolete Geneva’s strict limitations on
questioning of enemy prisoners’—a line condemned the world over. The
memo was eventually withdrawn, but not before the damage was done—to
countless innocent individuals and to the reputation of the United States.
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From Bush’s decision to defy international law it was but a step to the pris-
oner abuse scandals at Abu Ghraib. Nor were the authors of the memo held
to account—DBybee was awarded a federal judgeship, Yoo returned to his
tenured position in the law school at the University of California, Berkeley.
But what is needed in the face of an existential threat, such as the one posed
by Al-Qaeda and its sympathizers, is not obfuscation, or sophistry, but a
clear-eyed view of the matter, without which the ship of state is certain to
founder.

Before me lay the eastern plain of the island (vineyards, olive trees, a
scattering of houses) and then the sea, where I planned to swim. In addition
to exile, diplomacy, and the Nobel Prize, Seferis and the French poet Saint-
John Perse shared a love of the sea, and it was the union of a maritime sensi-
bility and clarity of vision that made them my tutelary spirits: they inscribed
into every line vast experience of the world, like sailors taking soundings.
(Seferis titled three volumes Logbook.) No doubt their wisdom was hard-
won. Their long hours devoted to the affairs of state cut into their writing
time, and yet what glories issued from their pens, perhaps because they
witnessed the making of history from the inside and then translated into
verse some of the oceanic rhythms of their separate languages— the images
and insights that crest in the fortuitous marriage of one word to another, the
swells and waves of meaning that arrive as if from a great distance.

Two entries in Seferis’s journals, read at a decisive moment in my ap-
prenticeship, profoundly altered my understanding of the stakes involved
in writing. On Palm Sunday, 1947, Seferis wrote, “Yesterday I had the most
humiliating idea I may ever have had in my life: to stop writing for a period
of time—five or ten years, I don’t know—to find a job that would allow me
to save a little money, and then do what I want. A ridiculous thought; for
living things there’s no deferment.” I resolved then and there not to defer
writing, regardless of how complicated my life might become; for living
things, no matter how insignificant they might appear to be (and what at
first glance is more insignificant than the work of an apprentice writer?),
must be cultivated at any cost.

Then there was this: impressed by a young supporting actress who
reckoned that it would take her twenty-five years of hard work to become a
good tragic actress, Seferis recalled a visit, during his student days in Paris,
to the apartment of a violin bow maker:

It was on the top floor of a house in the vicinity of the Gare du Nord. To the
right, as I entered, an orderly pile of unplaned wood. “All this,” I asked, “will
you make it into bows?” “Not I,” he replied. “It will be made into bows by
my son; the wood has not dried yet.” I was impressed by this consciousness of
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continuity. How many know to wait for the wood to dry.

That the respective poetic personae of Seferis and Perse seem fully
developed from the first pages of their collected works is a testament to their
good sense not to twist green wood into forms destined to crack. How to
conduct a writing life complicated by work and travel? There were few bet-
ter guides than these diplomat-poets.

Now in the rising heat I recalled an excursion on the first day of our
symposium. The American photographer John Pack took us into an ancient
marble quarry, every shaft of which he had explored during twenty-five years
of residence on Paros. Sculptors in antiquity had favored Parian marble, the
most translucent in the world, and here were the slick white veins mined
for statutes, columns, temples, and the Acropolis. The air was cooler, and as
we descended in silence lest we trigger movement in the earth—though if
it came to that, John said, there were worse ways to die than under a ton of
marble—TI ran my fingers along the dank walls and ceiling, bending lower
and lower with each step. We were walking toward the center of the earth,
and at the bottom of the quarry John instructed us to sit in silence for sev-
eral minutes, in absolute darkness.

I kept expecting my eyes to adjust, but the darkness was so complete
that I could only hear the breathing of my fellow writers. Deep in the earth,
as on the mountaintop, we seek truth, the handmaiden of justice, and from
the depths of the unconscious arise visions and myths: the stuff of our cul-
tural inheritance. What came to me in the dark was an image of three Iragi
men on a street corner in Damascus.

“Now turn toward me,” said John.

And then there was light. He had placed over his flashlight a thick
piece of marble through which shone yellow light; and as we murmured our
amazement at the stone’s translucence, in what John called the language of
light spoken by artists through the ages, I recalled Seferis’s tribute to the spe-
cial light of the Greek islands: “Today I understood why Homer was blind;
if he had had eyes he wouldn’t have written anything. He saw once, for a
limited period of time, then saw no more.”

We took another route out of the cave, stopping along the way to col-
lect pieces of marble, and after climbing for some time there appeared far
above us an opening in the earth, a circle of light, which for a religiously-
minded poet like me pointed to God: a means of orienting myself in the
darkness of my days and nights, like the light shining through the marble.
When we emerged into the blinding sunlight, John suggested that we carry
a chip of Parian marble with us wherever we traveled—which I do.

83



NOTRE

DAME REVIEW

PIAF IN BABRAHAM

Elaine Feinstein

The pin is loose that holds the climbing rose.
It crackles on the glass. I stare outside

at a single wet goat with oblong eyes:
bemused—a young wife and mother,

beyond the Gogs—and my own story over.

The bole and branches of the trees are smooth
—Ilike water pipes—in sodium light.
The pop and bubble of children’s
television rises up the stairs.
I scribble, while a voice reaches into me,

Edith Piaf, and the songs she chose, of failed
loves, loneliness, poverty.

I long for her Paris streets, and the glamour
of a woman who never had safety

to lose—the thin child with a monstrous voice

rattling centimes in a hat—those walls of mirrors

in grand restaurants—the Dietrich eyebrows
— even the drug pallor. All of it was her choice,

a tiny woman in a black dress,
with an audience ready to watch her collapse on stage.

Rien, je ne regrette rien. While I, in bland
everyday disorder, listen

to the soaring triumph in her voice , knowing
she has only earned that elation, because

she learned to sell her ordinary life for applause.
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Elaine Feinstein

Did I like the Swiss? In the cinema,
they were the good guys, you were safe,
if only you could ski across their border.

That summer, our train pulled over the Rhine
—waters brown after rain —
into a city with toy trams and shop glitter

to be astonished by European plenty:
glum England suddenly forgotten.
La Roche on Grenzacherstrasse was the patron

— not the floodlit Miinster where Erasmus lies,
under tiles of green and golden leaves —
pharmacy funding labs of pure science.

Poles and Czechs in Molecular Biology,
made fun of Baseler proprieties —
those civic fingers shaken at pedestrians —

and we grew as wild as the hippies
on Barfusseplatz. Some nights

dining in the Rhinekeller, looking up the hillside

to the Miinster on its darkness of rich foliage
we remembered the old dangers
but we spoke of Paracelsus and his travels

not bribes at wartime borders nor the Reformer

FEINSTEIN

zeal of clever Swiss bankers. For six months

we lived under the sun of Ecclesiastes!
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Loss
Elaine Feinstein

Strange to find on this late slope of our lives,
two women ageing, and in my case alone,
who have passed through passions, illness,
disappointments, laughing off humiliations
now acknowledging we have drifted apart,

back into our own worlds, mine still Cambridge
or North London Jewish, yours the sharper
literati of Notting Hill. Visiting your cottage—
thirty-four years ago—I saw dogs in tree stumps
and listened to a song of family ghosts,

and since then we've shared lunch tables,
birthday flowers, dinner parties, telephone
secrets, most kept faithfully. Last time

we met we both had little to say.

Perhaps I bored you. When I came away,

[ felt awkward and unhappy: there was no

quarrel, just something that I failed to understand,
your letter said. It’s sad. I loved you once,

and would have called you at the Gates of Hell.
Some alien wand has broken the old spell.
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To A RATIONAL GOD

KA. Hays

Only explain the herbs and fruits. Why,

when the dill lowers, it nods at decline.

Overhead a goose falls from the stubble
of bodies in the clouds. His wing drags.

Overhead his mate scans the ground
and flaps on. Beneath them a woman

crouches in the garden, serving the compost
the split and oozing tomatoes. Saving the soft.

Her mate will wash and slice them. They will eat.
Eighty years in company would not be enough.

Really, Lord, faith seems a grinning, whistling business,
skepticism a way of slowly offering a hand.
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THAT STRUTS AND FRETS

KA. Hays

A boy pedals a tricycle in the yard, deliberate
and sure of his need to move as is the afternoon

through which, high in a hemlock,
a young squirrel leaps, feeling the feet touch bark,

the sprung back arced and uncoiled—this again, again,
until a hawk happens by

and drops. The day
inverts itself. The hemlock and its dark hands

stand as blind as the bristle-tail flapping
from the hawK’s feet like a tattered flag. The boy

sees none of it. His tricycle, red and shining,

creaks. He owns the asphalt path in the yard,

the ants he crushes, the bees climbing into
wild violets, his mother in the window, to whom

he occasionally waves. It isn’t perfect—
y p

his mother beckons. He pouts. The world shrinks

to the size of her waiting. She is calling him in.
Every afternoon his future is performed

on some stage near but unfamiliar
by miserable, gorgeous players, different each time.

The hawk glides off; the squirrel’s tail drops;
the boy shuts the door.
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APPROACHES TO HOw HE BEHAVES

John Drexel

When the skies grew stained to a semi-permanent gray

that stretched from horizon to horizon over the intransigent sea
seen from a low flat island from dawn to dusk,

so short in winter, the composer rose later

and later each day. He began to spell his name

with an umlaut over the #;

composed only in B-flat major or B minor.

Like so many of his kind, he believed himself seriously deranged,
never leaving his house except to buy cauliflower,

never passing through the lane without pausing

to count the number of stones in the wall

and always getting a different number. Suspicions

die hard, especially on small islands far

far in the north where what light there is

glints off the sea gray like the metal of a gun.
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PRAYER
John Drexel

Grace me with an English or a Russian imagination
so that whenever, sitting in a formal garden

or a book-filled room, I hear a train

in the distance growing audible out of silence

to a palpable presence, then receding into silence
in the far distance again, I may imagine

not only the train, not only its passage

and its passengers, but where it and they are going,
where they’ve been, what lives exist

outside each stop, their origin and destination.
Asleep in the city I dream of the coast,

the sea, the terminus, the closed station

after dark, the end of the line. As the train,
whether Russian or English, invades the dreams

of sleepers scattered in a thousand rooms,

a thousand gardens, with its whispering insistence
Take me there, take me there.
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ELizA’S HAIR

Christine Sneed

She wasn't exactly bald now. An uneven fuzz covered her scalp, under-
neath which lay her misshapen skull, an anatomical fact she had not been
aware of. Just above her ears, she had two shallow dips where it looked like
someone had bonked her with a mallet. In three days, she was supposed
to meet her boyfriend’s parents. He had asked her to fly to New York, but
had warned her that she should ignore his mother and father if they said
anything insulting because, basically, they had made it a lifelong point not
to know any better. In particular, his father’s sense of humor was often hard
to understand—his favorite joke was that he hoped to die on his birthday,
in order to make it easier for the person who would carve the dates on his
tombstone. Nate’s mother supposedly had an even narrower sense of humor.
It seemed unlikely that a bald girlfriend would go over well.

Hers had been an innocent mistake, the punishment far outweigh-
ing the crime: she had tried a new kind of hair dye, one that had reacted
badly with the dye she had used the last time and turned her hair a green-
ish blonde. She saw an expert colorist later the same day, but this had not
ended well either. That night, she had cut it all off, then cried when she saw
the soup of wisps and curls in the sink. The next morning, she went out
and paid eighty dollars for a golden brown wig that was very close to her
natural color. If this had happened at some other time, she and Nate could
have joked about it—he might even have slipped pictures of bald celebrities
into her purse, but with his parents’ approval in the balance, she doubted
he would laugh now. At times the Marcusis inspired a vague reverence in
their son; other times, mockery—of himself and of them. They didn’t ever
visit him in Madison; he had told her that he always went to them, and they
irritated him by asking too often if he needed money, which he never did.
It had taken him more than a year to suggest that she meet them. When
he had asked her to travel to where they lived a few blocks west of Central
Park, in an apartment that had been in his father’s family for almost sixty
years, she had known that he was serious about her, probably as serious as
she was about him.

Their relationship had never been headlong but it had been steady, nei-
ther of them dating other people. He traveled frequently for work and was
raising a child with a woman he was no longer involved with and had never
married. Avery, his son, lived with him for half of the week whenever he
wasn't traveling and, for a while, he had kept Avery and her apart. The boy
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was six and sometimes cried if his bedroom was too dark or if Nate raised
his voice. He was afraid of dogs and tall, heavyset men with umbrellas, a fear
whose origin Eliza could only speculate about. “It’s the TV,” said Nate. “Of
course it is. What else?” But she wondered if it was his mother’s fault, one of
her boyfriends having scared the boy, accidentally or otherwise. Avery some-
times unnerved her by fixing her with a bleak, adult stare, but most of the
time he was likeable and boyish. Whenever he saw her, he insisted they play
Uno, the rules of which he hadn’t mastered, and more than once he had said
that she should be his mother too—she was nicer than his real mother who
almost never let him play kickball or ride bikes with the neighborhood boys.
What Nate thought of this request, Eliza wasn't sure, but she was flattered
by it.

She decided not to tell him about the wig and bought two scarves and
a package of shiny clips and barrettes to decorate it. He might not notice
if she managed to camouflage it with these cheap props. But if they were
sharing a room in his parents” home, there would be no way to hide her
baldness, other than with some silly histrionics that he would instantly
see through. He had told her that it wasn't likely they would sleep in the
same bed in New York, a petty parental directive that he had seemed, for
once, not to resent. Most of the time he wasn’t prudish, and some nights he
lunged at her with the hunger of a madman, but his tendencies were toward
fastidious, concentrated bursts of lovemaking where no sounds emerged
from his tightlipped mouth—he clenched, unclenched, then pulled away,
leaving a hand on her belly so as not to make his sudden withdrawal too
jarring. He sometimes reminded her of a humanoid creature from a Twilight
Zone episode she had seen as a girl, but she tried to suppress this unnerving
image.

He was there by the baggage claim—her long-limbed and dark-haired
boyfriend, smiling and so sure of himself when not under the apparently
withering regard of his parents. Smelling deliciously of coffee and shaving
lotion, he kissed her hard on the lips. “My parents weren't able to make it,”
he apologized.

Their dog, a dachshund named Minnow, had had to be whisked to the
vet. “They think he has serious bladder problems.” He paused, studying her
for a long second. His right eye twitched, a tic she hadn’t noticed before.

Oh God, he knows! she thought, her stomach plunging. Her scalp
prickled hotly, unaccustomed to the wig’s airless weight. But he only said,
“My mother isn’t in the best form right now, but she and Dad are looking
forward to meeting you.”

She hoped that his mother didn’t wear wigs and could unerringly
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spot other wig-wearers, gleefully scornful of her own kind. Or what if she
dropped something and bent down so fast to catch it that her wig flew
off? But just what was so damn wrong with wigs? Everyone ungenerously
assumed you were a hooker or at death’s door or just plain weird if you
did wear one. Wigs had once been respectable, but when the masses had
overthrown the English and French nobility, Eliza knew that they had also
tossed out their elaborate hairpieces. A wig, wickedly showy and often too
woolly, meant you had something to hide.

She was nine years younger than Nate, who was forty-two, but he often
seemed the younger of two of them, with his candy lust, his still-earnest in-
terest in comic books which could not be blamed on his son, his long, baggy
shorts that ended at his knobby knees. He was sometimes inexplicably
gloomy and snapped over inadvertent slights that she then felt bad about
for days. He would grouse that she had purposely bought capellini instead
of linguini or that once again she had neglected to turn off the alarm clock,
which had gone off a second time while she was in the shower, robbing him
of his last ten minutes of sleep.

“You're quiet,” he said, squeezing her hand. “Are you worried about
stepping into the lion’s den? I've probably been a little melodramatic about
my parents.” He was leading her through a maze of airport hallways that
supposedly led to the parking lot. She felt exhausted, her feet weighing fifty
pounds each. “But maybe it’s a good thing that I've made them sound like
ogres. The reality will probably seem much better.”

“I'm a little tired, that’s all, ” she said. “I went to bed too late the past
couple of nights.”

“You don’t look tired,” he said. “You're as gorgeous as always.”

She tried to smile.

He settled an arm across her shoulders, pulling her against his side. “I
really did a number on you, I guess.”

“No, no. I'm just feeling a little out of it.”

“Are you hungry? Your blood sugar could be low.”

“I'm fine. You don't need to worry.” She could 7oz believe that he
couldn’t tell. He loved her hair and often pestered her to wear it long; if she
wore put it in a ponytail, he sometimes asked her to take it down, admir-
ing how it rippled past her shoulders. Any, if not all, of the next three days
might easily entomb the most embarrassing moments of her life.

When they had found the car and settled inside, she took out the little
mirror in her cosmetic bag and inspected the front of her wig. Not crooked.
She exhaled. Nate glanced at her but said nothing. They joined the traffic to
Manhattan; at some unforeseeable point they would leave Queens and the
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airport on the other side of a tunnel. “Maybe we should get you a sand-
wich,” he said.

“No, Nate. Please stop worrying about me.”

What a hag she was being! Nate opened his mouth before closing it
again. She stared glumly out the window, remembering that immutable, in-
nocent moment three days earlier when she had stood in the grocery store,
staring at all of the seductive boxes of hair dye, thinking how important it
was to get rid of the gray before meeting the Marcusis. What a joke-problem
this was, a whipped-cream pie smashed in her face.

He drove them northwest across the city, a fabled place she had visited
only twice before. He was driving his father’s car, an expensive import with
leather seats and buttons and levers for dozens of functions she would never
have bothered to use. By the time he parked under their building on 71st
Street, she had started to tremble. It was all so much. Too much, in fact.
The most powerful, fetishized city of all the world’s cities and here she was
wearing a goddamned wig. She could taste the whipped cream, the banana
pudding behind it.

Nate took her suitcase from the back seat and gave her a wary look. “Are
you ready for this? You're still a little pale.”

“I'm sorry I've been so touchy. I'll feel better after I get some sleep.”

“Your hair looks nice,” he said encouragingly. “I like the way you've
done it up.”

“Thanks,” she mumbled. “The scarf’s new. I thought I'd try something
different.” Her heart was picking up speed, about to burst from her chest.
She breathed in, trying to calm her savagely leaping pulse.

The garage was filled with glimmering imports, cars she could never
have afforded with her fundraiser’s salary at the state university. Her parents
had money, both were successful doctors, and she knew that their money
had made her adolescence different from many of her friends’, as if her
credit card were a genie’s lantern. But in adulthood, their money wasn't her
money, though it also wasn’t not her money. Its existence somehow insu-
lated her, even if she couldn’t touch it.

There were no oil stains on the garage floor and no trash anywhere. An
attendant with fulian stitched on his navy blue shirtfront smiled and greeted
Nate, flashing her the same smile. People had been grinning at her all
day—the uniformed airport employees, little kids and their parents, flight
attendants, pilots, pretzel vendors, Nate, and now this garage man. She had
had to keep her hands from constantly flying up to her hair to make sure it
hadn’t shifted. The entire day had felt like an audition for Threes Company:
“Now give us the bit where you fidget with the wig again. Great, that’s just
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great...”

In the elevator to the lobby, Nate pulled her against his chest and kissed
her. She tried to kiss him back but her nervousness made it impossible, as if
she were trying to stuff too many marshmallows into her mouth. He drew
back and looked at her. “Don’t you want to kiss me? Are you sick of me
already?” He had the large, clear eyes of a wounded little boy.

She would have to tell him or else abdicate her wits. “Don’t you notice
anything different about me?” she croaked.

The elevator doors opened, revealing a lobby of mirrors where a thin,
stalk-legged blond woman stood waiting for the elevator with two tawny
greyhounds on red leather leashes. She wore green eyeshadow on her enor-
mous, long-lashed eyes. Nate greeted her and gave her what seemed to be
an abashed smile, introducing her to Eliza. The woman extended a slender
hand, her wrist covered in filmy silver bracelets. Eliza felt jealous, then stu-
pid. The seamless blond, whose name was Anne-Marie, looked at her with
mild interest, waving good-bye as she stepped into the garage elevator.

Nate turned back to her, smiling. “Are you wearing a new shade of
lipstick?”

She shook her head.

“We're up on the seventh floor.” He pushed the button for a second set
of elevators. “Is that a new blouse?”

“No.”

“Did you color your hair?”

Her heart pounded, disgorging its fierce liquid. “You could say that.”

“You did a good job.”

She tried not to look in the mirror but found this difficult because all of
the walls were mirrors. Her face looked drawn, shrewish. How mousy and
colorless she seemed compared to the blond femme fatale with her spiked
dog-walking heels and Cleopatra eyes. Why the hell was Nate with her
when women like that were at arm’s length? “It’s not real.”

“No, of course not. If you've colored it.”

Her throat was closing over. “It’s not my hair,” she choked out.

An elevator opened, walnut trim inside, Tudoresque but also weirdly
prison-like. Nate got in, wheeling her new red suitcase behind him. She had
picked it out a few hours before the hair fiasco and had been so pleased with
it. Now it seemed about as interesting as a saltine. “What do you mean it’s
not your hair?”

“It’s a wig, Nate.”

He was staring at her now, but she couldnt meet his eyes. “It doesn’t
look like a wig,” he said.
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She explained her mistake and the ensuing ordeal, trying to laugh but
the noise came out sounding like a honk.

“I hope you got your money back from the hairdresser.”

“Half of it. The other half is store credit.” Was this really his only con-
cern?

“Itll grow back. I don't think I would have known if you hadn’t told
me.

“Not until it blew off in the first gust,” she said dryly.

“That I wouldn’t have been able to let you live down.”

They passed more mirrors on the seventh floor, the carpet a lush egg-
plant, the air seasoned by a huge bowl of lavender potpourri on a marble
tabletop. “Almost there,” he said.

She could see that it was a solid old building, made over to look new.
“Are there hardwood floors under the carpet?”

“Yes, they’re wearing a wig too, you could say.” He smiled. He really
didn’t seem to care about her mismanaged hair. How tiny she became when
her vanity roared up out of its humid, cramped cave. Still, of any of the
men she had dated since college, he was the one she cared for the most. She
could not believe that he didn’t mind the wig.

“I didn’t think youd want me to come if I told you about the hair fiasco
ahead of time.”

“You shouldn’t have worried so much. They’re too worked up about
Minnow to notice anything anyway.”

The timing of her visit probably couldn’t have been much worse—dy-
ing dog, dead hair. And then, as if Mrs. Marcusi had been lying in wait,
the front door swung open to reveal a slender woman who took up only
a third of the doorway. She had blue eyes and honey-blond hair and pre-
sented the neat package of herself to Eliza in a pale green pantsuit. Her face
wore a kind smile that glanced off of Eliza’s forehead. Mr. Marcusi, a few
feet behind her, was more firm, smiling into her face and saying his name,
Samson Marcusi, with the precision and tone of someone used to giving
orders, before he turned away to dial the number of a friend who also had
a dachshund but a different veterinarian. She watched him leave, not sure
what else to do with her eyes. The room was dazzling.

Nate stood a little to her side, hands clasped, eyes hooded, as if broker-
ing a shady business deal. He looked like his father—both men were tall and
dark-haired, but Mr. Marcusi was balding and had a longer nose and the
fleshy mouth of an Italian film star. She waited to be asked to sit down or
shown to her room, or possibly deloused. She felt grungy and dull, her face
oily. The front room was so bright and spotless that she couldn’t see her-
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self sitting on the suede furniture because her clothes were probably grimy
from travel. Leaving a duff print might have been even more embarrassing
than wig slippage. Nate’s mother interrupted her dimwitted reverie to ask if
they wanted iced tea. Eliza said no thank you; Nate said yes. Mrs. Marcusi
glanced at them, perplexed. “No for both or yes for both?”

“Yes for me, no for Eliza.”

“I see,” said Mrs. Marcusi before disappearing through a heavy door
that swung silently on its brilliant hinges. Eliza stared after her, wondering
if she had offended her, but she didn’t like iced tea. Maybe she was prepared
to hate every woman Nate brought home who didn’t look like the blond
Cleopatra.

Framed pictures of Minnow hung on the wall next to pictures of Nate
and his son. There were a half-dozen other pictures of dachshunds that were
not Minnow, one of them displaying a chocolate brown floppy-eared pup
dressed as a strawberry. Seeing it, Eliza had to hold back a laugh of disbelief.
The dog was adorable, but how dead serious the rich were about infantiliz-
ing their pets! Had Nate and Avery been loved as much as the Marcusis’ suc-
cession of wiener dogs? The wig now seemed to be squatting on her head,
an itchy, alien presence.

The apartment was enormous, gallery-like with its hardwood floors
and earth-toned Persian rugs, its thin, intricate table lamps and ecru walls
with slippery, figurative paintings by artists she didn’t know. They were
originals, undoubtedly, but at least they weren’t Cezannes or Picassos. That
would have been hard to fathom. Of course she too had been a privileged
child, but the privilege on display here mocked her own. Her parents could
have rented a comfortable place on the Upper West Side, but owned one?
She doubted they could have afforded it. But this probably wouldnt have
mattered to them very much. They had never seemed interested in compar-
ing their wealth to other people’s, knowing how lucky they were to have
what they did have. She reminded herself of this now. In any case, she was
welcome here. Nate had invited her.

Mrs. Marcusi returned with iced tea for Nate and water for Eliza, a
lemon wedge impaled on the rim. She handed them their glasses, her eyes
pink. “You've been crying, Mom,” Nate announced. “What happened at the
vet? | take it Minnow’s still there.”

“His back problems are making him incontinent and, outside of spinal
surgery, Dr. Groff isn’t sure if they can help him, but there’s no guarantee
that will work for him either.”

“How old is Minnow?” said Eliza.

Mrs. Marcusi turned her watery gaze on her. “He’s ten.”
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“Im sorry that he’s suffering.”

“Yes, we are too. Thank you,” she said, gasping quietly.

Mr. Marcusi had stopped murmuring in the next room and returned to
the parlor, his suntanned, wrinkled face forced into an expression of merri-
ment. “Let’s get you settled in your room before dinner,” he said. “I'll show
you down the hall.”

So they would not be sleeping together, as Nate had predicted. Lucky
for her, given the circumstances.

He trailed behind her and his father in silence. It was she who made all
of the noise—her heels alternately clacking then muffled in their rug-floor-
rug-floor progression down the hall. Mr. Marcusi opened the door of her
room and pressed his hand to the small of her back, urging her inside. Her
face flushed—how strange to be touched so familiarly by the father of her
lover. She wondered if she would have to hug him when she left in a few
days. He might kiss her too. But the thought wasn't terrible.

“Marcia and I hope that you'll be comfortable here with us.”

“I'm sure I will be,” she fibbed. The wig was a despot, her discomfort
non-negotiable. Someone, however, had taken care with the room. A basket
of green apples and Bosc pears sat picturesquely on an oak escritoire, and
two armchairs upholstered in a wine-colored velvet that matched the drapes
were tucked into opposite corners. The bed was a queen, bigger than her
bed at home, a satin quilt spread tautly across it.

She rolled her suitcase over to the dresser. Mr. Marcusi opened the top
drawers, which were empty. “You can put your clothes in here. Please stay
as long as youd like,” he said. “Don’t let our concern about Minnow deter
you.

She glanced at Nate who stood in the doorway, shaking his head. “We
have to get back to Madison in a few days, Dad. Avery’s T-ball team has
their tournament on Tuesday.”

As far as she knew, his tournaments were always on the weekend. Mr.
Marcusi might have known this too, but he didn’t appear suspicious.

“Why didn’t you bring the boy with you? We haven't seen him since
Christmas.”

Nate was sighing, his face a blurred study of irritation and grievance.
“His mother wouldn’t let him come. Now she’s saying that she doesn’t like
him to fly.”

“His mother would be content to keep him locked in his room until he
turns twenty-one. It’s a miracle that she lets him out to play anything,” Mr.
Marcusi said, and then glanced at Eliza. “I don’t mean to be unkind, but as
see it, Carrie shelters Avery too much.”
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“I've never met her,” she blurted, her face reddening again.

“No loss, unfortunately.”

Nate rapped once on the doorframe, the noise startling Eliza. “Dad, can
we change the subject?”

His father appeared not to have heard him. “Do you want to rest before
dinner, Liza?”

“Eliza, Dad. Her name is Eliza.”

Eliza stared at Nate. Was he actually gritting his teeth? This bitchiness
was worse than anything she had seen in Madison. It hadn’t been her idea to
fly out to meet his parents. She had assumed that he'd wanted her to come,
that, despite their shortcomings, he still found them tolerable enough. Or
that he still expected their approval of any woman he loved and would be
kind to them while they decided whether to grant it.

“Eliza,” said Mr. Marcusi, coolly smiling. “Eliza is even rarer than Liza,
isn’t it? 'll do my best to remember.”

“It shouldn’t be too hard,” Nate said coldly.

He gazed at his son, nonchalant. “No, I suppose not. Let’s leave her to
settle in.”

Nate shot her an exasperated look before disappearing into the hall. A
second later she heard him say angrily, “When are you guys going to move
this goddamn bookcase? I bang up my feet on it every time I'm here.”

“Maybe you should wear shoes a little more often,” said his father.

“Mom doesn’t want me to.”

“You don’t always have to listen to her.”

Nate’s tone was aggrieved, but she couldn’t make out his reply. She
flopped down on the bed, her wig shifting drunkenly. She yanked it off and
threw it aside, her scalp prickling with relief. Nate had only been there for
a day before her arrival, but perhaps this Hyde-like transformation always
afflicted him in New York. Perhaps his parents weren’t the ones whose be-
havior she needed to worry about. They might be silly or rude or humorless
in their son’s eyes, but they hadn’t been rude to her. His mother’s preoccupa-
tion with the dog was forgivable; clearly it was painful for her, maybe the
worst of anything she had to endure these days.

The clock next to the bed read 5:54. The dinner hour began at six-
thirty and she lay in bed until 6:20, exhausted, a little disheartened, but no
longer so worried about disgracing herself. At her side, the wig looked like
a flattened animal. How dopey and self-important she had been, believing
that New York City would bother to look at her and guffaw in her face. She
forced herself out of bed and put on the itchy wig, straightening it in front
of the bureau mirror. She looked tired but not unsightly. A phone started

99



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

ringing somewhere in the apartment; she hoped that it wasn't the vet calling
to say Minnow had died.

But it was only Avery. She recognized Nate’s bright, cajoling tone when
she went into the front parlor and risked sitting on the pale sofa. Nate talk-
ed into a cordless phone and stood behind the armchair where his mother
sat with a book of crosswords on her lap, a black pencil resting in the crease.
She gave Eliza a distracted smile and said, “My grandson.”

Eliza smiled back. “It’s too bad he couldn’t come with us.”

“I agree. Oddly enough, we've never had him here in the summer.”

Nate took the phone into an adjoining room, not looking at either of
them. Eliza raised her eyebrows. She and his mother had spoken in little
more than a whisper, but Marcia didn’t acknowledge the look and turned
back to her puzzles. After a minute, she set the book aside again. “I keep
worrying about Minnow. Dr. Groff has always been very good, but I don’t
know if he’s experienced enough to handle this.”

“I'm sure he’ll do his best,” said Eliza, trying to sound soothing.

“That’s exactly what he said, but it wasn’t very reassuring.”

She couldn’t think of a reply. Almost everything she had said to Mrs.
Marcusi since her arrival had come out sounding wooden and doltish. In
another room, a grandfather clock gonged six-thirty. Mr. Marcusi stayed out
of sight and no one mentioned dinner. Eventually, wearing the face of a fail-
ing politician, Nate returned with the phone. “My turn?” said his mother,
closing her book.

“No, he wants to talk to Eliza.”

Eliza felt heat creep up her neck as she took the phone. Marcia blinked,
her expression pinched between surprise and blankness.

“Hi Avery,” she said, her voice coming out in a traitorous squeak. “How
are you?”

“I'm great,” he almost shouted, and then it became less of a conversa-
tion than a spoken blitzkrieg—so charged up was he over his afternoon
swimming lesson where he'd held his breath underwater for twenty-five
seconds, longer than anyone except for the teacher.

“That’s wonderful, Avery. You're very brave. I don’t know if I could hold
my breath that long, even if you paid me.” She darted a glance at Marcia
who was looking firmly at her puzzle.

Avery laughed. “I bet you could do it for a million dollars.”

“Who’s going to give me a million dollars? You?”

“My dad,” he said. “My dad could.”

She had to smile. “He'd probably rather spend it on something for you.
Do you want to talk to your grandma now?”
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“Grandmother,” the boy corrected. “She doesn’t like Grandma.”

“Okay,” she said, embarrassed.

“I miss you.”

“I miss you too,” she whispered, the wig itching meanly. She wanted to
tear it off and stomp on it like an enraged stallion. Three more days of this?
she thought desperately.

Nate pretended to read the newspaper while Marcia spoke to her
grandson. He had neatly creased the 77mes to isolate the story he was feign-
ing interest in. Eliza stared at the back of the paper where an upside-down
headline read, “Brooklyn’s Feral Cat Population on the Rise,” willing him
to look at her. After a couple of minutes, Mr. Marcusi waded into the bog
of unease and announced that dinner was ready. Marcia shushed him with a
scowl, pointing to the phone. “Avery,” she mouthed.

He took a chair by the door and waited his turn. Nate got up and mo-
tioned for her to follow him. In the dining room she found an entire roast
turkey presiding over a flotilla of porcelain bowls, all of them filled with
Thanksgiving food—mashed potatoes, glazed carrots, green beans, stuffing,
gravy and a chunky cranberry sauce. She looked at Nate, incredulous. “I
wasn't expecting anything like this. Who made this? I didn’t smell anything
cooking.”

“They didn’t cook it. It was catered. Discreetly, of course. Jan, their lat-
est caterer, dropped off the aluminum pans and my dad heated up the side
dishes in the microwave.”

“They didn’t have to go to all this trouble and expense.”

“Of course they did. Did you think they'd order a pizza?”

She sat down, pouring herself a glass of Riesling from the bottle near
her setting. There were name cards too, hers with a purple tulip. “What are
you so mad about? You've been an enormous grouch since we got back from
the airport.”

“I'm not mad.”

“Yes, you are.”

He shook his head. “No, I'm not, but you don’t know what they’re re-
ally like and you probably never will. They’ll always be on their best behav-
ior around you.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“It doesn’t look like they tortured you, Nate. It looks to me like you
grew up in a comfortable home with two parents who probably did the best
they could, considering there’s no foolproof way to raise a child, despite
what all of the millionaire pop psychologists would like us to think.”
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“It’s only been in the past couple of years that they’ve bothered to ac-
knowledge Avery as their grandson.” His voice was calm, almost sleepy.

She stared at him. He held her gaze, unblinking. “You never told me
that,” she said.

He shook his head. “No, I know. I thought it would make you think
poorly of me if I did.”

“Poorly of you? Why poorly of you?” She was sweating now, as if she
were the guilty one.

“You might have thought that I should have done more to make them
come around.”

Was he lying? She stared at him unhappily. He lied from time to time,
about his workouts, about the number of drinks he'd had at happy hour,
nothing unexpected. But if this too was a lie, one he expected her to believe
without question, it meant that he didn’t respect her. He didn’t love her
either. There would be nothing left of them by the time the visit ended. “It’s
hard for me to believe they would have acted so coldly,” she said. “It’s not
Avery’s fault that his mother’s a jerk. They couldn’t have been holding that
against him.”

“No, it’s not his fault, but my parents aren’t the most reasonable people
in the world.”

Her heart pounded angrily. “Were they mad that you didn't marry her?”

“They’ve said no, but I don’t know what they really think. They don’t
need a reason to do what they do. At least not one that they’ve bothered to
explain to me.” He kept looking at her steadily, no smugness or relief in his
expression, not even a challenge, just strangeness. She felt her skin flush. She
was furious and disoriented, as if someone had come up from behind and
roughly blindfolded her.

Marcia drifted through the door, Samson behind her. Eliza’s scomach
lurched. Maybe they hadn’t overheard or maybe they were used to their son’s
slander. Before Nate’s revelation, she had finally felt hungry but now she
didn’t know if she could eat. “This all looks delicious,” she managed to say.
“It’s so kind of you to put together such a feast.”

“It’s no bother, Liza,” said Samson. “But I hope you don’t mind left-
overs. Turkey sandwiches for lunch and dinner tomorrow. Unless youd like
to go out?” He went to the sideboard and took out a carving knife, handing
it to Nate who carved several thick slices from the breast, the dark gold skin
crinkling delicately as it separated from the meat.

“Make mine a little thinner, please,” said Marcia.

He obeyed without comment, then took her plate and piled on three
creamy white slices, leaving the skin on the platter. He reached for Eliza’s
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plate and gave her two of the thicker slices. “You don’t mind these, do you?”
he said.

“Thick or thin is fine.”

“I'd like one of the legs,” said his father. He glanced at Eliza. “I hope
you won't mind if I use my hands.”

“Whatever works best.”

“Do you really have to, Sam?” said Marcia, exasperated.

“What?” He smiled. “Liza said it’s fine.”

Marcia exhaled but said nothing. She cut neatly into her meat and
waited for Nate to serve himself before taking a bite.

Nate’s face was red. “It’s Eliza, Dad. Her name is Eliza.”

His father chuckled. “My god. I'm sorry, Eliza. My memory is like a
sponge, full of holes.”

“It’s fine,” she said. “Really.”

Nate was quiet during most of dinner, as was his mother, but Eliza
self-consciously chattered with Mr. Marcusi about New York’s museums and
famous inhabitants, occasionally looking at Nate to see what he was doing
besides chewing vacantly or glowering at something on the table. He had to
have been lying about Avery and his parents. She did not understand why
he wanted her to hate them too. It appeared that she had blundered into
a baffling domestic drama and now was required to take sides against an
enemy that she couldn’t see.

Before pecan pie and coffee were served, she felt Nate’s foot stroke her
calf under the table. He smiled at her for what might have been the first
time since they had entered the apartment. She felt a guilty, sexual thrill,
seeing him as if he were a predatory stranger. Neither of them said a word.

The Marcusis cleared the plates, Eliza helping with the wine glasses and
the leftover pie. After the dishwasher was loaded, Samson suggested they
play Scrabble. Marcia suggested Boggle and Nate shook his head. “Monopo-
ly.”

“Let Eliza decide,” said Samson.

She did reluctantly. “Scrabble?”

“You three play. I'll keep score,” said Nate. “That’s the best I can do.”

“Monopoly then,” she said.

“No, no. Scrabble. I don't like Monopoly that much either.”

“Scrabble it is,” said Samson.

Nate kept peering at his parents’ tiles, which irritated them. “I thought
you didn’t want to play,” said Marcia. “Quit looking at my letters. Your
father will be able to read your face.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s not poker, Mom. There aren’t any Scrabble
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tells.”

She got up at one point to call the veterinary clinic, but Minnow was
the same as earlier—stabilized on antibiotics and painkillers for his bad back
and bladder problems. They would need to decide by the morning if Dr.
Groff would do surgery.

“I think he should,” said Samson. “The only other choice is pain man-
agement. That won't help the incontinence.”

Her eyes glistened. “I don’t know. I'll have to decide how I feel tomor-
row. Our poor baby.”

“He’ll be okay,” Nate said.

“We can’t count on that,” she said quietly.

Nate said nothing and his mother went back to studying her tiles,
her hands trembling a little as she put her letters on the board, her word
AUNTS, which she had spent several minutes deliberating over, but nei-
ther Eliza nor Samson had complained and Nate was far, far away, staring
blankly at the board, engrossed in some thought as unavailable to her as a
bank vault. It did not seem possible to know him any less than she did now.
The air around her felt heavy as a cloak, the wig’s weight so great her head
bowed involuntarily.

They played two games, Samson winning the first, Eliza the second.
Without bitterness, Marcia said that she never won. “I usually don’t either,”
said Eliza, realizing too late that this probably made the older woman feel
dumber.

It was only nine-thirty when the Marcusis retired for the evening,
Samson saying she should have whatever she could find in the kitchen. He
winked. She could almost feel Nate rolling his eyes again. After his parents
had gone down the hall to bed, he moved closer to her on the sofa and put
an arm around her shoulders. “I want to see how you look without your
wig.

Her heart clenched. “No.” She shook her head. “Sorry, but no. What I
want is to know why you've been so unpleasant tonight. I can’t believe your
parents ostracized Avery for the first few years of his life.”

“It’s the truth.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“That’s all right,” he said reasonably. “Now please take off the wig.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No,” she snapped. “You can see me without it in a few days when my
hair has grown back a little more.” Her body tensed, preparing for a strug-
gle—how absurd they would look, he tugging on the wig like some comic
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lunatic, she trying to clamp it to her head without ripping it apart. She
could almost have laughed but it was all too demoralizing.

“What's a few more days?” he said.

“Exactly. You can wait.”

“You dont want to marry me anymore, do you.”

She blinked. They had never discussed marriage except as an abstrac-
tion—DNot so bad for some people. Maybe someday, but its not a priority, they
had agreed, saying they didn’t know how they really felt about this societal
imperative, one so often and predictably doomed to failure. She had been
afraid to say anything firmer—that she had always assumed she would mar-
ry, but had never had a timeline, not even as a girl when all of her school
friends imagined themselves married off by twenty-two, babies following
immediately.

