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The Appointed Hour

Susanne Davis

“Let those who are sent on a journey not permit the 
appointed hours to pass by….” Chapter 50, Rule of St. 
Benedict….

PART 1

	 The first time I was confronted with evil, I did not recognize it as evil. 
	 I was living in Iowa when the first packet of clippings arrived, with my 
grandmother’s slanted scrawl across the envelope. Young women had started 
to go missing in our quiet corner of Connecticut. Our town of Asheville 
with a population of 2000 people had no traffic lights, no public transporta-
tion, only one general store, and one gas station across the street so that kids 
walked or peddled to the playground to smoke cigarettes away from any 
parents who might object.
	 I’ve been saving these, my grandmother’s note read. They’re all younger 
than you, but wasn’t sure if you knew the families. You best stay in Idaho, where 
it’s safe.
	 She was forever confusing Iowa with Idaho and I attributed this to 
the fact that other than crossing the border from her childhood home in 
Boston’s east end, to her marriage bed in southeastern Connecticut, my 
grandmother had not left the state except for one journey to New York City 
to chaperone a school trip. She considered the world outside her familiar 
boundaries as unsafe but now, with this news, she was not feeling secure 
even there.
	 The reports of young women disappearing from the rural backwaters of 
Connecticut shocked me, too. The first clipping, dated six months prior to 
my receiving it, was a missing person bulletin of sorts with a smiling photo 
of a 15-year-old girl, eyes full of innocent engagement with the photog-
rapher as she rested her chin on the head of a fluffy orange tabby cat. Her 
best friend had last seen the girl. The two had been at the playground after 
school and the missing one, Amanda Gladstone, had left for home and din-
ner, but never arrived. This was at a time before the widespread use of cell 
phones and alerts.
	 The second clipping was dated three months later. This time a 16-year-
old. She and a friend had been walking the rural roads of dotted stonewalls 
and Holstein cows, smoking cigarettes and talking to boys. They had parted 
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ways for only an hour—the teen, whose name was Cindy Lawson, walked 
home to put in a load of laundry for her mother and the casserole for din-
ner. 
	 By the time the third clipping came in the mail a month later, I had 
gotten busy with daily life the way we all do. But when I saw my grand-
mother’s handwriting and felt the heft of the envelope, I knew it contained 
more disturbing news. 
	 I unfolded the clipping, carefully cut along the edges of the newspaper 
columns. My hands shook and the revulsion I felt almost kept me from 
reading, expecting and dreading the photograph of another young face cap-
tured by a camera during a happy moment, emphasizing the tragedy, some 
tragedy, to have befallen her. And it did. Not one but two young women 
who had disappeared together not in my home town but 30 minutes south-
east, just a few miles from my grandmother’s door. Killed on Easter Sunday. 
	 Whereas the first two disappearances had been questioned as possible 
runaways, not so in this third instance. The young women, both 14, disap-
peared together, and their bodies were found a few days later in a culvert, 
faces down, arms tied behind their backs. They had been sodomized. Police 
believed they had a serial killer in their midst, but had few clues about the 
killer’s identity. The next envelope came a few weeks later. The killer was on 
a rampage. Another young woman, 17, disappeared while hitchhiking. Her 
body was found by a jogger under a pile of rocks by the side of the road. 
Police called for eyewitnesses. One came forward remembering a blue late 
model Toyota following behind the woman. 
	 It was the breakthrough they needed. The next clipping showed the 
photograph of my high school classmate: Reginald Rawlins. He had been 
arrested and charged with the murders. Detectives had run the list of 3000 
such registered cars in Connecticut. Reggie was the first one questioned and 
kept throwing out clues. Before the detective could even get out the door, 
Reggie had confessed to several of his killings.
	 My hand shook as I regarded Reggie, a skinny curly haired 24 year old, 
his eyes burning with a dark intensity that I did not remember from our 
years together in high school. Reggie, a mass murderer?
	 We had both been part of the vocational agriculture program at the 
regional high school. Reggie had graduated from the program and gone on 
to study agriculture at Cornell. I left the program after two years to con-
centrate more fully on college prep courses and from that time on hardly 
ventured down the corridor that housed the Ag program. But during those 
first two years, Reggie and I sat in classes together and worked side-by-side 
planting trees, growing vegetables for sale in the school greenhouse, and 
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building pens to house animals on the farmland the school owned a few 
miles down the road. I became the editor-in-chief of the school newspaper 
and when Reggie was accepted into Cornell, the paper ran a front-page 
story of him and his academic successes.
	 I scanned the clippings my grandmother had sent, and then retrieved 