“Before you got here this afternoon, you wanted to marry me. Now,
you're not sure. [ can tell.”

“I've never said anything like that.”

“You've never not said it either. I love being with you, and Avery likes
you and we have a good time together, but I don’t want to get married. To
you or anyone else.”

She flushed angrily, staring at his emphatic black eyebrows, which had
always seemed to her a symbol of his masculine potency. Now they only
looked sinister. “I've never said I want to marry you. I haven’t even hinted at
it.

“Keep your voice down,” he hissed.

“What's wrong with you? You've been horrible all night. You nearly
threw a tantrum when your father suggested Scrabble.”

“Which you were happy to go along with.”

“He asked me to choose, so I did.”

“You couldn’t have chosen Monopoly. No, of course not.”

“I'm not going to argue about this. You're being ridiculous.”

“Let me see you without the wig,” he said, almost gentle. “Your hair
can't be that bad.”

She got up from the couch and was already in the hall before she felt
him behind her. He plucked the wig off her head in one brisk swoop and
she cried out his name, turning to face him, her eyes tearing up with hu-
miliated fury.

He stared at her for a long moment, one in which she could see that he
both scorned and pitied himself. He was not interested in her, not really. He
had been right: she had hoped to marry him, but she had never said this to
him. She had hardly ever said it to herself.
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He stood gazing at her shorn head, the wig limp at his side, the light in
the hall darkening with her grief.
“Keep your voice down,” he said crossly. “They’ll hear us.”
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FROM MONOGRAPH

Simeon Berry

Afterwards, cleaning out the closet at twilight,
N. pauses: Just how many pairs of handcuffs do we
actually own?

My mother’s winter campaign against my di-
vorce gets devotional. The miracle of the loaves and
fishes is important, because there were four thousand
witnesses. She repeats: four thousand. This has the
effect of making me think of the Bible as the weirdest
deposition ever.

Dreamed that a lot of people had been killed
and buried in the sand. This may be the Bloody
Cove of my childhood neighborhood, where bunch
of Indians were massacred. It consisted of a steep
beach, a high stone wall, and tennis courts, where I
had daily lessons during the summer as a kid. Accord-
ing to my grandfather, this was what a young man
did, along with sailing. Both were fraught for me.
Performances that came close to a vague catastrophe.
Most days, I think of masculinity itself as a kind of

minor catastrophe.

*

K. gives out a business card that reads: K. A. -
Cartographer -~ Demolitionist. So envious.

In the dream, I wanted badly to find the last door
to New England in Maine, so I could lock it, and we
would be safe. (Discounting all the weird and bony
moose about.) I imagine this Yankee relationship
with the land—formal, mythic, futile—is what drove
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my grandfather to pull up his lobster traps in a tie.

Ruddle concludes that it was Hume who finally
killed the homunculus: 7he self is merely a connection
of ideas. There is no homunculus looking over what
comes in and what goes out—the ideas themselves are
our selfs. This is cognition as traffic accident. Over
an ever-expanding grave. Picasso interred with com-
pound interest. Persephone dressed in nothing but
sparklers. A bomb made of sequins. But this assumes
that some ideas are not more equal than others.

*

I tack on a throwaway line in a poem about en-
cephaly. Babies born without brains. N. is incensed.
She tells me her enervated friend—the one possessed
of a disquieting, milky translucence—had one, and
has never really recovered. Damn it, I used to be
proud at how cavalierly my poems moved through
time and space.

R’s favorite undergrad professor had the un-
canny ability to instantly calculate whether or not a
number was wondrous. If you divide it by two when
it’s even, and multiply it by three when odd and add
one, a wondrous number will eventually reach 1.
There is an unproven conjecture out there that all
numbers are wondrous. This skill did not bring him
happiness. Just the privilege of being stalked by a
software company he had declined to make another
million dollars for.

Before I was born, I told my dad that I would be
a writer, that I would be delivered two weeks early,
that I would be a C section, and that there would
be no blood. I also said that I would ostensibly be a
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Virgo, but would in actuality be a secret Leo. I put
the astrology bit last so you could feel superior to me
and not ask about the blood. The doctor was amazed.

*

N.s friend with the empty baby is surprising
and wracked with paroxysms of sexuality. But not
in a good way. She stuck with a guy for six months
because the way he drove her Corvette made her
orgasm in the passenger seat. N. and I visit, and
the friend and I go to the store for groceries in said
Corvette. She mentions that she is always insanely
jealous of N.’s lovers, except for me. She waits for
me to respond.

Galen vivisected humanity by keeping Aristotle’s
triple self—the rational soul, the animal soul, and the
vegetable soul—but put them in the brain, the heart,
and the liver, respectively. He influenced almost all
medical discussion for 1,600 years. Until just before
modernity. I feel sorry for the vegetable soul.

I have been reading James Baldwin’s 7he Fire
Next Time. As far-seeing and imaginative as A Room
of Ones Own, except not brittle. He speaks from the
depth of his outsiderness, without revealing just how
far outside he is. As a male, gay, black, intellectual,
this is very far indeed. I can’t decide if I admire or
am disappointed by this omission.
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VAN GOGH IN ARLES

Frederick Smock

And the mystical landscape thereof:
rough musculature of olive trees,

the cypresses spiraling upward

like flames in the harsh mistral
“beautiful as the obelisks in Egypt,”
as Vincent wrote to Theo.

He lost an ear here, and went

mad here, and took murderously long
walks here, often all night long

and in all sorts of weather,

on the wide plains of the Crau,
returning “with the light,”

in the words of his landlady;

then it was that he set about to paint.
Small wonder the sky quavered
before his sleepless eyes,

and clouds composed themselves

as rolls and rolls of bed-linen

in red-and-gold shades of starlight
and dust. A Dutchman far gone
from the long days and greasy canals,
the fishkill and childbirth,

he crossed over the Pont I'Europe
into this leaf-burnished city,

its buildings stacked up colorfully
along the Rhéne, on a market day,
vendors munching sandwiches

and sipping rosés amid their small
piles of herbs, their cured meats
under the towering plane trees

along the avenue Victor Hugo.

He took a room at the Hétel Restaurant-
Carrell, just inside the city walls.

He chose for himself a few sticks of
furniture and a busy melancholy.

He had already failed as a sometime
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dealer of pictures; as a preacher

in the dank coal-fields of Belgium.
He would now fail as an artist,

that is, until the advent of his death.
He did not care to linger in Paris
and paint the black mulberries of Persia
recently transplanted (by night)

into the Luxembourg Gardens, no,
he sought out this Roman provence,
this garrison town on the sea coast
(the villagers built Caesar’s warships
and were perpetually employed),

for the clarity of its seasons,
meadows of mustardseed a'quiver
under a blanket of bees, plowed
fields, sunflowers freshly cut and
plunked down into a majolica vase.
He leaned toward the genuine

and would sell very few paintings

in his lifetime—another great artist
without a decent pair of shoes.
Raised up in dark pinched rooms
under the gray skies of northern Europe,
where the going style was muddy,

he left wanting another kind of light.
The pale blue light of Provence.

The eggshell sky of the Midi

—a fisherman thigh-deep in the Gard
casting his worries into the water;
the stone bridge in equipoise,
reflected in silver-point, eddying.
Such were the new standards.

His art became an “avowal,” to

use Schapiro’s word; a declaration;

a public claim of fact. The job?

To nimble stones into pigment,

to render pigment into flesh made

at least as real as his subjects’.

(The soul, as he knew, weighs

21 grams—as much as a dollop
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of wet paint, or a quarter-cup of
linseed oil.) In a butter-yellow
house on the Place Lamartine,

in the shadow of the coliseum,

he worked at rendering ripe gray-
and-black figs; washerwomen;

his beloved prostitutes. He worked
in plein air. He worked in fog,
with the gas-lamps on. He likened
Beethoven to cadmium yellow,

and Wagner to Prussian blue.
When Gaugin came to join him,
bringing his sauternine wit,
everything made his hands shake.
“If the storm within gets too loud,
I take a glass too much to stun myself,”
he said to Henri, who said as much
to Gayford. (The pale verdigris

of absinthe.) He foresaw

an empty chair in the yellow house.
He painted it several times—

with cob pipe and tobacco pouch;
with candlestick and notebooks.
His dissolution came quickly,

or came not quickly enough.

It wanted only these images—

a moon-like clock rising slowly
through the trees, the late hours;
ash-gray line of the horizon

so fine it needed only a single stroke.
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AN ATTEMPT TO SING BEING INTO BEING

Norman Minnick

The world hates a thing too pure.
—1Li Po

Earlobes: the sculptor’s leftover material.

Dry flecks of blood on a hawk’s beak.

A child learning to tie his shoes.

Fingerprints and cuttlefish: the only signs of intelligent design.
She is almost home and the page is still blank.
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THE PROBLEM OF THE PUER AETERNUS

Norman Minnick

This morning we sit listening

to Evgeny Kissin, age twelve,

perform a piano concerto

by Frédéric Chopin

written when he was nineteen.

Me, thirty-something, on the La-Z-Boy
reading The Problem of the Puer Aeternus
by Marie-Louise von Franz, a book

I should have read in college.

My daughter, age five, on the couch
reading Once a Mouse by Marcia Brown,
sounding out the words big and /lztle.
My son, two, is looking through

a pop-up book of animals. A gorilla
jumps out and starts beating its chest,
and to show his might, my son

starts beating his chest,

but can’t keep from laughing.

I love this. It is March.

The sun is shining into the room.

My wife, thirty-two,

comes down the stairs, curtsies

and asks how she looks.
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SHOSTAKOVICH

Norman Minnick

He frowns at me

across a half century

of violence and melody.
Shostakovich, who said,

They shouldn’t have made

such a fuss over my symphonies.
Each success meant a new coffin nail.
Me, hiding behind

an itchy beard in the moist

Ohio valley, who knows

more than I should

about the breeding habits

of the woodland vole,

who follows American football
and sits in a comfortable chair
beside an open window

reading philosophy and religion
before the sun rises each morning,
only beginning to understand
what is at stake.
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ROGUE GHAZAL FOR THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

Lorrie Goldensohn

Citizen, open the heavy book.
You can’t quite flatten the paper

that fanning, springs stiffly open, the treasure
you seek hemmed by the brighter, archival paper:

two blue-lined sheets pasted in, coarse
composition grade. You may not handle this paper,

already the oil and acid of too many fingertips
have stained and crumbled the original paper,

although you see how his pencil
made wide and confident swings over the paper

he tore from notebooks scattered

in his hospital kit, paper

he gave to his “boys” for their letters home,
counting the thousand-fold hours he sat with them, paper

after paper like this in the files—or petitioning
Congress to compensate for his broken health—rzhat paper,

t00, in the batch—although here, handwritten,
it is not yet “after the war”; on this paper,

the loop of his pencil, the smaller, furious dig
of its dark afterthoughts hatching the paper

that you hold without touching, much quickly corrected—
while across from these notes on the fragile, casual paper

the wakeful amputee lies and watches
him silently, which is what the paper
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repeats for you: how Walt Whitman, line after line,
bends to this moment, filling his paper,

half the beds in the ward empty,
men chatting softly, men reading newspapers,

all the while that the white beard and hair
flare in the golden sun lighting his catch-all paper.

117



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

KLEIBER
Lorrie Goldensohn

look at the man on the television screen
the music knotting his face

which is raised

his eyes close briefly

and then the baton blurs in his hands
the music travels down his legs

a little shimmy as his body trembles

his feet almost stamping

in the wash of Beethoven’s 4

ah god itis the

SMILE on his lifted

blissfully nodding face

that gets you

living in the holy nineteenth century

which led to the maestro in his

concert hall and now leads me on a thirty-six inch screen
to the edge of my sofa cushion

with its annoying

whiff of mildew  peering closer

here comes the whole hall in a wide pan

I could pick out a seat in the Concertgebouw
that one

and be there next spring

although the great and rare Carlos Kleiber

will not

alive on my screen
he may not step out of it

being dead
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a small thing when I consider

how the dead man listens

and then impales the notes at the tip

of his nearly unstoppable

baton an energy so joyous that the glad sound of it

may be kneaded in his fists

such a curious motion to bring out that crescendo

here it comes in his extended hand

ahead of the beat the palm slightly cupped
it rises out of the flat screen

as if for a second he were

goosing the music along

and not beckoning to the breathless
percussionist  awaiting his cue

head back  the beguiling
toothy grin  the wisps of the maestro’s white hair

sticking out from his hot pink scalp

Beethoven flows from him
to the grouped and channeled orchestra

from the glassy sweat down his brow and cheeks
ichor of the priest at his rite

119

GOLDENSOHN



NOTRE

DAME REVIEW

IN THE FRUIT CELLAR WORKSHOP

—for Joseph DuCharme
Scott Brennan

Above the jungle of plains and towns,
the towns of low obliqueness

lie undiscovered in the country.
Then night and lightning over
Arkansas, the darkness

where clouds are not deer

but faces sagging with rain again.
Down in the fruit-cellar workshop,
muttering over a strain of music,
he picked through cedar boxes

for sorted bits of feather—

wings of the Canadian goose,
hackle of the Mexican dove,

then wires of Missouri lead

to take the heavy stonefly down.
He stood next to the bench,

he tightened the iron vice,

a queen-of-the-waters emerging

on a No. 12 hook for a spine:

a barb from a feather for a tail,

a duck’s feather clipped for the wings.
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BROKEN BY THE FLOOD

St. Louis, 1982
Scott Brennan

The police drained the water
from Orchard Lake, searching

for Elizabeth Ott. They cranked
the floodgate open, lowered the level

for dredging, and so a torrent
went rushing through the creek

behind our house. My brother and I
hopped the fence to watch it rise.

*

Somehow, she slipped through.

How she danced above us,

upside-down and black-and-blue,

tangled in a tree, and we knew
g

she had once been beautiful,
like the spring-yellow branches

in which she was finally caught,
the forsythia broken by the flood.
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END OF JuLy

Floyd Skloot

The sliver of new moon is a skiff
rocking on heat and haze.

Such motion has a tune
whippoorwills, loons, and great
horned owls know, but tonight
hold fast. So time does not dance.
Air stops its breath. Light folds
over itself like a wave

and breaks beyond the horizon.

122



FLOYD SKLOOT

THOMAS COLE AT THE KAATERSKILL CLOVE, 1825

Floyd Skloot

From the valley floor he looks back

at storm clouds crossing the mountain crest.
Unleashed light moves like the finger of God
over crimson and gold leaves, sandstone shelf,

shale, each tier of the brightening falls.

Watching the pool froth and splashback
smash against rock, he feels himself close
to all he has sought and feared for years.
There is a voice within the color and light
deafening him now as he tries to turn away,
to shut his eyes and hold it all still.

Already he imagines quick strokes

of his brush to capture the shock of sky.

He believes what is being revealed to him

about the world he sees is not about the world
he sees. He stares up at the quiet brink

where he knows someone should be standing

on a lustrous boulder, a fellow witness,

then at the seething pool where water readies
itself for another plunge, and at the calmer white
below. It is time for him to continue his journey.
But he cannot bring himself to leave the place
until he sees the entire Clove filled with light.
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THE ONSET OF VERTIGO

Floyd Skloot

I woke one morning to a whirling world.
The room spun counterclockwise, taking me
down with it. On all fours, I watched

the door jamb sway and thought earthquake.
But the floor was still and the walls held
together. So this was going on inside

my head. I spoke to see if I could,

blinked to see if that changed the way

I saw things, moved fingers and toes,

rocked back on my naked haunches.

My head didn’t hurt. I knew where I was

in the world and time. My wife stirred
behind me in bed. I tried to calm myself:
over sixty, rose too quickly, wax in ears,
sudden change of weather in the early
spring. A dream. Nothing to worry about.
Nothing to say it would last six months.

I would stand if I could get a grip on
something more solid than undulating air.
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Now AND THEN

Mark Halperin

If the sound of a trap-drum is hollow
but tense, and the envelope of it
resembles a plastic bag caught

in a tree, then the fitful low

of gusts followed by stillnesses

in the vagaries of air

could be breathing. One thing leads to another,
though connections may strain the best

attempts at following. Imagine the shell
of a crab or turtle as a field,

and like a magnetic one, real

to the touch, but invisible.

Abstraction, the process itself and not

its specific components, draws

you in sometimes, and can seem to restore
an edge to wonder. Think of regret

as understandable, and compassion
as the penalty remorse

exacts, the complement of loss

as grief, of now and then.
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THEN AND THEN

Mark Halperin

We sat around a fire, flames
painting our faces. Someone passed
a glass, someone mentioned names.
We nodded and we drank. Then this
couple separated, that pair

found God or died; fewer shared

our histories. Evenings found us

talking to ourselves, staring

into space where we focused

on a line whose edges dared

us—where “then” as “before,” and “then”
as “after” brushed and touched again.

126



PETER MICHELSON

THE WARHOL SCENE

Peter Michelson

The term postmodernism began appearing in academic parlance in the
early 1960s and, by that point, its suffix was already mystifying its usage.

I believe I first heard it used in discussions between the critic Gerald Graff
and novelist/essayist Charlie Newman at Northwestern University, where
we were then colleagues. In fact, their discourses were an inquiry into what
postmodernism meant, if anything. The term already had a sufficient fre-
quency so that it was being accepted as a literary concept, notwithstanding a
lack of definitiveness. It suggested some atmospheric change from modernist
literary movements, though there was a distinct difficulty in differentiat-

ing new aesthetics from modernism’s spectrum and its ellipsoidal range of
Dadaism to realism. My own attentions were more toward the avant garde,
a term with its own history in poetics and less encumbered by academic
jargon. Also, my interests in surrealism had induced me to take the Mar-
quis de Sade’s work seriously, which in turn had opened up the prospects of
obscenity, sexuality and pornography as aesthetic phenomena, especially in
what was called avant garde theater and cinema. At that time these matters,
especially pornography, were not on the topical rosters of the academy. But,
as editor of the Chicago Review, which had its own avant-garde legacy, I was
attuned to current artistic practices, and in that context was in contact with
Ronald Tavel in New York.

Tavel was an Andy Warhol film scenarist for several films, including
Chelsea Girls, just then one of the notorious avant garde productions of the
Warhol “Factory.” He was also principal playwright for the Theater of the
Ridiculous, a prominent off off Broadway theater company. In an unlikely
convergence from the east and west coasts we had been graduate students of
literature together at the University of Wyoming. Tavel invited me to recon-
noiter the Warhol scene, so we trekked from the Village to the Factory, then
located on the sixth floor of a 47* Street Manhattan warehouse. The eleva-
tor was out of order, and the climb up those stairs was prologue to a whole
new aesthetic awareness for me, though it took some time to assimilate.

For starters, when we arrived I found the famous silver lining Tony Mar-
tin had promised in every cloud. Everything in that vast space was silver.
Everything. The ceiling was covered in great sheets of shimmering foil, one
of which had come loose and was floating idly in the breeze of a giant silver
floor fan that resembled some Rousseau blossom. The walls, the floor, a set
of barbells, a pay phone (its own odd testimony to something), a desk, a
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Coke machine, the empty cases and the empty Coke bortles were all sprayed
silver. And when I met him later, Warhol himself had silver hair. The effect
of the ensemble was, literally, brilliant. Light came from everywhere, and it
all had the same tarnished celestial consistency.

There were other exhibits of the Warhol oeuvre—stacks of Brillo boxes,
fashion sketches, innumerable pansy canvases in a variety of sizes, pastel
colors and all one dimensional. In the middle Gerard Malanga sat at a silver
property chest typing poetry on a manual typewriter, silver, of course. The
peculiar muted clacking of the keys only added to the eerie quiet. There
were three other people around, Warhol was not yet there, who were deter-
minedly earnest about their business, the nature of which was not clear. But
there was the hush of great works in the air. This atmosphere prevailed until
Warhol himself arrived, silver haired with cowboy boots, tight black jeans,
shades, a lavender turtleneck, though the temperature and humidity were
pushing three figures, and an entourage.

Tavel had surmised that there was more likelihood of a film showing if
I were represented as a feature writer for the Chicago Sun-Times, to which
Warhol responded with an enigmatic smile. It was his all purpose reply. I
had seen Sleep (1963); more precisely, I had stayed for an hour, left for a
drink, returned three hours later for another hour’s worth of a six hour film
of a man sleeping. I knew of Empire (1963), eight hours of the Empire State
Building, and had somehow seen the last couple enlivened by the sun rising
on the world’s tallest building, which it possibly still was at that time. Those
films had a certain theoretical interest, but their relentlessly inanimate char-
acter made them also a puzzlement. Chelsea Girls (1966) was rather more
intriguing, partly because Tavel had written the script for one segment, but
mostly because of the peculiar dynamics that developed between the static
camera and the improvisations of the actors, billed as “superstars” however
obscure they might be. Given my cover I thought it appropriate to venture
some questions.

Why did Warhol want to make sleeping persons or inanimate objects
the protagonists of his films? Warhol beamed me a life-is-short-art-is-long
smile. Perhaps “protagonist” was a bit much; I'd better tone down the
discourse. What advantages were there in keeping the camera stationary?
Mona Lisa, he smiled. Why improvisation in one part of a film and a script
in another? The Return of Mona Lisa. What did he want from the actors?
The Son of Mona Lisa. Obviously, as the joke goes, you can’t get there from
here.... It was only later that I realized what I’ll call the integrity of Warhol’s
cryptic smiles. He wasn’t evading my questions, he was answering them.

He didn't really want anything from the actors or the script or the camera.
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Moreover, this negation of negation required an aesthetic and a discipline.
And thereby hangs a tale that began taking me toward an understanding of
postmodernism.

Tavel proposed a showing of The Life of Juanita Castro. Warhol added a
nod to his smile and moved off with his entourage. Amateur photographers
and professional admirers jostled for profile angle and light. Warhol sug-
gested they take turns. They did. He went to work on a batch of pansies.
We turned to The Life of Juanita Castro. Apparently the cinematic technique
of Juanita Castro is typical. Warhol, or more likely an assistant, perhaps
Malanga, turned the camera on and nudged it in the direction of the ac-
tors or object. The camera merely provides a record of something having
happened in front of it, or perhaps slightly to the right or left. It is without
essential cinematic interest. Its real interest is, in this case, its direction,
its psychodrama and its insouciant capacity to incorporate the caprices of
fortune. That is, its interest is in the record of what has happened in front
of it. There are no pans, no zooms, no angles, no composition, none of the
sophisticated camera functions to enhance the filming. Nor is there editing
to “improve” the final product. What you see is what the camera saw, no
second guessing. With Sleep and Empire Warhol’s assumption was that sleep
and the quotidian sequences of the world’s tallest building are intrinsically
interesting. No augmentation necessary. In terms of audience, it's a gamble
and one of the more intriguing aspects of postmodern poetics. While some
work plays almost shamelessly to popular tastes (e.g. portraits of Marilyn or
Liz or Elvis or presenting comic book graphics as high art, etc.), others, such
as Sleep, disregard audience expectations and are entirely focused on their
own raison detre. With Chelsea Girls the inclusion of functioning human
consciousness and the improvisational actor element provided both anima-
tion and unpredictability. This diminished the gamble and was rewarded
with a certain commercial success (similarly with other films, especially
collaborations with Paul Morrisey, the Velvet Underground and others,
where techniques were sometimes modified from Warhol’s basic austerity.)
In film Warhol indulged, one might say experimented with, preoccupations
that he would also develop in his graphic work. Sleep evokes the single most
common activity of human and most other beings. Empire evokes, and pos-
sibly celebrates, magnitude and fame; Chelsea Girls features and celebrates
the lower east side Village bohemianism that so informs Warhol’s Factory
personnel and the sensibility of his work.

An elevation of the quotidian is at the heart of Pop Art in general, of
Warhol’s art in particular and is characteristic of postmodernist attentions.
Warhol began his career as a commercial artist with a particular adeptness
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at representing shoes. Those homely objects, though by no means Van
Gogh’s shoes, evolved to the highly stylized and baroque renditions of boots
ascribed to famous entertainers, Judy Garland and Elvis Presley (both 1956)
for instance. In the early and mid sixties, especially, his attentions were
divided between subjects at once quotidian, utilitarian and commercial—
match book cover ads, soup cans, Brillo boxes, greenbacks, etc.—and such
bigger than life icons as Elvis Presley, Marilyn Monroe and Elizabeth Taylor.
Early on he seems to have been uncertain about how to depict utilitarian
items. In 1962, for example, his “Peach Halves” treats a Del Monte fruit can
with a compromise between realism and impressionism. His more charac-
teristic style, however, became the meticulous brittle realism of the soup can
series. In the case of the boxes—Brillo, Heinz, Kellog’s, etc.—they were all
but exact replicas of their originals. In that work he deconstructs the aura of
art and the artist on the romantic model, still lingering even in modernist
art and a deconstructive preoccupation of postmodernism.

If the romantic artist, like the poet, is driven by an imagination that
evokes transcendental visions and allegories of nature, the pop artist scans
supermarket shelves or advertisements or cash registers or comic books or
the display windows of Bonwit Teller for the fetishes of popular taste and
its preoccupations. While the pop artist may have social perspicacity, there
is little need for inspiration or visions. Nor is there a particular need for
high moral sensibility. In a postmodern aesthetic that could work against
him. From a pop perspective we have had enough moaning on the mid-
night hour, enough burning with a hard and gemlike flame. What is needed
now is a finger on the culture’s pulse and a steady eye on its habits. Popular
culture is necessarily demotic, and possibly “democratic” or close enough,
precisely Plato’s objection to democracy. It doesn’t want revelations, let alone
transcendental instructions, from a highbrow elite. So far as morality is rel-
evant in the Warhol aesthetic, culture simply needs to see quite clearly what
it is doing. And what it most certainly does is consume.

Nor does it just consume cereal, soap, soup and those staples of War-
hol’s evocation. The culture, from a pop perspective, consumes itself, in the
form of its “superstars.” Sometimes in Warhol’s portraits, as with Elvis and
Marilyn and the grieving Jackie Kennedy and the “Thirteen Most Wanted
Men,” we see larger than life cultural signifiers consumed to the bitter end.
Sometimes, as with Liz Taylor, Mick Jagger or more especially with such
true “superstars’ as Mao Zedong and Fidel Castro, the culture gorges itself,
and the icons are cornucopias. Warhol did portraits of all these except Cas-
tro. His silkscreen technique provided two dimensions. Photographs gave a
realistic ground, and the oil, acrylic, liquitex, etc., permitted an impression-
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istic treatment of the image. In the case of Jackie Kennedy and the Thirteen
Most Wanted he used black and white sikscreen, giving Jackie the sobriety
of funereal realism and the fugitives the starkness of their alienation.

With Mao he highlights, halos, overlays Mao’s official government
portrait with acrylic and/or oil to give Mao’s image a distinctive if peculiar
dignity. The Jagger treatment is a portfolio of ten silkscreens with collage
bits, presenting the coy Jagger, the sensitive, the poseur and other versions
from shots apparently taken in a photo booth. Where Mao is monolithic,
Mick is mercurial. Predictable enough. Elizabeth Taylor, on the other hand,
is subjected to parodic distortion, her lips overlaid with a vivid red greeting
card smear, and her eyes reworked to impart an odd kind of sneer. Marilyn
Monroe is subjected to yet more idiosyncratic “interpretations” worked on
three different versions of the same publicity photo in the mid sixties, to
which he returned again in the “Reversal Series” of the 1980s. These treat-
ments seem arbitrary in one sense, as any portraiture might enact, but in
another way they are driven by some apparently public quality in the pho-
tographs from which Warhol is working. And many of his portraits feature
multiple images—as many as 42 for Jackie Kennedy (1964), 23 for Robert
Rauschenberg (1964) for example—suggesting cinematic connections. For
all their mechanical production these portraits are teasingly elusive. One
can’t quite tell whether Warhol is seeing something 7% his subjects, imposing
something o7 his subjects or simply teasing the viewer and/or the subject.
That quizzicality is an abiding characteristic of Warhol’s work.

Tavel’s screenplay added Castro to Warhol’s lineup. It is clear in Tavel’s
treatment of his subject that he is probing to find something within, though
its conspicuous edginess masks just what or why. That Tavel’s agitation is
so unlike Warhol’s cool dissociation suggests something of why Warhol
subsidized the Factory. While most of the work produced under its auspices
manifests a lower east side ethos and attitude, it usually also augmented that
with a dimension of sensibility that Warhol himself did not have. That is
the case as well with such later films as 77ash, where Paul Morrissey’s direc-
tion imbued the “trashy” images with a cinematic finesse uncharacteristic of
Warhol’s own film work. It is certainly the case with Juanita Castro.

Tavel, who wrote and directed the film, appears on screen essentially by
accident. While the Factory ambiance encouraged industriousness, it was
not so insistent on discipline. In this case, on the day the shooting of the
film was scheduled to begin, the actors had not learned their lines. Tavel was
obliged to improvise on the format of the play by making it a stylized tab-
leau in which the Director is onstage reading lines to each character (Juani-
ta, Fidel and Raul Castro and Che Guevara) from the script, as well as stage
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directions. The script consists largely of an inane Castro family argument,
so the dramatic revision of the film overlays that with the Director’s irritable
interaction with the cast. Stage directions advise the Director to maintain a
growing tension between himself and the cast, and should their responses
not satisfy him he should demand that they repeat themselves with more
satisfactory inflections. The upshot is that Tavel’s near satanic bullying of
the cast magnetizes the action. In the course of this a psychodrama devel-
ops between him and Juanita, played by Marie Mencken. His persistently
repeated commands and her equal resistance provide a progressive and
compelling tension that further enhances the plot argument. The rest of the
cast backgrounds this pitch, which drives the film. Caprice, accident and
improvisation are common to Factory productions, as the Factory aesthetic
vested improvisational energy and authenticity with priority over profession-
al production qualities. While this shaggy repetitiousness does not inform
the hardedge line of Warhol’s work, it is certainly present in the portraits
cited and in the “catastrophe series” of works also from the sixties, to which
I shall return.

Warhol was attracted to Tavel’s work when Juanita Castro and other
Tavel plays were produced at the Coda Gallery, the St. Marks Playhouse and
the West Side Repertory and billed as the “Theater of the Ridiculous.” The
tag was plainly derivative, but the aesthetic of that group (the central figures
of which were Tavel, film maker Jack Smith and director John Vaccaro) is
distinctly different from the theater of the absurd. The technique of the lat-
ter expanded highly torqued human images into extended metaphors of an
existential condition. The theater of the ridiculous confected images so dis-
jointed as to obscure if not preclude the comparison necessary to metaphor
human experience. A one line manifesto read, “We have passed beyond
the absurd; our position is absolutely preposterous.” This distinction also
highlights a counterpoint between modernism and postmodernism. Where
modernist absurdity, in Samuel Beckett’s Endgame for example, maintains a
human dignity or even pathos in the face of an absurd existence, postmod-
ernist perspective renders humankind inanimate (Sleep) or trivial (Chel-
sea Girls) or preposterously no account (Juanita Castro) or in general the
palpable butt of a cosmic joke. What this posture should suggest, of course,
is at the very least a raucous sense of humor. But, while there was that to be
sure, the denizens of the ridiculous carried on with extraordinary intensity,
something approaching even the mystical.

Perhaps most important in this regard was an obsession with popular
culture matching Warhol’s, most especially a preoccupation with grade B
movies. Here, for example, is how a social evening of the ridiculous might
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go. You arrive at Jack Smith’s studio in the Village. He offers you a bowl

of oatmeal (this was before granola was even a gleam in its daddy’s eye).
You decline but do notice that Smith makes his oatmeal lumpy rather than
creamy. Smith keeps an eye on the clock, anticipating the start on television
of a nautical romance, Atlantis, the Lost Continent. He’s also pushing apple
juice. He calls it cider, and it is the murky kind, loaded with apple sediment
and good health, as opposed to the clarified kind, loaded with saccharine
appeal. Everyone finds a seat, as the lost continent comes on. The hero, a
Roman fisherman of great wit and resourcefulness, rescues the shipwrecked
daughter of the high priest of Atlantis. They are taken aboard an iron levia-
than, plunged to the depths of the Mediterranean and finally surface in the
harbor of the lost Atlantis, where the daughter is restored to her home, but
the hero is betrayed into slavery by wicked court intriguers.

The iron leviathan attests to the great scientific genius of Atlantis but
is nothing by comparison to the Great Atomic Eye it has developed. The
plot centers around a) the romance of hero and daughter and b) the power
struggle between the wicked intriguers (who plan to enslave the world with
the Eye) and the benevolent high priest (who will use the Eye peacefully).
The hero, his band of fellow slaves and the girl escape, as the Eye goes
berserk in the hands of the villains and destroys them, itself and Atlantis—
the island does a spectacular flip at the end, like the Hollywood Peguod,
and gurgles to the sea bottom forever. It was cinema ordinaire, but Smith
and colleagues studied it like Goya must have done his Duchess’s crotch, so
as to dismiss lust and get on with the obscenity. It certainly gave them no
pleasure. That is, they didn’t seem to find the technique of extended cliché
funny. The intensity was intimidating. As each scene unfolded I convulsed
with suppressed hysteria, gagging it down, subdued by the prevailing hush
of studious appreciation. As the Mediterranean bubbled over the sinking
Atlantis, and the Pepsi generation frolicked onto the screen, there was a
kind of post orgasmic sigh, and we ended the evening like chiefs in a circle
of solemn approbation. The ridiculous was no mere amusement; it was a
serious source of instruction and, apparently, inspiration.

This august address to the products and ethos of popular culture was
characteristic of the east side scene that was central to the Warhol Factory.
It certainly informs Jack Smith’s films, most especially his classic Flaming
Creatures (1963), a film that is a touchstone for east Village aesthetic perver-
sities. It is also a critical source of that aspect of Warhol’s work manifest in
Trash and Chelsea Girls. It is that perverse edge that is distinctive in Warhol’s
pop canon. Juanita Castro is laced with it, experimenting with dramatic and
cinematic conventions as well as with the dynamics of psychodrama. This
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sort of experimental, and often improvisational, fusion was also character-
istic of the Factory and is as postmodern as a “factory” production of art.
Juanita Castros combination of conscious experiment and seat-of-the-pants
improvisation produced the sort of postmodern combustion that validates
artistic experiment in general and that of the Factory in particular. If Tavel’s
directorial attitude smacks of motiveless malignance, it is also resonant with
a distinctive postmodern tonality.

There is a tradition of authorial hostility to an audience that goes back
at least to Juvenal and can be seen with Thoreau, Twain, Dreiser in America,
Swift, Blake, Pound in England, Sade, Lautreamont, Mallarme in France,
Grosz and Grass in Germany, etc. It is associated with satire and seems to
derive from a love/hate relationship between the writer and society, where
the writer’s ethical expectations of society are frustrated and takes the form
of extreme impatience with demotic moral and cultural consciousness. For
modernists such as Pound and D.H. Lawrence impatience with the culture
was their hallmark, Pound with the ignorance of cultural history and tradi-
tions and Lawrence with economic and puritanical blinders about industrial
modernism and erotic consciousness. Robinson Jeffers and Kenneth Rexroth
were transitional figures bridging modernism and postmodernism and their
tone took the turn toward scorn that marks postmodern character. Though
Rexroth at times cast the feeling as a Marxian critique, it generally did not
have that specificity. Neither was it a function of racial, ethnic, gender or
class arguments; they were quite different. It was an antipathy that evolved
not so much as social criticism but more as an alienation of cultural affec-
tions. Charles Olson’s Gloucester poems of the late fifties and sixties scold
his fellow citizens for their failure to resonate with local history and thereby
remain obtuse to the macro history to which it leads. Allen Ginsberg’s
“Howl” of anger resonated with several generations and may be the signa-
ture expression of postmodernity. Robert Duncan’s “Passages,” particularly
in the context of the sixties and the Vietnam war, were exasperated with the
cultural failure to recognize and honor the mythic and moral implications
of the cosmic collage of being. But the scorn for cultural values gone awry
is perhaps most conspicuous in the work of Edward Dorn— Gunslinger
(1968-75) and Abhorrences (1990), for example—and William Burroughs,
especially Naked Lunch (19606).

Tavel, a particularly close student of Burroughs working in the ambi-
ence of Warhol’s Factory, manifests his hostility in the almost pathological
control of the actors. He demands that lines be repeated endlessly, until
they reach either some dramatic resonance or their own edge of antagonism.
Then he moves on. The film is shot through with aggravation. Fidel is or-
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dered by Tavel to light a cigar and blow smoke in Juanita’s face. Understand-
ably annoyed, Juanita takes Fidel’s proferred cigar “graciously,” as ordered by
Tavel, smokes it “peacefully” as she smiles with the others in a family tableau
and returns the cigar to Fidel. The Punch and Judy aura of this vignette is of
an oddly intriguing existential malevolence all around. That the actors are
all women elaborately ironizes the decadent kissing and fondling between
Raul and Che, not only feminizing revolutionary icons but calling a princi-
pal idolatry of the sixties into question.

This stylized contempt is highlighted by the fact that the cast is com-
posed of Factory habitués. If Tavel treats them as puppets it plays on how
their east Village ethos renders them puppets of various perversities. Tavel is
at once a colleague and an antagonist, a common enough postmodern artis-
tic posture. His jousting with the cast turns the scene back on itself, and the
cast parodies its own decadent vitality. Formally this is a rhetorical gesture,
but at the same time it is an experiment that asserts a significant postmod-
ern development. Juanita Castro is more an idea for the theater or cinema
than a conventional play or screenplay. Its objective is to be a catalyst for
the audience, once again, rather than to be itself an art object. Those poetics
that focus on the art form as end or on the artist as end demand the respon-
sibility of formal discipline. But this aesthetic, with its primary attention to
the audience, assumes only the responsibility for launching the audience,
not for bringing it back. It demands only the suggestiveness of form. Jean
Tinguely’s self destroying sculpture, Homage to New York (1960) and other
kinetic sculptures were perhaps the apex of this aesthetic. And it’s there in
the skittish form and edgey combustions of Juanita Castro.

The idea of revolution and at least two of the 20% century’s most no-
table revolutionaries are reduced to domesticity, sitting for a family portrait.
It devolves with progressive triviality to the point of family squabbles, where
finally Juanita complains petulantly that, “The revolution has not gone well
for me!” Not only is the revolution reduced to family bickering, but it is
conspicuous in its bourgeois self absorption. The caricature is augmented
by the gay and lesbian motifs (which also target machismo) and parodied
by the preposterous cigar war between Fidel and Juanita. Notwithstanding
Tavel’s ridicule of both the revolution and its bourgeois alternative, there
is no indictment here, no inclination, let alone rush, to judgement. Tavel’s
scorn is obvious enough, but so is an existential poise in the face of cultural
failure that cuts both left and right. Tavel illuminates the deconstructed as-
sumptions through which we see darkly the workings of the two contending
philosophies of political economy in our time.

The aggregate of attentions and attitudes here is a manifestation of
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Warhol’s own aesthetic posture. In that sense the film reflects the genera-
tive energies of Warhol’s Factory in the sixties and seventies. One difference,
however, is pertinent. If intensity of perception is hot and equanimity of
same is cool, then Tavel is hot to Warhol’s cool. One advantage to Warhol’s
cool was that it permitted him to scan 360 degrees of the cultural topog-
raphy essentially without affect. Accordingly, his range of attentions was
surprisingly broad. Formally his work may be circumscribed by a few basic
techniques, mainly hard edge realism (soup cans, e.g.), photography (in-
cluding cinema) and the silkscreen process. But his eye found subjects where
no other eye in the history of art had found subjects—soup cans, packing
cartons, currency, execution chambers, auto accidents, riots, etc. His subject
matter effectually defied the history of art and aesthetics. Traditionally,
beauty and utility were distinctly dissociated, likewise the beautiful and the
ugly, to say nothing of the important and the trivial. Warhol fused them all
without so much as a wink. There is a long tradition of the grotesque in art
and architecture wherein such practitioners as Bosch or Hogarth or Goya
situated their subjects aesthetically in terms of arrangement, lighting, com-
position, etc. Similarly, Jack Smith’s Flaming Creatures, highly influential
for Trash and other Warhol films, frames the representation of genitals and
obscenities in elegant, still life compositions that counterpoint the conven-
tionally objectionable with the conventionally admirable in a characteristi-
cally postmodern gesture.

Warhol’s images of plane and car wrecks tend to come from newspaper
photos, so the images themselves are not shocking, as the image of a penis
might be. In that sense they are “old news,” which emphasizes their com-
monplaceness however horrible the occasion they might evoke. His “129
DIE IN JET (Plane Crash),” 1962, is a monochrome depiction of a news-
paper front page with bold headlines framing a UPI photo of the wreckage,
though the scene is rendered more painterly than photographic. In context
with another 1962 work in the same format, “Daily News,” the implications
of the commonplace are somewhat startling. The deadly news of the plane
crash is reported in the same headline/photo arrangement as Eddie Fisher’s
hospitalization over his wife Elizabeth Taylor’s dalliance in Rome with Rich-
ard Burton, the day’s baseball scores and horse race results. Fame and death
and their ironies are persistent themes in Warhol’s work. But the evocation
of a culture where the peccadillos of the rich and famous are of equal mag-
nitude with the deaths of 129 people is presented with an unruffled cool. It
is so cool that neither of these works in themselves prompt the perception,
but in sequence they do.

Ezra Pound’s dictum that poetry is news that stays news pertains to
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Warhol’s cool perceptions of the culture that gave him access to the news in
various ways signifying the consciousness of his time and its recognition as
such. The Factory was an aid in that it kept Warhol in touch with by and
large younger people and with their imaginative products created under his
aegis. “If you want to know all about Andy Warhol,” Warhol is quoted as
saying, “just look at the surface of my paintings and films and me, there I
am. There’s nothing behind it.” This is coy, but it does foreground Warhol’s
own perceptual m.o. When Pound imaged Confucius or John Adams or
“the apparition of these faces in the crowd” there was always some appari-
tion or other lurking behind the image. Warhol was more inclined to let the
surfaces tell their story, such as it might be. He was nothing if not topical,
as his portraits indicate. He may never, as it’s said, have refused a commis-
sion, but his independent portraits, usually done in multiples, invariably
arrested a moment in the collective consciousness of his time. Or, as in the
case of his “Thirteen Most Wanted Men,” 1963-64, he perceived an irony
especially pertinent to the dynamics of that consciousness. These were
“portraits” done from FBI posters of wanted men, with the usual front and
profile views with exaggerated news file photo dots. At the same time he was
also doing his classic portraits of Marilyn Monroe, Elvis Presley, Elizabeth
Taylor and his colleague Robert Rauschenberg. Actresses, singers, artists all
share celebrity with criminals. In this case Warhol’s cool perceives the per-
vasiveness of the irony of fame, its moral superficiality. Indeed, his portrait
of Rauschenberg (his friend and rival) renders the artist at least as sullen and
criminal-like as the thirteen wanted men.

This sort of oblique perversity especially characterizes Warhol’s de-
motic inclinations. “What's great about this country,” Warhol said, “is that
America started the tradition where the richest consumers buy essentially
the same things as the poorest. You can be watching TV and see Coca-Cola
and you can know that the President drinks Coke, Liz Taylor drinks Coke,
and just think, you can drink Coke, too.” Warhol was fascinated with the
populist, or ersatz populist, aspect of American culture, particularly its con-
sumerism. He was also quite capable of sounding like a parody of his dumb
blonde persona—*“The idea of America is so wonderful because the more
equal something is, the more American it is"—so one is often bemused in
the face of his articulations. But his graphic statements, his art works, are
always incisive, though there may be difficulties of interpretation. Though
photographic or “realistic” his works are not exactly “representational,” but
they are so visually what they are that the trees can obscure the forest. What
is one to make of a single or double or triple Elvis, Marilyn, Rauschenberg,
or 42 repetitions of a mourning Jackie, etc.? What substance or symbology
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is enhanced by repeated images? Perhaps there’s an answer in his Electric
Chair sequence of the sixties. The photograph of Sing Sing Prison’s execu-
tion chamber is common in the sequence, and it seems to be the same
photo subjected to different light, cropping, coloration, etc. All are starkly
precise, but the single most eloquent arrangement is monochrome black and
gray, the electric chair highlighted in the center of the room, and on the wall
behind and to the right a sign, SILENCE. If the iconography of Elvis or Liz
is problematic, that of this vehicle is not. It conveys instant recognition of a
distinctly American cultural perversity.

The chair sequence is part of Warhol’s death series that includes gro-
tesque photos of car wrecks (e.g. “Saturday Disaster,” 1964) and other
catastrophes, including his portraits of wanted men, Marilyn Monroe and
Jackie Kennedy. While death as such is not perverse, the iconography of its
cultural agency and victims is, especially when the artistic treatment is not
aesthetically representational but starkly existential. As Warhol reproduces
photos of the lethal chair and adds gratuitous artistic gestures such as color
and multiple repetitions depictions of the chair can take on a certain vulgar-
ity, as if the art shares that quality with the culture it reflects...and serves.
Similarly with the victim, Marilyn for example, whose photo is garishly
discolored by meticulously sloppy application of a vivid red lipstick, green
eye shadow, a pink rare roast beef skin, lurid yellow hair all reducing her to
sluttish parody, as if her legendary beauty had been vulgarized by its cul-
tural consumption. Cultural perversity resonates, wherein the idea of justice
residing in the chair is transformed into a moral grotesque, and the beauty
of woman is rendered sordid by its very consumption.

Whatever perversity Warhol himself may have had, it took on the
theatricality of the sixties Village ethos that informed the Warhol scene. It
was an era of refutation, in which most of the primary cultural assumptions
were turned on their ear. The raucousness of opposition to the Vietnam war
cast a large shadow, but the antipathy of particularly though not exclusively
American youth to aesthetic, gender, sexual, moral, social and even medical
assumptions was vigorous. By the early sixties Warhol had dispatched the
poetics of abstract expressionism and was probing new modes of realism
for viability. At about the same time he and Roy Lichtenstein experimented
with comic strip images, but Warhol ceded that territory and in fact raised
the ante on its revolutionary implications when he turned to soup cans, to
categorically utilitarian objects not even associated with commercial art. It
was a turn from a Romantic to a materialist aesthetic, and to its least artistic
aspect, marketing, to say nothing of Warhol’s renditions of the greenback
dollar, turning filthy lucre into art. Further, he employed mechanical and
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other industrial methods to produce art and compounded that by mass pro-
duction of flower paintings that resembled Marimekko fabric. Warhol was
hardly alone in this deconstruction of traditional aesthetics, but he was in it
early, he gave it his own distinctive stamp, and he pursued the project con-
spicuously. And he subsidized the Factory, which generated many works of
similar esprit. In effecting a shift of aesthetic paradigms, it was not only that
Warhol combined art with commerce and industry but he also shifted the
function of the artist from transcendental seer to mundane recognizance—
“just look at the surface of paintings and films and me...there’s nothing
behind it.” In the dynamics of an essentially industrial urban culture manu-
facture and consumption had all but totally replaced nature as the primary
life rhythm. Whether or not Romantic aesthetics were dead, they were out
of synch with fundamental facts of postmodern life.

Ironically, Warhol’s postmodern aesthetic was a kind of reclamation
of Hieronymus Bosch’s 16™ century poetics of the grotesque and freakish,
which has always stood at the margin of mainline art traditions. By the end
of the 18" century those traditional premises were unraveling but not yet
unraveled. Sir Joshua Reynolds was a few years from acknowledging that the
“aberrant,” as in Bosch, had a legitimate place in art. Philosophically, the
sublime was possibly a threat, but the perverse wasn't even in the vocabulary.
Dr. Johnson quite rightly opined that the novel, that new, popular, upstart
form, would sooner or later wreak havoc with classical values. So there were
signs, but by and large writers, artists, preachers, politicians, philosophers
and even physicians shared the assumption that, under the aegis of Platonic
premises, there was nothing new under the sun. While this notion was
modified through the 19" and into 20* century modernism, the presup-
positions of the Beautiful persisted more or less intact. Beginning in the
post WWII years of the fifties, postmodernist perspectives displaced the
idea of Beauty, replacing it with existential authenticity as manifest in such
phenomena as consumerism; getting and spending had come of age. So to
Warhol’s postmodern perspective the new dispensation was that, in an era
of affluence where “Everything Goes Better with Coke,” everything was new
under the sun. Traditionally, the artist pretty much knew the comfort zone
within which his imagination could operate. By the 1960s and pop art the
postmodern artist pretty much knew that his or her comfort zone defined
itself and moreover had a very loose elastic limit.

Warhol recognized that art was functioning in a material world, where
economic mandates were prior to moral, political or aesthetic ones. Even
Thoreau had said that the first principle of life was maintaining body heat.
In the postmodern world order, Warhol recognized precociously, consuming
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was the analogue of maintaining body heat, an analogy confirmed beyond
doubt by the American recession in the first decade of the 21* century. He
did not advocate an ezhic of consumerism; he was rather evoking an onzol-
ogy of consumerism. A can of Campbell’s, a box of Kellogg’s cornflakes, a
bottle of Heinz ketchup, a star to devour, a car to wreck, and so it goes. It’s
not a question of how things ought to be, but more realistically how they
are. Nor, for him, was it a question of protest; it was a question of recogni-
tion. In a material world consumption s a first principle. It has its ironies,
as Warhol’s death series punctuates in one way and the “Do-It-Yourself”
(1962) paint by number flowers and landscape series does in another. He
provides society images of its fetishes of beauty (Marilyn), aspiration (Elvis),
profit (“Two Dollar Bills,” 1962, “U.S. Dollar Sign,” 1982), equity (Coke),
inequity (“Red Race Riot,” 1963), art (Do-It-Yourself), justice (electric
chairs), power (“Atomic Bomb,” 1965), etc. But apart from those coolly im-
plicit ironies Warhol exercises no judgments. He is the premier artist of the
demotic, documenting the grandeur, folly and degeneracy of postmodern
America with equanimity. In this sense he is an American artist more than
he is a New York avant-garde artist. The diabolic avant-garde environment
from which he drew and to which he contributed aided and abetted the
development of his world view, his aesthetic and his work. He reconstructed
the terms and conditions of beauty. His relentless multiples deconstructed
the artistic value of the single, unique objer d’art, to say nothing of “original-
ity.” His mass production techniques disseminated the deconstruction and
made it stick. His attentions to the popular and quotidian made a distinctly
demotic, not to say vulgarized, art, and in its elevation of commercial art
interrogated standard aesthetic prejudices. While his cultural ironies are
shot through with common-sensical moral implications, his studied amoral-
ity of perception and representation effected an old fashioned reflection of
the vanity fair in a postmodern culture otherwise enormously satisfied with
itself. At the same time he managed to give postmodern culture a simula-
crum of its collective consciousness. All in all he has, as another problematic
character once put it, done the state some service.
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CRUSH STARTING WITH A LINE BY JACK GILBERT

Lea Graham

Desire perishes because it tries to be love

& so, I think, why search or seek it? Entering
its way out the backdoor, calling as Naricissus
himself, curious to himself only—only

love’s echo. Yet, some days wild turkeys wing clumsy
across windshields, or poets come to town

& language flocks before flying south, before
jubilee, before hush & slack. In chance,

what we flush from beech & oak, or her flush blooming
at a table, remains, persists as flight, or flown:

trace of bird in my eye, balloon drift among sky,
proposing hand, arm. What is not sexual, though

sex is part, catches life in joy. Not love, but its
roaming kin, & nonetheless, wonderful alone
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[CRUSHED] TO PIECES

Lea Graham

building is a product of demolition

to unhinge is also a way to open

the door

—Catherine Kasper’s “Blueprints of the City”

Summer’s press:

streetlight’s
rhombus to pavement grabs at, dapples
memory: lilacs” heart & spade,
honeysuckle’s sprawling cursive, palms
& knees grass-stained, ~ when hiding
was best of all desires

we could name
2.

Language turns
to the ocean
forgetting its
average:

64.1

pounds per
cubic foot—
enough to
crush us in

lack
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1 know it hurts to burn
—Adrienne Rich

In the crush-pen that year,

we learned vitality in branding:
Never mind its smell or bawl—
burning spancels us to place

4.

1 sing the body electric
—Walt Whitman

Only three pounds of blood,
dream & electricity. To say:

I have a crush on you

slights the surging within:

a million tiny lightning storms

7.

Contours

of a Moebius strip:
what turns back

in

on one

word’s ord,

small

destruction,

starts again:quickening
shape’s change
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8.

Memory rummages & keepsakes. Maybe. Crushed
velvet, jump-suits & fishnets, odd lace or stilettos.
Made in Macau Made in Mexico—

Whatever sparkles, catches, dissembled, disguises.

Whatever suits her fancy.
Or her fit.

9.

Would we

if we could
measure
pain’s ratio

to a moment’s
notice?

10.
Bywater’s Disease: A crush that lingers
11.

Beyond Nairobi & the Rift

Valley below, hills frame this

periphery as if some gods’

prudent sundering,.

(See: compression, thrust, shattering)
Kristina & me,

winking photographs,

Safari Njema!

Shifting platelets are no joke.
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POUGHKEEPSIE TIME

Lea Graham

What is seen herelfolding over itselflis a gathering of those /pasts we voyage into
Michael Anania’s “The River Songs of Arion, I-X”

Whale-rending along these shores leads us to South Seas, a silk factory, hotel
burnings;

like dreams’ net or currents one with another—hemlock-black, brackish &
lovely, fresh

or tang, estuary’s switch. That all time cannot exist at once in our heads:
cigar-making
& electric trolleys, how you bent & sighed into your shoes, peeled oranges

in the shape

of eyes. What is forgotten lingers, the “lion-headed store front,” bobs or
busts through

this zow, a warning without warning, can you dig it, a buoy of the past,
place-marker

& maker, tricked out as “picking your feet” in 7he French Connection, cough
drops
called “Trade” & “Mark,” rising high school rafters in Marian Anderson’s

contralto.

Imagine histories current: ferries trawl nigh 300 years; Brando haunts
Happy Jack’s on

Northbridge Street. We might say Poughkeepsie & hear
“reed-covered lodge

near the place of the little-water,” “the Queen City,” “safe & pleasant
harbor,” look & see

the Pequod chief & his beloved spooning in the shade. This river sailing the
Half-
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Moon back to Crusades, a city spelled 42 ways & young Vassar brewing in
Newburgh.

Rio San Gomez is the Mauritius is the Muheakantuck is the Lordly
Hudson, place of the

deepest water & river of the steep hills— what if we are still dancing in
Chicago’s hottest

summer as Wappingi braves are coming up the path & Van Kleek’s house
just yonder

Fall Kill? You are writing me letters from Rio Dulce & I am eating bagels at
the Reo
Diner. Modjeski sits imagining this bridge; his mother swoons as Juliet in

Crakow.

At night the lights of these still busy foundries become strange fires,
beckoning

America—& maybe not; their great furnaces’ ambient noise, soughing

acCross

these waters; concurrent worlds asleep, dreaming, not dreaming
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ON THE PERFORMATIVITY OF GRIEF AS ECSTATIC CULTURE

G.C. Waldrep

The curtains in the clown house were on fire again.
The city in which the clown house was situated
lay burnished in late afternoon sun.

The flaming curtains in the clown house seemed
at first merely another burnish, an extension
or intensification of that larger burnish.

We sat on park benches, which were in the park
opposite the clown house, and watched
the curtains burn. It was OK, we told ourselves,

it was entertaining, it was merely another
part of the show. Large ships drifted
through the channels of the bay. The postal

strike continued. Eventually, of course,
the fire spread to the casements, then
to the roof, and that’s when we knew something

was truly wrong: with the curtains, with the house,
with the city in which we had dwelt peacefully
for so long. Maybe with each other.

We clutched at one another on the benches

as the sirens approached. Are they in there,
I remember you kept asking. Are they still inside.
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AND Now A WORD FROM THE
DANCE-A-THON RESEARCH TEAM

G.C. Waldrep

When you sign the guest book,

it’s not like you have to sign your real name, you know.
You can use a nickname, the one

your Aunt Sophie gave you, that you hate,

or the one you used in college, on the lacrosse team.
Or you can make one up. People do this all the time,

the same way people nick towels and shampoo

from hotels. The hotels will tell you

that if you leave a used towel on the floor,

they’ll wash it, but if you leave a used towel on the rack,
they’ll leave it. This is supposed to have something

to do with conservation, but mostly the maids

take everything, no matter where you leave it.

It stands to reason you would want to take something back,
the extra sales tax you accidentally spent once in Canada,
or all the time and sweat equity you contributed

to the local Fireman’s Ball. According to our research,

the one thing you can never take back

is music, because the sound waves,

though decreasing to infinitesimal amplitudes

as they travel out from body or machine,

never quite cease broadcasting. Think of all the clocks

the boys and girls of Norway must have chucked

or skipped into those glacial fjords, the ripples they made—

the ripples they in fact keep making, forever,

only by now they’re all subsumed

into some larger pattern, seiche or evaporation,

the glistering tides. Music is like that, and so is the body’s
carbon footprint, which is why we keep wandering

out onto those polished hardwood panoramas:
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something to do with money,

of course, and also pleasure, but mostly,

we think, it’s about locating a sense of permanence

in motion itself, a name not just for the body

but for what the body does. Its wilful, liquid amplitude.
The tremor when you touch your lover’s hand.
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ELEGY FOR THE MANHATTAN PROJECT

G.C. Waldrep

In the catalogue of mistakes

there is this page you've dog-eared.

It has to do with hope

and with the nature of friendship.

It’s next to the page ticking off the many
disappointments of broadcast news.

Every few weeks you pick up the volume,
thumb your way to the page.
On television, beautiful men and women

are debating your latest faux pas:

The way you insulted

the very person you were trying

to apologize to, accidentally

but also maybe just a little on purpose;

the way you depleted the oil supply.
The way you bombed Iraq.

You look across the page

and feel comforted, a bit, knowing
newscasters have their own
instruction manuals, their own rituals
of contrition and repentance.

Then the buzzer rings: someone’s

at the door, a man carrying

a bouquet, maybe, or with some food
you must have ordered.

The woman falling in flames
from the fire escape. The enormous cake

with the sharp knife hidden inside.
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PUPPET THEATER

Megan Harlan

Take the story of the knight errant
and the Paladins who tricked him,

and watch it, a thousand years later,

in a velvet box filled with wooden dolls.

The story resembles a fossilized person.
The strings hold the forms erect.

Delirious costumes precede the events.
People are concealing their voices.

* kK

Admire the ribbons and gold paint

as the story continues to approximate

crimes that took ages to occur:

We killed our enemy, his children

stole our land, etcetera—and all its

shrewd, collapsible beauty. Tragedies

play quick strokes of the hand,

cross weapon, toy, and talisman.

* ok X

Everyone peers at the stage.
How long did it take to organize

so much chaos and rage into a script
built from strangers’ throats?

Since stories don’t live,
they only make sense from afar.
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They do not rewrite anything,.
They hold the strings taut.

The room is still. The scene in the box
is busy: wood men with swords,

wood women with painted flesh.
The drama untangles curse from wish.

Now the ending is upon us.
Now the story plagiarizes grief.

Now the stage is so quiet, all
we hear in the room is our breath.
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THE WORLD
Megan Harlan

Do you believe in ghosts? One night,
I went to The World, a club deep
in Alphabet City. As I danced with my friend,

a young man there was shot dead.

A different night, a few blocks away,

I dreamt my father visited me.

I ran into him on a brilliant city street.
Picture a New York gone infinite,

a little pearly. We hugged, amazed at

our meeting, and then went to eat

at a sidewalk café. I kept grabbing his arm,
so happy, asking: Are you real?

He laughed at this, his presence.

The next morning, I got the call saying
he'd been found dead, far from me.
What part of the world had I seen?

Maybe you know of this sort of thing,
or have your doubts. The first time

I visited New York I went to The World.
I last saw my father in the real world

at the corner of West 4™ and West 11,

which somehow cross, like a bend in the continuum.
He was getting into a cab to catch a plane.

I knew deep inside how it would end.

And when the call came, the walls,

they did close in. It’s the world that moves

in mysterious ways, I've found. Or as my brother
later said of my dream, “At least
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we know he’s okay, wherever he is.”

Not that we believe in ghosts. Yet I took
my father’s arm, we sat in those chairs.
The world visited us somewhere.
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TO SCALE

Nancy Kassell

The Art of Assyria from the British Museum
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 2008

Protective spirits in profile are aligned on a frieze.
Ugallu, “Great Lion,” would have been red. Rampant,
he is a biped like the other god and the human,
everyone the same height. Another displays a hunt:
captured lions, sacred to Ishtar, goddess of love,
fertility, and war, lie under the horses of the king’s
chariot, awaiting death. Little evidence of love or
fertility. Expansive friezes lined palace rooms.

Wiater, fire, trees, reeds—all stylized, rendered as if

in shorthand. Long ago, Nabu bestowed miniscule
cuneiform wedges to be inscribed on squares or
cylinders of clay that fit in the palm of a human hand,
assumed worshippers’ eyes are as sharp as his own.

155



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

GREYHOUND TO NYC

Nancy Kassell
Small town steeples keep aspiring. Telephone pole is resurrected after Nor'easter.

My seatmate is a sapling approaching oakhood, ponytail, eyelashes the color of
heavy cream. He draws in a moleskin notebook. Set design.

Zeno’s paradox: the arrow is moving and is not.

Buds, though restless, stay indoors waiting for the right time, airos, ancient Greek
ethical landmark.

Without sun, lakes are blueless, the way color switches off when someone we love dies.
Long, long voyage to Ithaka. Which is irrelevant.

Metal overpass, electric jade green, prefaces butterfly wings.
Almost there.

Blasting signal warning with red crane.
Which do we fear more, transit or arrival?

Tuck-It-Away Self Storage. No Standing at Any Time.
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THE SURPRISING SURVIVAL OF GHOSTS
IN AND AROUND COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG

Henry Hart

It was one of those days
in the previous century.

ATV pollster joked: “The election

is in the stars,
the red giants and blue dwarfs.”
Sick of 24-7 talk

about winners and losers, I walked
outside where the news turned

to songs of blackbirds

flying south, water beads striking
water beads in clouds, lightning
exposing the sky’s fault lines.

In the capitol’s graveyard, the dead
pulled up anchor
and sailed for the coast.

The magnolias rattled banners.
Dogwoods scattered confetti

the color of blood.

I picked my way through
uprooted oaks and power lines

hissing on a bluff

to a beach littered with Jefferson scallops.
A stray mutt loped
from a fish skeleton to sniff me.

The surf’s mantra silenced everything.

Bending like a question mark
over my shadow,
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I poked pebbles until I found it—
the fossilized shark tooth
shaped like an arrowhead.

I waded into the bay

thinking: this is how a ghost survives,
wholly invisible, a body beneath water.
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AFTER HALLOWEEN, BEFORE ELECTION DAY

Henry Hart

I took the long view
from Pluto’s moon, blamed red tides
on talking heads and compulsive pollsters,

tried to sleep
through the stink of dead fish

blowing in from the inlet,

cicadas chirping: “We can live
in cocoons
or cartoons forever.”

Dogs barking at witches,
skeletons tapping doors,
woke me at dawn.

I hiked past squirrels
chewing grins from pumpkins, blue jays
pecking corneas from sunflowers.

All the signs hammered into lawns
were the same—cardboard elephants
wagging trunks at blue donkeys.

I stopped where it all began,
where the James River’s mud
still soiled the Atlantic’s salt,

where settlers first blew sand
into American bottles. Flooded
by the last bad hurricane,

kilns in the Jamestown Glasshouse

hunched like tumors
on the nuclear power plant.

159

HART



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

A bluff gathered the sun’s last gold
against it. An osprey’s screech
silenced the Pocahontas ferry.

From the waves’ dark fire,
Gatsby stepped, his pink shirt
and white pants charred by dusk.

I followed him past the dock’s green light
toward a house whose windows
floated among the stars.

I followed him up invisible steps

to gulp the milk of wonder
from the last, breast-shaped cloud.
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KLIMT AND TIME

Donna Lewis Cowan
1. Nouveau

Then it was hinged in:
a parlor-scene’s exact history,

its gold-plated frame
greater than the picture,

casting vines that circle and ravel
with the stamp of primitive eyes.

They tangle about her
as she stares out, her soul

a drowsy prattle at the pane.
She is stunned still,

a jarred specimen watching
as the forest rises about her,

as visitors pause, then accelerate
toward the masterpiece in the next gallery:

tanned Judith in her golden collar,
the woman who had her way.

2. Sunflower

Square off the horizon,
razor the sky, and let the poppies

fend for themselves. It is a body
they hoist, a sunflower overgrown
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by its leaves in a cloak

of hooked spades, given up

to the sharpening petals below.
It seeks the sun long edited out,

mixed with the cutting-room scraps,
the square canvas pruning the spread

of petal and sky. Its head snaps

into paralysis, mounted there,

the unlocked florets softening for descent,
less a proud crown than a creature

tousling in a trap,
whose life you cannot give back.
3. Portrait of Emilie Floge

You fill me in, set my face into
a measured hollow like a jewel;

the fabric evolves from the rocks:
a netting of sea-strands, loose cells.

You shadow length and width,

from a distance or up close, inside,

between, against, pushing
the parameters open as a study,

creating new versions of skin,

each body a priori knowledge,

at least when you begin.
You know I won't stay here,

162



DONNA LEWIS

that dimensions have stops
(that we are always documenting,

like #his) though they continue forever.
And here is the marker:

my hand moves through the beam,
emerging intact on the other side

like a magic trick. You dare me
to want what [ want:

for all symmetry to break off
and banish its twin.
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CAPTURE
after Rilke’s Der Panther

Donna Lewis Cowan

You waited this long, through all

the translations. Heart and bars

are the simplest of nouns—recoverable—
but too many words describe

what you missed: sphere, light,
world, life. The bars are gone,
now engineered glass fencing
a jungle of approximations.

Something to get used to,

that mirror. When you look further
you see us walking our own
concrete hills, now equally

distorted by reflection. In 1902
when you stood knotted

in ornamental iron, at least

we would have breathed the same air;

I would have heard dried grass
shattering as you paced

the perimeter, spacing time
like a snare-drum’s cracks.

(Noun:
a member of a class of words
distinguished by the plural

and possessive endings.)

If I see tenderness in your eyes

it can’t be documented; it would be
fitting force through a needle’s eye
into the neat fiber of quatrain.
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HoLY LOVERS

John J. Clayton

For a few moments, before stroke or migraine cleaved his brain, while
Jake was still in his ordinary, un-right mind, the bald, rounded head of his
friend Lou Stein, who teaches in the Rabbinical School of Hebrew College,
glowed—or rather, a fringe of light surrounded the yarmulke Lou’s placed
so it hides his baldness. In fact, everything glowed. Everything in the wood-
paneled coffee shop in Cambridge—bare wooden tables with coffee stains,
burlap sacks of fresh-roasted coffee—had a patina of old varnish—painterly,
fuzzy-edged.

As a young man, in the late-seventies, he'd dropped mescaline, which
also made everything pulsate with life. This moment with Lou was beau-
tiful—but frightening: as he quizzed himself silently, he couldn’t bring to
mind the name of the President of the United States, or what year it was in
either Western or Hebrew calendar. Worse: he had no idea of Lou’s name,
though he did remember perfectly well that he'd known the guy since they
attended Jewish day school in Brookline.

Then those questions dissolved utterly, into a place he'd never been even
on mescaline.

g

It seems there are no clinical repercussions. The whole episode must
have lasted only a minute; coming out of it, just about the time his friend
Lou is getting ready to call an ambulance or drive him to the hospital
himself, Jake finds he has, again, proper use of his tongue, can say “Peter
Piper picked a peck...” and knows his friend’s name, knows the name of the
President.

At the time Jake experienced this...vision, he and Lou were taking a
break from a conference on Hasidism at Harvard.

“I definitely think you should go to Mass General,” Lou says. “Let me
call Mina. She traveling?” Lou opens his cell, closes it. “Wait a minute. Tell
me what happened to you.”

If he could answer, he wouldn’t. Why? Because Lou, a scholar of Tal-
mud, his feet solidly planted in the ground of mainstream rabbinical tradi-
tion, would worry or laugh. Suspicious of the mystical, he believes in the
k'lal, the community of a people and its traditions.

Mina, too. His wife, his best friend—both would shake their heads and
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tch-tch big time.

Once, thirty years ago, at an ashram in Northern India, having chanted
for hours, his chest buzzing like a dynamo, head humming, Jake felt himself
lift up above his meditation cushion, up close to the ceiling of tin and
wooden beams. He could see himself from outside. Frightened, he swooped
back into himself to find his heart wild.

That was nothing. For there was still an “I.” The “I”, lifted from his
body, was doing the seeing. In the coffee shop he was inside an architecture
of light: a tumbling garden of light. But then his experience lost its observer,
its Z So it couldn’t be called experience, could it? He felt awash in Love.

So did it matter that e didn't matter—that he was only part of a field of
energy, in itself scarcely substantial?

You've got to understand that Jake (Jacob) Fleitman is not generally a
humble, holy person. Though he has always known longings for the touch
of the sacred, he’s no holy man. As a teacher, a scholar, at a women’s college
outside Boston, everyone is a little intimidated by him.

He grew up in a competitive family. Of eleven on both sides of the fam-
ily in his generation—his brother, sister and cousins—seven are PhD’s, the
rest successful in medicine or business. When, just out of college, he went
off to India rather than graduate school, he was treated as a hippie dropout;
his parents became the object of family sympathy. But he came back to
take up his fellowship, and by now he’s published more than any sibling or
cousin. A book last year, how mystical Judaism developed from the Zohar
(generative book of mystical Judaism) did so surprisingly well he’s been able
to fund a leave of absence. The kids, his and Minass, are out of the house—
at college or grad school. Jake and Mina travel to Israel, to Paris.

He worries, as Lou is talking to him, questioning him, whether this
will retard his work. He doesn’t want to waste his leave of absence. But now
fragments of light come back like distant music, and the scholarship seems
insignificant. This is the real thing.

Should he tell Mina? Maybe in a year, not now. Her father, after all,
died of a stroke.

Wias this a “stroke”? Or, he wonders secretly, has he so deeply absorbed
the mystical teachings that even without daily spiritual practice, the experi-
ence of holy unity has come to him, a gift? That’s not how he teaches mysti-
cal Judaism. He explore it in relationship to various “faith communities.”
The practitioners of mystical Judaism—he’s thinking of Sefad at the time of
Isaac Luria, sixteenth century, but he could as well be thinking of some of
the Hasidic masters—fasted, woke at midnight to pray, recited the Names
of God or contemplated their letters for hours, and only then did they—
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perhaps—experience holy light descending on them. In his teaching, in his
research, the question of the reality of their experience doesn’t come up. But
secretly, he’s always wished for it.

He grins at Leo, pats his back. And by the time he drives home to New-
ton, home to an empty house, he is perfectly normal, back from the Real
to the forlorn world. In the front hall he sloughs off his book bag and just
stands, befuddled, combing his fingers through his soft beard.

How can the Shekhinah, the Presence of G-d, find a place in this fallen
world? She is, according to latest reports, “in exile,” expressing the exile
of us all from the Presence. In the Zohar, the union of husband and wife,
especially in sexual relations, is an image of holy union. Absurd to think he
can live with Mina in holy union—a woman he met as a child, at Jewish
summer camp? God knows, it’s hard enough to make an ordinary union
with her.

He wishes she were with him now, though if she were here, would he
say a word? He sees her frank, large eyes, shrewd, smiling eyes, her curly
graying black hair. They're separated by a continent: he’s at his conference;
Mina, consultant for non-profits, is in Oregon, California and Colorado
for the week. The Zohar asks how, when husband and wife are apart, there
can be union with the Shekhinah. “Remark this,” the holy Zohar says. “The
whole time of his traveling a man should heed well of his actions, lest the

holy union with the Shekhinah be broken.”
Pk

Mina takes the call from Leo while driving in winter rain from the
airport to Portland. For five miles they worry together. “He’s left the confer-
ence,” Leo says, sitting in his office at Hebrew College. “He’s gone home to
rest. He promised to make an appointment with a neurologist, but knowing
Jake, I'm afraid he won’t. For now, he seems okay physically.”

“You know him as well as I do, Leo. The man can be such a child.
That’s part of his charm, but it gets disturbing. He said he wanted it back?
What did he want back, exactly?”

“He couldn’t say.”

“Wait a minute—I'm passing a truck.” It’s an enormous truck in two
long sections, tires singing on the wet road. “Leo? I'll be home on Wednes-
day night. Can you keep in touch with him till then?”

“It shows me the danger,” Leo says in his pontifical way, “of bypassing
the tradition.”

Unseen, Mina rolls her eyes at Leo’s pomposity. “Oops, I've got to pass
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another truck,” she lies. “Thanks, Leo. Keep in touch.”

Off the phone, she experiences the road as alien—big, flat highway,
mountains in the distance. She decides to finish only today’s work—it’s not
the end of the world if Denver waits till next week. Pulling over and clicking
on her hazard lights, she calls to change tickets; she’ll take the red-eye home
tonight. After all, her primary job, now that the kids are out of the house, is
to support this rather peculiar, up-in-the-clouds husband of hers.

iod

Four men entered the orchard [pardes] — Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Acher
[Elisha], and Akiba. Ben Azzai looked and died; Ben Zoma looked and went
mad; Acher destroyed the plants; Akiba entered in peace and departed in peace.
(1almud, Hagigah 14b.)

The tale of the four sages has always intrigued Jake. They enter the
orchard. If anyone could enter and survive, these could—right? They’re no
slouches—each a hero of Torah, a tanna, sage of the Mishna. Each conso-
nant of PaRDeS refers to a different level of interpretation of Torah, but
pardes also refers to Eden and to Paradise. The story is understood as—
among other things—a spiritual encounter with the holy. Three can’t bear
their revelation; one—Akiba—is unchanged. Why is he unchanged? Perhaps
because he'd always been there?

And me? God knows I'm no sage; not even a spiritual adept. What are
the odds he can enter Palace or Garden, the ultimate Real, and emerge
unscathed, emerge whole? All over Jewish tradition warnings are posted,
Do Not Mess Around! Even in mystical Judaism, in Kabbalah, there are
warnings. Those who know will understand. Traditionally, a teacher told a
student, a single student. There was no “class.” The writings were left inten-
tionally ambiguous.

Maybe he'd better have a shot of bourbon and watch TV.

But he doesn’t. Nor does he have dinner, for he’s knocked out. He closes
his eyes and his book and, fingering his soft beard, wishes he could return
to that moment the espresso maker and Leo’s bald head glowed and...
he entered the Garden. Was the humming of his blood the song of angels
celebrating the union of Lover with Beloved? Well, it was a song of longing.

Foiod

It’s eight in the morning. Mina finds him slumped in his reading chair.
She doesn’t want to frighten him, but he doesn’t respond to her voice. Has
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he had, Godforbid, a stroke in his sleep? Gently, she shakes his shoulder.
“Please? Jake?”

His eyes half open. She touches his forehead, fingers his graying curly
hair, tugs his beard.

“I fell asleep? You—you were somehow in my dream,” he says.

“Ah. You see?”

“See what?”

“Oh,” she says, “I don’t know what I want you to see. Something about
you and me.”

He stretches. She knows he’s pretending he didn’t hear. “I'm stiff as
hell,” he says.

“You were sleeping in a chair all night? Well, hmm, I wonder why you
were stiff.”

Something about you and me, she half-thinks, Something about you and
me, as if the words were lyrics. She cooks eggs and toast, and it’s only now,
busying herself in the kitchen they’ve had rebuilt, it comes to her: first, how
frightened she feels, as if she had to face his imminent death; second, how
separate they’ve become, almost as if he were already dead. And she hadn’t
known until this minute. If her closest friend, Sonya, had asked her yester-
day about their marriage, she'd have said, Oh, you know what marriage is
like. We're fine, really.

But are they fine? Life together, she sighs, has become a business. They
speak about fixing the plumbing, adding lights to the garden, sending a
check to Molly at Yale. He reads what he reads—scholarly junk about the
sixteenth century; she reads what she reads—books on business, nineteenth-
century novels. She loves George Eliot, but she'd never try to tell him about
Middlemarch. Why bother? He'd look at her blankly. Why, he'd ask without
asking, learn what happened to a community of imaginary English people
in the middle of the nineteenth century?

—As if his sickly bearded mystics in their black caftans from the six-
teenth or eighteenth centuries were any less imaginary!

When he arrives at the big maple kitchen table, he seems absolutely
normal. You know what marriage is like, she says to soothe herself. She looks
into his face; he drops his eyes.

“Leo called you so you flew home early? That was kind of you, Mina.
I'm really okay.”

Kind of you. As if to some acquaintance. “You will see a neurologist?”
She makes herself get up from her chair; standing behind him, she wraps
her arms around his neck. He stiffens against her; she loosens her hold. “I
know it’s well over a month away, but we need to think about Passover.
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Molly, Peter, the Rosens, the Leitners coming. Such a lot of work.”

In spirit, she knows, he’s already in his study. Soon he puts his dishes in
the sink and goes out the kitchen door for the Boston Globe. Through the
window Mina admires him as if he were a slightly odd, interesting stranger.
With that beard of his and his long, angular body he looks like a Narodnik
from the 1870, a character out of a Dostoyevsky novel. It makes her laugh.
She wants to tell him, but he goes straight up to his study. His door shuts.
Apparently she isn’t really needed. Why did she bother coming home?

She heads for her study to make arrangements for her next flight.

bt

Upstairs, sitting at his desk, he knows. This is the way it’s been. They
have no substantive issues between them. For instance, neither of them is
looking for anyone else. Nor are they fighting about money, or children, or
the basic direction of their lives. What then? A no-man’s land lies between
them. They collude in laying barbed wire across. In some deep and essential
way he resents her and she resents him, as if each feels victimized by the oth-
er, as if each has a just grudge. Each feels innocent. This innocence makes it
hard to touch, hard to be touched.

Usually, after two, three days of this, they thaw enough to make love.
Coming to bed, not even looking at one another, they turn and touch,
the walls between them drop away as if they were purely imaginary, and
absurdly they hunger for one another, are tender to one another. It seems
some secret drama has been going on. If they've been fighting, well, now the
fighting is finished.

Next day, the walls are up again.

And this strange war goes on in relation to their children. He'll get
on the phone to Molly or Peter late at night after Mina has gone to bed,
and while he never says anything bad about their mother, he makes little
comments— ‘Oh, you know how your mother is about her crystal.” And
he and Molly, or he and Peter, share a laugh. He’s absolutely sure Mina does
the same thing,.

He knows she resents it that after a week of work apart from Mina he
spends Saturday mornings in synagogue, then visits his mother Sunday
mornings in a nursing home nearby—a mother who, he has to admit, barely
recognizes him. Mina resents—as Jake resents her many lunches with her
sister, Annie. Annie has never liked him; he’s sure they lunch on his failings.

As he thinks about it, the muscles of his face tighten.

He ignores Mina when she squirrels away with 7he New York Times on
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a Sunday morning. He might as well be in another city. He’s annoyed by
her laugh—oh, wholehearted, full bodied—with one of her women friends,
a kind of laugh he never hears when she’s talking to him. When is the last
time they didn’t just snicker at an irony but really laughed together?

She buys a dress, she buys another dress. He comes back from syna-
gogue midday Saturday to find her on line, desecrating the Sabbath, order-
ing a new lamp or a new pair of shoes. Then she’s off to Albuquerque or
San Diego. Sometimes at night she calls; more often, not. He tries not to
become irritated: don't they each have to work?—what does he want of her?

Its the...“neurological event” that’s lifted all this to consciousness. He
knew it before: it’s not just marriage, its little irritations. It’s the borders of
the self, the place you stop and the other begins, and how can you make a
union unless you acknowledge and accept the border? How can partners in
a marriage be the model of a spiritual union in heaven?

Pt

He can say what he wants, Mina thinks, about having “gotten over”
what happened between them so long ago. When they separated and came
back together—and the kids were...how old—eight and five>—he was very
kind. Well, God, she can scarcely think of that love for Stephen as a fault.
For though she acknowledged responsibility, she didn't feel it as a choice.
She was insanely in love; now, she can scarcely bring back an echo of that
feeling. Like being under the influence of a powerful drug and later trying
to recall how it felt. If Stephen had asked her to cut off a finger to show her
love for him, she would have asked, “Which finger?”

And then, look: last month, when, speechless and grateful after mak-
ing love, she kissed Jake on the neck and sank against his chest, he said to
her, “We do all right, dont we? It’s not like with that what’s-his-name of
yours, that Stephen, but we do all right.” The glow of complete rest, trust,
disappeared. She was on guard. He wanted to bring it out into the open,
the old wound, let the air heal it. Instead, he succeeded in showing her that
even after fifteen years there was still a wound.

She lies down for a few minutes, exhausted from the red-eye.

He glues his ragged pieces together and leaves for the second day of the
conference.

Piod

That evening he comes home to find her packing, overnight bag open
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on the bed.

“Leaving so soon? Well, youre just a little butterfly, arent you?”

She won’t meet his eyes; stonewalling, she continues packing. “Do you
want me to stay?” she asks, her tone saying, A/l [ want is to help you. Now
this is actually the case, and she’s grieving, helpless to get beyond this place
of tension, but her tone tells him she’s being false. And yes, her tone s false,
because what she wants most is to get off the hook for leaving.

“No, no, no—no reason for you to stay. It was very decent of you to
come home.”

Decent! As if to an acquaintance. Decent keeps him in control. She
shuts her eyes and stands rigidly in freeze-frame, wanting to be seen as frus-
trated by his rejection of her. Really, all she wants is to be close.

It’s true, it’s true, and yet claiming innocence seems even more impor-
tant. For both of them. It’s as if only one of them can win.

Now he says, “Mina, we work too damn hard...It’s the conditions in
which we live.”

But really where they “live” is inside fictions of innocence. The prob-
lem isn’t miscommunication. It’s not that he/she misinterprets and the
misinterpretation shapes his/her story. It’s that he needs his story, she needs
her story, and the misinterpretations are the result of their need. Yet he also
needs Mina, and Mina, Jake? Oh, yes. And all the pretended innocence in
all the worlds won't satisfy this need. Why can’t they cut the wire, open the
self to the other?

bt

Light from a street lamp at the corner filters through their pale peach
drapes. He remembers what it was like when they fought and the kids were
down the hall. The kids kept them safe from each other. Now, alone, like
children whose parents are away, they can slam doors, make digs, even shout
little guttural cries of frustration at their victimization by the other, or go
off, each to a separate study, a separate corner of the ring, and between
rounds use the energy of anger in work.