the other envelopes and slumped onto the love seat in the sunny corner of 
my apartment in Des Moines, and read them again more carefully.
	 Reggie had also been arrested and charged with murder of a young 
woman in New York State while a student at Cornell. After graduating from 
Cornell, he worked as an insurance agent, and authorities were still putting 
together the pieces, but they thought it was this job that gave him access to 
families’ homes and their daughters, whom he then stalked, waiting for his 
opportunity. 
	 I put the clippings back into the envelope. I tucked the envelope on a 
bookshelf. I did not know what to do with what I had learned. I tried to 
take photographs. I was in a graduate program at the time and I thought 
I could use my 35 mm camera to witness something that might somehow 
balance out the darkness of the events unfolding in my corner of Con-
necticut. I went out into the street photographing the elm trees that lined 
University Avenue in Des Moines. But when I developed the photos, I was 
struck by the shadows cast by the towering limbs. What I thought I was see-
ing in light, materialized as something ominous. 
	 I got scared. Or, more scared. I had been scared of violence since the 
fourth grade when her stepson murdered my Girl Scout leader. I found my-
self trying to remember if there had ever been any clues to Reggie’s violent 
nature during the time I had known him. I remembered one time we were 
in the greenhouse together, arranging floral centerpieces to be sold at the 
holiday open house. I needed more potting soil and rather than get the step 
stool I asked Reggie to reach up and grab the bag off the shelf for me, which 
he did. He was nothing but polite. No matter how I searched or tried to 
look at what I had known of Reggie, I could not find any hint or inkling of 
a man capable of a violent act, let alone murder.
	 I thought a lot about evil for a while after that. I tried to understand 
if in fact evil did exist. I was going to my mailbox every day now, looking 
for the next missive from my grandmother. We never talked by phone. All 
of our communication was through the written word. And while I had a 
computer and the ability to research newspaper coverage daily, I waited, as 
though the only reliable source was my grandmother’s clippings sent directly 
to me. Many more clippings followed as Reggie led police to the places he 
had buried his victims, bodies uncovered in shallow grave sites along the 
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crumbling stone walls of eastern Connecticut, along the back roads trav-
eled by leaf peepers and cyclists mapping century rides. The roads I traveled 
every day of my life. Nothing had screamed out to me there as foul. Could 
not the land speak? Could a tree not whither in protest or a stonewall col-
lapse its guard as a way to sound the warning bell? Instead the earth had 
silently accepted the mutilated bodies of these young women and held them 
until they could be claimed and a proper ceremony performed. 
	 I started to sleep with the lights on in my bedroom. And I began read-
ing a murder mystery series, frantic to uncover the criminal before the story 
revealed him or her. Not once could I do so. An entire series of 26 murder 
mysteries, one for every letter in the alphabet and by the time I got to Z, I 
was no closer to identifying a killer than I was with A. I had just finished the 
series when I got news of my grandmother’s cancer. 
	 I flew home, my grandmother’s letter in my coat pocket. I’m not in any 
pain, she wrote. It’s not like with those girls. I’ve had a good long life. I am go-
ing home to be with God. 
	 She looked like a child huddled in her hospital bed and when I hugged 
her, her bones shifted like water under her skin but her eyes radiated light 
and strength. I hunted down the doctor and he reassured me she wasn’t in 
any pain, although the tumor on her lung was the size of a baseball, making 
it hard for her to breathe. She didn’t want chemo.
	 I’m ready to go home, she said. 
	 I wanted to ask her how she could be so sure there was anything beyond 
this life, but something stopped me. We passed the days talking instead 
about family and I read to her from her bible, which she had brought to 
the hospital with her. It was filled with prayer cards for dead relatives. One 
morning I picked it up to read and out fluttered a folded piece of notebook 
paper with the names of all Reggie’s victims in my grandmother’s scrawl. 
	 Someone’s got to pray for those poor girls, she said. 
	 That afternoon, while she slept, I drove out to Norwich State Hospital 
where one of Reggie’s victims had been found. Over its lifetime, the hospital 
had grown from 100 to 900 acres. The place looked like a college campus 
lined with trees and clusters of brick buildings held up by white pillars. I 
had read from my grandmother’s clippings that Reggie’s mother had been 
committed to the hospital back when Reggie was a child, that she and Reg-
gie’s father married after she discovered she was pregnant with him. Three 
more children followed. Reggie’s mother had hated farming and the news 
reported that she had beaten her children until she ran off down south with 
another man. Whether she had done that before or after being committed 
to the insane asylum, I didn’t know, but Reggie had grown up without her 
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in his life. Was he trying to say something when he brought one of his vic-
tims to the spot of his mother’s incarceration? I sat, my arms braced against 
the steering wheel, and I hung my head out the window. As I did, I swore I 
heard a woman screaming. I rolled all the windows down and tried to listen 
more closely, but the scream, which at first sounded like it was coming from 
behind me, suddenly seemed to engulf me. It rocked me to the core. I rolled 
up the windows, and sped away, back to my grandmother. She was awake 
when I entered her room. 
	 You look like you’ve seen a ghost, she said. Are you all right?
	 I didn’t tell her I had been to one of Reggie’s crime scenes, but as I 
picked up the bible I said, Granny, why would God allow those innocent girls 
to die at Reggie’s hands?
	 I know, honey. It’s a terrible thing, isn’t it? She clasped my hands in her 
papery dry ones. Still, the heat felt good.
	 Why would God allow it? 
	 She pushed herself up in the bed, her hair flat from being pressed 
against the pillow for so long. It’s free will—for good or bad.
	 But those girls didn’t have free will. Is that the best the Catholic Church can 
say, free will?
	 It’s hard to see it from that perspective, she admitted, but St. Augustine says 
God uses everything, even suffering, to his greatest good. The Church believes 
God will use even this, somehow to the service of good.
	 I winced.
	 She pulled my arm to bring me closer and dropped her voice. That 
doesn’t mean God isn’t crying right along side us, honey. 
	 Thinking of God as grieving helped. 
	 That night she fell into a semi-coma and started calling the names of 
her dead husband and relatives who had gone before her, some of their 
names familiar to me from the prayer cards tucked in her bible. Her breath-
ing became rattled and labored and during those dark hours I sang “Amaz-
ing Grace” and with the morning’s first light, she died. Her machine beeped, 
announcing her passing and the staff came in and called the time of death, 
unhooked her various lines and asked me if I wanted a few minutes alone. I 
nodded. They left the room and, afraid of Death surrounding me, I rushed 
out into the hallway and literally bumped into a nurse walking by. She put 
her hands on my shoulders to steady me and I found myself looking into 
the face of Katherine, the daughter of the murdered Girl Scout leader.
	 “Victoria? What are you doing here?” she asked.
	 “My grandmother. She just died.” I pointed into the room. 
	 Katherine took me by the elbow and we went back into the room.
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	 “She looks peaceful now, doesn’t she?” she asked. She went over to the 
bed and beckoned me to stand beside her. She tucked the sheet up around 
my grandmother’s shoulders and I felt the tears coming. 
	 “Can I ask you something, Katherine?” I didn’t even know myself what 
I was going to ask. The room, dimly lit, caught the light in her blue eyes. 
It was the same light my grandmother’s eyes had shone. “How did you get 
through it? What your stepbrother did to your mother?”
	 I was afraid she would recoil from me and such a blunt question, but 
instead she put an arm over my shoulder and gave me a hug. Her eyes went 
to the nightstand, and my grandmother’s bible.
	 “I didn’t get through it alone. My aunt was the one to tell me what hap-
pened to my mother and as she was telling me I felt—I don’t know—that 
somehow I was not going to be alone.”
	 Her beeper went off then. “I have to get back to my patients,” she said. 
She scribbled her number on a slip of paper. “Call me if you want, Victoria, 
okay?” 
	 I shoved the paper in my pocket and Katherine took my hand and put 
it on my grandmother’s hand before she left the room.
	 After the funeral I took a week to clean out my grandmother’s apart-
ment. She had a statue of Mary about three feet tall, with blue robes that 
draped around her and fell with a gentle fold revealing the white of a dove’s 
belly. Her hands, clasped in prayer, held my grandmother’s rosary beads. 
I set her on the kitchen table in a cardboard box with the last of things to 
go to Goodwill. As I walked back and forth closing windows and sweeping 
dust bunnies from corners, I felt she was watching me. I locked the door 
for the last time, carried the box to the car and drove to Goodwill, where I 
handed her over to one of the attendants, but as he carried her toward the 
bin, I reached out and plucked her back, set her in the front seat beside me 
and drove off. Back in Iowa, Mary stayed in the corner of my bedroom. 
Before long, I was able to sleep with the lights off.
	 Shortly after my grandmother’s death, I moved back to Connecticut. 
Reggie was given the death sentence, the first person sentenced to death 
row in Connecticut in 40 years. There were protests, delays, and appeals. 
Reggie’s case dragged on for twenty years but ultimately, the court’s ruling 
was upheld and on May 13, 2005 Reggie Rawlins received death by lethal 
injection.
	 The end did not come soon enough. During those 20 years it took 
for the specter of Reggie Rawlins to pass from this world, there could be 
little peace for families called to court over and over again. I want to say I 
thought about Reggie very little, but it’s not true. I wished that I had my 
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grandmother to help me understand the things I didn’t understand. After 
his death, little by little, memory of him faded.