Mina has bought a new bedspread, pale peach to blend with the drapes,
a bedspread Jake probably hates, though he says nothing. She hopes her
overnight bag won't leave a smudge he’ll complain about.

And Jake, who isn’t even conscious that the bedspread is new or that it
echoes the drapes or that the pink roses on the dresser are fresh and lovely
against bedspread and drapes, sees nothing. He’s up in his head, where he
usually resides, wondering how he can explain to her what happened to

172



JOHN J. CLAYTON

him, what happened when there was no 1.

He tosses it back and forth from hand to hand, what happened to him
when he was with Lou—whether to speak of it as fantasy given its particular
shape by his studies of Jewish mysticism or to speak of it as “neurological
episode,” a glitch in the synapses of the brain and nervous system. (Should
he take an aspirin a day? Should he see a neurologist?) Or can he say to her,
For a moment I entered the Garden. That’s where I went. He imagines telling
her about it and she worrying for him, not even considering the possibil-
ity of taking it seriously. He imagines taking her there, being in the Garden
with her, with Mina, for something about this moment is making his eyes
well up and the room soften. As if suffused with heart, the edges of things
have softened; words from “The Song of Songs” come to him, over and
over, Yishakeyni minshikot pihu. He doesn’t even know the source of the
words and has to retrieve their meaning, Give me the kisses of your mouth.
They’re word-music in his head, in Hebrew, in English. When he realizes
what the words mean, he feels embarrassed.

He’s got her right in front of him, and yet he’s seeing her with his
mind’s eyes, seeing ber eyes, somehow still the eyes of the fourteen-year-old
child he met at Jewish summer camp. They were at the edge of the Garden
then. Now look at them—he, grizzly-bearded, hair beginning to grow out of
his ears, for sure no hand-in-hand innocent of sixteen; she, in good shape—
her pride forces her to work out—but with a face showing its wear and tear,
a little pufty, a little lined. Still, it’s she, this Mina, whom he wants to kiss.
Give me the kisses of your mouth.

But he’s too shy to make a move. Extraordinary, to be shy after all
these years. So he “helps” her pack. “You've got your ear plugs? You've got
your medication? Your charger?” He looks over her shoulder, and standing
behind her, he places his hands on her shoulders. She’s much shorter than
he is—five-four to his six-one. Standing there, he feels the difference as
protective tenderness, and he turns her by the shoulders so that she’s pressed
against him, and holds her to his chest. “Since you're here for the night...”
he whispers in the low, guttural, breathy way he learned when the kids were
home so as not to let them hear. Not necessary now, but suggestive, evoca-
tive, and she puts her overnight bag on the rug by the foot of the bed, and
lets him half-lift her so that she’s on tiptoes, then springs up and wraps her
legs around his waist and blurts a laugh, because this is not something they
do—it’s a quote from earlier lovemaking.

He holds her and they sway together at the foot of the bed and look
into one another’s eyes, and finally they kiss. It’s a delicate kiss, it’s her kind
of kissing. He’s had to learn that she doesn’t like intense, deep kisses. And
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that’s all right. Ob, give me the kisses of your mouth. Now he puts her down
and unbuttons her blouse. She grins—as if they’re young lovers again, awk-
ward, wanting to be out of their clothes as fast as they can be. She dims the
bedroom lights. They climb onto the bed, its fat mattress making it a climb,
and hold one another.

Soon they are naked against each other. The Zohar tells us, “ ‘He [Jacob]
approached the place and stayed there for the night, first obtaining permis-
sion.” From here we learn that one who joins his wife should entreat her and
sweeten her with words...so that their desire be as one, with no coercion.”
But he has no words, only touch.

The darkened room seems to be glowing the way it glowed in the coffee
shop. He’s more awed than uneasy. The Rambam (Maimonides) tells us that
when a man and his wife unite in holiness, the Shekhina, the Divine Pres-
ence, rests between them. Jake imagines, as he touches her tenderly, fervent-
ly, giving her pleasure and blessing the pleasure—that is, seeing the pleasure
as itself blessed—that they are in the presence of the Shekhina, and as he
enters her and they are quiet together, the Shekhina seems present, yearning
upwards towards union with the Holy Blessed One. Opening his eyes, he
sees that a glowing surrounds her and pulsates in the darkened room.

Sequence stops. The crystals of light are pixels of a hologram; in each,
the Garden complete, the crystals singing celebration in his blood. As he
comes unmoored from himself, he’s afraid. Suppose this holiness is a delu-
sion, a sickness, broken synapses, not holy union. The borders of self are
dissolving. He’s present, but seen, not seeing. A lens outside sees them as
one together, a cat’s cradle of desire and tenderness. “Come and see,” Zohar
tells us. “Blessings are found solely where male and female are found...as

»

one.
Pt

It’s as if, she thinks, they’ve been cross-country skiing up a mountain
trail, as they did last winter, and at every turn up ahead felt that at last,
at the next bend, the trail will peak and descend, but then another turn,
another, three, four miles of steady climbing, growing dizzy with the effort,
heart thumping, until at last they really were at the crest of the trail and
dropping, and if the uphill was a struggle, the downbhill scared her at first,
then the trail leveled out and dipped and leveled, blissful miles of this, mak-
ing the uphill worth it. That’s what their marriage is like, again and again.

And tonight—how did this happen? She relaxes into making love with
him. It’s a little like falling from a cliff in a dream, when even though you're
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asleep you recognize it’s a dream, and you can let yourself go, fall, float, all
your muscles slackening. She opens to him, she falls.

It’s very sweet tonight. There’s no mystery for her, but even when she’s
already holding him she wants to touch him more deeply. It’s pure desire,
not for a stranger but for someone very close. She doesn’t have to act for
this lover she’s known practically forever.

Yet she can’t help wondering if she’s the person with whom he’s mak-
ing love tonight. His eyes stay mostly shut. He whispers, “The Garden.”
What garden? Some mystical mishegoss? She knows he means it lovingly,
but wonders whom he’s loving. There’s something strange—both intimate
and far-off—in the way he opens his eyes suddenly and stares into her eyes,
something strange in the way he strokes her cheek, as if, she thinks, he were
sculpting her, as if she were Galatea sculpted by Pygmalion. He’s read all
these peculiar texts and they’ve made him, she’s afraid, a little nutty. She
knows their lovemaking is filled with fantasy for him. Well, she’ll think
about it tomorrow. Tonight she warms herself at his fire, a long, slow time.
When she comes it’s flowing, dying away, flowing. She feels him coming,
and almost instantly she’s asleep, entangled with him.

iod

Waking with the waking of the day, Jake remembers in his skin mak-
ing love; remembers dreaming, if it was dreaming, of a palace of light in a
garden, remembers a moment-not-in-time when he was a /e, a third person.
Not like a past or present moment; a place, always there. Always, he imag-
ines, celebration is being sung there if he could listen rightly. He turns in
the bed to stroke Mina’s hip, finds only a pillow. She’s up and doing, in her
office reading emails.

“I'm oft,” she says, shutting down, folding power cord into laptop
case. She gives him a light peck on the tip of his nose. This is not meant to
undermine their lovemaking. He believes he’s meant to understand it as ac-
knowledging the gap between this busy day and last night, the impossibility
of residing in that deeper place. It’s ironic, but a tribute to last night.

“No need for you to drive. Let me take you to the bus at Framingham.
You'll be back on Friday? I'll pick you up.”

He drops her off at the bus to Logan, then meets Lou at Hebrew Col-
lege in Newton and they go on to Harvard together for the final day of the
conference. He'd like to talk seriously to Lou, but he'd only get a lecture
about spiritual chutzpah and a warning about signs of stroke. So they talk
about Red Sox spring training.
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They should take a vacation, she thinks as she listens to directors of
non-profits in Boulder talk about funds drying up. They should get away,
she thinks, taking notes, missing nothing, putting problems into categories,
boxes on a yellow pad. It seems strange to her that just last night she and
Jake, two thousand miles from this conference room, were together in that
intense way. All day, at work, at lunch; all evening, sitting in a hotel room
writing up her analysis and suggestions for tomorrow, she feels him inside
her. And worries about him. This worry lives its own life down in her stom-
ach. She doesn't want to lose him to a blood clot in the brain, Godforbid.

So he’s something of a nut. She folds her arms in contemplation, nar-
rows her eyes—her shrewd look; that is, when she sits this way, she feels
shrewd, competent, in charge. She can handle him. Maybe he needs his
spiritual longings to motivate him. Or maybe his research is driving him a
liccle batty. But his battiness makes her feel more tender. So when she gets to
Framingham next evening and finds him waiting, stepping into the car she
puts a hand on his knee, and closing her eyes, kisses him deeply; she wants
him to be surprised how deeply.

“I've got a lentil soup made,” he says.

She laughs and laughs.

“What's funny?”

Fiod

Sometimes, sitting in his study, he contemplates a shivviti, a ceramic
plaque he'd bought on his last trip to Jerusalem, inscribed with words from
a Psalm, 7 am ever mindful of the Lord’s presence. ..surrounding the Tetra-
grammaton—the four-letter, unpronounced name of G-D. Closing his eyes
he meditates on the Name, meditates on the letters of the Name. Nothing
comes of this except, oddly, a sense of awe: the extraordinary quality of Be-
ing. That this tree, this chair should be, not noz be. Especially what a thing
to be a human creature. But the room doesn’t glow. He’s ashamed that he’s
disappointed. If you strive to experience the Presence you experience only
your striving. He knows this. Yet he so much wants it back, the glowing,
separation from the /.

Isn’t their marriage—money-making, lovemaking—full of /2 He knows
perfectly well that the other night, when he was outside himself, she wasn’t
with him in the garden.

He remembers the summer they met. He was sixteen, a Counselor-in-
Training, Mina fourteen. They'd both been at camp before, but this summer
they'd been looking at each other for days, looking down, as they passed
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by, he on his way to the ball field, she on her way to a tennis lesson. They
checked each other out during Friday night services, he on the boys’ side
of the aisle, she on the girls’. She looked, he remembers, Biblical to him—
her black hair that fell in ringlets over her face, her olive skin, her soulful,
enormous eyes, body of a young dancer. He could see her dancing to the
timbrels, alongside Miriam on the shore of the Sea of Reeds.

oiod

Tonight, after dinner, a clear evening, he asks her to take a walk with
him. They never take a walk in the dark, in the cold. There are patches of
snow on the ground. But she agrees. They put on their parkas and boots
and head down their subdivision road.

“You remember the first time we kissed?” he asks.

“Behind the dining hall. Of course.” She keeps her eyes on the sidewalk;
the last thing she needs is a broken ankle.

“You kissed me,” he says, “with a flick of your tongue. I'll tell you—I
was shocked.”

“Oh, were you? You realize we've never spoken about it? So let me tell
you, Jake Fleitman—it was no accident. You were this big shot C. I. T. I
wanted to show you a thing or two.”

“And you've been showing me a thing or two ever since.”

She’s pleased, her wiles acknowledged. But she qualifies: “Not ‘ever
since’ exactly.”

She refers especially to the years they were in college and just after,
when they both dated, almost married, other people, met again. They take
hands, maybe wanting to imagine themselves as teenagers. “How little we
knew. Yet that first time,” he says “—the Skekhina was with us.”

“If you insist.”

“You don't think so? Why, we were the holy lovers of “The Song of
Songs.”

“Oh!” Mina says. “Please! We're so different. We see so differently. ‘Song
of Songs,” indeed. But after all, I dont mind different. I don’t, Jake. Who
wants to hold hands with oneself?” It’s better if he thinks they’re holy lovers.
She notices his winter parka is becoming grungy and frayed and thinks,
since he has a birthday coming up, she’ll look on-line....

...While he wonders, Will it ever come back? Then—does it really mat-
ter? For now he knows it’s there, the Garden, a drama of ordinary holiness
at every moment.

Mina’s thinking about a vacation. She’s dressed warmly, but she imag-
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ines warm waters. What about an eco-tour to Costa Rica, where the dollar
hasn’t yet disintegrated? I/l make the plans; Jake will go along with whatever.

It begins to snow, subtly, little flecks of cold wetness touching their
cheeks. As one, they each pull their hoods over their heads and turn back
toward home.
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DEXEMBER
D. E. Steward
We fly on kerosene
And will as long as possible
And we use even more gasoline and diesel when on the water or the road

Ethanol doesn’t work in jets, too much weight to get the same thrust as
kerosene

Or A1, what jet fuel is called
And too much weight to ethanol even in a blend

With rationing of air travel being irrational, the trend will be more price
exclusion

As it is already now, pampered people sit comfortably as the machine they
ride gulps A1, when most of the planet’s six and a half billion will never

leave the ground

Slanting at eleven thousand meters over Brazilian cane, irrigated cane that
probably is grown for ethanol

In over Pard State where close to Sao Féliz on the upper Rio Xingu, the
Intelstat IS-804 launched in 1994, came down in 2006

Then over the the Matto Grosso to the Gran Chaco, and to the Brazilian
Highlands

Sao Paulo State has the big sugar cane ethanol plantations
We're not that far to the east

They're in the region of Piracicaba near the Minas Gerais border up north of
Belo Horizonte
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Inland from that coastal Brazilian magic

Bahia, Florianopolis, Pernambuco, Maceid, Jao Pessoa, Vitéria

All those Brazilian names of abstract places cherished as much as extreme
sonority in place names known like Shenandoah, Denali, Kamchatka,

Milaga, Santorini, Guadalajara, Delaware, Shasta, Labrador

Belo Horizonte alone, pronounced with the “Belo” a sonorous invocation
drawn out deliciously

Four million in the Belo Horizonte metropolitan zone

Fifteen or so Brazilian cities with over a million

With more wonderful names

Familiar like Fortaleza and Curitiba

Obscure like Goiania, Guarulhos, Campinas

If huge cities like Goiania can be deemed obscure

And S3o Paulo State alone has almost thirty-eight million people
With a lot of what they drive and ride running partially on ethanol
Grown down there in those vast cane fields below this Buenos Aires flight
Awful work humping and cutting cane

Gauntlets, hats, bandanas, goggles

Fiber and canvas gaiters

Extraordinary exertion in the heat

Dangerous work

The cane knives alone
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Who knows how poor the cutters are, if they have running water, electricity,
motorbikes, if when they’re cut or jab an eye if they have a clinic anywhere
nearby

No more than can you get into another person’s age shell unless also born
within it, can you peer into the dimensions of someone else’s life

Certainly can’t from up here eleven thousand meters high
It’s the juice that’s distilled to make the ethanol
When milled, the bagasse is dried and fed into the furnace

As with ethanol cooked from corn, which takes many times as much energy
to make

But ethanol is never going to do the job, even by using human energy to cut
cane or switchgrass by hand

Too much goes into cooking it
So oil prices will inflate ad infinitum

And eventually flights to Buenos Aires will be expensive beyond utility or
won't exist at all

But until then, BA will reliably be a huge, expansive, urban joy

European enough to always possess contention, taste, poetry and deep
congeniality

Along with its province, nearly as large as Montana
La Plata
The big-sky pamapas

The great city
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Each of its quarters, Recoleta, Palermo, Retiro, San Nicolds, Congreso, Bal-
vanerta, Puerto Madero, San Cristobal, Boca, San Telmo, Nufez, Consti-
tucién, Boedo, Caballito, Almagro, Belgrano

Spread beside the Rio de la Plata

La Plata is just out there on the far side of Puerto Madero, two blocks far-
ther down Corrientes

Corrientes is like a San Francisco street, but much busier

Dodge across its arteries by Luna Park that’s not a park but the city’s Madi-
son Square Garden, or San Francisco’s Cow Palace forty years ago

La Plata, the real thing, the confluence of everything in this part of the
continent

So wide here that the coast of Uruguay is barely on the horizon and Monte-
video itself lies two and a half degrees of longitude off

Right in Puerto Madero, without repeating species seen later south in Chas-
comus and at Iguazu, red-crested cardinal, white-winged coot, rosy-billed
pochard, American anhinga, gray-breasted martin, stilt sandpiper

On BA’s riverine urban edge

The big river comes south from Tigre and the delta of the Parand

From Rosario, over three hundred kilometers upriver but still a port for
oceangoing vessels

That’s how hugely the Rio de la Plata flows
And above Rosario, Santa Fé and Parand, is Entre Rios

Above Provincia de Entre Rios are more cities, Goya, Reconquista, and
Resistencia

Resistencia, and the provinces of Entre Rios, Corrientes and Misiones, are
Argentina’s Mesopotamia
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Two rivers form the Rio de la Plata, the Parand and the Uruguay
Mesopotamia Argentina

Like the Tigris and Euphrates

And nearly four hundred kilometers upriver from Resistencia is Posa-
das across the wide Parand from Encarnacion in Paraguay, flowing down
through Misiones from the ultimate cataracts of Iguaza

The big, rising, misting clouds of Iguazi

And the butterflies and birds of Iguazi

The Parand region’s names alone, Entre Rios, Mesopotamia Argentina,
Encarnacion

The perplexingly trackless grandeur of all that green

Buenos Aires’s domain is Iguazi west and south to at least Neuquén and
Bariloche

Or it could be said to be the whole country, Jujuy and Salta within the
Tropic of Capricorn south to Rio Gallegos in far Patagonia

And the city, much as Paris does for France, fills the Argentinean core

Like las Barancas de Belgrano, the summer tango bandstand central for
middleclass Portefios

A CD player, a few dozen quiet people standing in quiet conversation be-
tween dances

No more men than women, no more women than men, twentyish-thirtyish,
no ostentatious clothes, clusters of friends, benches along the rails of the big

gazebo from which on invitation from someone else, people stand to tango

Devotees, pure and simple, and civilized
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Bandonedn, violin, piano, guitar and flute, or an orguesta tipica with viola,
cello, double bass and more bandonedns added swelling from the CD player

Next evening in one of Palmero’s parks, the Camerata Bariloche with Bruno
Gelber soloing Beethoven

Star brilliant chilly evening clarity

Elegant chamber orchestra conclusion of Handel’s Royal Fireworks Suite

enhanced by, of course, fireworks off behind and to the side the bandshell
Pure Argentinidad

Gelber was a polio kid who at seven, had his bed slipped underneath the
piano to practice while lying on his back

“Si estdn ajenas de sustancia las cosas /] y si esta numberosa Buenos Aires // no es
7 ~ <« » . .
mds que un suefio” — Borges, “Amanecer” in Fervor de Buenos Aires

The most emphatic of cities with everything up front and as it is
The Microcentro

Streets like Calle Florida

The music section of one of the huge bookstores on Calle Florida, Reinhold
Gliere’s Third Symphony, Ilya Muromtes, playing nearly inaudibly

As the bookshop on San Martin in Mendoza out in Cuyo, first time in
Argentina, when the elderly, well-tailored grandson of a Madrid bookseller
garrulously had his assistant bring out books from two centuries past, litho-
graph stones, holographs

All in the extreme dignity of Argentinean bookishness

Liberias with a biblioteca sanctity, large Argentinean literature sections with
hundreds of thin poetry collections well-published within boards

The bookstore in the Galerfas Pacifico with its Centro Cultural Borges on
Calle Florida
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The endlessly cosmopolitan city of Borges, variously European even in his
beloved quarters of Boca and San Telmo

Calle Florida bisected by Corrientes midway from the Cathedral and the
Plaza de Mayo, and Plaza San Martin

The museums in the elegant quarters of Recoleta and Palermo

And the quiet parks

And the wealthy density of Retiro and Barrio Norte

Where there is a Museo de la Shod

Near Once, where the seven-story Jewish Community Center was leveled by
an apparent Hezbollah van bomb in 1994, killing eighty-four and wound-
ing more than two hundred

After the BA bombing of the Israeli Embassy in 1992, that killed thirty-five

Always that sinister South American edge

With dictators and the colonels and generals seem always to be waiting for
an entrance

Either from stage right or stage left

Nazis and humanists, coffee and Malbec, tea and yerba mate

Las parrillas, los quesos y las pastas

In typical South American ambiguity, only a couple of websites and a
ragged, impermanent monument to Los Desaparecidos lies windblown

against a hurricane fence

Out between the Balneaio Parque Norte and the Ciudad Universitaria way
upriver beyond the domestic airport

There were thirty thousand, more or less, disappeared in the Argentinean
contribution to Project Condor
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A short generation past

The Madres de la Plaza de Mayo each Thursday afternoon on their baleful
march in front of the Casa Rosada

The big foam pillow rooms in the dark upper galleries of the glass-wall,
white concrete architecture of MALBA (Museo de Arte Latinoamerican de

Buenos Aires)

The pre-Columbian “Las cejas unidas a la naniz, formando una letra ‘T
from the Cultura Alamito 300-600AD in the Museo de Bellas Artes

The eerie, schematic, universal human face, early Greek to Brancusi

And the museum’s curatorial statement that, “Esta pieza textil expresa la
cosmovision andia”

Far out west, across the Pampas and beyond Cordoba are the Andes
The ancient cosmovisidn andia

The span to them on horseback must have been as formidable as the North
American plains

It now has the egalitarian practicality of mutuality common to big spaces
That pampas world of beef, mutton and wheat, will always be rich

With the huge Borgesian city dream as its capital
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5 DISPARATES FROM THE OCEAN BY GORAN SONNEVI

Translated from the Swedish by Rika Lesser
Sea Hush; 1959

Within me

the sea rises
Cool, green

the silence

Birds

sink toward the bottom
Listening

the sea widens
The silence sings
The birds

dead stones
Weightless

I glide

out of the sea—

What is it I

do not know
about myself
Most likely
almost everything
Therefore

have no fear
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They constructed

a crown

from the dark rose’s
most silent petals
They bear it
through time, its
transparency, its
clarity redolent

of darkness

I saw your mother’s face
in yours, when you

sat without your glasses
a little while

in the chair Then

it was gone

as your mother

too is gone

Among all the lights

yours shone for me

even if sometimes it was
obscured by darkness

Among the dead

we are all lights

So I take your darkness from you
and you

take mine from me
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DSCNO0043.]PG

Rika Lesser

The water is peaked green glass, is

ice, a shallow coverlet for Munch’s
shrieking skeletal head, now draped

with a featureless woman’s long black
tresses You know her, the thin one
squeezed into the Stindberg frame: her own
black mane shocked into convulsive

lines that turn, return, low around her

But the rock here: sandstone, some of it,
limestone...sedimentary cliffs

—+klippor cut from the berg, the rock

wedged to a point, a slice of cocoa

creamcake, against which waves spend their force
Her hair is tdng & blistdng mixed

iron-black seaweed, kelp, bladderwrack

waving, floating, trailing along on

top of a paler layer of rock, here

on my new “desktop”...

What I have failed to
say is that this

body of breaking
water observed

again but not yet
mapped, archived, or
explained in my mid-
and-North Atlantic
dialect is
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the Pacific, near

San Diego—

taken, taken in

by me, in high
resolution some
four years past when
my sister’s death cut
even more sharply
than it does now
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CURVES OF GLASS

(again) after Lena Cronquist
Rika Lesser

The girls are seated
separately—each

in her glass

bubble—legs

folded under trunks,
palms face up or in

laps, fingers inter-

laced It’s hard to see
through the curved glass for
both distortion and
reflection I call

them bubbles, but they
are not round but round-
ed Not bell jars quite

I read Plath young but
did not in the end
choose that life, that death
Had too much science, too
much balance Too much sense
to seek a life so clearly—
after all I guess—
composed of misery
Surely we all come in-
to our share, we do
not need to choose it—

I
am in training now to bend
like these young women made, like
us, of clay, fragile yet some-
how flexible The glass gleams
all around them, issuing
from their centers, just

below
their navels, which we can’t see
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I suspect some of what I

see reflected in the curved
glass—in tinted shades behind
the brunette’s profile—is not
her image, not Sédermalm’s
rooftops but my own visage:

a grimacing masked death’s-
head in miniature
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ARMS AND THE MAN

Rika Lesser

Someone approaches
Something moves into
your pathway, your space
It comes, this approach,
often, it comes with

a gesture, a no-

tion, something held out,
extended Flowers
maybe, an open

palm, an outstretched arm

A pair of arms not

yet folding or clasp-

ing, not about to

click shut; arms that may
just as soon drop as

fold, lowering, re-
leasing, softly, as

if conscious, as if...

And you who are round
and rooted and
guarded, look up from
your reading or
foraging, homework

or handiwork,

gaze up, taste the scent
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What does he sense  What
does he follow Why

must he come toward you
so that he stops you

now and here Why must
it be this way, his

way, on his way when

it is ever and

always 77 yours?
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CONCERNING THE INFINITE UNIVERSE

Brian Swann

There is the swell of a diapason, collapsing

into everything, collapsing everything into moonlight

over the Forum I can’t see from my window

but know it’s there. Everything’s alive.

Gray smooth cobbles answer as if the narration
wasn't in question. The invisible is everywhere.

The question is how to see it. For instance,

I live in the ghetto. There’s nothing in my room

on the Via del Tempio except a camp-bed.

We have yet to be evicted and the starlets moved in.
In the bathroom a bath piled with unwashed dishes,
moss in the sink constantly dripping like the

dairy walls when I was a kid, a window broken

all the way to Ostia, wine bottles cluttering

the balcony. Why stay inside? I sway down

in the open cage in the dark (five lire in the slot),
drawn back to the almost empty Campo where
they stole everything I owned when I moved
cross-town and set my cardboard suitcase down

for less than a minute. I'd put out word the papers

SWANN

were worth something to me, so I got a few pages back
caked with fine Tiber silt. Now in the Campo I can still

see the same moon Giordano Bruno saw in his
multiple universe, but this time it’s above his head

and it is only like a fire—they burned him upside-down,

appropriately, maybe, since he'd said there is no
absolute up and down. Naked, his tongue was

in a gag. Now there is fruit rotting at his feet

and petals sweating underfoot. Vespas still zip.

The heat’s still on, like a plot without a story,

as it is here where I'm trying to make out

what a tinny female voice is saying on the intercom
to the Catskill work-crew who've been rebuilding
our dirt road for two weeks now with huge machines
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that shake the ground so I feel the house about to fall
into the valley. All they do is rip up and smooth out
and roll flat, recycle, no new stuff. How appropriate
since thirty years after, ’'m re-reading

De linfinito universo e mond.
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THE BIRD FLYING HIM

Brian Swann

Pigeons burbling with tails outspread, a woodpecker
bending his beak banging away at an airconditioning unit
ten storeys up, mayflower and locust giving off pheromones
and whiffs of estrogen on this first day like summer

after a winter of digging out. There is no reason not

to include them while I postpone the pleasure

of cleaning my fingernails with a sharp penknife,

though who uses pens today, after a night of scratching

and poking, trying to make amends and be forgiven in a plane
skimming rooftops, about to crash, wanting the slate clean,
because things can’t wait, and it is good to plan a better future
this Earth Day e.g. up giant redwoods older than Parthenon
or Pantheon whose canopies sprout huckleberry bushes

and even other trees, who can reverse the flow of water

if they choose to put out fires in the underbrush

or back up in their heads when they catch fire.

In this other world lightning’s the norm like jolts of caffeine
which you rush to catch before it completes itself or

passes away like the long poem I wrote in my head

without words to make it new about the framers

of the Constitution based on a review of a book

in the Sunday “Times but for the life of me when I

went back to check details it wasn’t there, just books

on indie rock and reproductive rights and the like,

nowhere to be found among the “stunning tours de force”
and the like. Maybe it’s hiding under the one

poetry review of a poet long dead, but no. I look

under and there’s only “Major Acquisitions” on top of
Tibet and coming of age novels. But you can’t waste

more time looking in the loam. The tree might fall,
huckleberries and all, leaves swaying in collapse, roots
neither wide nor deep. You have to push on or

fall off, swimming down at ninety mph, lungs flattening
into the small space we come from, back into our own
bloodshot eyes, the trunk becoming stone columns, fluted
to mimic origins, the wood we came from, the blood
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reversed into mosaics, gold tiles, birds and deer always
representing something else, and, wings tattered, we land

in a hole, a cave, Etruscan maybe, a spring still burbling

in the prison floor like San Pietro in Carcere that held Jugurtha,
Vercingetorix and even St. Peter, it all almost caves in on top
of Michelangelo who next door takes a hammer and smashes
the knee of Moses so what could have been we'll never know
since all that’s left is Leah and Rachel, the composition

for ever incomplete but complete in another way, lovely
broken scales flowing in and out, up and down and through,
like clouds of starlings Etruscan augers read from, making
another music from down among the dead to up into ecstasy,
shaping, cleaning, cutting and still I can’t find that review

of the book on the Constitution which would pull everything together.
Maybe I kept turning the page with another struck to it

with sticky dirty fingers on hands that need more washing
the more you use them and whose nails gather mortality

I need to dig out. Or it’s just not there except in my need

to have it there, my need to know how things became the way
they are and what we can do to improve them before the sap
reverses like the tide and sweeps all away, goes back
underground leaking into the dark from roots surprisingly
shallow. Maybe I could have imagined the whole thing

or it was there once for a while and never again

and is now in my mind where somehow I have the book’s
synopsis and argument which I remember in fragments
because I got excited and started planning a long poem

on an important subject which would be reviewed in

the “Times’ and make it to the best-seller list along with

Dan Brown, Mary Higgins Clark and Danielle Steel.

It starts in hexameters with the Constitutional Convention
on the hot summer of 1787, hot as today, hotter maybe, with
Franklin pointing to the carving of a sun on the back

of Washington’s chair and saying he doesn’t know

whether it’s rising or setting. The whole business was

a bit of a mess, and a wonder at the same time.

It could have gone many ways. It could, for instance,

have been hijacked by Rutledge , and it certainly

ended up cobbled together with slavery and no bill of rights,
shored against its ruin by later additions which I'd have
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to ignore as it grew and balanced, its idealism the result

of rough bargaining by “demigods” and “coxcombs”.

But then I got sidetracked by pigeons and woodpeckers

and all the rest until, flipping through a book on the Lost Colony,
I found de Bry’s engravings of White’s drawings, and stopped

at that man in a fur loincloth with a tasselled pouch,

a bird flying in his hair, flying him along past invisibility.
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AN INCONVENIENT PAST

Gabrielle Robinson

I never wanted to write this memoir. As a child growing up in Ger-
many in the 1950, I heard a few family stories about the war, but, mainly,
there was silence. We did not talk or ask about the recent past. We wanted
to forget it. The stories I did hear merge in my imagination with transient
memories like half remembered dreams. I see my mother and myself on
a crowded railroad station platform, jostled by hundreds of people. I am
barely one and a half years old, hardly able to walk, wrapped in a little grey
coat against the winter cold. From my child’s eye view I see only a wall of
bags and suitcases pressing around me and more feet than I had ever noticed
before. I am scared by the shrieks, sobs, and shouts that fill the air. I do not
understand why my mother repeats constantly, sometimes shouting above
the noise all around: “Don’t let go of the suitcase handle. Never let go. Keep
your little hand tightly on the handle.” She herself is loaded down with lug-
gage and has no hand free to hold on to me. It was February 1945. We were
fleeing from Berlin, having been bombed out for the second time in two
years.

Another much clearer memory comes from the winter after the war
when we lived in one and half rooms of a tiny thatched farmhouse in Suder-
burg, Lower Saxony, where my mother, grandmother and I were evacuated
in 1945. The cottage did not have indoor plumbing. I remember not so
much the cold and hunger of that time as the delight when farmer Ohlde
who owned the cottage dug into the pig trough to fish out a moist morsel
of potato for me. Even better, sometimes his old mother got up from her
spinning wheel to dip the potato in salt. Whenever Herr Ohlde had no
handouts for me, my grandmother took me outside, past the compost heap
on the right and the pigs on the left, to look for the beavers under the wood
pile. Somehow we always just missed them. So she told me stories about
their life. I can still hear her melodious slightly accented German—she was
a native Hungarian—and see her lively dark eyes as she begins her story:
“You see, Brielchen,” a pet name invented by my grandfather, “the beavers
are just beneath where we stand now and they have warm and cozy burrows
and a big larder stuffed with good things to eat.” I wonder whether perhaps
they, too, enjoy potatoes with salt? She goes on to tell me how the beavers
play after their meal, chasing each other through the many rooms of their
burrows, shrieking with fun. Her stories always delighted me and made me
forget that I was hungry and cold. It was only much later when I was in
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my forties that my mother mentioned casually in a conversation that there
never were any beavers there at all. Even after so many years I felt a pang of
sadness and loss that has not entirely left me even now.

Apart from such occasional memories, World War II was not part of my
world and I was not bothered by the silence about it. We were all looking
forward, not thinking backward. As a child I did not ask questions about
the war. As an adult I realized that my mother, my only surviving relative,
did not want that subject brought up. Then sixty years after the end of the
war, when I was near retirement, I made two discoveries that changed ev-
erything. The first brought the war and the past into my world in terrifying
detail, and the second opened the floodgates to a torrent of questions about
my grandfather, the Nazi era, and my national origin.

It all began in the summer of 2005 when my husband Mike and I were
vacationing in her Vienna apartment. We had returned from a hike in the
hills above the city, stopping at vineyards along the way. I was pleasantly
tired and just wanted to relax with a book before going to bed. As I plucked
Effie Briest, my favorite Theodor Fontane novel, from high up on the shelf
of a book case two small objects tumbled to the floor. I picked them up
and saw that they were two notebooks bound in faded green cloth with
“AGENDA” stamped in gold at the top of each. Curious, I flipped through
the pages. They were covered from top to bottom in small penciled writing.
I immediately recognized it. It was my grandfather’s hand.

Seeing his tiny precise lettering after so many years brought back a flood
of memories. I had spent the happiest years, all too few, of my childhood
with him until his death in 1955. Api, as I affectionately called him, took
me in when my mother could not look after me any more. My father had
been killed in the war, shot down over England in 1943 in his single engine
fighter plane, and my mother worked full time in Vienna. I had been passed
around, staying with an aunt, with my father’s parents, and finally in an Ur-
suline boarding school in Vienna where I fell seriously ill with scarlet fever.
Even though at the age of 64 he himself still was struggling to rebuild an
existence in the villages and small towns of northern Germany, Api gave me
a loving home and, for the rest of his life, was both father and grandfather
to me.

Seeing his familiar writing again after many years, I remembered the
poems he had written for me to recite and the corrections he had made on
my Latin grammar. I pictured Api as I remembered him, a thin and tall man
with cropped white hair who walked with a slight stoop. His bright blue
eyes always seemed to be laughing. He had a fine narrow nose and his thin
lips echoed the smile in his eyes. I do not remember that Api ever raised his
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voice against me in anger. He invented all sorts of affectionate names for
me, calling me Gabruschken, Brielchen, or his little sunshine. When we had
nothing after the war, he built me a doll’s house out of match boxes with
tiny doll figures made of bits of silver paper he had saved. It had a hospital
where we looked after the “sick.” Of course, I was his head nurse. I was
always happy when he joined my grandmother and me for “the length of

a cigar,” wearing his white doctor’s coat and filling the room with laughter
and good spirits.

However much he surrounded us all with laughter and play, Api’s chief
concern was to teach me to become hardworking and disciplined, and to
give my whole attention to whatever I was doing whether it was work or
play. He had been brought up in the Prussian tradition of strict discipline
and tried to instill these values in me as well. The only times he chastised
me was when I was doing nothing, wasting time without thought or feel-
ing. I remember one summer Sunday afternoon outside our apartment in
Bevensen. I must have been eight or nine years old. I felt hot and lazy and
none of my friends were around. So I picked up a stick and dragged it along
our dark brown slatted fence listening to the rat tat tat it made against the
wood. When Api saw this he was upset. He scolded me, not for playing or
for damaging the fence, but for doing something without engagement. And
then he offered to build a kite with me.

Caught up in memories, I was not tired any more. I sat down on the
couch Api had bought for my mother when she got married in 1941, and
which somehow had survived the war, and started to read. The diary begins
on April 21, 1945 in Berlin where Api served as military doctor with the
rank of Major. He was stationed in the central district, what the Nazis called
the Citadel, near the Reichstag, the Brandenburg Gate, and Hitler’s bunker.
Almost instantly the enjoyable nostalgia of life with my grandfather was en-
gulfed by the terror he faced day by day. He lived under the constant howl-
ing of bombs, and the heavy rain of grenade splinters. Hardly a building
was left standing. The familiar streets lay buried under mountains of rubble,
twisted wires, burnt out street cars, and bomb craters. Acrid smoke and dust
made it impossible to breathe and transformed day into night. Together
with other grey and emaciated survivors, many of them refugees from the
East, Api tried to forge paths through this wilderness.

As doctor he felt almost totally helpless. The sick and dying lay on cold
floors of cellars and bunkers. Without sanitation, and without water after
they had drained the last drops from the heaters he could not do much for
them. The only light came from a few Hindenburg candles, bits of tallow
in cardboard, and everyone took care to scoop up and reuse every drop of

202



GABRIELLE ROBINSON

fallen tallow. Over all hung the stench of decaying bodies and excrement. I
can't imagin. “Just now I have been looking for spaces where one can at least
have the sick sit down or lay them on the ground for the night, without
doors or windows, but at least protected from rain and safe from grenade
splinters, although cold without padding. Corpses lie in a chapel of the
Ziegelstrasse Clinic, for the most part without clothes, men and women
together in layers.”

Reading late into the night, it felt as if years after his death in 1955
when I was 13, Api was speaking to me, and helping me understand him
much more intimately. I saw him at his most desperate when his existence
had shrunk down to paralyzing anxiety with only the slenderest ray of hope
to keep him going. On almost every page I also saw his love for me, his two
year old fatherless granddaughter, and I anxiously followed his mental and
physical deterioration. Witness to daily horrors, he was driven to the point
of collapse. And he felt so desperately alone, unable to communicate with us
where we had been evacuated. His best company was the swifts and swal-
lows he watched circling the ruins. They, too, had become homeless.

Finally long after midnight, exhausted and worn out emotionally, I had
to stop reading. But I resolved to translate the diaries and tell Api’s story.

Of course, | was aware that my grandfather was not an important historical
figure, just an ordinary German who lived in central Berlin at a crucial time.
But his experiences would, I hoped, add first hand details to one of the most
turbulent times in the twentieth century. So when we left Vienna, I care-
fully wrapped up the diaries and took them home with me to South Bend,
Indiana where I would have time to read and transcribe them.

Back home, I set to work immediately, mostly in the evenings and on
weekends for I still was Director of International Programs at Indiana Uni-
versity South Bend. But bit by bit I found out more about Api’s life at that
time. Always a writer, he had furnished an eloquent testimony of his experi-
ences in 1945. I began to understand how his diary was an attempt to cope
with the horror of war, and a refuge in the maelstrom of chaos and death.

It served as a lifeline to a saner and more humane time, a world that was all
but lost. He clung to the hope that at some happier time in the future we
would be able to read these notes, “although,” he admitted, “they are paltry
in relation to the shocking force of my inner experiences.”

I followed the days and weeks of Api’s nightmare. The war finally ended
on May 2, but his situation did not improve. The Russians took over central
Berlin and the misery, the fear and the starvation continued. The Russians
who had suffered so much at the hands of the Germans and themselves were
destitute plundered and raped their way through the ruin of a city. It was
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at this point, even more than during the inferno of the war, that Api was at
his most desolate. Even his faith, which had always been strong, deserted
him and he contemplated suicide. He was not alone in this hopelessness
and despair. It got so bad that the newly installed gas lines in a suburb east
of Tempelhof Airfield had to be shut down again because too many people
used it to kill themselves.

As I worked my way through the diaries, an abbreviation kept appear-
ing more and more frequently. They were two letters: Pg. From dim memo-
ries I recalled that this may, no, must mean Parteigenossen, party members.
Surely not my grandfather?

And then I made my second discovery. Api had been a Pg, a member
of the Nazi Party, the National Socialist German Workers Party. I had not
known this. It had never been mentioned in my family. I sat there with
a pounding heart saying to myself over and over in the crudest and most
shocking terms: “Oh, my God, Api was a Nazi!”

I could not go on. In tears, I could not talk about it, not even with my
husband, Mike. I hid the green notebooks again, burying them deep in
the bottom drawer of my desk. I had wanted to tell the story of the diaries
for their historical value and also as a tribute to my Api who loved me and
played with me, who taught me Latin, and showed me how to build a kite.
I had not foreseen that this supposed tribute to him would lead to a painful
re-evaluation of my family, my life, and my nationality.

For over sixty years I had not felt implicated in the guilt of the Nazi
regime. Of course, I had been exposed to documentaries about the concen-
tration camps and the six million murdered Jews, the emaciated bodies, the
heaps of bones, hair, teeth, men women and children crowded into cattle
cars and driven off to their deaths in gas chambers. I often could not look at
the screen. It was all too horrible. I have never visited any of the concentra-
tion camps. In my post war world, it was not only unimaginable, but part
of a history that seemed unrelated to me and I am afraid to this day I have
tried to avoid direct confrontation with this horror. In this escape from
reality I was helped by the German mood of the 1950’s where everyone just
wanted to forget this ever happened in our country.

I had thought of myself not so much as a victim of war than as a lucky
survivor. | was not aware, consciously at least, of the traumas the twelve
years of the 1000 year empire brought for me personally. Although I had
heard about the bombings where we lost everything and about the hunger
in that cruel winter after the war, it was all mainly stories and dimmest
memories for me. I have preserved from that time a love for potatoes with
salt, but no scars. I never knew my father, but then almost all my classmates
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were fatherless. There were two million of us half orphans in Germany.

I grew up in convents, boarding houses, with one set of grandparents
and then another, always moved from place to place until Api gave me a
home. I was baptized and confirmed first Protestant, then Catholic, then
Protestant again according to where I happened to live. Out of necessity
I learnt to fit in anywhere and our family’s social standing gave me, de-
spite initial poverty and hardship, a good start in life. Twice I travelled in a
children’s train with a cardboard sign around my neck on which someone
had written the name and address of my destination. The first time I was
sent south to Vienna to be with my mother and the second time I made the
same trip back north to rejoin my grandparents. I dimly remember sitting
on the straw covered floor in the wagon of a goods train which seemed to be
forever shunted on a side line. If the wait grew too long, the attendant who
accompanied us would allow us to jump out and play. I often was scared to
hurl myself down from the high wagon into the ditch below. On that last
trip I somehow got lost until my grandfather finally found me in a children’s
bunker in Hanover. Once I saw him I did not let go of his hand until we
were back in the farmer Ohlde’s cottage.

After Api’s death in 1955 my transitory life began again, a boarding
house on the Baltic, summers with an aunt in Munich or wherever my
grandmother happened to be. When my mother remarried I lived with her
and her husband in Darmstadt where I graduated from the Gymnasium
in 1962. Then we emigrated to the United States. All along, however, the
silence about the war endured.

When I was a graduate student at Columbia University in 1965, I was
shocked to tears when a young man told me: “You know, you made soap
out of my aunt.” He was smiling as he said this and I believe he wanted to
ask me on a date. But I only wanted to run away and not let him see my
tears. I was angry, but I still felt no personal guilt about Nazi atrocities.

And yet living in the U.S. made me experience the burden of having to
admit my German background. I tried to hide it and silently agreed when
people pegged me as Dutch or Scandinavian, or some with less trained ears,
even as English. I often claimed to be Austrian since my paternal grand-
parents were Viennese and I had lived in Vienna for several years. But that
hardly improved the situation. The burden of my German origins, however,
was not so much the result of guilt as of embarrassment. I felt a little like
Emperor Otto III in Dr. Faustus, who in Thomas Mann’s words “was a prize
specimen of German self-contempt and had been all his life ashamed of be-
ing German.” I have read somewhere that it is easier to avoid the patriotism
which shows itself in a foolish national pride but it is much harder to give
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up the kind that makes you feel ashamed for your country.

The discovery of Api’s Nazi membership hit much closer to home. Now
at last I had to confront the guilt that people thought I should have felt
when I was twenty. Sins of the fathers and grandfathers, going back genera-
tions, suddenly made sense. I knew little of my grandfather’s life before the
war and nothing about the reasons why he joined the Nazi party. I asked
myself how I would have acted if I had lived at that time? I now felt impli-
cated in the horrors of the Hitler regime. I may well have survived because
of it. For despite the deprivations of my childhood, I also gained from the
social status of my family. And how can this status be separated from my
grandfather’s Party association?

I played a hundred considerations back and forth in my mind. It is
impossible to judge from a distance and I could not come close to imagin-
ing what it must have been like to live under a brutal terrorist regime, cut
off from the outside world. Even listening to the BBC on the radio could
bring a death sentence. What choice did most people have but to watch the
crimes of the government in paralyzed horror while trying to carve out their
own lives as best they could? Or if there was a choice at what cost? I could
not get beyond such questions for a long time. So I continued my family’s
silence.

Then, over a year and a half later, on the first balmy spring day of
March 2007, Mike and I drove to St. Joseph, Michigan, to have breakfast
at Tozzi’s, our favorite coffechouse near Lake Michigan. Although the fields
were still brown and the trees bare, the sky was washed a transparent blue
and the sun was hot on our faces. When we entered the little café, it was
empty, except for a group of middle aged women in one corner who were
celebrating a birthday. Suddenly, unexpectedly, my secret came out. I don’t
know why, but before I could stop the whole story just spilled forth together
with my tears.

“My grandfather was a member of the Nazi Party. I had not known
this. No one in my family had ever mentioned that. Of course, I cannot
publish the diary. It’s a betrayal of the grandfather I loved. It’s also a betrayal
of Benedict [my son] who has trouble enough with the old family pictures
of my father, grandfather, and uncle in their army and air force uniforms.
Instead of adding another voice to a momentous moment in history, I am
silenced by shame.”

At that moment I fully sympathized with a cousin of historian Edward
Ball who responded angily to Ball’s project of writing about the slaves their
family had owned and in the process uncovering the many cruelties and
even crimes that are part of that heritage: “To do this is to condemn your
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ancestors! You're going to dig up my grandfather and hang him!” He seemed
to be speaking for me.

As I was surreptitiously wiping away tears with my Tozzi napkin, hop-
ing the birthday women would not notice, Mike kept telling me: “Now you
really have to write your story and the story of the diary. I had thought it
interesting before but this makes it much more complex and significant. You
can either ignore history or come to terms with it. It may be easier and more
convenient to ignore history than to confront it. But it is also more danger-
ous and no help for the future. We need to understand how ordinary people
get caught up in totalitarian regimes. We need to understand the human
condition in a richer and more nuanced fashion. You have to write about
this. You have to get started.”

For weeks I kept returning to that conversation and eventually followed
Mike’s advice. I dug out the diaries from my desk drawer. Although I still
had doubts about releasing Api’s story to public scrutiny, I thought that
after all he might approve. He treasured these diaries and often mentioned
that he hoped they would be read. He was thinking of us and talking to us,
but he also was aware of them as historical documents and they were care-
fully crafted. In times of particular danger, he made certain that the diaries
were in safe hands, once with Pastor Kiissner, the minister of his church that
lay in rubble, another time with the head nurse at the North Sanatorium
where he worked for a time. Therefore I told myself that I have every reason
to hope that this story, written with love, complies with my grandfather’s
wishes.

Once my decision was made, I began to read about the Nazi period.
And it seemed to me as if one after the other of the books was urging me on
with my project. Authors insisted on the importance of such personal stories
for a fuller historical picture. Journalist and German exile Sebastian Haffner
justified his own autobiographical account with the argument that “Deci-
sions that influence the course of history arise out of the individual experi-
ences of thousands or millions of individuals.” Therefore “by retelling my
private, unimportant story I am adding an important, unrecognized facet to
contemporary German and European history—more significant and more
important for the future than if I were to disclose who set fire to the Reich-
stag...” Henry Stafford’s book about Berlin in 1945, subtitled 7he Missing
Final Chapter of World War II, which appeared in 2007 added further argu-
ments. Stafford said that “Behind and amid all great events lie individuals,
their experiences and their actions, and it is only through understanding
these that we can fully grasp the larger picture.” Api’s diaries could furnish
another facet in this larger picture.
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Until recently not many stories of the war from a German perspective
had been published. As A.C. Grayling noted in 2006: “The guilt felt about
the Holocaust by most individual Germans of the immediate post-war gen-
eration...for long made it impossible for them to see the catastrophe they
experienced in 1945 as anything other than deserved punishment.” The
passage of time, however, has changed attitudes. “The descendents of the
bombed have begun to raise their voices and ask questions about the experi-
ence of their parents and grandparents.” A reviewer of recently published
books about German experiences during the war emphasized that such
personal accounts are important because what we learn “is the importance
of individual historical experience that resists the either/or of victimhood.”

So now I am one of these voices. I began to think about Api in a way
I had not done before, not as my grandfather who was always there to help
and support me but as a vulnerable and fearful man who had come close
to total collapse and also as a member of the Nazi Party. Thinking back, I
realized that we never talked about politics. Yet Api was part of a genera-
tion which, in Stefan Zweig’s words, “has been churned up...by the almost
uninterrupted tremors of our European world.” Nevertheless Api had little
interest in politics. He was, however, a loyal German of a generation who
would not have been able to share or understand the anti German senti-
ments and the shame of being German that Thomas Mann attributes to
Emperor Otto III. Yet everything Api treasured about his country was
derided and destroyed by the Nazis. He wrote that when he saw the reality
of Hitler’s intentions he criticized the regime to colleagues and patients even
when it was dangerous for him to so. In the diaries he referred to Hitler and
his group only as criminals and executioners.

But he did not leave the Party. It would have taken extraordinary cour-
age and not only self-sacrifice but the sacrifice of his family to get out of
the Party and risk falling into the hands of the Gestapo, the German secret
police. Certainly, he paid dearly. He lost his only son and his son in law,
my father, his apartment and practice were destroyed by bombs. He himself
survived in cellars and attics, but he still tried to help others. He was, after
all, a doctor. And yet he was also a Nazi.

In May and June 1945 when denunciations of former Nazis ran wild
among the German population, Api often thought about this. “Now, if such
members, who were such only because they could not get out, and who
more or less condemned and rejected everything in the government and
spoke against it more openly than many others, if now all those should be
looked upon as liable to punishment, then one is on exactly the same path
of irresponsible injustice and brutality as are held against the Nazis.” And he
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also voiced regrets. “Oh, if only we could have done something on our part
against the crimes and mistakes of the government which we recognized
years ago!” He had felt “well-knowing but impotent.”

I realized that if T was to make sense of Api’s life and his experiences in
1945, I needed to find out more about him. I only knew that he was born
in Marienwerder, then West Prussia, in 1888. It was a pivotal year which,
one could claim without too much exaggeration, set the course for much of
the twentieth century and certainly for his own life. Wilhelm I died in 1888
and Wilhelm II became German Emperor. My grandfather served in World
War I from beginning to end. After the war he married my grandmother,
daughter of a Colonel in the Austro-Hungarian Army and a mother who be-
longed to the landed gentry. From the 1920’s on they lived in Berlin where
Api had an eye practice. Only by putting the six terrifying months of the di-
ary into the context of an entire life could I hope to piece together a clearer
picture and perhaps answer some of the questions that kept me awake at
night.

Serendipitously, just around that time my stepfather brought me a
wooden box which had been in my mother’s possession. When I undid the
lock, I found a yellowing stack of letters, documents, and photographs.
Many of the letters were in Api’s handwriting and they covered a period
from the 1920’s to 1945. Several were written at the same time as the diary.
Desperate to contact us, Api kept giving letters addressed to us to anyone
who was leaving Berlin since there was no postal service. None of the earlier
letters made it through but some of the later ones did. There also were sev-
eral passports, military records, including Api’s Wehrpass which documented
his military positions and stations. I was particularly touched by a note Api
had written me for my third birthday on October 17, 1945, in which he
told me to “Be proud and strong, devout and good to all men.”

The pictures I found in the box allowed me glimpses into the life of my
grandparents. Api had lived and worked on Luisenstrasse 41 across from the
famous Charite Hospital where he occasionally did surgeries. He could see
the cupola of the Reichstag from his fourth floor apartment. His practice
was on the second floor. A less than ten minutes’” walk would bring him to
the Brandenburg Gate and Unter den Linden with its embassies and famous
hotels. This was the same district he describes in the diaries.

The pictures were snapshots of family picnics and parties. They seemed
larger more flamboyant versions of what I remembered of my life with my
grandparents in the early 1950’s. I noticed several photographs of the family
with a group of friends that must have been taken on New Year’s Eve for
everyone was in costume, holding up champagne flutes and laughing into
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the camera. When I was with them, it was a quieter celebration with just
the three of us. But we still dressed up and my grandmother helped me

put together my costume. At midnight Api would light the candles on the
Christmas tree and I would stand beside its warm glow and recite the poem
he had written for that year. I have never forgotten the last lines of the last
poem for December 31, 1954, two weeks before his death. I was dressed as
a gypsy girl with a shiny red turban on my head, and recited: “Farewell. Be
happy. Only in parting are we truly one.”

Picnics were another of Api’s favorite leisure time activities. The pictures
invariably featured not only the family but whatever new Buick Api had
bought. It was the chief luxury of his life. The first one in 1926 was a boxy
car with wooden spokes and a wide curving running board. In the 1950’
our pictures showed the much more modest “Grey Donkey,” a used Opel
Olympia. Yet Api delighted in this car. It was a sign that, in his sixties, he
had once more managed to climb out of poverty. It also meant no more
visiting his patients on bike.

As I got caught up in Api’s story I knew that we needed to go to Berlin.
I was born there but had not been back except for a brief visit in the late
1950’s. In 2007 Mike and I made that trip. We stayed at a hotel at the in-
tersection of Unter den Linden and Friedrichstrasse. From there it was only
a brief walk to Luisenstrasse 41. The building had been beautifully restored
and we even were allowed a glimpse into the apartment on the fourth floor.
I climbed the marble stairs that Api must have gone up a thousand times
and thought of my mother running down on her way to the street car and
to school. The apartment had been subdivided into two. There was no
more music room, my grandparents’ favorite place. But the view across to
the Reichstag in front and into the first of three courtyards in the back was
much the same.

On our first day we tried to retrace some of Api’s routes but every step
made us aware of the abyss between then and now. We were strolling past
embassies and fashionable stores and having a glass of wine at the lavishly
refurbished Hotel Adlon on Pariser Platz next to the Brandenburg Gate. Api
had made his laborious way through smoke and ruins, facing death at each
step. “Towards evening the sky to the east is a ghastly sea of smoke. I creep
out at 10 o’clock at night to the clinic under whistling grenades and bombs,
a wilderness of fire and dust, behind it, although already high in sky, the
blood red moon.”

On Pariser Platz we met a bustle of tourists taking pictures of the Bran-
denburg Gate. My mind wandered to the thousands that had stood there
in 1914, cheering and sticking flowers in the gun barrels of young soldiers
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much like Api must have been. Less than 20 years later the square was filled
with brown shirted SA storm troopers carrying torches and chanting the
Horst Wessel song to celebrate Hitler becoming chancellor. Then at the
time of the diary the square was taken up by dead and wounded soldiers.
The barber shop in the Hotel Adlon served as makeshift operating theatre
and the beautiful Goethe garden in the back was stacked with corpses.

We saw, however, reminders that the war, although over 60 years ago,
was still leaving its traces, just as it was doing to me and my project. We
were in the former eastern sector of the city. As we walked east of Luisen-
strasse, across the busy Friedrichstrasse, we came to the Ziegelstrasse Clinic,
a part of the university, where Api had worked during the war and where
afterwards he had assisted Professor Lohlein in the first university lectures.
Ziegelstrasse is only minutes away from Unter den Linden, but it still
showed many signs of destruction. The narrow street was lined with broken
down and dilapidated brick walls, many still perforated by bullet holes.
Gaping empty spaces showed where once had stood buildings. It was eerie
and deserted, like stepping into another world. It made us think that we
in the United States often have no idea for how long the effects of war stay
with a society.

The following day we took the S Bahn from the busy Friedrichstrasse
Station to go north to find the university archives on Eichborndamm. As we
mounted the broad stone staircase to the station, I thought of Api’s shock
when he saw two officers executed there by SS at the end of April 1945.
They were left as “deterrent” to others who might not want to fight any
more. Now the rebuilt station was crowded with people and stalls and we
bought some shiny tart cherries from Hungary for our journey.

The archives are housed in a former munitions factory that stretches for
blocks along the avenue. Its high walls have been subdivided to create ample
space for the seven kilometers of documents housed there. Mike and I were
directed to an upstairs room. It was furnished with rows of light modern
desks and the afternoon sun was streaming in the tall windows making the
space even brighter. The archivist brought us three bulky volumes which
gave off little clouds of dust as she deposited them in front of us.

As I began to read on that warm day in June, I began to feel even hot-
ter. | was reminded once again of Edward Ball’s study of his family and the
hazards of digging up the family past. For now I was faced with further
disturbing discoveries. I found out that Api, who always had seemed to be
my anchor, had suffered a nervous collapse on the Eastern front, just four
months after the start of World War I. He was hospitalized from October
1914 to January 1915 in the nerve station at the Charite where just months
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before he had been a student. This helped me to understand his anxiety in
1945 whether he could hold out under stress. Next I found out that Api had
joined the Nazi Party early on, on May 1, 1933. My final discovery in the
bright light of Eichborndamm was that Api had been fired from the Charite
in 1924 when he set up his own eye practice while still employed by the
Charite.

On the long train ride back into Berlin, I was overwhelmed with all this
new information. But as I pondered it during a sleepless night in the hotel,
I thought that perhaps, taken together, these discoveries give some hints of
why Api joined the Party: His nervous breakdown may have drawn him to
Hitler’s propaganda of reestablishing stability and order, so lacking in the
Weimar government. His drive to advance professionally and provide for
his family which made him set up his own practice may have been another
motivation. I also had read that in 1933 Hitler came across as a conservative
and religious man who was committed to revive the old Prussian values Api
held dear. Hitler said in his acceptance speech on March 21, 1933, “that not
material qualities but ideal virtues alone make possible the formation of a
state.” Api fit the profile of people who joined the party at that early stage.
Like him they tended to be older, conservative, Protestant, and veterans of
World War I.

But despite such partial explanations many troubling questions remain.
They are questions not only about Api’s guilt but also about myself and
my telling his story. How can I measure Api’s personal suffering in view of
the suffering of millions of innocent victims of that regime? For whatever
he had to go through stands in no comparison to the agonies of holocaust
victims. And how can I even begin to discuss these questions separate from
the love for my grandfather and the picture of him I have cherished all my
life? I feel doubly disqualified to take this on, at once too close to Api and
too removed from any similar terror. Finally, does the question of German
guilt also involve me since my family may well have benefitted from Apfi’s
Nazi membership? Would I have acted differently in Apfi’s situation? Am I
responsible for “making soap out of my aunt” as that young man in New
York suggested many years ago?

This brings up questions about collective guilt and political responsibil-
ity that are important for us also today. We all act politically, even by doing
nothing. As Martin Luther King wrote on April 16, 1963 in his Letter from
Birmingham Jail: “We will have to repent in this generation not merely for
the hateful words and actions of the bad people but for the appalling silence
of the good people.”

When I first found Api’s diaries I thought I could look back over his
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life and tell his story. It would be a tribute to the grandfather I loved and I
was glad to rescue the diaries out of their 60 year hiding place. At the same
time, I thought that this memoir would allow me to examine my own past
now that I was at a period in my life where I was ready to look back. But I
had barely begun this process of memory when a larger issue interfered with
that intention. Api was a Nazi and now I am forced to deal with a guilt and
a horror I had not confronted throughout my life. I cannot resolve this clash
of memories and memoirs, but I also cant hide from it and keep silent any
longer. What I can do is raise questions and break the silence.

At the end of his detailed account of the history of slaves in his family,
Edward Ball concludes: “We're not responsible for what our ancestors did
or did not do, but we’re accountable for it.” By accounting and recounting,
by learning more about that time and my grandfather’s life, and by raising
questions perhaps I can arrive at some degree of accountability.
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FRESH AIR OF THE OUTSIDE WORLD

John Chdvez

A box of wheels mingles inside her body
street lights corrugate buildings & the ploughed fields

lovers escape under the quarter-light moon
morning is wren chatter & wet grass

lilacs, baked to a deep wilt
the news? murder after murder & the jammed traffic

her body cancer-bourn, body skewed as history
warmth in a stand of shaved aspen

a tenderness of Sunday prayers
that just after the last Hail Mary was voweled

death so thick

two days of leaving the windows open were needed

for the paint to stop weeping

214



JOHN CHAVEZ

VIOLET WHERE UMBER Now Is

John Chdvez

Outside, September & October are deceitful & taut
with desire is the drawn hour. The wind is wrinkled.

The lovemaking is unbearable. A flit of form-
aldehyde & martinis launder the sunlight clean.

A housefly is a wrecking ball in the air current.
Forever afternoon, I dream of my grandfather

watching baseball & boxing: music-box
crowds, bruises hail-blue as if crowning

the Rockies. The noise of the neighbors’ fighting
across the street is atonal: hashed blast of limbs,

fists on skin: purple blooming through muted
sepia, thighs & shoulder blades blackened.

Soon November is full of madness & madness
mirroring itself. Black Friday & the market bloated

with hunger: & here, poor sorrow, the hour
is fragmented and defining all our failed bargains,

the hour is gutted sumac & the coming storm of light.
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LATE SHOW: A SUBURBAN LULLABY

John Chdvez

In recent days fields of wood lilies & paper daisies
invent for me a new way to enter April:

The river is a right angle & rain pools in the oil-slicked
trailerpark: Only the passersby are inside me now

posing: Alcohol puts a room to order
with its shame machine: Late spring: a politician

notes “We meet at a time of great tension,”
the rhetoric on the teleprompter cunning & a bout of nostalgia

makes me feel young again: I'm in the light
& everything here is a house of bones: “Pull aside

my panties & sail into my lake of swans” bellows a sold out

porn house: At home I find an empty page

of words, black ink on bright paper: Don't wait long
for me darling: don’t keep the light on: otherwise

all our yesterdays will find their way home: the dark
stars of Mesilla Valley will never shine.
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Steve Langan

A kind of purity after all enters.
Stargazing (because we had been
shut-ins together). Accelerated
heart rate and breathing leading
to maladies if left untreated.

A store manager concerned
about employee retention, theft,
end caps. Eager beavers.

Society functions at which,
drunk on Chardonnay, you spoke
your mind. Reasons for kindness,
including but not limited to
beggars. Sheets hung to dry

on which there is also blood.

Are you able to condone sunrise?

Is kiwi the monumental fruit?
Trying to engage an old friend

is the reason he seduced his wife,

he said. Betrayal was the robe

her sadness finally made her wear—
apricot, gingham, in her quiet room.

One thing leads to another. I loved
them equally. We spent vacations
and holidays together. One morning
we all woke in each other’s arms.

Good night peaceful little ones asleep.
Have mercy on our old neighborhood.
Behind the wheel of our shabby car
(on the way to the café then the arena).
Reasons for kindness, reasons for hope.
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HISTORY OF A TOWN

Steve Langan

Wias there a proper way to recline
on the empty bandstand?

I sometimes miss solitary menace.
It went on like this: soundings,
wannabes circling the square,
cruising the strip, buzzing the gut.
Everyone west of 99 Street
wants to eschew the historical.

You don’t have to believe in their demise;
you've just got to believe they're still out there.
There was a surplus of majesty once.

The exceptional pert little tattletale

in her father’s Buick Riviera, for instance.

I drove us by them. Gas was cheap.
As a toddler the psychopath

will not point (at cars, at balloons).
I've had significant secrets and those
less apt to restore me (after all

the self condemnation and peeling
the layers of shame and guilt).

I was always known as an observer.

At the gas pump the attendant
wearing boots and beads is not afraid
of us nor are we afraid of him.

Alone at the counter waiting for

a BLT there is time to remember

the alien promises—rescue, renewal.

Avoiding hysterical responses we continue
into the quotidian, stopping by the park.
We watched the crew film some
propaganda on Spring Street. It was fun.
Nightfall meant something at last.
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It takes nerve, gumption and moxie

to remember all we've been through

and document it for the next generation.
If you don’t believe me, ask your neighbor.
Unspeakable situations are abundant.
They ripen on the vine but sickly,

one could say, but I wouldn’t believe

such a transparent approach to nature.

I suggest you ask several of your neighbors
and combine their responses to formulate
an hypothesis or a comment on our culture.
Ask your neighbor with the leaf blower

or the one walking her Jack Russell Terrier.

I don't really know just how the questions
should be presented, but I have little doubt

about the responses, says the salesman in me.

You just have to believe in the suffering
of others; it’s really the only way
some of us can go out into the new day.
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THE APOCALYPSE TALES:
AMANDA MAKES A FRIEND

Alexander Weinstein

It wasn’t until I had to move that I became aware I was thinking in pro-
file status updates. Until then everything felt normal. I'd be in my kitchen,
measuring out coffee, and suddenly think, Is there anything better than coffee
on Sundays! Without fail, I'd see in my mind’s eye the follow-up postings to
my update (Aint that the truth, girll; Coffee & Sex? Lol; Let’s quit men before
we quit coffee!) followed by my own response (/ take it black, like my men:
Airplane!) And there I'd still be, coffee spoon in hand, mid-measure, grin-
ning like a madwoman at the imagined smiles of my online community.

By then, almost all of us had begun communicating in profile updates.
To converse in sentences over seventy characters sounded passé. The shorter
and snappier the better. Particularly as it allowed you to join live verbal
threads occurring anywhere with minimal effort. I'd be in the grocery store
picking out a pint of chocolate ice cream, thinking, “Treating myself to a
pint of choc. i.c. and loving it!” when, as though responding to my thought-
thread, another customer would say, “Hiagen-Dazs is the best!” This would
invite the single guy within earshot to join our conversation with, “Isnt
chocolate the most seductive flavor?” At which point, I, single but not
interested, logged out of the conversation and headed towards the checkout
lanes, while over my shoulder I heard a young woman flirt from the frozen
veggies, “Strawberry’s my favorite. Mmmmm...”

In the early twenties, we had achieved a level of impersonal intimacy
with strangers, and had become a truly connected global community. We
naturally utilized the third person—an attribute which made introductions
obsolete. The dusty formality of our private lives was replaced with an im-
partial friendliness that permitted us to withdraw from verbal threads with-
out ever seeming awkward. “Amanda just became a fan of Late Night with
Dymon Shields!” I'd say while reading the cover of Exposé at the checkout.
In turn, the woman ahead of me announced that “Susan loved her interview
with Puffy Combz!” Verbal streaming eliminated the solitude that sepa-
rated neighbors and strangers, and communication flourished where silence
once existed. I discovered that, like me, the eighty year old Turkish man at
Starbucks loved sunrises. Six degrees of separation had transformed into six
degrees of connection, and in some immense way, we were part of a larger
social network, which, by extension, meant that every person in the world
was somehow connected to our own list of Friends.
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And then one day, in the process of moving out of my apartment, I
found myself with a sinking feeling as I stared at my large dining room
table. The table would require another person to move it. For the past day
and half, while I'd been wrapping boxes with packing tape, folding clothes
into suitcases, emptying cabinets, and amassing bags for Goodwill, I had
been struggling to come up with a fun, non-needy profile update. Listen-
ing to a Cindy Bottoms download, I had stopped my packing to update
my profile to Loving C.B% new single as I get ready to move heavy boxes! but
there had come no responses to this altogether uninteresting update. Staring
at my dining room table, I realized there was no way to ask my Friends for
help without sounding like a downer. I finally settled on God, moving is such
a bitch! hoping someone would pick up on the hint. As the sun set over the
rooftops of Cambridge, I sat with my laptop, awaiting the responses. By the
time I went to sleep there was only one: Don’t I know it! ;)

In the morning I checked my old posting, which by now had been
pushed to the second profile page by photos, jokes, and my Friends’ up-
dates. Only one other comment had been added: Moving on up, ro the
eastside: The Jeffersons! 1 spent the morning trying to come up with a profile
update that wouldn't sound like a buzz-kill. Old dining room tables sure
are heavy to move! I wrote, but it sounded stupid and random and so I
backspaced it. Lets move together and then all see a movie! 1 wrote, and was
disgusted with myself. I made coffee, ate cereal, and felt lost. Already my
friends were having long humorous postings about smoothies. There was
nothing I could write that wouldn’t make me sound pathetic. I logged off,
shut my laptop, and decided to see if a neighbor could help me.

A boy from two doors down was playing in the hallway with his Virtu-
Cube, his eyes closed while he pressed the control buttons on the sides. He
looked up for a moment as I entered the hallway.

“Danny loves VirtuCube!” he said.

“Amanda hears VirtuCube is awesome!”

“Huh?” he said, and I realized I had dated myself.

“VirtuCube is slasher!” I said.

“Slashes it up!”

“Amanda is moving! Lol.”

The boy didn’t respond. He had closed his eyes and returned to his
game. | realized that lol was the wrong abbreviation for kids his age, and
tried to remember what his generation was using. CMG? LLF? I tried a dif-
ferent approach “Amanda likes strong dads! Is your dad strong?”

The boy’s eyes met mine and his hands let go of the VirtuCube.
“Mom!” he yelled, digging into his pockets. “Danny’s scared by evil kidnap-
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per woman!” He pulled his phone from his pants and held it up towards me
to snap a photo.

Before he could take a shot, I slammed the door behind me, locking
myself into my apartment. A photo like that could get me blacklisted from
a number of profile pages. I could already imagine the postings. OMG!
Amanda, is that you!? Perv-time!? 1 pressed my ear to the door. In the hallway
I heard a door shutting forcefully and the sound of locks being applied.

I decided to abandon the table to the next tenant—there was no way
I was going to be able to carry it on my own. I was carrying the last of my
boxes down the three flights, and loading them into the rented U-Haul,
when I saw him. On a park bench across the street, a homeless man sat
beneath the large oak tree. He had a scraggly beard, jeans with holes and
paint stains on them, a ripped button down flannel shirt, and was reading
a book. Normally, I avoided the park for the very reason of the down-and-
out characters that populate the field with their tents, joints, and TuneD-
ocks blasting. They speak in more than seventy characters and harass you
for change, food, and the time, but this man seemed harmless enough. He
appeared to be my age, late twenties, early thirties, and though homeless
he was handsome. I put the boxes I was carrying in the U-Haul and rolled
down the cargo door. Why not ask him for help, I figured, it wasn’t like he
would cut me from his Friends list.

I crossed the street and stopped a couple feet from his bench. “Amanda’s
moving today!” I said, in a friendly upbeat voice.

The man looked up from his book. “Who’s Amanda?”

The question was as awkward as having someone ask you the time. I
settled on the clunky, “Amanda’s right in front of you!”

The man looked around him, at the oak, the garbage can by the side of
the bench, the park behind him, then back at me. “You are?”

I nodded. “Real fun! Sundays in the fall are slasher!”

“Yeah,” he said. “They’re pretty good.”

“Moving is a bitch though!”

“Yeah.”

I tried again. “Dining room tables are heavy!”
“Sorry?”

“Moving! Amanda is moving today!”
“Uh-huh.”

“And dining room tables sure are heavy!” I said again.

“Sorry, do you need help?”

“Amanda loves help! Amanda can pay you!”

“Well...I guess I'm not doing anything today anyway.” He closed his
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book and reached out his hand. “I'm Tyler.”

Admittedly, I was nervous about inviting a homeless man into my
apartment. He made odd small talk, asking me where I was moving to, what
I was doing in Cambridge, where I was from. I kept my answers brief, stick-
ing to the bare facts of my profile page.

“Nice apartment,” he said. “Shame you have to move out. That the
table?”

“OMG, never again will Amanda get a table this big!”

“Yeah. I guess you're going to need help carrying it into your new place
t00.”

I hadn’t considered this. The thought of having him know where my
new apartment was made me uncomfortable. I imagined him making his
home outside the building, asking for change every morning as I headed to
class. All the same, he was right. I nodded.

We lugged the enormous oak table down the three flights, and into the
U-Haul, and I drove across town. He helped me bring the table in and then
helped with the rest of the boxes, even though I tried to tell him, “Amanda’s
happy now!”

“Well,” he said, setting the last box down on the floor, “I guess that fills
my good Samaritan quota for the week.”

“Amanda is so thankful to you! Amanda will give you money!”

“That’s okay. How about just inviting me out to dinner?”

“Sure! Amanda loves donating to the homeless!”

“Sorry?”

“Sleeping in the park is so cold!”

“Huh? No, I mean, do you want to get some food together?”

“Amanda’s happy to help you find food! The streets are hard!”

“Do you think 'm homeless?” he asked.

I wasn't sure how to answer, so I just said again, “Amanda loves donat-
ing to the homeless!”

“You've got it all wrong,” he laughed. “I'm not homeless. I've got a place
in Brighton.”

“But Amanda saw you reading. Homeless people love to read!”

“I like going for walks too, but that doesn’t make me a dog. Eh, never
mind,” he said, and got up from where he was sitting.

“Wait!” I said, “Amanda wants to invite you to become a Friend!
Amanda’s last name is Mason! What's yours?”

“Jackson,” he said, and then he was gone.

That night I searched for Tyler Jackson but he wasn't on FriendStar,
BlogBook, or even MyPlace. I logged onto my account to update my
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profile. Met a nice guy today, 1 wrote. Then I backspaced. Instead I typed,
New apartments are kinda spooky till you get moved in! The responses arrived
within seconds. Just don’t rent Poltergeist. Lol!; Cindy Bottoms all night long!;
At least hang the curtains—thats my secret. As the voices of my Friends came
tumbling in, I imagined their laughter echoing through the vacant rooms of
my new apartment. For a moment, it felt good. It was as though they'd been
waiting to hear from me all along.
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THREE POEMS

John Ashbery

[The following poems by John Ashbery appear in the "Uncollected Poems"
section of his Collected Poems 1956-1987, edited by Mark Ford (The Library

of America, 2008). We print them here with the poet's encouragement and
permission of the publisher. We believe that they will be read as “new poems” by
most of our readers, even though they were written in the 1980s. The uncol-
lected section in Collected Poems consists of sixty-five poems, the length of an
entire volume of “new” work. This special feature of VDR leads directly to John
Wilkinson's review of Ashbery's most recent book, Planisphere.]

The Strayed Reveller

I took it home and read it. I thought it was good.
There is a story you hear that touches the heart some day
So you add, 7y heart, the centerpiece.

Not the shell of which we are told,

A landscape to some, a rope dangling

In a chasm. No, a day, the same day.

We should not know

The mitigating circumstancees,

In which blizzard the welcoming gesture

Stuck, to be seen only at the next-to-last minute,
And that through rivers of translucence.

For all sober and natural empathy with

The common way that comes to bother us

Every day, you have a search warrant.

And you are happy and too fair-minded

To let accidents happen, even at night

In the glass garage of a dream, for so

We were conditioned, and must have promised

The first host to keep them narrative,

A plan beyond becoming. Yes, you are too faithful.

It is dangerous to stay here now.

But you do, years beyond the last date anyone heard of you.
Is it true that you wait for me in the arbor,

By the vine-clad wall? Then to be real we must sit and
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Live in our new discovery. It must have been

The picnic that got lost. This is all sunlight,

A thick foundation from which to hear the flood,
As we bend almost to despair. Then time catches us.

1983

Imperfect Sympathies

How minor can you get in writing about subjects:
Flowers, or stamps, or people the reader cant

Be expected to know, and still make the point that they’re
Valid as subjects, or not, but the point shouldn’t

Reflect that too much, touching as many bases as

Swiftly and lightly as possible? The meaning ought to

Be refreshed by all these possibilities but still

Remain slightly aloof from it all, if it’s

Going to be the point it’s making.

There’s no argument about that.

But still it comes on like a crazy dream,

It keeps arriving when it’s already here,

Like some eccentric guest, and

Has to be quieted by those words and things
That were only properties, like

Opinions expressed about it by someone who
Knows nothing about it, inflected out of existence
Or changed to something that has no relation

To anthing that has gone before,

A suburb with many trees that masks the real
Nature and purpose of the town it’s leading up to,
Or a ship breaking up in calm water, on a sandbar
Just off shore. It’s so hard not to be characterized
By the trace elements and after-image colors

That make of our minor but sturdy operation a
Fantasm that has no life anywhere, not

Even in its own sordid and brilliant feathers,

A life good to a few others, not to itself.

226



JOHN ASHBERY

Each of us, though, has to manage this set of

Factors for himself and pay attention to everyone
Else at the same time. The danger is in its turning
Into a contest with no prizes, only a printed
Memory of how that looked to someone else

When that person was briefly remembered

One day, and the procession halted for a moment;
Or whether we may never finish putting our makeup on
Until the mirror turns to a frozen pond in November
And the precocious winds joke us into death.

Isn’t it supposed to be this way, that is

Not any particular way, and won’t we catch

Its cold if it isn’t, less

Circumscribed I mean, born out of an unloved
Outline, sitting by the side of the road, uncertain

Of what to do, how to become, until we

Tear ourselves away for a penultimate, for a last time?

1985

The Good Old Days

The ironing board in the guest room,

African violets in a north window,

Lime-twigs and treachery. Lime-twigs and treachery!
Cold running water,

The avenue. The moulting present.

Yes the faucet of the present has been left on
And everything about it seems unsatisfactory.
Why so much dust at this juncture?

And the music is spare, more like

What we've been having,.
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Whatever is being made in that factory
Will have problems. Residuals

Erupt like skeletons out of the frozen earth,
Its iron dreaming shattered at last.

There can be no games, no fun,

In such an enclosure, the peaceful

Oblong having been replaced by the violent square
Last year. Or just before

One had grown into the pose of attention. Now
The colors of violence are everywhere,

On shack. On breakwater. On the car

That took the four of us downtown

To one last, tragic reunion in the old eatery.
And the flowers. Listen. The flowers,
Whispering: There’ll be some changes made.

II.

The raw act. The re-emerging of it.

Why, itll never happen, we told ourselves
In the night of that year.

Look at the sky for instance. What juices
Are these, that proclaim they are the truth

As we know it? This bubbling, this seething

That proceeds from the clouds, has the stamp

Of authority on it, invisible. And no argument

Need even retire now, to the reeds

At the sides and back, because everything astonishingly

Fits into the picture of how it is to be.

Remember the old half-finished jigsaw puzzle

On a forgotten table, the confusion

Of ribbons and crudely executedd flowers

Leading up some steps to a parterre (missing)? Why,

228



JOHN ASHBERY

We were supposed to fee/ something.

Then if you don’t, it’s too bad

For you, somebody else will, will have escaped
Down a staircase at night with the trophy

That was supposed to be imaginary but it’s real,

Its daylight confounds us. Better wash up, you

Too will be summoned to the inquest. Its yellows
Provide the touch of the natural we have been missing,
After all. I think we shall all be reunited this way;
That the letter, when read, will embrace us all.

1986
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HELD BY EGYPTIAN MATRONS:
SOME WAYS OF THINKING IN JOHN ASHBERY'S POEMS

John Wilkinson

“How minor can you get in writing about subjects:” With this ques-
tion or exclamation John Ashbery opens ‘Imperfect Sympathies’ from 1985,
one of a large group of ‘Uncollected Poems’ collected at the back of his
Collected Poems 1956-1987—for the Collected collects the uncollected as
well as collecting the collected. It emerges from this poem that to Ashbery’s
mind being minor entails touching lightly on many things or subjects,
while meaning develops “slightly aloof from it all.” That sounds like a self-
description, like Ashbery’s own writing. But when elsewhere Ashbery quotes
WH Auden on minor and major poets, it becomes clear that by Auden’s
criteria Ashbery is himself a major poet in scale, range, originality and the
mutability of his poetic style—his works being both instantly recognizable
and each book signally different. So Ashbery may be minor about subjects,
but anything but minor when it comes to subjectivity. Still, there does per-
sist a question, a suspicion. Talk of Ashbery as a postmodernist poet turns
this suspicion towards another question: what would it mean to be a major
poet? Would Auden’s criteria be enough, at a time when every admired poet
seems at once original and stale? Is major status necessarily associated with
grand designs, and would the profession of such designs not sound foolishly
self-important now? “How strange the change from major to minor!” Cole
Porter wrote. Perhaps a major poet should choose demonstratively minor
subjects so as to circumvent the solemnity of major status. Addressing what
‘Imperfect Sympathies’ calls “the real | Nature and purpose of the town” is
to run the risk that “the mirror turns to a frozen pond in November”—a
risk associated with “a printed | Memory”. However often Ashbery’s po-
etry may have shifted stylistically, it has always dodged and disdained fixed
positions and marmoreal achievement as determinedly as his friend Frank
O’Hara’s poetry did. It jibs at orotundity and higher truths.

‘The Good Old Days’ immediately follows ‘Imperfect Sympathies’ in
the Collected’s Uncollected, and lays out a rapid descent from minor sub-
jects to mirror to frozen pond, that is towards the fixity of representation.
The first stanza is impeccably minor about its subjects, aside from imputing
“treachery”, which provokes at once an incredulous reaction. By the end of
the second stanza the weather has been noticed, “What we've been having.”
Talk about weather is an example of minor subjects encouraging the amass-
ing of meaning “slightly aloof from it all”—changes in weather being the
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meaning of weather, if meaning is considered a mental tendency and closer
to ‘mood’ than to ‘ultimate meaning’. Enough of forecasts and enough of
all teleology, with their dictate that meaning should cease and phenomena
accord with the completely meant. What challenges minor subjects and the
weather in this poem is the apotheosis of the meant inscribed in the horror
of Christian Resurrection, interrupting and reversing time’s passage. Resur-
rection provokes horror because passing time for Ashbery constitutes and
reconstitutes the meaning universe. “Residuals | Erupt like skeletons out of
the frozen earth” as though in a painting by Stanley Spencer, and violence
explodes from “the pose of attention.” The pose of attention is decidedly
not the same as the active attention predicated on enlivened participation;
the one refers meaning back to a figure and the other generates meaning,.
The pose of attention leads merely to state-meant.