PART II

	 The second time I confronted evil it was almost ten years after Reggie’s 
death and like the first time, I had no idea I had done so. I was teaching 
creative writing at the state university just 30 minutes from where Reggie 
was executed. To an advanced class comprised of students I knew, those I 
had taught before.
	 The semester had gone well, I thought. Just two more meetings. One of 
the last remaining poets was to submit work for comment and workshop-
ping. I printed the poems and began reading. He prefaced the work by 
acknowledging that it was disturbing. In truth, it was more than disturbing. 
It was filled with hate. Racial and sexual slurs of the highest charge. Dark 
language giving voice to dark thoughts. Too dark to reprint or repeat. How 
had I missed this inclination in his previous writing?
	 Half the class did not show up for workshopping. One student emailed 
to tell me that there had been an incident in the classroom with the same 
student a month earlier, when I had been conducting conferences in my 
office. The students had been sharing work with each other in the classroom 
and apparently this student had shared material the other students consid-
ered homophobic and downright scary. 
	 No one had told me. 
	 This experience sent me to thinking about Reggie. The student poem 
was filled with hate, but was it the same level of violence as the morally rep-
rehensible act of a serial killer? No. He had not acted on his beliefs, but re-
ally, did I even know that? Did freedom of speech laws protect this student’s 
individual rights to express such views, even if it was clear the content wasn’t 
appropriate for a college classroom? Something about the destructive charge 
of the language harkened back to the loss of innocence I experienced when 
Reggie murdered the young women. And I wondered if my own naiveté had 
allowed this misguided student a platform for his destructive writing. 
	 I rummaged around that evening for my grandmother’s bible and found 
it in the closet, with the statue of Mary; she had been relegated there, too. 
Folded inside the bible was one of the newspaper stories about Reggie. A 
young girl had written a letter to Reggie and gotten a response from him, 
which the local newspaper had published. He had written that he had a 
condition of sexual dysfunction that was being helped by medication, and 
horrible though his actions were, he had been forgiven when he accepted 
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Christ into his life. Reggie claimed his uncle who committed suicide when 
Reggie was six years old had sexually abused him. The paper reported the 
courtroom testimony that Reggie had exhibited antisocial behavior at a 
young age and had been sexually inappropriate with young females in his 
neighborhood at a young age. My grandmother had never shared this clip-
ping with me. I had not seen or known this part of Reggie’s story. 
	 Could there have been healing for Reggie? When he was in prison he 
took medications that tempered his destructive sexual urges. The article 
went on to report that Reggie became a devout Catholic in prison. He 
became an oblate to a Benedictine monastery in Connecticut and it was at 
this monastery that his remains were buried. An oblate makes a promise, of-
fering him or herself in divine service to God, to pray at set times through-
out the day; the Liturgy of the Hours. The Benedictine practice is ancient, 
with a continuous history of 3000 years. I tried to imagine Reggie on death 
row praying the set form of prayers and psalms and bible readings. There 
had been intervention in the early stages of his sexual violence. He had been 
caught molesting a teenager; he had been arrested, paroled, evaluated and 
incarcerated. The law had suggested he take up a pastime like jogging to 
divert his sexual attention. I felt angry at the authorities even though they 
later admitted to a grave misunderstanding of the brewing danger within 
Reggie. He had been released and his release freed him to begin his killing 
rampage.
	 That night I had a dream I was back at the hospital with Katherine, 
standing over my grandmother’s body and she was saying over and over, I 
was never alone, and in my dream I was thinking why does she keep repeat-
ing that? Doesn’t she know I heard her the first time?
	 I woke up with the light beating down on me, and Mary staring me in 
the face. 
	 I got up, turned on my computer and began composing an email to my 
department head. She emailed back a few hours later, suggesting I contact 
an on campus office designed to give support in such situations. There were 
institutional supports. Columbine and Newtown and Virginia Tech and 
too many others to name were starting to help us understand the power of 
intervention to avert disaster. I put aside my anger over the fact my students 
had mostly been so silent. I understood their fear. We had all seen and 
feared too much. Was it part of evil’s nature to take innocence and paralyze 
people with fear?
	 I was not sure how it would all turn out. Would there be help for the 
student? An opportunity for psychological therapy and healing, if needed? 
And how was one to know if it were warranted? I found myself looking for 
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any clues I might have missed. A few came to mind. They were subtle, but 
they were there and I chastised myself. Although I did not feel comfortable 
equating my student’s hate poem with Reggie’s acts of sexual sadism, Kath-
erine’s words, “I was never alone,” reverberated through me as I printed out 
the Morning Prayer for the Daily Hours. 
	 “O God, come to our assistance. O Lord, make haste to help us.” The 
ancient Benedictine prayer could not erase the violence done by Reggie but 
could its 3000 years of practice have power to shine more light in the world? 
I chose to believe so. Then I picked up the phone, dialed the university of-
fice the department head had given me and asked to speak to the person in 
charge of community standards. 
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Song of the Broken Road