In the second part of the poem things get worse. Whatever things
are visible in the sky “proclaim they are the truth | As we know it”, while
the Resurrection proceeds according to plan, through a confused jigsaw
puzzle of kneebone connected to thighbone etc.. Such restoration had been
expected to bring pleasure or triumph (“the trophy”). In the event it cul-
minates in a grotesque inquest on the restored body, “the inquest” where
“I think we shall all be reunited this way”. By “reunited” is envisaged the
material re-welding of the bone and flesh rather than our meeting around
the mercy seat. More than likely the letter of the last line that “will embrace
us all” represents the gospel or another inspired text, echoing the parody of
the Last Supper in the final stanza of the poem’s first part: “one last, tragic
reunion in the old eatery.” In other words “The Good Old Days’ are the
days of doctrine, and nothing could possibly be worse than their return.

At the same time this poem can be read as a riposte to any who seek a
statement from poetry, and as a description of a certain kind of professional
reading; with the irony that “The Good Old Days’ is one of very few poems
since Ashbery’s first book, Some Trees, to lend itself to the kind of exposi-
tion just now perpetrated. So that, after all, is what the poem meant. There
you go. But to describe how Ashbery’s poems more often approach mean-
ing, causes all kinds of difficulty. Judging from printed evidence, reviewing
a new book by John Ashbery licenses a helplessness articulated in mews of
pleasure, and appreciations more vapid than anything an early twentieth
century belle-lettrist would dare foist. An innocent reader could glean little
about the character of Ashbery’s recent poetry beyond a claim that Plani-
sphere, or whatever new book is in question, is inconsequential in a way
somehow admirable. Uselessness is deemed aesthetically efficacious in a
world of instrumentality—but let’s not go there. Or else the book represents
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a decline into mannerism, an often-repeated lament. Even Joshua Clover

in The Nation is reduced to hunting for traces of financial meltdown to
describe what goes on in Planisphere; having identified some phrasal detritus
emanating from Wall Street, Clover then is able to proclaim that Ashbery’s
“mortal lightness and vernacularity grows all the stranger in the context of
what we used to call ‘current events.”” But is this so strange? For unmoored
from his pages, that Ashberian phenomenon the ‘speculative bubble’ has so
far entranced America that nothing Ashbery writes could look strange, un-
less he were to propose a return to the gold standard, moral truths and strict
objectivity. How could a world where ‘sentiment’ is accepted as an attribute
of markets while economists debate whether rational actors (that’s you and
me) might not be influenced by feelings, seem other than an Ashbery co-
production?

Anyone doubting the predictive ability of so-called postmodernist
poets might consider the publication in 1979 of J.H. Prynne’s Down where
changed and John Ashbery’s As We Know. The long poem ‘Litany’ in the
latter volume forecast the present financial meteorology through linking
cultural rejectamenta in its own moment; there is no need to hunt through
Planisphere for a few phrases drawn from the trading pit. You want foreclo-
sure? The long poem ‘Litany’ is at once a collapsing Prelude and a Tempest in
reverse, slipping from meant to meaning;

Yet we who came to know them,
Castaways of middle life, somehow
Grew aware through the layers of numbing comfort,
The eiderdown of materialism and space, how much meaning
Was there languishing at the roots, and how
1o take some of it home before it melts (as all
Will, dreams and mica-sparkling sidewalks, clouds
And office buildings, the conversation
And the trance, until
A day when they can do no more, and the mass
Of the scenery wanders partially
Over the defunct terrain of broken fences
And windows stuffed with rags) while the ballad
Still sings in the seller’s ear.
(CP595)

If this is inconsequential, that says much about a cultural indifference not
only to consequences but to linkages between present bits of stuff. So much
is held on to, so little thought about. But while symptomatic of an inatten-
tion to meaning and an obsession with the meant which distorts American
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political discourse, for a snapper-up of the ‘previously loved’ like Ashbery
the yards and porches full of trash are poignant and inexhaustibly produc-
tive. In Ashbery’s lines is described the exburb of the Inland Empire of
California or the Ballardian ‘community’ of Florida investors, and they are
so beautifully tracked there that Ashbery reproaches himself for indulging
the ballad that “still sings in the seller’s ear”. He too might be a salesman.

Ashbery’s long meteorological poems—Litany’, A Wave’, ‘Flow
Chart'—should be celebrated as a wonder of our age, and in their com-
bination of syntactical amplitude and attachment to minor subjects may
be the only writing since Proust to fully merit the casually-abused adjec-
tive ‘Proustian’. Inconsequentiality is only part of the story: consequence is
not the only form of connection. How is the imputation of frivolity to be
reconciled with the richness of these works? When Ashbery’s poetry goes for
plush, only Proust’s prose can out-plush it. In what is but the first volume of
Ashbery’s Collected Poems the plenitude of the books following Self-Portrait
in a Convex Mirror threatens to overwhelm, to glut the reader staggering
through their arabesque sentences, and to drive half-mad with their choral
textual echoes and Mahlerian orchestration. There is something more-than-
Victorian about this liverish richness. Just as Tristan Tzara and Kurt Schwit-
ters were obsessionally nostalgic for a bourgeois world stuffed to the gills,
homesick for those bletted chambers whose piled-on respectability sweetens
and rots, Ashbery indulges his passion for what has been lost or is visibly
and audibly retreating in contemporary America, sweeping it up in prosodic
waves. No shorer of fragments, in these middle books he comes on like an
Escoffier of cholesterol-laden linguistic confections. Inconsequentiality and
richness can indeed be reconciled in a monstrous stasis, a place of luxury,
tranquillity and forgiveness where nothing needs be done. Hence the charge
of ‘quietude’ leveled by Ron Silliman, a critic who can recognize rage but
not the anxiety circulating around the stuffed furniture.

Such is the interior décor inviting the reader who sorties into the Col-
lected Poems in search of “The Beauties of Ashbery’—the eighteenth-century
genre might properly be revived. The very existence of ‘Litany’, occupying
over 100 pages in the Library of America edition, evokes a more leisured
age (for some), either the age of Elegant Extracts or some recently the age of
Bloomsbury and the Scott Montcrieff translation of Proust. The extraordi-
narily beautiful passage quoted from ‘Litany’ was selected quite casually, and
could be substituted by a plethora of comparably beautiful examples. Yet
such selection, such admiration, entirely belie the experience of reading such
poems in their entirety, a privilege reserved practically for graduate students
and envious or emulative poets. In the course of such reading it is virtually
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impossible to achieve the focused attention which select passages invite, and
the reader’s mood becomes as determinant of response as it to passing time
in an airport. This is a temperature-controlled environment offering every
pleasure, but on credit and remember to collect at the end of the journey.
Assuming the flight eventually does depart.

These long poems by John Ashbery evoke Ballard as much as Proust be-
cause their thematic trails and their structural comportment are determined
alike by the passing and suspension of time. Reading at length produces an
exquisite suspension in time and non-place before taking off for an exotic
real place, knowing already the aspect it will present upon arrival will be
identical to the arrival lounge here or elsewhere. The exotic has become
the everyday, and the popularity of the reality show demonstrates that the
familiar has become the strange. Air conditioned, time conditioned, light
conditioned in the airport—what are actual weather conditions? Is that a
window or a flat screen where snow is visible? Human intimacy consists in
being rummaged through or patted over; it cannot be genital or focused on
anything but risk assessment. All seems designed for efficient flow but never
quite locks into place, into effective functionality: improvised walkways
clatter and shift underfoot and reach a standstill, directional signs point to
blank walls, misleading arrows of urgency arrive at a display of hundreds of
whiskies. Readers become dizzy in search of diversion when diversion is all
there is: needs become diversions, whether for food, drink, even a piss. The
PA summons lost passengers, correction, customers, correction, guests, pro-
claims lost scarves, the fate of stand-by passengers, correction, and recites the
current threat level in avuncular tones. Yes we will all die, but the concession
stands give heart, and readers wander in the even light, sold on this. Level
walks and moving walkways, elevators, escalators but no ramp or hill, all of
us pursued by our wheeled baggage and it will never be wearisome. If heavy
it will travel before us and we shall meet it at what is hardly ever a destina-
tion, but a hub or a further diversion.

The forgoing paragraph might indeed be held to display the symptomo-
logy of writing about Ashbery in its full virulence. This poetry is difficult to
describe without resort to purple passages or to poking at a tissue sample—
so that’s how the nervous system of a frog’s leg works! In fact it is the ner-
vous system of these poems which presents the greatest challenge to a critic.
John Shoptaw’s fine study of Ashbery, a book now fifteen years old, refers to
a interview where Ashbery remarked “I intended, in ‘Litany,” to write some-
thing so utterly discursive it would be beyond criticism.” Not that Shoptaw
is disconcerted, and he is primed to chase down those ‘crypt words’ anchor-
ing his discourses on Ashbery’s poems. ‘Crypt words are reminiscent of the
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‘cryptonyms’ discovered by the psychoanalysts Nicolas Abraham and Maria
Torok, but John Ashbery’s cryptonyms (such as the substitution of ‘inflect’
for ‘reflect’ in a passage from ‘Litany’ exhibited by Shoptaw) do not mark
the site of the unutterable as Abraham and Torok’s theory would specify.
The characteristic lateral displacements of ‘crypt words’ ensure that mean-
ing continues to wander and flow even at those dangerous moments where
meaning’s amassing may be blocked by recognition of what is meant, and
thus deliver the poem to the depredations of the critic. It suits Shoptaw to
imply a world of unutterabilities (reducible in effect to the statemen: “I am
gay”) because he wishes to read Ashbery’s work as ‘homotextual’, that is as
formed by a McCarthyite climate of fear when homosexuals were designated
a security threat for their presumed openness to blackmail—an instance of
‘security measures’ creating precisely the conditions they are designed to
counteract. But as Shoptaw’s examples demonstrate, Ashbery’s ‘crypt words’
more closely resemble cultivated parapraxes—they are solicited ‘Freudian
slips” revealing their intentions far too readily to protect against FBI code
breakers or even the lowly gumshoe. They spur linkages, however spurious
and misadventitious, rather than circulating around a taboo word, an unut-
terability.

While ‘crypt words’ ensure that the semantic express jumps rails, it is
the syntactical linkages of Ashbery’s long poems that tend to evoke airport
terminals. The Ashberian terminal that isn't a terminal might bring to mind
the rail terminus of Henry Green’s Party Going—for Ashbery wrote his
master’s thesis on Green’s novels. The hectic but directionless metonymic ac-
tivity of Party Going, where nothing happens but there is plenty to speak of
even though speech is never owned by character, clearly influences Ashbery’s
middle-period procedures. So too, I believe, do Green’s cultivated paraprax-
es, assisted by the theatrical deafness famously on display in his Paris Review
interview:

INTERVIEWER

And how about “subtle”?

GREEN

I don’t follow. Suttee, as I understand it, is the suicide—now forbidden—of
a Hindu wife on her husband’s flaming pyre. I don't want my wife to do that
when my time comes—and with great respect, as I know her, she wont . . .
INTERVIEWER

I'm sorry, you misheard me; I said, “subtle”—that the message was too subtle.
GREEN

Oh, subtle. How dull!
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This kind of wickedness delights in false trails, and embeds ruses to con-
found the analyst as much as the lay reader: “She explained that each time
they went through those artichokes pretending they were explorers in
jungles, she was excited because she knew she had buried her pistol there
and because the others did not know.” (Party Going) It is important that
the pistol is 7oz the hidden meaning, and most certainly not a repressed and
unutterable meaning, however phallic its connotation. The hidden presence
sparks tremors of excitement, hot spots, when wandering through bamboo
clump or artichoke patch. When a poet chances on such a patch, the effect
may be mysteriously contagious—discernible in a tightening of cadence
perhaps—but most of all it stimulates further circulation, further errancy.

In Green’s novel, lines form and crowds cluster although both com-
muter and continental train services have been suspended. That is how the
novel itself works. Similarly, to tour in imagination the exemplary com-
munication hub of the present day, the airport, helps show how thought
carries on in Ashbery’s poems; how the poems can be simultaneously full to
bursting and troublingly boring. It is indeed the condition of boredom that
renders them fit to burst and drives the reader to distraction—exactly what
Ashbery wants. Hence his love of offices, bureaucracies, places where seem-
ingly nothing is produced but crises and slack periods eventuate as it were
spontaneously. And hence especially Ashbery’s love of the weather, apparent
throughout his various oeuvre. These poems form, dissolve and re-form as
the reader moves between scan and inspection, gazing gloomily through the
window or tapping the barometer.

Very well, but does this conceit not describe merely one among Ash-
bery’s several ways of stimulating thought to muster? The curious thing is
that it applies as well to the terse lyrics of the new book, Planisphere, and
this demands explanation. Here I am not concerned with comparative
evaluations, but with the persistent question of how Ashbery thinks—or
more exactly, how thinking happens in his poems. So what is a planisphere?
It is “a polar projection of half (or more) of the celestial sphere on to a plane
surface, so that the equator and circles parallel to it appear as circles on the
plane, esp. as used in a common form of astrolabe; (4) a flat device consist-
ing of a polar projection of the whole of that part of the celestial sphere vis-
ible from a particular latitude, viewed through a movable cover with an el-
liptical opening that can be adjusted to show the part of the heavens visible
at a given time of night and season of the year.” Reading the OED’s descrip-
tion we might feel we have been here before; isn't this very close to Ashbery’s
most celebrated poem, ‘Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror’? The planisphere
is also quite literally an explanation, if the earlier sense of ‘explain’ can be
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invoked—to open out, unfold, to spread out flat. This is an explanation
that explains nothing maybe, an Ashberian tease. But if ‘Self-Portrait in a
Convex Mirror’ was concerned with the fluent phenomenology of percep-
tion, Planisphere presents ninety-nine points, seemingly disconnected. An
alphabetical arrangement by title prevents the poems from being read as a
sequence; the book can be approached as a cabinet of curiosities, each poem
a drawer, or as it were a set of boxes by Joseph Cornell.

The preoccupation with the ocular signaled by the title Planisphere
might be considered a disavowal, symptomatic of a compulsive distancing
one associates with sight as distinct from touch. What the page represents,
flattened through the contrivance of the planisphere, and turn after turn,
can be understood as a womb or more comprehensively, as a mother. But
the plush mother has been schematized into a matrix, designed to shift
cargo (lovers, words) from arrivals lounge (who ever lounged in arrivals?) to
taxi-stand. Into or onto the ever-waiting, all-accepting page, which is the
matricular mother ever-open like a stack of tortillas, each incoming element
is evacuated; and it is the maternal page which does “whatever has to be
done to covert them” [that is “sense-data’] “into a form suitable for employ-
ment as alpha-elements”—a conversion necessary for projected part-objects
to become thoughts and for thinking then to link thoughts somewhere
“slightly aloof from it all” as Ashbery describes. This is a theory that argues
that “thinking has to be called into existence to cope with thoughts,” espe-
cially apt for understanding this poet who so resembles Autolycus. An object
relations account of thinking was developed by the Kleinian analyst W.R.
Bion on whose essay ‘A Theory of Thinking’ my account depends, although
Bion was writing before the linguistic turn; I re-imagine his Kleinian part-
objects as linguistic shards unfitted to preconception, evacuated untolerated
onto the page for that reason. (Bion’s examples from analytical sessions are
amenable to this shift, since they are linguistic, as they have to be.) Bring-
ing this language into accord with our existing distinction between mean-
ing and the meant, for a thought to be retained rather than evacuated it
has to be recognized as already meant, fitted to pre-conception, or it will
be attacked and expelled as a potential threat. Much of the linguistic debris
Ashbery evacuates seems to have been rejected because already claimed by
another power, demonstrably so with cliché or advertising slogan. These
evacuees must be processed off-site, on the page, and the aim is to convert
them into thoughts available for thinking through poetically.

This claim is both rather fancy and quite basic. It remains to show
how it works with a few examples from Planisphere. The poem ‘Some Had
Lunch’ belongs alongside “The Good Old Days’ in tending to perform its
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argument, and what it describes is a process on the one hand of accom-
modation to the meant, so asserting a position; or on the other the act of
neutralising through forgetfulness. Neither provides the conditions where
anything comes of such tactics. The poem opens with a broad gesture, “All
this random money, committed money —”, implying that what is tendered
more or less randomly, whether sense-data, language or cash, awaits its at-
tachment. Wherever it arrives from, it is instantaneously “committed”. The
poem goes on to ask

where’s the self-indulgence in forgery,
fakery, if it doesn’t get you in free,
past the momentarily distracted
ticket-taker

Forgery and fakery exemplify just the activities of fitting money or language
or elements of any other signifying system to what is already meant, that

is pre-conceived; and the break between the poem’s first and second stan-
zas crosses from the random “Why not just say that?” to the committed
“He put his foot down.” To “just say that” is to make the purchase, fitting
money to the object it values, it is to assert that arbitrary relationship. But
as the poem goes on to say, “nothing comes of it"—once you put your foot
down you are left standing on whatever ground you have chosen (or has
been chosen for you), awaiting the proper hour. These alternatives, to float
past “the momentarily distracted | ticket-taker” or to be planted awaiting
the designated hour, might be associated with a meditation on approaching
death; but then, setting down a poem in itself re-poses the dilemma of how
what is set down can continue to thrive meaningfully rather than end up
stationed in the mausoleum of the meant. If nothing comes of the already
meant, what to do with all that stuff coming to mind and leaving it without
consolidating as a thought? “We can’t forget everything” the poem contin-
ues; if we were able to, we could indeed just float past the ticket-collect with
nothing to declare, but some things just stick:

We can't forget everything,

and the boy stands at attention, distracted,

in the sexual chapel surrounded

by correct, cream-colored leaves. Others will benefit
from your ritual cleansing, as they have before,

and can go on ahead.

What does it mean to stand as distracted as the ticket-collector or as the boy
“in the sexual chapel”? Distraction involves drawing apart, and both ticket-
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collector and boy are “somewhat aloof from it all” as the agents of meaning,
for they fail to collect; through their distraction they act as cloud chambers.
Despite all the work of forgery and fakery, the ticket-collector isn’t interest-
ed in the ticket, but easily distracted by a moment of déja vu. The boy is at
once focused and distracted—he “stands at attention” which (as we know)
is not the same thing as being attentive. He has an erection, we might infer.
While meticulous forgery turns out to be beside the point, so is “ritual
cleansing”; the boy has no interest in the lustrated leaves surrounding him,
the orderly pages of the book. He stays rapt in his sexual fantasy.

As so often in a poem by John Ashbery, the pronouns are unstable shift-
ers. “Your ritual cleansing” might be addressed to the boy, implying that to
masturbate is to cleanse oneself—the fantasy can then die back and the “cor-
rect, cream-colored leaves” once again claim the boy’s empty mind. But the
assignment of pronouns is eventually of minor importance. Connections are
neither paratactical, as in much American poetry of the modernist tradition,
not hypotactical as in older verse where the hierarchy of clausal structure is
respected; Ashbery’s syntax might be described as peritactical—that is to say,
connections are webbed, and relative proximity does not determine prior-
ity. ‘Some Had Lunch’ comprises two mirrored stanzas, separated by a short
bridge (where the foot comes down) containing “an ‘aha’ moment.” The
relationship between elements disposed across the first and third stanzas,
both objects and syntax, is as significant as the relationships within each
stanza. Ejected materials are shaped and begin to be connected on the page
but remain short of resolution into entirely consistent statement or ‘discus-
sion’. Even in this poem that glosses its own procedures, the effect is more of
lucid dream than the presentation of completed and extrapolable content—
as though the emergence of meaning were being held in view, influenceable
to a degree by poet and reader, but with the linkage of elements continuing
to be compromised by their unruliness. Still, emergent thinking does cope
with thoughts; the first and third stanzas particularly can be regarded as
containers, and their hinged-mirror relationship as in turn contained by the
page.

Elements might also by connected by mood, by weather, or by time of
day. To stay with poems whose titles begin with ‘S’ and might therefore be
related peritactically on the same curve, ‘Sticker Shock’ supplies another
rubric:

it just keeps coming,
and we take it in, like a barn accepting
bales of hay from hay wain, until
they’re gone. That will have to do.
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Besides (did I mention it?), I'm tired.
This day’s a wrap.

The barn does not so much accumulate as absorb the bales of hay which
represent all the stuff of memory and desire with which the poem starts:
“Such an unattractive idea, | yet we must pick it up, sniff it”. Then similarly
to ‘Some Had Lunch’ this poem moves from miscellany to money, in this
instance a penny which betokens honesty rather than evidencing forgery,
and may also suggest a penny for your thoughts or the bad penny that just
pitches up. So the bales processed in Ashbery’s barn include concepts, de-
sires, bits and pieces, memories, every kind of bric-a-brac (as well as sexual
intercourse, very probably). Where they go is into the day or into “a space
like a dream” as the last line of the poem has it. Where they go also is into
pages, the now despoiled cream wove. After all, “you can’t forget everything”
and sticking to the peritactical principal of scanning poems whose titles
begin with ‘S’, here comes the clincher:

I mean how little can you toss off
and be ready for the rest of tomorrow’s dense
armillary?

(‘Sleepingly’)

These lines follow a passage of violent casting out—"cheapskate missiles
hurled | from one garden to the next”. Once again a connection may be
tracked between the dislodging of fixation through masturbating (an asso-
ciation of ‘tossing off” determined by the appearance of “painter’s pants” and
“his magic crotch” earlier in the poem) or through any other ejective strata-
gem, one being represented by this poem; and a highly complicated world
of peritactical links between objects thereby made amenable to thought. The
missiles may have ended up in the next garden, but that distance is enough
to ensure they cannot be concretized internally into statement; instead, free
of pre-conception, they become available for conversion into the material
that provokes thinking. After the previous stanza’s frantic activity, “the rest”
might gratifyingly suggest that the achievement of linkage through thinking
enables restfulness.

In his great book Attention and Interpretation W.R. Bion proposes that
the intricate linkages amounting to a psychoanalytical interpretation, and al-
ways delayed—however expensively—until meaning mobilizes, are enabled
by acts of faith requiring the ability in the analyst “to inhibit dwelling on
memories and desires.” This is exactly what popular opinion would assume
a psychoanalyst dwells on to the exclusion of all else. “To inhibit dwelling”
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is an odd phrase designed to sidestep the pronominal vectors which Ashbery
characteristically is so adept in avoiding. The analyst inhibits dwelling in the
psychoanalytical container, which is time (the time of the analytical hour),
much as Ashbery inhibits dwelling on the page through interlaced structures
ungoverned by pronouns: “This mode I chose talks back.” (‘Sleepingly’, to
stay with this poem for a moment).

And what might “tomorrow’s dense | armillary” amount to? For one
thing an armillary is a model of peritaxis: it is “a model of the celestial globe
constructed from rings and hoops representing the equator, the tropics, and
other celestial circles, and able to revolve on its axis.” The alert reader surely
cannot now resist: from the perigee of ‘S’ (eight letters from the end of the
alphabet) the peritactical principle insists one proceeds to the apogee of ‘H’
(eight letters from the start):

Here come the transistors,
bananas, durian (a fruit said to have a noxious smell),
baby bottles, photocopiers, and souvenirs,
such glorious ones! Nothing useful except key-chains,
lockers to be furnished, a ball to stuff with life.

(‘He Who Loves and Runs Away’)

Anyone familiar with Ashbery’s poems will feel they recognize this list from
as long ago as “The Instruction Manual’ in his first book, Some Trees, and
from the wonderfully heterogenous orchestra of “The Skaters’. But this list is
not so random as all that; following the communicative transistors, after the
phallic bananas and the fecal durian, the line “baby bottles, photocopiers,
and souvenirs” neatly spans memories and desires (for babies signify futuri-
ty), and also through photocopiers, the production of “forgery, | fakery”—of
art or religion. And by contrast, what is deemed useful? “Key-chains” facili-
tate access to the containers where these things can be stowed, “lockers to

be furnished”, and where they can be reduced to inertia (‘stuffed furniture’
is one ‘crypt phrase’ here). This “dense armillary” holds not only tomorrow
but yesterday and whatever comes along in the present, but it has seized up,
it holds everything immobilized.

An armillary is surely a three-dimensional planisphere or something
very like, the maternal model of inner space and of inhabited social space
(including the weather we share), but ‘He Who Loves and Runs Away’ regis-
ters some anxiety that this storage facility can engender stasis. This is exactly
because each part-object is immobilized through conformity to a ‘pre-ex-
isting condition’ or a pre-conception: “It’s important to | find a copy of the
reproduction and send | or sell it back to them, “and with milk.””. Here the
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“baby bottles” recur, but “milk” deftly unites origins and futurity, reduced
to a free gift delivered with “a copy of the reproduction”. By the end of the
poem the absence of linkages leads to immobilized detachment and blank
indifference: “You are sitting on the sofa. | Have a glass of something. | You
will hear a city.” The absence of specificity in “a glass of something” is very
telling here; perched on the stuffed furniture you are offered “a glass”, and
although the glass might contain some kind of drink, it might be a looking-
glass, and one which in showing merely “something” (your face?) suggests
that reproduction is all. And in a book which is filled with quirky allusions
to music, the line “you will hear a city” offers an aural equivalent of “a ball
to stuff”, another solid compages. The mechanism of planisphere or armil-
lary jams like a photocopier if dedicated to reproduction. So does anyone
know how to make this mother work?

CAUTION The Moving Walkway Is Ending. But what activates these
poems and starts them thinking has been touched upon sufficiently to start
thinking off, and perhaps by now a sense of the poems’ spritely meaningful-
ness has started to form “somewhat aloof from it all”. One phrase might
help to pull this wandering group of thoughts together for a last briefing by
the water fountain. The short poem ‘“The Foreseeable Future’ ends with the
report “He’s being held by Egyptian matrons.” This line delightfully echoes
Henry Green’s theatrical mishearing, with Ashbery’s Egyptian matrons tak-
ing the place of Green’s Hindu wives. Presumably “matrons” is a mishearing
of ‘Moslems’ (this seems more likely than the other possibility, ‘militants’,
owing to the cadence). So here is the mother. Here is the page. Here is the
holding environment. But here also is the faulty copy, the errancy, resistance
to fixture. This will be spat out, onto another page. Where shall we go now?
Chasing those matrons around the rim, across the leaves, wherever a peritac-
tical orbit might tempt us. Correction. Now it is time to go to the gate.
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GIDEONS WAKE

The Suburban Ecstasies. Seth Abramson. Denver: Ghost Road Press. 2009.
James Walton

By his own account, Seth Abramson’s first volume of poetry was de-
signed as a monomyth, the term lifted by Joseph Campbell from Finnegans
Wake to describe a pattern that emerges from the secular, eclectic study
of primal narratives. The pattern, of course, is heroic, founded upon a
sequence of exile and return, separation and reunion, death and resurrec-
tion. The comparative approach places its practitioner on the margins of
belief, analytical, deconstructive, perhaps nostalgic, accepting (after Yeats in
a different connection) its greatness with its violence. Abramson names his
anti-hero Gideon after one of Israel’s deliverers and introduces him with the
credentials of another, Moses in the bulrushes. As a youth Gideon sprouts
the horns, not of the iconic Moses but of a stag-god, the Celtic (or wic-
can) Cernunnos, and “not/ demonic” or the product of some supernatural
agency but only “the residue of enchantment”—a phrase that might serve as
Abramson’s name for poetry.

In The Satanic Verses Salman Rushdie pronounced on the equivocal,
or essentially poetic, character of myth: “Once upon a time—ir was and
was not so—as the old stories used to say, it happened and it never did.” The
claim seems contradicted by Abramson’s strange assertion: “Once—say not,
upon a time, say it was so—.” The difference can be resolved by an observa-
tion on the constitutive power of sazying, which makes a thing so, as at the
beginning of Seamus Heaney’s translation of Beowulf—“So. The Spear-
Danes in days gone by...”—which, quoth Heaney, “obliterates all previ-
ous discourse and narrative” and calls “immediate attention” to the story
as thing-in-itself. Abramson’s disjunct narrative, in turn, is counterpointed
with reflections on its real existence as writing. The poem’s first “epic” de-
scent takes Gideon to the depths of a city awash in darkness—"inked with
a quill.” What follows, briefly, is Abramson’s Nighttown, the drug of choice
not alcohol but angel dust. The perception of a pattern in Gideon’s “quest”
leads to an illusory “glimpse of hells.” Other harrowers of hell, heroic or
divine, with whose fortunes Gideon is mock-epically identified, include the
Sumerian Enki, Orpheus, and Jesus Christ, in which connection he figures
as a “brilliant counterfeit.” His death as Orpheus is “somehow.../ less than
literal”: “it never happened.”

“GIDEON AT SCHOOL” opens with the line “Suddenly the words
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were everywhere.” The education seems to begin in a primordial state, where
“opposites are” before “words are.” Words then appear in the form of a
seeming prophecy written in cursive on a wing behind a glittering shop win-
dow that makes the vision “momentarily celestial.” But “It wasn’t/ a tran-
scendent moment,” and the prophecy says “nothing anyone could tell.” Yet
“Still the words were everywhere,” and this phase of Gideon’s development
ends with a suggestion of apocalypse deferred. For the “spiritual” phase a
manual is provided for the construction of a kind of zrompe ['eil universe or
cosmic magic lantern show: “Place schematic at rear of opulent/ translucent/
screen” so that it cannot “be seen to have been working.” Its authority must
be perceived as “a priori,” yet flawed, for “Provision of mystery favors/ oc-
casional malfunction.” Optical illusion here stands in for language.

Gideon’s mentor Aarif (Knowledgeable) “loves the pretty eternity of a
metaphor” and responds, like the poem itself, “more to myths/ than bank-
ers,/ more to Greeks and East Indians/ than Americans.” Under cover as
an “Art Fair,” the poem reserves its “best parts” for those with red hands
and a better principle/ than charity.” Abramson’s Fair, like Bunyan’s and
Thackeray’s, serves as a type of civilization and a reflection of its designer,
“who stumbles from the dust of morning/ to the wild work of night,/ who
is merely the rubble of the earth/ and the darkened stage other men stand
upon/ while, with all the grace of an acting troupe,/ they proceed to their
point of origin/ or forget their lines altogether.”

In this “HISTORY OF THE FAIRGROUNDS” Abramson pauses
like Prufrock over streets that follow like a tedious argument of insidious
intent and, like 7he Waste Land, over low-class conversations in “the same
waterfront bars/ the same jackknifing alleyways/ the same sort of men have
always frequented,/ talking revolution or counter-revolution/ over thinning
beer;...// scattering their own wishes beneath a vainglory/ of dragonflies.”
The image of ephemeral insect-life carries over into the poem’s attack on
“goods-merchants” who “give off always an apparent course,/ never a true
one—" and “thrill merchants, also, in gilded carriages,/ accompanied by
charming grotesqueries, / who have that same love of self/ as mites in a
boneyard.”

The underworlds to which Abramson’s poem descends, like those of
Dryden and Pope, Balzac and Dickens, Pound and Joyce, all the way to
(say) Rushdie and DeLillo, exist in time and space. His earthbound, infernal
history touches on wars and bloodbaths ancient, modern, and contempo-
rary, at least by place-name, from the Tenochtitlan massacre (Mexico, 1520)
to the Patanni insurrection (Thailand, current).

For a devil to preside over the killing field Abramson borrows again
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from The Satanic Verses, omitting to mention that Neechayvala, Rush-

die’s “Guy from Underneath,” is the other half of Ooparvala, the “Fellow
Upstairs,” a duality that identifies the creator as source of good and evil,
fullness and emptiness. A reader might complete the picture by recalling the
poem’s early reference to primal, nameless “opposites.”

The pull of a vacuum against a distinctly terrestrial “higher” power
figures largely in Abramson’s record of a struggle with language. Though we
hear Gideon’s voice in scarcely half the poems, the sage Aarif addresses him
the end as surrogate for the author, mimicking the “fits and jump-starts/ of
emergency language” to which Gideon himself has drawn attention:

your words would have to be designed—
importuned—
to fit. They are not
so inclined, and knock about, instead,
in misdirection and misuse, dog-eared
by a comma or dashed
to incoherence—

Aarif then turns from Gideon to the reading audience to issue a strange
disclaimer: “the language you find here is not/ after my friend Gideonl he
is not the rule that alights to this letter,/ he exerts none of his laws upon it,
is owed nothing/ by me.” A reference in this segment to Gideon’s “boxed
effects” suggests that the obfuscation of authorship has occurred after his
death and final waking. In conclusion, Aarif (or the Masked Poet?) declares
that the “crippl[ing]” language criticized here has robbed Gideon of every-
thing except his (somehow) “noblest self.”

If there is a veiled external reference in all this it might pertain to the
fact that several of the poems in The Suburban Ecstasies appeared elsewhere
and were retro-fitted (or not) to suit Gideon’s case. The authentically per-
sonal, even confessional voice that comes through in many of them emerges
undisguised in “A PUBLIC DEFENDER’S NOTEBOOK” where a paren-
thesized refrain, “(which is a crime),” attaches itself to the charges against
the speaker’s clients and to his own disconnection from them. Here the
Gideonesque blanks and stammers contribute to one of the most affecting
passages in the book:

You think your ears might bleed
from out their drums—
you think it possible to have heard
at thirty-one
enough
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and be done with that sense at least—
your tongue, too,
for saying we can only do so much,

this many times,
this many times, this many times—
and your nose, because sweat has a smell
and dirt has a smell and of course booze
has a smell like desperation
and a’91 Caprice behind a black tree line
beside the road,
in which a man repeats the words
1 should be dead I should be dead
(which is— which is—)

In a merger of apparent fact with fiction Abramson’s lawyer defends
Gideon, charged with an unexplained theft, who has heard a cellmate’s con-
fession of murder, prompting an expression of the poet’s abiding sense of the
limitations of poetry: “A dead boy is too much cargo/ for a single page to
bear.” Even the ghostly victim resists the conventions of funeral verse, pro-
viding a key (one of many) to an approach to genre that leaves, as reported
carlier, a residue of enchantment. The romance, for example, of Gideon and
Aviva (Spring) undergoes repeated separations and only a transient “RE-
UNION,” descending to the surreal and the raw real. Their sexual relations
are “not fantastic” but “OK” because “he’s fucking/ in Jove. He loves her.”
It’s not their union but the distance between them that inspires the broken
narrative’s only lyric flight (sharply elided here to sidestep its side trips):

whatever it is you know,
tell me.
Of all the spaces a crow cannot occupy
when it is out being a crow

for a universe needing crows—
whatever you think,
if they are sad or silent or diminished
spaces,

explain it.....

Of the way you warm my arms
when they scour and pale

In the wet of April,
when we join the crows in dispelling
the mystery of winter, if that touch is
compassion and the place it is found
love,
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sing it please sing it and wherever I am
I will hear it.

As for the “higher” forms, Abramson announces, half way through his
book, the death of Emerson’s ideal poet, the “eternal man” or “storyteller
as communal cathexis,” and near the end describes the metamorphoses of
his own elusive allegory into an “anecdote” or “joke”™: “A man walks into a
bar....” By a further transformation the bar turns into Hell, the barman
into Hades, the “man” into Orpheus or Jesus, who finds at the end of his
descent “that there is not just nothing for him to find/ here, but really noth-
ing, as in nothing coming,/ nothing going,/ nothing even that kills itself to
root deeply/ and later grow as, again, nothing.”

This final descent hints at the book’s connection to the subgenre of po-
etry named in its title (uzhelpfully taken from the title of Abramson’s blog).
Several examples of “ecstatic” verse by the Sufi poets Rumi (1207-1273) and
Hafiz or Hafez (1315-1390) present versions of “a man walks into a bar”
in which drunkenness means spiritual fullness and the barkeep (in Hafiz)
figures as a Zoroastrian teacher warning his customer against the narrowness
of orthodoxy. The transformation of Gideon’s bar follows a recent account
of Rumi’s tavern: “a kind of glorious hell that human beings enjoy and suf-
fer and then push off from in their search for truth.” The withering, in turn,
of Gideon’s history into “nothing,” seems to echo a modern translation of
Rumi: “My story/ gets told in various ways: a romance,/ a dirty joke, a war,
a vacancy’ (trans. Coleman Barks).

The titles of thirteen poems in Abramson’s collection begin with “Ec-
stasy.” The subtitles include Instruction (an empty prophet’s), Salvation,
Pain, War, Violence, Heaven, Labor, Commerce, Chaos, Devil, Religion,
Freedom, Suicide. The naming of the volume’s last poem repeats the title of
the whole: “THE DEATH AND LIFE OF GIDEON (THE SUBURBAN
ECSTASIES).” “Suburban” should refer us to the modifications of ecstasy
performed by a poet of our time and place who has confessed in an inter-
view to a “middle-class yearning for a sense of well-being”—the residue,
once again, of enchantment.

The audience will wonder at the claim that Gideon “writes like a der-
vish.” The aim of Sufi ecstasy is to affirm the unity of Being. Walt Whit-
man, enrolled in a recently expanded class of ecstatics, claims no more than
the unity of the species, thoroughly naturalizing the mystical doctrine in
a passage cited in The Suburban Ecstasies: “every atom belonging to me as
good belongs to you” (“Song of Myself”). Abramson, for his part, finds
World and Self in pieces. Heroic themes are rerouted: Separation from the
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beloved ends in the lover’s “REPLACEMENT,” father-atonement in “EU-
LOGY” for the victim of a jailhouse riot. War and violence issue in a vast,
apocalyptic choir, 7ot singing:

the same music
that made the world made its wars, its worship,
and that moment

when all its couplings were climbing
and the clavichord of all their lungs
broke, and broke

to the music of a billion voices, sighing.

One might hear in this passage a secular revision of Dryden’s apocalypse:

As from the power of sacred lays
The spheres began to move,

So, when the last and dreadful hour

This crumbling pageant shall devour,

The trumpet shall be heard on high,

The dead shall live, the living die,

And music shall untune the sky. (“A Song for Saint Cecilia’s Day”)

Shards of intertext (real or imagined) are consistent with the design
of a shattered monomyth. Abramson repeats the first and last lines of the
“ecstatic” George Herberts “Sin’s Round” (“sorry I am”); Eliot’s “lidless
eyes” (The Waste Land); “empty air (twice), which resounds from Aeneid X1,
through Pound’s “Mauberly” and The Satanic Verses, to a heavy metal band
called Flotsam and Jetsam. A passage on war adopts the meter—and erases
the content—of the Victorian music-hall fight song that served as source of
the term “jingoism.” These fragments he has shored against the ruins of—
“now allegories, now ecstasies, now epics.”

In the last of The Suburban Ecstasies Gideon, dead and awakened, in-
vokes the Bhagavad Purana, in which Krishna, dancing, vanishes before the
girl who thinks he dances with her alone. The episode acts as prologue to his
declaration of faith, or hope, in a “pedestrian god” who wills the living “to
move as he wills them/ to love, who would rather they be together/ than in
pieces.”

The task for the reviewer of this ambitious and demanding work has
consisted in assembling the parts most accessible (to him) into a simulacrum
or shadow of the whole. It remains for future commentators to provide
a more detailed account of its way of challenging the limits of genre or
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mode—epic, allegorical, even “ecstatic’—and to fill the gaps that Abramson
intended to be filled. His achievement deserves such attention.
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OH!: A LONG BREATH OF WONDER

The Apple Trees of Olema: New and Selected Poems. Robert Hass. New York:
HarperCollins Publishers, 2010.

Kevin O'Connor

To read through nearly forty pages of new poems in The Apple Trees
of Olema: New and Selected Poems by Robert Hass, and then to reread his
work, beginning with the astonishing debut of Field Guide in 1973, is
to discover an organic continuity in the achievement of a great poet still
working at the height of his powers. Like Keats, one of Hass's most recog-
nizable forbearers, who believed that “Poetry should come as naturally as
Leaves to a Tree or not at all,” Hass arrived on the scene with a distinctively
natural voice and vision, and while each successive book—from Praise
(1981) to Human Wishes (1989) to Sun Under Wood (1996) through 7ime
and Materials (2007)—has shown formal innovations as well as a further
reach of ambition, the early seeds of his imagination are apparent in all the
later figurations and blossomings. More than anything else, Hass, the U.S.
Laureate from 1995-97, is a poet of the affirmative pleasures in the world
that help human beings survive suffering and loss: other people, nature, art.
Even in his most darkly reflective poems, fresh consoling images—of seeing,
smelling, eating, lovemaking, naming and singing—come spilling out of his
imaginative cornucopia, while his abiding consciousness continues to test
and shape a wisdom of limits where Keatsian loss attends every harvested
pleasure, where art and happiness are not always commensurate with the
suffering and loss they counter.

The Selected section of the new volume contains healthy portions of
most of the original books: only a pared down Field Guide, and especially
the omission of the politically fueled and rhetorically charged “Lament for
the Poles of Buffalo,” written during the Vietnam War, is an exception. New
selections include “August Notebook: A Death,” a long, moving elegy for
his brother—notable if only because the personal elegiac mode is a relatively
recent feature of his work—as well as “The Red Chinese Dragon and the
Shadows on Her Body in the Moonlight,” a narrative poem that in some
way reads like a conventional short story, but whose regular rhythms, as well
as its arresting images, carry the signature of Hass’s best poetry. But this
New and Selected volume also contains any number of exceptional poems
that have already become, or may become, part of the canon of late 20*
and early 21* Century American poetry. Hass’s thythmic line is so natu-
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rally relaxed and sensually fluid, he could probably turn his grocery lists
into poetry. But there is a danger in attributing inherent talent to poets,

for it can be a kind of backhanded compliment, like talking about Michael
Jordan as if he came dribbling and pump-faking out of the womb, instead
of having to discipline and hone his athletic talents early in his career. Hass’s
considered consciousness of the poetic tradition he inherited (at least, as
Pound would prescribe, “for use”) and his own effort to make his mark in
that tradition is apparent from his own prize-winning critical collection, 20
Century Pleasures, which is full of keys to his own poetic values, motives and
ambitions. Rather, like Yeats in “Adam’s Curse,” this poet has achieved an
illusion of effortlessness in his style where “if it does not seem a moment’s
thought/Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.”

Without being overtly confessional like Lowell and Berryman of the
previous generation, Hass from the beginning has embedded his poetry
with just enough autobiographical reference—an upbringing wounded
by parental alcoholism, his own growing children, a divorce and remar-
riage—to provide these lyrics with narrative continuity and an identifiable
emotional context. Such revealing choices necessarily entail a flirting with
self-indulgence, and it is the test of the poems’ artistic forms and language,
that keep them from rarely, if ever, crossing this line. So, as I finish reading
this richly textured volume, full of references to real people and domestic
dertails, I can’t help but feel a tender curiosity about Hass’s extended fami-
ly—a response that underscores the seamless interpenetration of art and life
in these poems. The late Stanley Kunitz had it just right from the beginning
when in introducing Field Guide, the winner of the 1973 Yale Younger Poets
Award, he wrote that reading Hass was like stepping into the ocean unaware
“until you feel the undertow tug at you, that you have entered into another
element.”

Hass’s pursuit and arrest of beauty, and especially the achievement of
contemplative epiphany, remains constant in his poetry. Hass’s intimate
insight about Lowell’s “The Quaker Graveyard at Nantucket” in 20”
Century Pleasures might just as well describe the way his own poetry quests
for a “contemplative peace beyond any manifestation in the flesh, beyond
thought or understanding and—most especially—beyond desire.” (Pleasures,
22) In his early “Sunrise,” Hass writes,

It is not the fire
we hunger for and not the ash. It is the still hour,
a deer come slowly in the creek at dusk,
the table set for abstinence, windows
full of flowers like summer in the provinces
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vanishing when the moon’s half faced pallor
rises on the dark flax line of hills.

Epiphany in Hass’s poetry is achieved through clear contemplative vision of
the ordinary world, and the recollection and precise imaginative recreation
of that vision in the Wordsworthian tranquility of the poetic act. But as

an early title “Child Naming Flowers” would suggest, Hass celebrates the
exact naming of places and things in nature as a human, not just a poetic,
power and pleasure. In “Picking Blackberries with a Friend Who Has Been
Reading Jacques Lacan,” which playfully deflates abstract theories about the
relationship between language and desire, the word joyously becomes the
thing it signifies:

Our ears are stopped
In the bee-hum, and Charlie,
laughing wonderfully

beard stained purple
by the word juice
goes to get a bigger pot.

It was a special pleasure to read Hass during the 1980’s, a time when univer-
sities were in a fever swoon over European deconstructionists preaching the
arbitrary relationship between language and it referents, because, in Hass’s
poetic, words are natural things and naming becomes like a cooperative act
of love. Throughout this volume, in fact, Hass uses marriage as an impor-
tant exploratory metaphor for the relation of word to world, spirit to matter,
imagination to act. While his essays on the “deep image” poets and Rilke in
20" Century Pleasures are mostly appreciative, Hass clearly rejects that part
of the neo-Romantic lyric tradition which focuses on a self and imagination
isolated from the natural and social world.

Influenced as a graduate student at Stanford by the lectures of the poet
and critic Yvor Winters, Hass has described Winters as a “one man assault
on romanticism, American transcendentalism, and modernism.” (Pleasures
141) It is understandable how Hass’s own romantic predilections have
always been tempered by his intuitions about the limits of language just
as any tendencies toward modernist experimentation with form have been
tempered by his effort to write poetry that is consciously intelligible. Given
Hass’s view that words can enact or reveal a physical world charged with
sacred meaning (“John”), it is also understandable how the oft-anthologized
“Meditation at Lagunitas” has become one of the signature poems of Hass’s
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early career. The poem that begins memorably with the line, “All the new
thinking is about loss,” ends with a testament to the replenishing properties
of speech:

There are moments when the body is as numinous
as words, days that are the good flesh continuing.
Such tenderness, those afternoons and evenings,

saying blackberry, blackberry, blackberry.

The chant-like repetition of this particular naming of nature crystallizes how
Hass’s celebration of the sensual world extends a continuum that includes
speech as a way toward symbolic transcendence. Countering the nominal-
ist fear that “a word is an elegy to what it signifies,” Hass’s poems enact the
commemoration of experience and the recovery of meanings lost to abstrac-
tions, to scientific reductionism, or to time itself.

In the second half of The Apple Trees of Olema, and especially selections
from his last two volumes, Sun Under Wood and Time and Materials, the po-
etry is no less affirmative, but these later poems do highlight the skepticism,
apparent from the beginning, about the sufficiency of worldly consolations;
that is, the poetry is no less confident, just more clear-eyed about the limits
of it own power to sustain enchantment, or the value of doing so:

No. there are limits to saying
In language, what the tree did.

It is good sometimes for poetry to disenchant.
(“The Problem of Describing Trees”)

This radical skepticism is also apparent in Hass’s experiments with a looser,
longer prose line while composing Human Wishes, a time when he was also
working with Czeslaw Milosz on English translations of the latter’s poetry,
marked by sobering, discursive statements about the dark ironies of history.
In any case, throughout this third volume, Hass is consciously working out
an aesthetic position:

A man thinks /ilacs against white houses, having seen them in the farm country
south of Tacoma in April, and can’t find his way to a sentence,
A brushstroke carrying the energy of brush and stroke

—as if he were stranded on the aureole of the memory of a woman’s breast,
(“Spring Drawing”)
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The poem works in the tension between the discursive, which wants to
make rational sense, and the stillness or arrest of image, which for Hass
affects a “release from the self” (Pleasures 275); in this formulation, the
“sentence” is related etymologically to the moral and historically to the true,
whereas pure image or music, is related to the subjunctive world of wish.

Hass’s intermittent experiments in prose, then, act as correctives or
counterpoints to his own sensually lush lyricism.

The Archbishop of San Salvador is dead, murdered by no one knows
who. The left says the right, the right says provocateurs.

But the families in the barrios sleep with their children behind them and
a pitchfork, or a rifle if they have one.

And posterity is grubbing in the footnotes to find out who the bishop is,
a waiting for the poet to get back to his business. Well, there’s this:

Her breasts are the color of brown stones in moonlight, and paler in moonlight.

And that should hold them for a while. The bishop is dead. Poetry
proposes no solutions: it says justice is the well water of the city of
Novgorod, black and sweet.

(“Rusia en 1931”)

This mid-career ars poetica shows a new self-conscious explicitness, but the
seeds of its motivating concern are apparent even in Field Guide. Hass’s po-
etry from the beginning has been torn between the “pure exclusive music” of
Wallace Stevens and the more engaged demotic of the Whitman-Williams
line, or the anti-lyric strategies of the post-war Eastern Europeans, where
aesthetics tends to be subordinated to an ethical politics. While he tilted the
way of Keats and Stevens in his second book Praise, his poetry has contin-
ued to conscientiously address the extent to which his aesthetic pleasure
principle sufficiently engages the political exigencies of his time. Hass wrote
in 20" Century Pleasures that “a political criticism of any social order implies
both that a saner one can be imagined and the hope or conviction that it
can be achieved.” (5) His poetry, especially after Field Guide, is grounded

in a romantic belief that a saner natural order can be preserved or recovered
through the creative imagination. As an antidote to the politics of fear and
dehumanizing violence, Hass’s poetry offers primal images of satisfaction
and peace. Thus, he does “get back to his business” in Human Wishes with
“Privilege of Being,” one of his richest pure lyrics about the human desire
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for intimacy and wholeness and the sub-angelic limits of its Rilkean satisfac-
tion.

Many are making love. Up above, the angels

in the unshaken either and crystal of human longing

are braiding one another’s hair, which is strawberry blond
and the texture of cold rivers.

The imagination is Stevensian, but not a “necessary angel” at war with “real-
ity,” and the poems are “political” only if one defines such as “being human
in a monstrously inhuman world.” (Pleasures xiii)

That Hass chose “The Apple Trees of Olema,” also contained in Human
Wishes, as the title for this selected volume reveals his self-assessment as a
poet of marriage—both in the interpersonal sense and in the widest meta-
phorical sense of an individual’s relational being with the natural world. The
poem describes a couple

...walking in the woods along the coast
and in a grassy meadow, wasting, they come upon
two old neglected apple trees...

The deft ambiguity of the participial “wasting” helps define the images

of the “old neglected trees” as an objective correlative for the story of a
marriage which is worn, but whose rotten limbs are still “wild with blos-
soms and a green fire/of small new leaves...” While naming flowers in the
meadow, the couple is suddenly riven over disparate perceptions of the apple
blossoms:

Torn flesh, it was the repetitive torn flesh

of appetite in the cold white blossoms
that had startled her...

The lack of simultaneity in the couple’s perceptions is “sad or happy/as
the tide, going out or coming in, at sunset,” and their later momentary
closeness as they “admire the bird together” marks the hopes and limits of
transcendent love in a real relationship.

The interruptive sentence in the middle of “The Apple Trees of
Olema”™—“If it is afternoon, a thin moon of my own dismay/fades like a
scar in sky to the east of them”—is an example of Hass’s use of the self-con-
scious conditional as a stylistic strategy for creating, or testing, the authen-
ticity of a poem as a whole, a strategy he continues to develop through Sun
Under Wood, Time & Materials and the new poems. Movements to the self-
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conscious present are as old as poetry itself: even Shakespeare’s sonnets made
present tense self-reference part of his lyric tool kit (“So long lives this, and
this gives life to thee”), and more recently poets such as Lowell in “For The
Union Dead” (“My hand draws back.”) have used such references to their
authorial presence, not so much to dis-enchant readers under a narrative or
lyric spell, but to inscribe themselves and their poetic activity as a natural
metaphor for whatever they are writing about.

In the early Hass poems of Field Guide and Praise this self-reference
tended toward the testimonial present of epiphany

I follow the pawprints of the fox.

I know that I know myself

no more than a seed

curled in the dark of a winged pod
knows flourishing.

(“In Weather”)

The love of books
is for children
who glimpse in them

a life to come, but
I have come
to that life and

feel uneasy
with the love of books.
This is my life,

Time islanded

In poems of dwindled time.
There is no other world.

(“Song to Survive the Summer”)

But beginning in Human Wishes, the empowering present-tense evocative,
“I imagine” or “I think,” often become the conditional, hypothetical “if” or
the plaintive past tense subjunctive,

...I'wanted to tell you
that when the ghost-child died, the three-month dreamer
she and I would never know, I kept feeling that
the heaven it went to was like the inside of a store window
on a rainy day from which you watch the blurred forms
passing in the street.

(“On Squaw Peak”)
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This retrospective exploration of poetic processes and poetic sources
continues in the following volume, Sun Under Wood. When 1 first read
this book, I was disappointed at what I felt then was a slackening in Hass’s
poetic line and an insouciance about poetic form itself. The quick, tightly
enjambed lines of “In Weather” and “Songs to Survive the Summer” had
given way to a still-rhythmical but much longer, quasi-prose poems like
“Shame: An Aria” and “Regalia for a Black Hat Dancer”; similarly, the
sensual and erotic luxuries of “Against Botticelli” and the lyric flight of
“Privilege of Being” had given way to disenchanting details of his mother’s
alcoholism in “Dragonflies.” While the same Hass buoyancy and joie de
vivre were intermittently available, I wanted my Hass straight up, and this
seemed somehow diluted. But as I reread these poems now as an older, if
not wiser, reader, they no longer strike me as formally bloated or needlessly
self-exposing. Yes, perhaps there is something of the Day by Day Lowell who
wrote, “why not just say what happened?” —or I might think of the prosy
meditations on the personal past as a decadent Western version of Mi-
losz—but what I had really underestimated in the California nonchalance
was both the refinement and the ambition of many of these poems, includ-
ing “My Mother’s Nipples,” a multi-sectioned poem, which in its range of
discourses and tones, veering from parodic song to pathetic prose memoir to
stringent self-effacing image, offers a new paradigm for the long meditative
poem.

In Sun Under Wood Hass also introduces the nervy, innovative series
entitled “Notes on...”which he takes up again in the new poems. Wistfully
revising previous poems, this series extends Hass’s skeptical exploration of
a poetic process as finish-able.. The hypothetical “if” again becomes retro-
spective:

I could have said that I am a listless eye gazing through watery glass on

a Friday afternoon in February. A raven flies by. If he cries out sharply, I
can’t hear him. Strong wingbeats. Very black against gray sky, white snow.
(“Notes on ‘Layover’™)

Irrevocable facticity does not close off imaginative possibilities, but does
compel the poet to create more elaborate formal and syntactical strategies
to sing about human wishes or to practice poetry as a form of imaginative,
even prayerful, meditation. Sun Under Wood may be a transitional volume
in this impressive oeuvre, but it is a necessary one. The emotional currency
in these poems reminds me of Rilke’s description of poetry as “the past that
breaks out in our hearts.”

The self-conscious exploration of imaginative process and imagina-
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tive source pays rich dividends in 7ime and Materials. What in other poets
might result in impoverished silence or desperate comedy (think Beckett),
for Hass becomes an opportunity to re-catalogue imaginative riches. These
late poems give credence to Yeats’s notion that for some men of talent, as
the body ages, the imagination grows younger. And like Yeats, who later in
his career found revitalization and tragic joy in re-choosing his sources (“the
frog-spawn of a blind man’s ditch”), Hass examines his own processes not
ultimately to disillusion or disenchant, but to reconstitute and replenish.
Calling attention to the referential limits of language enhances its imagistic
particulars the way reminders of hunger and thirst enhance food and water.

If I said, red ribbon in the cocked straw hat
Of the girl with pooched-out lips
Dangling a wiry lapdog

In the painting by Renoir—

If I said fire, if I said blood welling from a cut—

Or flecks of poppy in the tar grass scented summer air
Or a wind-struck hillside outside Fano—

(“The problem of Describing Color”)

Likewise, calling attention to the materiality of language as abstract expres-
sionists painters call attention to paint, allows the poem to enact time, not
merely write about it:

The object of this poem in not to annihil a
To not annih

The object of this poem is to report a theft.
In progress of everything

That is not these words

And their disposition on the page.

(“Time and Materials”)

Long poems like “Art and Life” and “I Am Your Waiter Tonight And My
Name is Dmitri” play off images of aesthetic ideality and disillusionment,
but if art is more than a delightful, sometimes playful, interlude of peace,
the re-enchantment of poems must satisfy desires that are also moral and
political. Published after the second U.S. invasion of Irag, “Bush’s War” is
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Hass’s most serious and sustained attempt to reconcile his increasingly self-
conscious aesthetic to a context of political horror.

I typed the brief phrase, “Bush’s War,”
At the top of a sheet of white paper,

The facts of composition lead into a pleasurable Hassian tour de force of
descriptive evocation:

...In May
At the end of the twentieth-century
In the leafy precincts of Dahlem-Dorf,
South of the Grunewald near Krumme Lanke,
The northern spring begins before dawn
Ina racket of birdsong, when the amsels,
Black European thrushes, shiver the sun up
As if they were shaking a great tangle
Of golden wire.

Only “a trick of the mind” interrupts the speaker’s pleasurable aesthetic
contemplation and flashes forward to the historical facts and images of the
century’s atrocities at Tokyo, Auschwitz, Vietnam et al. It seems significant
that in self-consciously searching for an adequate method, if not a new
ethos, to confront these horrors, Hass closes this war poem by appealing not
to Stevens and death as the aesthetic “mother of beauty,” but to Whitman
and death as the natural transformer in time:

And death the cleanser, Walt Whitman’s
Sweet death, the scourer, the tender
Lover, shutter of eyelids, turns

The heaped bodies into summer fruit,
Magpies eating dark berries in the dusk
And birch pollen staining sidewalks

To the faintest gold...

... Just wait.

Maybe it is the expansive embrace of Whitman that gave Hass per-
mission to loosen his line even more in his new poems and to eschew the
expectations of predetermined form. After all, this section is dominated by
poem sequences he labels with preemptive modesty as seasonal notebooks.
In “Notebook: July” the sections seem unified mainly by a frustrated long-
ing for language to meet perception and feeling,
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...JT'had in mind
that this description of the weather would be a way
to say things come and go, a way of subsuming
the rhythms of arrival and departure to a sense
of how brief the time is on a summer afternoon
when the sun in warm on your neck and the world
might as well be a dog sleeping on a porch, or a child
for whom an afternoon is endless, endless. Time:
thick honey, and no one saying goodbye.

The speaker’s self-conscious reference resists the illusion of the poem’s teleo-
logical fixity and paradoxically fulfills its own original intent.

A poet of marriage, if only by the Blakean principle of contraries, must
also be a poet of divorce, and “The Red Chinese Dragon and the Shadows
of her Body in the Moonlight,” strains tenderly toward salving the famil-
ial and personal wound of a broken marriage as it persists in the present.
Written as straight narrative, this piece reads almost like a conventional
short story, but in following the intimate point-of-view of the third person
father-protagonist, it still retains the ingredients of some of Hass’s best lyr-
ics: the sensually lush and naturally rhythmical line, and the reliance on the
lodestones of its two central images.

there was an old red Chinese dragon

in the window, spangled with yellow

and green, the paint chipped but unfaded,
some kind of water god, he thought,

or river god that saved you from drowning
or caused you to drown, he couldn’t
remember which. On its face there was

an expression of glee, ferocious glee.

He considered buying it as a gift

For his son and decided it was not

a time to touch symbolism he didn’t
understand.

This anecdotal image somehow succeeds in making the poem’s quiet drift
of ordinary pain and the mystery of the “incommensurability/of kinds of
suffering” cohere around it , just as the consolations of the closing image
of natural beauty somehow extend beyond the protagonist to a generous
embrace of all readers, all sufferers.

His lover, curled naked beside him, was striped
with bars of shadow and moonlight from the blinds.
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It made her look lustrous and vulnerable.
His own body, too, and the strangeness of living

ached in him, ached and glowed in him like lamplight.

Images, like stories, carry a radiance of the eternal for Hass, or as he ex-
plained in 20 Century Pleasures, there is “some feeling in the arrest of the
image that what perishes and what lasts forever have been brought into
conjunction, and accompanying that sensation, is a feeling of release from
the self.” (275)

In “Czeslaw Milosz: In Memoriam” Hass explains how he described a
translation problem to the Polish poet:

...“Oh!” was a long breath of wonder, that the equivalent was, possibly, “Wow!”
and that “O!” was a caught breath of wonder and surprise, more like “Huh!”
And he said after a long pause, “O!” for sure.

Admiring of the way Hass complemented Milosz as a translator, I think that
Hass’s most characteristic temperamental exclamation as a poet would be
“Oh!”—that is, “a long breath of wonder.” Hence it is not surprising that,
until recently, his métier has not been the personal elegy. But for “Czeslaw
Milosz in Karakow” in 7ime and Materials he demonstrates how his almost
reverent images of natural plenitude—in this case, the birth of fawns—
could serve the requirements of elegy to honor the dead while reaffirming

the value of life.

A mule-tailed doe gave birth to a pair of fawns
A couple of weeks ago just outside your study
In the bed of oxalis by the redwood trees.
Having dropped by that evening, I saw,
Though at first I couldn’t tell what I was seeing,
A fawn, wet, and shivering, curled almost

In a ball under the thicket of hazel and toyon.

The intimacy of voice, allowing the reader to overhear his speech to a
disembodied Milosz, combined with his artful self-presentation, contrastive
staging, and suggestive correlative imaging, show a poet fit to the elegiac
ambition. And while there has always been an elegiac strain in Hasss poetry,
his ‘August Notebook: A Death” is not only one of the most moving of his
new poems, but also represents a new development in a long career.
Composed in four parts, “August Notebook,” begins with his practiced
technique of referring to his self-conscious processes, but the irony is deep-
ened by his use of Dantean ferza rima to describe the mundane processes of
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corpse disposition and storage:

When I awoke, I visualized this narrative

and thought it would be shorter. I thought
that what would represent my feelings
would be the absence of metaphor.

But then, at the third line, I discovered
the three line stanza and that it was

going to be the second dignity. So

I imagine that he is in one of those aluminum
cubicles I've seen in the movies,
dressed or not. I also imagine that,

if they undressed him, and perhaps washed
his body or gave it an alcohol rub
to disinfect it, that that was the job

of some emigrant from a hot, poor country.
Anyway, he is dressed in this stanza,
which mimics the terza rima of Dante’s comedy

and is a form that Wallace Stevens liked
to use, and also my dear friend Robert.
And “seemed peaceful” is a kind of metaphor.

This artful artlessness is a withering indictment of the elegy’s, or poetry’s

vanities in the face of the humbling indignities of physical mortality, and
this opening section succeeds in communicating the numbing deflations,
incongruous necessities, dumb shocks and delayed griefs of a loved one’s

death.

Part 2 of the elegy, “Sudden and Grateful Memory of Mississippi John
Hurt,” written in a free verse style, something like Hass’s vernacular Ameri-
can version of blank verse, the poem begins to lift toward emotional cathar-
sis:

During Prohibition
They even sold the white lightning to the men
who were allowed to slip outside and take a nip
and talk about the dead while cries
and gospel-song-voice contralto moans
of grief that could sound like curious elation
rose inside. Also the rules for burial or burning.
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Griefs and rituals and inside them cosmologies.
And I thought gratefully of Mississippi John Hurt’s

great song about Louis Collins...

Part 3 is framed by Hass’s own bluesy lyric, “You can fall a long way in
sunlight./You can fall a long way in rain...” and in this section’s center he
playfully imagines the world of the dead in homely detail, as if the setting of
Yeats’s “Byzantium” had become more like a placid retirement community,
where the dead can only nostalgically envy and yearn for a living nature, at
least one so affectionately depicted by Hass,

...where the air is thin

at high altitudes and smells of pine

and of almost perfect density in the valleys
where trees on summer afternoons sometimes
throw violet shadows across the sidewalks.

The poem fulfills some of the memorial expectations of a traditional elegy,
but in its own sweet, edgy way. The troubled brother, destitute near the end,
wearing “sweats, a street-person’s baseball cap,” hardly seems like the model
subject for a traditional elegy’s recitation of civic virtues, but Hass’s recaptur-
ing of his brother’s stubborn, Billie Holiday-loving idiosyncrasies becomes
an appropriate tribute in an elegy whose guiding spirit is the funky grandeur
of American blues rather than the stately virtues of some classical ideal.

The poem ends in a fearless and telling experiment in closure, or refusal
of closure, where the poet resists the consolations of language, even lan-
guage at its strongest and most reassuring pitch, recalling the ritual chant of
“blackberry” at the end of “Meditation at Lagunitas™

I thought this poem would end downriver, downriver—
Worrying about where you are and how you're doing.

In “August Notebook: A Death” the reader can hear a compassionate man
in dialogue with himself as a younger poet—where tender sincerity of voice
eventually trumps the thrill of artistic performance.

Praise for the life force seemed to drive the poems of Hass’s early career,
but that praise was often threaded with loving lament for the limits of its
natural satisfactions. If the power of “August Notebook: A Death” is any
indication, perhaps the proportional dynamic is being reversed, and the
elegiac in its various forms will inspire the later phase. If as in Dante’s com-
edy, Virgilian guidance in the afterworld offered poet and readers wisdom
for their lives on earth, maybe the poetry of Robert Hass, so focused on the
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epiphanic afterglow of natural experience, will be useful as a field guide for
some future adventure of the spirit. But, even in the short run, 7he Apple
Trees of Olema is a grace and a pleasure.
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THE TERRIFYING WATERS

Raymond Carver: A Writer’s Life. Carol Sklenicka. Scribner, 2009.
Floyd Skloot

Because he published no novels, Raymond Carver’s achievement and
stature are unique among enduring male American fiction writers. Even
those like Carver, whose reputations and canonization in the Library of
America series rest principally on their short stories, published at least one
novel: Edgar Allan Poe wrote The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nan-
tucket, Flannery O’Connor wrote Wise Blood and The Violent Bear It Away,
Katharine Anne Porter wrote Ship of Fools. John Cheever published five
novels. Washington Irving wrote fictional biographies and novel-like satires.

Carver’s exclusive dedication to the short fictional form was mirrored
by his work as a poet. Compression, brevity, quickness, sharpness of focus—
those were his literary hallmarks. According to Carol Sklenicka, author of
Raymond Carver: A Writer’s Life, the writing of poetry enabled Carver “to
make quick, deep dives into the heart of material.” This is an apt descrip-
tion of the short stories as well, though in the poetry those dives were
even briefer and his haul less full. Carver never got far in his few efforts to
conceive and execute a novel, never really seemed engaged by the prospect
as more than a career move (publishers shied away from short story col-
lections) or an economic move (novels sell better). He was, over the nearly
thirty years of his writing life, incapable of long-term, long-form perfor-
mance.

Reading Sklenicka’s biography provides a clear sense of why Carver
worked as he did. Hers is the account of a desperate, distracted, discontinu-
ous, confined creative life. For forty of its first fifty years, it was a life of
time squandered or denied, compromised by alcoholism, poverty, constant
relocation, impracticality, early marriage and fatherhood with its relent-
less demands. Circumstance impinged, certainly, but the portrait painted
by Sklenicka is heavy on Carver’s self-destructive inability to manage. It is
possible to finish this long, detailed biography with a sense of astonishment
that Carver managed to complete even the sixty or so stories that comprise
his legacy. This biography is a writer’s life as cautionary tale.

oiod

The general narrative will be familiar to even the most casual of Carver’s
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readers. Hardscrabble upbringing in sawmill towns of the Pacific Northwest.
Meets Maryann Buck when he’s seventeen and she’s fourteen, marries her
two years later when she believes she’s pregnant, and begins a long, fraught
period of struggle as they try to piece together a life with two young kids, no
resources, no education beyond high school, few marketable skills, and little
family support. They move to California and elsewhere, Maryann works
primarily as a waitress and takes occasional classes, Carver takes odd jobs
and occasional classes, including writing classes with John Gardner. Wher-
ever they are they drink hard. And lose or leave jobs. While the family’s
energies all center on making it possible for him to become a writer, those
energies are so diffused, and so weakened by alcohol, that the writing is only
done sporadically. He fails to finish so much of what he starts, including the
MFA program at the lowa Writers Workshop. It all adds up to what Carver
himself, in a poem entitled “Jean’s TV,” called “the shabby business of my
life.” Little wonder that the stories Carver wrote dealt with people leading
lives on the margins, engaged in the same set of conflicts that defined his
own life.

Even Carver’s success, when it comes, has a sordid edge. And for all the
grim compulsion inherent in this biography’s account of his rise, Sklenicka’s
account of Carver’s final dozen years--from publication in 1976 of Wi/l You
Please Be Quiet, Please to his death from cancer in 1988—is where the true
fascination lies. All the rest was preparation for her story of Carver’s compli-
cated skyrocket trip to acclaim, sobriety, and even happiness.

For most of his writing life, Carver published in small literary journals.
His work was cited occasionally and began being included in the annual
anthologies of best stories. Then in 1971, shortly after his friend Gordon
Lish became editor of Esquire, Carver’s work began appearing there, and,
when Lish moved on to book publishing, Carver reached the big-time world
of commercial publication.

But, as Sklenicka demonstrates, the Carver-Lish writer-editor relation-
ship was nearly as toxic as Carver’s relationship with booze. Lish’s editing of
Carver “verged on rewriting.” Ruthlessly, and with Carver’s acquiescence,
“Lish eliminated details that gave characters and defining personal history
or make settings specific and intimate.” He “made the stories louder and
brassier” and “enhanced the tones of loss and menace.” He often “substan-
tially refabricated their feeling.” In essence, Lish did “editing that verged on
rewriting” and turned Carver stories into Lish stories. The result brought
Carver fame and, eventually, wealth; it contributed to his being labeled as a
“minimalist” when, in fact, much of his writing was fuller and richer than
after Lish whacked it; and it represented a terrible bargain for Carver, one

266



FLOYD SKLOOT

he came to regret. “It appears that Carver, hampered by his alcoholism and
eagerness to see the book appear, made compromises with Lish.”

Raymond Carver: A Writer’s Life is rigorous in its analysis of this phase
in Carver’s life. The Library of America’s recently published Collected Stories
includes both those Carver stories that appeared in the books edited by
Lish, and their originals as assembled by Carver’s second wife, the writer
Tess Gallagher, under the title Beginnings. Reading Sklenicka’s biographical
and editorial discussion will certainly lead readers to the Library of America
volume, where they can see for themselves the terrible price an author pays
for allowing his work to be rewritten as Carver’s was, truly shanghaied by
editorial interference.

In the biography’s final sections, when Carver achieves sobriety, literary
success, stability, and finally new love with Gallagher, as the life moves to its
foregone conclusion of illness and early death, it is difficult not to feel both
moved and annoyed. So much achieved, but also so much lost, not done,
undone. Still, it is inspiring—amidst all the disarray and squalor—to recog-
nize what Raymond Carver accomplished.

“He would learn to use stories as a tool for emotional survival,” Sklenic-
ka writes, “a means for negotiating the terrifying waters of his own psyche.”
That he did so, to his own torment and often to the torment of those closest
to him, is the knotty legacy of a life that both terrifies and stirs the reader.
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THE ART OF SAMPLING

After Paradise: Essays on the Fate of American Writing. Jon Thompson. Exeter,
UK: Shearsman Books, 2009

Mike Smith

Reading Jon Thompson’s After Paradise, I am reminded of how much
important writing is motivated by personal dissatisfaction with the past and
present modes of articulation, an observation that may as well be a truism.
Certainly, these five chapters, and the five texts that they gloss, bear the
stamp of their author’s frustration. It is a frustration that acknowledges the
impossibility of human beings ever saying exactly what is on their minds.
But it also argues that the gulf between a text and its reception/assumption
into the amorphous body of human inquiry and assertion is bridged best
by breaking down accumulated conventions. After Paradise, a book of five
prose pieces on five fundamental, historical, often overlooked and misread,
imaginative works, charts the unease between these works, their authors and
the worlds they attempt to prod, confront, reconcile and redeem.

I seem to be describing any old example of literary criticism, instead of
the alternative to it that Thompson is seeking in this book. His approach is
uncommon, but not unique, and I suppose there are enough precedents for
his methods that two of the examples mentioned on the book's back cover
(Lawrence’s Studies in Classic American Literature, Howe’s My Emily Dickin-
son) will suffice to establish, in a general way, the alternative to the tradition
in which Thompson seeks to participate. One need only go back a bit fur-
ther than Lawrence, say to Coleridge, for instance, to remember how long
writer/readers have been dissatisfied with the propriety of strict academic
response. Heavily dependant on extensive quotation, abrupt shifts in levels
of discourse, Thompson's essays demand one to hear them rather than read
them. Indeed, the experience of reading Affer Paradise is closer to listening
to a brilliant speaker. Or, rather, reading the transcript of a brilliant speaker’s
after dinner conversation. (I'm thinking of the reputations of Coleridge
or Delmore Schwartz. Thompson is a poet, also.) Part lecture notes, part
marginalia, set-up and punch-line, Thompson’s art is also that of the DJ’s:
the art of arrangement, juxtaposition and splice, a whirl from which we are
brought to ground by Thompson’s own voice, which comes through as a
musing, exploratory, investigator, as often as a presenter. Thompson refuses,
even at the expense of clarity, to get in the way of his source material. These
essays, like the texts they attempt to gloss, meander, breathe, bubble over
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with enthusiasm, burst, antagonize, whisper, step to a pulpit, stop-short,
and mimic the mind’s speed, in a noble attempt to respond to works that
have languished too long in the comfortable crypts of culture and history,
works which, with one exception, share many, if not all of the characteris-
tics of Thompson’s mode. I choose to believe this is as much a reason for
Thompson’s method of engagement as dissatisfaction with modern conven-
tions of criticism. And perhaps the form of Thompson’s engagement isn't by
choice at all, but dictated by his subjects:

The temptation: to lapse into history-as-chronology, the divide of centuries, and
end by denying the inheritance because it cannot be seen. And yet signs of it are
unmistakable: without it, I would not be where I am, who I am, like so many
others, descendent son, inheritor, scratching out a history and a future not of
my own making...)

Bradford’s book anticipated this one, made the space for it, made it...

For Thompson, William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation has written the
America of the present. Its influence has been all the more forceful because
it exists as palimpsest, an obscure, unacknowledged, even resisted, script of
the nation’s story.

Apparently, Thompson thinks too much of his readers to give them the
crutch of a separate introduction explaining his mode. The excerpt above is
from the first text-block of the first essay and the book as a whole. We are
not groundless, however. Thompson does order the book chronologically,
beginning with his essay on Bradford’s aspiring sacred chronicle of the New
World, then moving through a remarkable vision of Melville’s “Bartleby
the Scrivener.” From Melville to Whitman’s Specimen Days, to Dickinson’s
letters, the project culminates in Michael Herr’s account of his experi-
ences as Vietnam War correspondent, Dispatches—of the five, the work
closest in style to Thompson’s own project. As this last observation sug-
gests, techniques of abrupt cut-and-paste and multiple shifting of tone and
idiom predominate increasingly as we progress through Thompson's book
(and through the centuries). Thompson’s style is most muted in his essay
on Bradford. He excerpts large chunks of the Puritan text and gives them,
often, pride of place on the page. And his comment, for the most part, con-
tains less of the lyrical pyrotechnics of the later essays.

“...The condition of this people was so lamentable and they fell down so gener-
ally of this disease as they were in the end not able to help one another....But by
the marvelous goodness and providence of God, not one of the English was so
much as sick or in the least measure tainted with this disease, though they daily
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did these offices for them many weeks together.” This is illness as punishment
for paganism; their illness confirms the Puritans in their goodness (a different
goodness from the goodness, which, in their extremity, the English showed
them).

It’s possible the Bradford essay was composed before Thompson’s style had
evolved fully, but the effect is to lead the reader into increasingly deep and
swirling waters.

The real architecture of the volume, though, is the primary observations
that the evolving American ethos of (violent) appropriation and (insidious)
assimilation (backed by certainty of conviction) can be discerned from es-
sential American writing, and that, having felt and reacted, however vari-
ously, to this ethos, American writers assume they will not be read. These
observations are argued passionately and compellingly reiterated throughout
the book. “The most famous line of Specimen Days: “The real war will never
get in the books.” Again and again, the dilemma in American letters of not
being heard. The fate of American writers: they write expecting silence.”
The essay on Specimen Days may prove to be the most successful of the
book. In it, Thompson’s own stylistic experiment allows him to engage
Whitman’s work on its own terms as well as juxtaposing it with the other
four primary texts as equal participants in his project.

...All writing for Whitman is a letter, a form of address, a connection

made intimate by the writer addressing another, a conveyance at the moment
of death (which is the moment of writing)—the moment of life—of the most
urgent wishes, strongest emotions, greatest desires, greatest regrets.

If this glosses Specimen Days, the following comment from earlier in the
essay might be applied constructively to the whole of After Paradise: ...
here the part—the fragment—is liberated from the tyranny of the whole;
it is simply let be, in all of its suggestive incompletion, in all of its perfect
incompletion.”

A danger of this method, of course, is that it reduces subjects to found
material, or, worse, a kind of textual straight-man, sounding board rather
than source. But this is a danger to which Thompson only rarely succumbs.
This is from Chapter 5, “Michael Herr’s Dispatches: Ferocious Alphabets™:

“Once after an ambush that killed lots of Americans, they covered the field with
copies of a photograph that showed one more dead American, with the punch
line mimeographed on the back, “Your X-rays have just come back from the lab
and we think we know what the problem is.”” Among other things, this “bad
joke” is a black parody on the American reliance upon technology, upon its pre-
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sumptive power to resolve all situations, cure all ills. The parody’s twisted—Dbut
brutally effective—

message is that this technology, and the presumption of God-like omniscience
and righteousness that goes along with those who wield it, is deathly, creates
death, produces dead bodies. The VC text is x-raying the American body politic,
ruthlessly revealing the bad politics “behind” its techno-fantasies, its technology-
driven will-to-power...

Is this danger lessened if the reader hasn't been pre-conditioned to read
these essays primarily as “literary criticism”? If we view the reading of Affer
Paradise as an experience, if we read it much as one would read, say, a series
of ekphrastic poems, does the question of Thompson’s own text obscuring
the works it seeks to gloss become largely irrelevant?

And like most contemporary collections of poetry, the book is as art-
fully arranged as each of its pieces. The first, middle, and final essays, for
instance, all orbit around source works written as responses to events of
national importance: The American Civil War, the Vietnam War, and the
violence of pioneer settlement. And one of the more startling and compel-
ling juxtapositions of this arrangement is the bookending of After Paradise
with Of Plymouth Plantation and Dispatches. Though the perspectives of
Bradford and Herr are fundamentally, even diametrically, opposed, some-
times it seems only the geography has changed. When Thompson describes
Dispatches as

an elegiac state-of-the-union meditation on violence and language in the
high-noon of an imperial quagmire. Hence the willingness to be painfully self-
revelatory. Hence the anger at the betrayal, among other things, of a common
language. Dispatches sees the violence of language.. .,

I recall his reading of Bradford: “Yet language, too, is distrusted. Puritan
writing longs for the uniting wholeness of a pre-linguistic state.” Just as
Dispatches “aspires to a state of pure silence.” Thompson correctly realizes
that both works (as are the other three?) are “a narrative of deliverance.”
Of course, whereas Bradford’s “point of view floats above and beyond the
immediate present to narrate events from the perspective of the future,”
and, thus, “confers upon the Puritans an heroic aura,” Herr, like Whitman,
“desires to speak for those who are about to die....”

Just as there is no introduction, there is no stand-alone conclusion to
the book. I, for one, am grateful that these texts are allowed to converse
so freely on their own, without being prompted by apology. Thompson’s
choice of subjects seems snug, but not ratcheted into place, fit, but not
plumb. There are, of course, any number of works that might serve this
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book’s aims as well, and it might have been best to have limited the middle
of the 19" century to two, rather than three, of the five essays. Dickinson,
for instance, no longer lacks for attention, even in much the same manner
as Thompson’s, as any list of After Paradise’s antecedents will acknowledge.
And the inclusion of her letters does seem a bit out of place. After all, her
solution to the “fate of American writing,” that the individual’s work ex-
ists in a culture that prizes the individual in theory only, wasn’t to become
public witness or national chronicler or to aspire to silence and inactivity,
but to withdraw so she might more intimately snipe her readers singly, one
by one. “Susie—it is a little thing to say how lone it is....In all I number
you.” And it would have been interesting to see how Thompson reads one
of the responses of 20" century prose to America’s tardy contributions to
one of the World Wars. Perhaps this is nitpicking. What is apparent in Affer
Paradise is Thompson’s gift for fresh responses to American writing, made
distant by time, which are equal to his lyric inventiveness in articulating
those responses. The subjects of these five essays are lovingly dealt with (one
can almost see the ink stains and dog-eared pages of his own office copies),
but Thompson is no archivist. His comments and conclusions are convinc-
ing, his style idiosyncratic but precise. After Paradise is a welcome addition
to the melting pot of American literature and criticism.
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THE HUNTING DISCUSSION

Making Game: An Essay on Hunting, Familiar Things, and the Strange Sense
of Being Who One Is. Peter L. Atkinson, AU Press, 2009

Rory Holscher

Countless are the poems, novels and memoirs which focus on the
question of what it means to be midway in life’s journey. Numerous are the
books and essays written over the last 20 years to defend the blood sport of
hunting and explain why some intelligent women and men still find excep-
tional value in it. Singular, though, is the book which takes on both projects
simultaneously and handles each with a measure of success. That book is
Making Game: An Essay on Hunting, Familiar Things, and the Strange Sense
of Being Who One Is, by Peter L. Atkinson. Running 155 pages, it’s a bold
narrative and philosophical ramble through subjects ranging from hunt-
ing, to the natures of consciousness and erotic desire, to ancient literature
and philosophy, to the meaning of parenthood and family. Making Game
is a good book overall, perplexing at times, but quite rewarding at others.
Knowing Atkinson’s take on hunting is a first step toward knowing the book
as a whole, so it’s with hunting that this review will begin.

When Yale forester Robert Kellert first studied hunters’ motives some
30 years ago, he found that almost half hunted mainly for food, and a
slightly smaller percentage hunted mainly for trophies. The remaining few
hunted because they wanted to participate in a natural process, to step
into an ecosystem by filling a predator’s niche. Kellert called this last group
“naturalistic” or “nature” hunters. I havent seen an update of Kellert’s study,
but I do know that are more naturalistic hunters now than there were 30
years ago, and that they’re a very dedicated group. In Making Game Atkin-
son presents himself credibly as a naturalistic hunter. When he writes about
training dogs to hunt upland birds, or about tracking elk across a mountain-
side, he provides a moment-by-moment sense of what it is like to be focused
fully on a dog’s way of getting around in the world:

With the breeze right, the dogs at a full run are able to scent a rubber bumper (a
retrieving dummy) lying in deep grass more than fifty yards away. The aromatic
intricacies carried by the wind and on backing air do not exist to me. The dogs
relate themselves to their surroundings in ways that are only imaginable to me.
The organization of the scent-world is as mutable as the drifting the switling of
the air—movements that make what is far near and what near sometimes vanish
altogether.
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Or an elk’s way:

The ground was patchy with snow where I had first seen the cow. I found
her impression. All around her were the tracks of the rest of the herd grazing
through the light snow. Many of these marks looked like comets with long tails.
Elk graze with their noses to the ground, and also they do not pick up their
feet much at all. Not only do they leave tracks of their noses sliding across the
ground, they tend to set a hoof and then, as they move on from that spot, light-
ly drag that same hoof across the ground before picking it up.... When elk trot
they are reasonably clean stepping. When elk run their tracks get deeper and
wider. Running, the cloven hooves of these large and powerful ruminants splay
as they hit the ground. When they pick up their feet again, the hooves contract,
grab and so toss chunks of snow or mud in their wake. I find the tracks of run-
ning elk in groups of four at least fifteen feet apart, sometimes further.

By the time Atkinson gets a good shot at whatever he’s hunting, he’s typi-
cally spent some hours, worked hard, and engaged the complexities of the
space where his quarry lives. His shots are taken without excitement and are
sometimes followed by regret. I get the impression that he doesn’t miss.
Atkinson is not much interested in the easier justifications of hunting.
“Hunting is never a harmless walk in the woods,” he writes, and “I need
to be as careful as I possibly can not to celebrate any mindless killing or
violence merely for the sake of unification.” Accordingly, he labels as deca-
dent any hunting where quarry is too readily available. And he goes further,
pointing out that even when the odds favor the animal, there’s no ethical
sanction for contemporary hunting, since the quarry isn’t killed to preserve
innocent life. That being acknowledged, the values involved in hunting
become clearer:

When I was young, I certainly felt that if I ate meat it was better to kill the
animal myself than to foist the task onto someone else. It seemed more ethical
to do one’s own dirty work. I am not as convinced by this point of view now.
If killing animals is an ethical problem, how did I imagine I would be escape
responsibility by killing them myself? It may be more honorable to kill your
own food, enemies, etc., but it is not more ethical.

Atkinson’s distinction between ethics and honor makes sense. When a
naturalistic hunter says there’s a wrong way and a right way to hunt, what
she or he means, more precisely, is that there’s a dishonorable way and an
honorable way. Honorable hunting is done in a manner that honors the
lives of animals taken. Atkinson draws a careful comparison between rituals
used by tribal hunters to appease the protective spirit of an animal killed,
and the modern codes of clean kill and full use. Each, he says, is a means of
demonstrating that the life of animal killed is valued, and of moving beyond
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the fact of its death.

Because making a clean kill and full use of the animal requires profi-
ciency as well as dedication, the honorific and physical aspects of the sport
are deeply intermixed, and the ante is always high. For the naturalistic
hunter, uncertainty about how much skill and effort will be required to
honor the life of a given animal, is probably as big a factor as uncertainty as
whether the animal will be seen at all. But there is upside as well. Whereas
the successful meat hunter has steaks to share, the successful naturalistic
hunter can share steaks and a story as well, and the honor done to the ani-
mal may reflect back on him or her. Atkinson retells one such story, which
he heard out west:

I understand that Bud, like other ranchers I’ve met, was a reticent man and
disinclined to tell hunting stories. But there was an exception. His boy made a
trip to bow hunt in the vast boglands for which this southern part of moose-
rich Alaska is famous. The moose can be huge and Bud’s son was alone. Having
stalked and killed a bull, he found he had gotten himself ten miles from the
nearest trailhead. It took four trips to pack out the bull. The meat was sweet and
the rack is on the barn. That was the story Bud told.

I am sure it was an effort for Bud’s son to find the bull. Moose hunting in
that part of the state is very physical and bow hunting is always a challenge, but
that is not the point. In his mid-thirties at the time, his son would have had
to pack out the meat and the rack by himself. The walk could not have been
less than eighty miles as the crow flies, but half that distance would have been
covered carrying some serious weight. The moose was unlikely to have weighed
less than nine hundred pounds and could have come in at twice that. Even if all
the meat were boned and bagged, a chore in itself, even if one were not inclined,
as one should be by the letter of the law, to get every last piece of the carcass,
the weight Bud’s son must have carried on his back through a bog in hip waders
would have been staggering. Four trips were both too many and not enough.

The literal weight of the post-hunt is a stark contrast to the lighter sense of
focus and flow that characterizes Atkinson’s descriptions of working with
dogs and tracking game. The post-hunt is no less important to him, though.
He believes that in working to transform the raw into the cooked, a hunter
works free of the emotional weight of having made the kill.

The length and depth of the hunting discussion beg the question of
how the rest of Making Game is related to it. Unlike many books which fo-
cus on a sport or avocation and a phase of life, Making Game doesn’t answer
that question explicitly. Instead the connections are implicit, and they seem
to exist on several levels. There are thematic connections to discussions of
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loss, mitigation, and honor, for instance, and some compelling connections
to discussions of various ways in which human beings experience time. On
the other hand, there are whole sections of the book that bear no thematic
relationship to hunting at all. Since Atkinson’s chapters are untitled and
most of his themes recur in various chapters, it’s reasonable to assume that
some sort of organic relationship is intended; my guess is that discussion
of hunting, most of which is centered just after the middle of the book, is
meant to refine or reconfigure certain themes, the way key episodes would
in a novel.

There’s a degree to which this set-up works, and a degree to which it
doesn’t. On one hand, it is heartening to note the difference between the
way certain subjects are treated early in the book and near its conclusion.
In chapter two, for instance, Atkinson describes erotic love as a force unto
itself, mostly missing the importance of context as a means of understand-
ing and valuing it. In chapter nine, which follows the main hunting discus-
sions, Atkinson writes about erotic love in the context of a first marriage;
the difference is startling, and all to the good. On the other hand, this is a
pretty rarified kind of coherence. Readers are left to ponder the question
of why the discussion of hunting works this way, and each reader’s overall
assessment of Making Game will likely depend, in part, on the answer she
or he comes up with. I see Atkinson’s discussion of hunting as the clear ar-
ticulation of a complex path into life (as distinct from a “way of life”). It’s an
articulation which, in and of itself, makes the rest of life clearer. To acknowl-
edge this achievement and effect, though, isn't the same thing as saying that
Making Game is structured clearly.

Among the literary gifts that don’t require a fully worked-out structure
in order to shine, is the gift of capturing a moment. Atkinson has this, and
he exercises it in his narratives about “the strange sense of being who one
is.” For Atkinson this strange sense is one life’s most compelling surprises,
both for how it arises and the place it holds in recollection. The first experi-
ence came when Atkinson was 10 years old and living with his family in
what had been the caretaker’s house of a ramshackle Long Island estate. He
describes the setting and its history in detail, and notes that “In the early
sixties, just as this part of the world was starting to get expensive again,
there was still a lot open space in which children could play.” Then he tells
the story of a moment:

Some of the neighboring kids were there. We were involved in a military
game that included a lot of running around the house. I was in the process of
ambushing a group of my friends and playmates with a wooden machine gun,
which I had made in the basement from scraps of wood, bits of hose and the
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like. Quite in the middle of everything, or perhaps equivalently, out of nowhere,
I was met by the odd experience of being who I was. I abruptly encountered
myself as I was; a feeling of contingency anchored to a sense of having to be was
upon me. I had shown up from nowhere as the one who was involved in what
was going on and, just as I became interested in this strange feeling and without
transition, I continued to machine-gun my little friends running madly on the
lawn. The uncanny sense of myself being vanished the moment I reached for it.
The whole thing was everywhere, and then nowhere at all.

Atkinson recounts a half dozen or so such moments. Most, but not all occur
when he’s fishing or hunting, and they seem to emerge from intervals of in-
tense concentration combined with physical activity. The sense of personal
being arises as if from nowhere and quickly fades, even as concentration
holds and the physical action flows forward. In one of his short narratives,
Atkinson describes the whole experience as being “drenched in the real.”
Atkinson’s presentation of the strange sense is no-frills and straightfor-
ward, and it includes an insistence that it has changed his whole outlook
on life. He writes that when he looks back on his uncanny moments, “I
remember myself as emerging from a certain mode of not being there and
so as something other or something more than a past that is failing into a
future.” He also decribes the experience as stumbling “upon what feels like
the truth.” The uplift seems to come from partly from evanescence and
partly from context. Atkinson’s sense of personal being has the momentary
quality of Bede’s sparrow, the analogical bird that flew out of winter dark-
ness, through an open window and into the light of 8" century dining hall,
and then back out into darkness again. But for Atkinson, what lies beyond
the windows isn’t the darkness of uncertainty that Bede described; instead
it's a world of darkness and light intermixed, a world awaiting engagement.
I like Atkinson’s insistence on the value of his uncanny moments, and
I also like his qualified statement of what that value is. In the context of
autobiography, his moments provide the same kind of uplift William Word-
sworth imputed to “spots of time,” i.e. each person’s momentary imagina-
tive encounters with nature over the years. Wordsworth saw these as a basis
for the rest of one’s imaginative life, not its full realization, and that’s how
Atkinson’s uncanny moments seem to serve in Making Game as well. There’s
no doubt that “contingency anchored in a sense of having to be” can be
experienced in other, larger contexts, including the context of a compelling
vocation and the context of definitive action taken when the going is tough.
Making Game doesn’t deal with these alternatives in so many words, but it’s
clear that Atkinson understands the issue. He never supposes that hunt-
ing, per se, is a vocation or that its actions are definitive. Instead, in a neat
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and surprising turn, he describes the actions of parenthood as having that
potential. To welcome new life, he writes, is to enact the law of hospitality,
“an irrational law, to be sure, but more original than justice.”

Making Game is Atkinson’s first book. If the sections on hunting were
excerpted, they would be strong enough to warrant inclusion in a “best
writing on the sport” anthology, such as David Petersen’s fine collection,

A Hunter’s Heart. Atkinson’s best writing that isn’t about hunting or the
strange sense of being who one is, is about marriage and family. This shows
that he has range, and it also suggests that a good bit of his strength is

in applying novel ideas in traditional contexts. A serious reader of Greek
literature, Atkinson has an Achilles’-shield understanding of imagination as
a mirror in a battle. No doubt all writers need to break from custom—defy
expectation—at times, and it seems to me that writers with Atkinson’s cast
of imagination may need to do that even more than most. Perhaps some
particular need for definitive action is embedded in their aesthetic. I think
of Aubudon: A Vision, Robert Penn Warren’s break-away work about an art-
ist who hunted birds, and wonder what Atkinson will be up to next.
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THE ENDERS HOTEL:
A MEMOIR

Brandon R. Schrand. University of

Nebraska Press (Bison Books), 2008.

Although Idaho recently made
the news because of a misguided
Baptist group that tried to smuggle
children out of Haiti after the earth-
quake, my prayer is that Idaho will
become known for the concentra-
tion of contemporary writers such
as Kim Barnes, Lance Olsen, John
Rember, and Mitch Wieland. With
Enders Hotel: A Memoir, and many
fine essays to his name, Brandon
R. Schrand is among these diverse
ranks. Schrand’s Enders Hotel:

A Memoir won the River Teeth
Literary Nonfiction Prize for good
reason. The memoir goes beyond
the typical boom-and-bust western
story, reaching deep into the town
of Soda Springs, Idaho to uncover
one family’s struggle to make a place
home. Schrand writes with elegant
detachment born from constant
uncertainty: “Those years...are
remembered for their extremes. We
were a family. We went on vaca-
tions. We went camping. We ate
together every night. My mother
cooked. I helped wash the dishes.
But there was the drinking.” He
searches for an unknown father and
constantly encounters his mother’s
serial lovers, her alcoholism, and
the drifters who pass through Soda
Springs. Set against the ever-present

REVIEWS

geyser, and an ever-absent father,

as a kid Schrand claims a hut near
Geyser Hill as his clubhouse. There
he is “safe in...cavernous quiet.”
Whether comic books developed his
acute insights, or familiarity with
people on the move to somewhere
else, Schrand has a compassion-

ate understanding of the way we

try to renew ourselves through the
place we call home. But in the end,
we move on; although, questions
remain: “For years every time |
returned home to visit I would drive
by the Enders Hotel slowly and stare
into its windows hoping to see, to
see what, exactly?... To be reassured
that a place is just a place, and that
people come out the other side
changed somehow?”

—Renée E. DAoust
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EDITORS SELECT

David Black, 7he Extinction Event,
Forge Books, 2010. VDR con-
tributor Black’s fifth novel, set in the
rural environs of upstate New York,
is chock-full of history, systemic cor-
ruption and family lunacy. A depar-
ture in form from his earlier novels,
this one-of-a-kind adaption of the
thriller/mystery genre, The Extinc-
tion Event is entertaining, engrossing
and enlightening. Black’s new novel
outdoes Thomas Pynchon channel-
ing Elmore Leonard, with a tip of
the hat to Raymond Chandler. No
one will ever think about this pic-
turesque corner of rural New York
State the same again. An exciting,
provocative ride full of disturbing
surprises.

Craig Nova, The Informer, Shaye
Areheart Books, 2010. The in-
imitable Craig Nova’s twelfth novel,
redolent of Graham Greene’s inter-
national fictions, is also a departure
for the author. Nova’s first historical
fiction with a European setting,
though full of American conse-
quences, as the author pointed out
in an interview in the online journal
The Daily Beast, in which he said,
“I have done a lot of reading about
Berlin in the late 20s and early

’30s before the darkness descended.
People knew that something was
drastically wrong, but they didn’t re-
ally know what to do. It is this sense
of uneasiness that makes me think

of our times being similar to Berlin
in 1930. In Berlin there were groups
who were simply believers. Turn on
talk radio some evening, and you
will hear the same thing. To be as
precise as I can, here are the qualities
in Berlin that seem similar to today:
a prevalence of misinformation
designed to further personal and
political goals; a deep and drastic
hyper-polarization of political views;
an overtly hedonistic culture, where
sex and celebrity reign; an unstable
economy in which trust has been
lost; and, a fascination with the
most heinous and violent of crimes.”
This is an apt description of some
of the novel’s concerns, though it
doesn’t showcase Nova’s unique
novelistic style, which is reliably
seductive, involving and thoroughly
mesmerizing,.

Lorrie Moore, A Gate at the Stairs,
Knopf, 2009. Lorrie Moore was fea-
tured in Notre Dame’s 2010 Wom-
en Writers Festival. Her recent new
novel, her third, is full of droll and
sharply-observed portraits of Mid-
westerners and a new (and effective)
emphasis on landscape itself. Moore
is especially good at creating a young
protagonist, Tassie Keltjin, who is as
slyly insightful and intelligent as she
is vulnerable. Though several of the
plot twists strain credulity and even
sensationalize the ending, Moore’s
usual ironic wit is on full display in
the first half of the novel. An old

hand at smart, tart short stories,
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she takes bigger risks in the messier
realm of the novel. It’s good to see
her stretch.

Marsha McCreadie, Documentary
Superstars: How Today’s Filmmakers
Are Reinventing the Form, Allworth
Press, 2009. McCreadie’s new book
on the film world (after Women Who
Write the Movies, The Casting Couch,
etc.), this time chronicling the non-
fiction side of the screen, documen-
taries and their documentors. The
publisher’s description has it right:
“Documentary Superstars looks at the
history of documentaries and traces
their transition from hands-off to in
your face. Exclusive interviews with
Michael Moore, Morgan Spurlock,
Errol Morris, George Clooney, Sa-
cha Baron Cohen, Morgan Freeman,
Al Gore, and more of the biggest
names in the field show the impact
of the documentary style on main-
stream movies and on our society.
From cinema verite to the inserted
narrator, from the ‘balanced’ point
of view to the charismatic com-
mentator (a la Fahrenheit 9/11), to
the documentarian starring in his
own narrative (as in Supersize Me)
to filmmakers’ innovative use of
cameos, pseudocameos, and archival
footage, and much more.” Always
acerbic and, at times, both breezy
and brilliant, often simultaneously.

The Ecco Anthology of International
Poetry, edited by Ilya Kaminsky
and Susan Harris. Ecco, 2010. This
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anthology of both well known and
little known poets from around the
world is published by Ecco in as-
sociation with the on line magazine
Words Without Borders. Translators
are well matched to poets, and the
excellence of the translator’s art

is at least as consistent as in J.D.
McClatchy’s Vintage Book of Con-
temporary World Poetry with which
this anthology might be compared.
At first it is slightly disconcerting to
find the work organized according
to the birth dates of poets rather
than by nation or language, but
eventually the reader finds the un-
usual juxtapositions exciting: Tagore,
Cavafy, Dario; Valery, Machado,
Rilka; Klebnikov, Campana, Benn.
For once the praise-poet’s blurbing
sounds heart-felt rather than merely
inflated: John Ashbery, Carolyn
Forché, Edward Hirsh, Gregory Orr.
Trust them on this one. All royalties
are contributed to Words Withour
Borders, which the interested reader
can locate at http://wordswithout-
borders.org/.

Between Water & Song: New Poets
for the Twenty-First Century. White
Wine Press, 2010. This book
includes mostly English language
poems by a range of youngish poets,
including Illy Kaminsky, co-editor
of the Ecco Anthology, and Kevin
Goodman, Maria Melendez, Brian
Turner, Maurice Manning, and
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Chris Abani. Selections are lengthy
enough to get a good sense of

each poet’s work, including that of
the two translated poets, Luljeta
Lleshanaku and Valzhyna Mort.

The Wake Forest Series of Irish Poetry,
Volume Two, edited by Jefferson
Holdridge. Wake Forest University
Press, 2010. Wake Forest continues
publishing both famous and unfa-
miliar Irish poets in its distinguished
series of books and anthologies. The
present volume introduces Sean
Lysaght, Moya Cannon, Thomas
McCarthy, John E Deane, and
Maire Mhac An Tsaoi to American
readers.

Rachel Dilworth, 7he Wild Rose
Asylum: Poems of the Magdalen
Laundyies of Ireland. University of
Akron Press, 2010. Dilworh’s book
was chosen by Rita Dove for the
Akron Poetry Prize, and one can see
why. In a remarkable and sustained
sequence, these poems investigate
the controversial institutions run by
four female orders of the Catholic
Church in Ireland initially intended,
as the poet writes in a foreword, “to
provide prostitutes, women who had
been ‘compromised,” and unwed
mothers with temporary refuge and
rehabilitation for Victorian society.
Over time, however, and by early-to-
mid years of the twentieth century,
the nature of the convent laundry

seems to have changed to a feared
and confining penitentiary.” The po-
ems are based on scholarly research
during a Fulbright year in Ireland,
and are fully documented in notes
and a bibliography. Dilworth also
interviewed women who have lived
and worked in these “laundries.”
There were thousands. Their stories
are told with compassion, restraint,

and great skill.

Susan Rich, The Alchemist’s Kitchen.
White Pine Press, 2010. Carolyn
Forché writes that VDR contribu-
tor Susan Rich’s poetry is “art in the
light of conscience, as Marina Tsve-
taeva has said, voicing the sufferings
of Somalia, Sarajevo and Srebrenica,
history and its black ash of ques-
tion marks.” Her most expanaive
engagement with history, however,
is in a sequence of fine poems about
Myra Albert Wiggens (1869-1956),
who was the first woman photogra-
pher from the Northwest to achieve
recognition for her work, and who
exhibited widely with photographers
of the Steiglitz generation.

Susan Tichy, Gallowglass. Ahsahta
Press, 2010. Tichy’s title is an An-
glicized form of the Gaelic gal-olac,
a foreign soldier or mercenary. Yeats
wrote about the “Wild Geese” of
the 1690 rebellion, and Tichy writes
about Bosnia, Kosovo, Falluja, Abu

Ghraib, and other fields of conflict
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or atrocity. The technique is collage,
and she often pastes her materials
into long lined ghazals. In her press
notes on the book she says of the
“American ghazals” that she “wishes
to acknowledge the occupation of
foreign soil.” She “built the poems
from the onslaught of media images
and from [her] own memories” in
forms that “lightened the work, dep-
ersonalized it, with procedural rules
for the inclusion and exclusion of
images.” We have mentioned before
the useful and inclusive publication
materials sent out by Ahsata Press
with review copies. Susan Tichy’s
author statement and biographical
essay can be found at http://ahsahta-
press.boisestate.edu/books/tichy/
tichy.htm.

Peter Dale Scott, Mosaic Orpheus.
McGill-Queens, 2009. Scott has
uniquely used poetry as a method of
political investigation and inter-
rogation at least since his Coming
to Jakarta: A Poem About Terror.
Mosaic Orpheus contains the famil-
iar marginal notations, notes, and
bibliographies. Part polemical, part
Buddhist-elegiac, this volume is a
kind of summing up after a long
career. We will publish a proper
review of the book by John Peck in

our next issue.

Vasko Popa, The Star Wizard's
Legacy. Six Poetic Sequences, trans-
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lated by Morton Marcus. White
Pine Press, 2010. These fine versions
of Popa’s work date from the 1970s.
The explanation for why they have
taken so long to appear, even though
they were done in collaboration with
the great Serbian poet, is itself of
real interest. A little late to be revi-
sions of the Charles Simic versions
(which was Popa’s intention) and in
competition with Anne Pennington’s
translations in the British edition,
they have languished for years. Popa
is always bracing, and this book is

a good introduction to his work.
The memoir at its conclusion tells a
familiar story—his deep melancholy
interrupted by flashes of joy and
moments of hilarity—to anyone
who was lucky enough to spend
some time with Popa during the
final years of the old Yugoslavia.

My Heart Flooded with Water:
Selected Poems by Alfonsina Storni,
translated by Orlando Ricardo
Menes. Latin American Literary Re-
view Press, 2010. Alfonsina Storni
(1892-1938) was a major Argen-
tinean poet. Notre Dame’s Orlando
Menes has made exacting transla-
tions of a representative body of her
work in this handsome bilingual
edition. Storni was something of a
legend in her own time. Her work,
little known in the United States,
now has a strong advocate.
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Scale & Stairs: Selected Poems of
Heeduk Ra, translated by Christo-
pher Merrill and Won-Chung Kim.
White Pine Press, 2010. Heeduk Ra
is one of Korea’s best known con-
temporary poets. NDR contributor
Christopher Merrill and his col-
laborator make available to English
language readers some of the work
of a woman who, in Merrill’s words,
“occupies the ever shifting border
region between what we know and
what we do not know; a zone in
which to apprehend the world anew;
a marvelous place of scales and
stairs.”

Goran Sonnevi, Mozarts Third
Brian, translated by Rika Lesser.
Yale University Press, 2010. Sonn-
evi’s magnum opus is a book-length
poem of 144 sections. The author,
whose English is very good, col-
laborated with Rika Lesser on the
translation and is known to be as de-
manding in these matters as was Jo-
seph Brodsky. Mozart’s music is the
glue that has held much of Sonnevi’s
writing together over many years.
What is held together in the present
book includes elements of poetics,
politics, mathematics, love, eth-

ics, philosophy, and nature. In a
foreword Rosanna Warren calls it

“a massive poem that breaks almost
every poetic convention.” Adam
Zagajewski calls it “a breathtaking
poetic synthesis.” Johannes Gorans-

son will review the book at length in
our next issue.

Mike Smith, Multiverse, Blaze[VOX]
Books, 2010. The many fans of
Mike Smith’s remarkable anagrams
will be delighted to know that his
two major cycles are now avail-

able in this book. In “Anagrams of
America” Smith makes new texts

of canonical American poems by
anagramming the full set of letters,
nothing added and nothing taken
away. It is an ingenious experiment.
Even more remarkable is “Multi-
verse: A Bestiary” where, as Smith
says in a note, “the letters of one
poem have been rearranged to write
each of the other poems. I hoped to
riff off the advances in biology and
science that make up our current
world and seem to show us just what
a Petri dish of recipe and method
life on this planet is—the operat-
ing principle of the anagram being
something akin to the “letters” of
DNA.” Starting with “Snake,” there
are twenty four of these “animals,”
all sharing the same DNA.

Kevin Clark, Self-Portrait with Ex-
pletives. Pleiades Press, 2010. NDR
published the lead-off poem in this
excellent collection, “Eight Hours in
the Nixon Era.” The book’s memory
goes back to the 1960s, which is
great for even pre-Nixon readers but
also good for the young who will

284



find these hours bracing in their en-
gagement with history and autobi-
ography, with or without expletives,
with or without the Dexter Gordon
recording we're asked to play as the
last poem,” Accident Alert,” con-
cludes.

Catherine Kasper, Notes from the
Committee. Noemi Press, 2009.
NDR contributor Catherine Kasper
has written a text that moves back
and forth among the loose catego-
ries of prose poem, fable, parable,
and fiction. There’s some Kafka in
the mix, and probably Calvino and
Borges. The forty-page chapbook
is a terrific read and shouldn’t be
missed. As it will probably not be
found on book store shelves, try
the Noemi Press website at www.
noemipress.org.

Christopher Salerno, Minimum
Heroic. Mississippi Review Poetry
Series, 2010. John Gardener says
“there’s a beauty in these antic
poems, or an antic impulse to these
beautiful poems.” Justin Marks

says that Salerno’s poems are not so
much well-wrought urns as they are
the urns after they have been broken
and glued back together, their
intricate cracks making [this book]
an unsettling but oddly hopeful col-
lection.

Allison Titus, Sum of Every Lost Ship.
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Cleveland State University Poetry
Center, 2010. For a first book, the
work in this volume has immediate
authority and stature. At 77 pages,
this is a full length collection. Still,
perhaps because of the small type
face and extreme concentration, one
has the sense of reading miniatures.
As William Olsen writes, “So fine
a lyric sensibility as the reader will
find in these poems is all the more
compelling for acknowledging the
human limits of the lyric, for mak-
ing hard choices, even refusals.”
Allison Titus is a poet to watch.

John Phillip Santos, The Farthest
Home Is In An Empire of Fire: A
Téjano Elegy. Viking, 2010. Notre
Dame graduate and NDR contribu-
tor John Phillip Santos has written
a sequel to his moving and popular
memoir of 1999, Places Left Unfin-
ished at the Time of Creation. This
time Santos traces the roots of his
mother’s family back from North
Mexico and South Texas to their ear-
ly Spanish ancestors. Like Places Left
Unfinished, it is a rich combination
of history, autobiography, popular
science, and family chronicle. This
time there is also an element, in
fact a recurring thread, of what one
might almost call science fiction.
Santos even makes a stab at proph-
ecy, along with coining a comical,
though apt, philosophy to describe
his methods of research and dis-

285



NOTRE DAME REVIEW

covery: “Inadvertentism.” This is a
terrific and important book, and it
sends one back to Santos’ Places Left
Unfinished and the poems in Songs
Older Than Any Known Singer with
renewed admiration for a unique
talent.

Stephen Fredman, Contextual
Practice: Assemblage and the Erotic
in Postwar Poetry and Art. Stanford
University Press, 2010. The author
of Poets Prose, The Grounding of
American Poetry, and A Menorah for
Athena returns to his native Califor-
nia for inspiration in this exciting
and original treatment of verbal and
visual collage in post-World War II
work by figures such as Robert Dun-
can, Norman O. Brown, Jack Spicer,
Wallace Berman, Jess Collins, and
Allen Ginsberg. A complementary
volume, co-edited by Fredman and
Steve McCaffery, is Form, Power,
and Person in Robert Creeley’s Life
and Work. University of lowa Press,
2010. Contributors include Mar-
jorie Perloff, Charles Altieri, Alan
Golding, Michael Davidson, Rachel
Blau DuPlessis, Peter Quartermain,
Peter Middleton, and Fredman
himself.

Marilyn Stablein, Splitting Hard
Ground, La Alameda Press, 2010.
Stablein’s first book of poems, after
a solid career as an essayist, memo-
rist, and fiction writer. Best known

for her Sleeping in Caves: A Sixties
Himalayan Memoir, which combines
elements, as has been noted, of trav-
elog, cultural studies, and spiritual
journey, and was praised, as has her
other books have been, for its poetic
prose, which Stablein has now dis-
tilled into actual poems. Her central
themes are all here on display:
politics and prophecy, how the land
and character interact, a deep social
concern for the woes of others. This
volume travels the world, but her
poems also take very close looks at
things at hand, as demonstrated

by the first stanza of “The Lion’s
Tooth”: “I know why the dandelion/
is called lion’s tooth,/dent-de-lion.
When you try/to pull one up roots
cling/to earth like clenched teeth:/
gritty and stubborn—/admirable
qualities(except in a weed).”
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CONTRIBUTORS

CONTRIBUTORS

John Ashbery has published more than twenty volumes of poetry, and won
the 1976 Pulitzer Prize for his collection Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror.
His most recent collection is Planisphere. Richard Berengarten (formerly
Burns) lives in Cambridge, England. His poems published in this issue
come from a work-in-progress based on Yi Jing (I Ching). The first five
volumes in his “Selected Writings” are now available: For the Living, The
Manager, The Blue Butterfly, In a Time of Drought and Under Balkan Lighr.
Simeon Berry lives in Boston, where he is an associate editor for Plough-
shares. He has won a Career Chapter Award from the National Society of
Arts and Letters, the Dana Award for Poetry, and a Massachusetts Cultural
Council Individual Artist Grant. Recent work appears in Crazyhorse, Hotel
Amerika, and Colorado Review, and is forthcoming in Another Chicago
Magazine, 5 AM, Green Mountains Review, AGNI, and DIAGRAM. Andrea
Brady has lived in the UK since 1996, where she teaches at Queen Mary
University of London. She is the director of the Archive of the Now, and
co-publisher of Barque Press. Her publications include Vacation of a
Lifetime, Embrace; and Wildfire. Mark Brazaitis is the author of three books
of fiction, including 7he River of Lost Voices: Stories from Guatemala, winner
of the 1998 lowa Short Fiction Award. His latest book, 7he Other Lan-
guage: Poems, won the 2008 ABZ Poetry Prize. His stories, essays, and
poems have appeared in The Sun, Ploughshares, Witness, Cimarron Review,
and other literary journals. He is associate professor of Enlglish and directs
the Creative Writing Program at West Virginia University. Scott Bren-
nan’s work has recently appeared in The Gettysburg Review, The Literary
Review, and The Christian Science Monitor. His first poetry collection, Blank
Oceans, Nameless Seas, appeared in 2008. John Chavez is a PhD candidate
in poetry at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. His poems have appeared
or are forthcoming in Portland Review, Puerto del Sol, The Laurel Review,
Tusculum Review, and Copper Nickel among others. He is the author of the
chapbook Heterotopia, and co-author of the chapbook I, INE: Iterations of the
Junco. John J. Clayton teaches modern literature and creative writing at the
University of Massachusetts, Amherst. His third novel, Kuperman’s Fire,
and his Wrestling with Angels: New and Collected Stories, were published in,
2007. Clayton’s stories have often been published in Commentary. They
have won prizes in O.Henry Prize Stories, Best American Short Stories, and
Pushcart Prize Stories. Donna Lewis Cowan attended the MFA Creative
Writing Program at George Mason University and lives in Falls Church,
VA. Her poetry most recently appeared in Measure: A Review of Formal
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Poetry, DMQ Review, The Worcester Review, and Mannequin Envy. Cath-
erine Daly is author of eight books and eBooks of poetry. The poem that
appears in this issue will be included, in full, in the forthcoming OOD:
Object-Oriented Design, which is sequel to her first book, DaDaDa, in a
long project she calls CONFITEOR. Renée E. D’Aoust received a “No-
table Essay” listing in Best American Essays 2009 and was nominated for a
Pushcart by Squid Quarterly. James Doyle’s most recent book is Bending
Under the Yellow Police Tapes. He has poems coming out in Descant, Alaska
Quarterly Review, The Briar Cliff Review, Illuminations, and The Midwest
Quarterly. John Drexel’s poetry has appeared in numerous magazines in the
United States and abroad, including 7he Chimaera, First Things, Hudson
Review, New Ohio Review, Paris Review, Salmagundi, and Verse. Elaine
Feinstein has written fourteen novels; radio plays; television dramas, and
five biographies; Ted Hughes: The Life of a Poet was short listed for the
biennial Marsh Biography Prize; her most recent biography Anna of All the
Russias: The Life of Anna Akhmatova came out in 2005. Mary Gilliland’s
poetry has also appeared in AGNI, Chautaunqua, Hotel Amerika, Passages
North, Poetry, Stand, Tygerburning, and in The &NOW Awards: The Best
Innovative Writing. She was a featured reader at the 5th International Al
Jazeera Festival in Doha, Qatar. Lorrie Goldensohn is working on a
collection of poems, 7he Lake House. She has published poetry and critical
prose in many journals, including Ploughshares and The Yale Review. Her
most recent book was American War Poetry: An Anthology. The final section
of David Gordon’s “Voyage” appears in Puckerbrush Review. Lea Gra-
ham’s first book, Crushes, is forthcoming this year. Her poems, translations,
reviews and articles have been published in or are forthcoming in journals
such as North American Letters & Commentary, Sentence and Shadow Train.
She is currently assistant professor of English at Marist College in Pough-
keepsie. Mark Halperin is the author of five books of poetry, most recently,
Falling Through the Music. Megan Harlan’s first book of poems, Mapmak-
ing, won the 2009 John Ciardi Prize for Poetry and will be released this
year. Her poems have appeared or are forthcoming in Arts ¢ Letters,
American Poetry Review, TriQuarterly, Prairie Schooner, and Poetry Daily,
and her short stories in Alaska Quarterly Review, Cimarron Review, and
Meridian. Henry Hart’s most recent poetry book is Background Radiation.
His biography, James Dickey: The World as a Lie, appeared in 2000. Poems
from K. A. Hays’ recently released first book, Dear Apocalypse, appear or are
forthcoming in The Best American Poetry 2009, The Yale Anthology of Young-
er American Poetry, The Southern Review, The Missouri Review, and else-
where. She holds the 2007-2010 Emerging Writer Fellowship at Bucknell’s
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Stadler Center for Poetry. Rory Holscher is a graduate of the MFA pro-
gram at Cornell. He has published work in 7he Hudson Review and else-
where, and is co-ediotr of the selected poems of Michael Patrick O'Connor,
Field Notes. Teresa Iverson’s poems and translations have appeared in the
Boston Review, PN Review, Fulcrum, Partisan Review, AGNI, Arion: A
Journal of Humanities and the Classics, The New Criterion, Orion Magazine,
Delos, Gulf Coast, Poetry Porch, Sonnet Scroll. She co-authored Pindar (with
Donald S. Carne-Ross, in the Yale Hermes Books Series) and co-edited In
Time: Women's Poetry from Prison (with Rosanna Warren). Maxim Kantor
was born in Moscow in 1957. He graduated from the Moscow Art Poly-
graph Institute in 1980, and he was the founding organizer of the group of
painters dubbed “Krasny Dom” ("Red House"). Kantor had his first per-
sonal exhibition in Germany, and has moved between Western Europe, the
United States and Moscow. He was in residence at the University of Notre
Dame in 2010. The excerpt from Drawing Textbook (translated by Timothy
D. Sergay) was first published in the online journal, Words Without Borders
(http://wordswithoutborders.org). Nancy Kassell’s poems have appeared in
BORDERLANDS, Eclipse, Willow Springs, Peregrine, Westview, and Sala-
mander, and in the anthologies Verse and Universe. Poems about Science and
Mathematics and Family Reunion. Poems about Parenting Grown Children.
Steve Langan is the author of Meer Me at the Happy Bar, Freezing, and
Notes on Exile and Other Poems. Katherine Larson’s first collection, Radial
Symmetry, was chosen by Louise Gliick as the winner of the 2010 Yale Series
of Younger Poets and will be published next year. Rika Lesser is the author
or translator of eighteen books, eleven of them volumes of poetry. Her own
most recent collection, Questions of Love: New ¢ Selected Poems, came out in
2008. She has translated the poetry of Claes Andersson, Gunnar Ekelsf,
Hermann Hesse, Rainer Maria Rilke, Géran Sonnevi, and many others.
Christopher Merrill is the author of many books of poetry and nonfiction.
He directs the International Writing Program at the University of Iowa.
Peter Michelson is the author of Pacific Plainsong I-XIII and other books
of poetry and two books of prose, including Speaking the Unspeakable. He is
an occasional contributor to VDR and to other journals. Norman Minn-
ick’s collection of poems, To Taste the Water, won the First Series Award.
He is the editor of Berween Water and Song: New Poets for the Twenty-First
Century. Judith Moffett is the author of eleven books in five genres,
including two collections of poetry, Keeping Time and Whinny Moor
Crossing. She has also edited and translated two volumes of Swedish poetry.
Her work appeared recently in Literary Imagination, Prairie Schooner, and
Cimmaron. Kevin O’Connor teaches English at Phillips Academy in
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Andover, MA. Lynn Pattison’s poems have appeared in Heliotrope, Rhino,
Diagram, Dunes Review, Controlled Burn, and Poetry East, among others,
and been anthologized in several venues. Her chapbooks are zesla’s daughter
and Walking Back the Cat. She is the author of one book, Light That Souncds
Like Breaking. Courtney Queeney’s first book was Filibuster to Delay a Kiss
and Other Poems. She lives in Chicago. Gabrielle Robinson is professor of
English at Indiana University South Bend. She is a specialist in Continental
and British modern dramatic literature and has studied at the famed Max
Reinhardt Seminar theater school in Vienna, sponsored by the Lilly Endow-
ment. Mike Schneider lives in Pittsburgh where he works as a science
writer at Carnegie Mellon University. His poems have appeared in many
journals, including 5 AM, Shenandoah, Poet Lore and Poetry. His chapbook,
Rooster, came out in 2004. Mike Schorsch’s collage-translations have
appeared in Vanitas and Action, Yes. Timothy D. Sergay is assistant
professor of intermediate and advanced Russian language, literature and
translation at the University of Albany. Floyd Skloot’s most recent poetry
collections are The Snow’s Music and Selected Poems: 1970-2005, which won
a Pacific NW Booksellers Book Award and a ForeWorld Magazine Book of
the Year Silver Award. His memoir, The Wink of the Zenith: The Shaping of
a Writer’s Life, was published in 2008. Mike Smith’s second poetry collec-
tion, Multiverse, is now out. His chapbook, Anagrams of America, is perma-
nently archived at Mudlark: Electronic Journal of Poetry and Poetics. Recent-
ly, he has had poems appear in Free Verse, Gulf Stream, The lowa Review,
The North American Review, and Shampoo. Frederick Smock is chairman of
the English Department at Bellarmine University. His newest book of
poetry is 7he Blue Hour. Christine Sneed won AWP’s 2009 Grace Paley
Prize in Short Fiction, and her collection, Portraits of a Few of the People I've
Made Cry, is forthcoming this year. Her stories have appeared in Besz
American Short Stories 2008, New England Review, and a number of other
journals. Goéran Sonnevi is the author of fifteen books of poens and a
volume of poetry in translation. In 2005, the Swedish Academy gave him
the Nordic Prize, also known as “the little Nobel.” D. E. Steward’s “Dex-
embro,” like his “Decembros” NDR 24, and his “Dezembro” NDR 26, is
triple evidence of the problem of naming months when, with over 284
sequential months to designate, the twelve months have names generally
similar in all Latin languages. The first December, “December,” was
published in Lee Hickman’s, 7emblor. Brian Swann has new poems in
American Scholar, The Hopkins Review, Salmagundi, Poetry, Raritan, lowa
Review, and AGNI. His Born in the Blood: On the Translation of Native
American Literature will be out next year. G.C. Waldrep’s third collection,
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Archicembalo, won the Dorset Prize and was released by Tupelo Press in
2009. These poems come from his fourth, Your Father on the Train of
Ghosts, co-authored with John Gallaher, due out in 2011. He has recent
work in APR, Harper’s, The Paris Review, Best American Poetry 2010, and
other journals. James Walton, Professor Emeritus of English at Notre
Dame, has published a novel, Margaret’s Book; an edition of Anglo-Irish
political correspondence, The King'’s Business; a critical study, Vision and
Vacancy: The Fictions of J. S. Le Fanu; and essays on British literature
(chiefly fiction) from Defoe to Joyce. Alexander Weinstein is the director
of the Martha’s Vineyard Institute of Creative Writing, and has been
working as a creative writing teacher and freelance editor for the past ten
years. He leads fiction workshops in the United States and Europe, and lives
in Ann Arbor where he teaches at Lawrence Tech University. John Wilkin-
son’s recent books of poetry include Effigies Against the Light and Contriv-
ances. His poetry is represented in the Anthology of Twentieth-Century British
and Irish Poetry, and his critical writing has appeared in Cambridge Quar-
terly, Critical Quarterly, and Chicago Review.

291



SUSTAINERS
PR
Anonymous [Four]

Nancy & Warren Bryant
Tony & Jessyka D Souza
Gary & Elizabeth Gutchess
John E Hayward
Samuel Hazo
Tim Kilroy
Richard Landry
Steve Lazar
Carol A. Losi
Jessica Maich

Vincent J. O’Brien
Kevin 1. O'Connor
Daniel O’Donnell

Beth Haverkamp Powers

Mark W, Roche

In Honor of Ernest Sandeen
John Sitter
In Honor of James Whitehead
Kenneth L. Woodword

Sustainers are lifetime subscribers to the Notre Dame Review. You can
become a sustainer by making a one-time donation of $250 or more.
(See subscription information enclosed.)