Pablo Medina

The road led to the swamp that swallows people.
I gave no thought to that, eager as I was to throw
my fishing line into the murk. I pulled up
Juan with his twitchy face, I pulled up Enrique
and the mule that kicked him on the lips.
My grandmother sewed away. My mother
fed me corn, a little okra, octopus on rice.
I went to bed distraught and woke in a jumble
of telephone wires, calling here and there,
long distance and short. Oh my darling, oh my darling,
love was beautiful that way, Clementine blessed
and Clementine cursed. The road went straight,
unencumbered over brackish muck and ended
where the bombs burst and the rockets glared.
Then someone lit a pig and made it run through sugarcane.
The land sputtered and gurgled, the sky lit up.
Men screamed and died. Not enough water 
in the world. Mother and grandmother 
sewed and cooked. Out of the marsh came snakes,
alligators, bats, crabs, lizards, loons, fish
that crawled and birds that swam. The warriors
cheered, my grandfather cried. Only the marsh
was still and the darkness lay on the water
and pressed down. Time before time in the depths,
creatures with three eyes and ten anuses, insects
with hands, occasional bubbles surfacing, reeds,
hyacinths, globs of growth. The fire was people
business. That poor pig, those ladies in the house,
the frantic men. Where was I to go, back to the sleep
of skulls? Into the smoldering fields? Or follow 
the road to the swamp? That’s where the wise men
went to live with glow worms and minstrel fuel,
drank felicity from springs and danced a furtive fandango.
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Fragments of Granada

Matthew Landrum

after Federico García Lorca

Granada sleeps between cypress and snow.
Granada is the milk of death. In Granada, women weep 

for the bells of dawn; the wind stirs
their crinoline skirts. The pale moon will not bite you, 

nor the green hook of the cypress ensnare you.
Granada has your heart and your heart has Granada. 

My memories are mildewed sunlight, my soul is moonbeams 
filtered through ivy. I first saw you on the streets of Granada. 

Every afternoon, a child dies in Granada.
Granada sighs by the sea. 

Your mouth was pink paper. My kiss was Granada––
deep and open. “Come to Granada, girl,” 

the boy said, but the girl did not listen. 
Every evening, a child dies in Granada.

I climbed the fortress walls to catch a view of Granada.
Granada is your countenance, an emporium of nightingales,

a universal sanctuary, the grave of love. Your mouth holds all the light 
and sweetness of pomegranates, the apple of Granada. 

I’m so in love that nothing pleases my eyes expect your face 
and the minarets of Granada. In dreams, I am king 

of Granada and you my dark haired lady. Dawn’s sleepy horses
dispel such dreams as day breaks in Granada.
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The Last Page

Matthew Landrum

after Federico García Lorca

Heloise, you’re dead now, finished like a novel’s last page. 
You were sweet but I never loved you. We used to make out 
to the Beatles and Jaco Pastorius, your lips like bruised cherries,
bruises on your neck—I had long hair then. We wrote a bad romance,
drank tainted love like vinegar. Our desire was mock orange, the scent
of the real thing without the promise of fruit. And I was in love
with someone else. It hurts to think now… We used to light incense
and drink mint tea on sweltering afternoons. The girls at the college
would whisper behind our backs. And now you’ve come
to a bad end like a drugstore paperback. Maybe you came home 
with a headache, dreaming of being Ophelia, a white dress
against the aching blue of the river. The bells toll for you now
this spring evening. And stars are gathering over the shoulder
of the mountain. And the cold is setting in. And I never loved you. 
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Maybe I Am Traveling (from The Book of Hours)

Rainer Maria Rilke

Maybe I am traveling, like some secret ore,
through the hard veins of a mountain, alone.
And I’m in so deep that I see no door
and no distance: nothing but a single core
that draws in all things and changes them to stone.

I don’t have much wisdom about misery.
The darkness has made me smaller, it’s true.
Are you the one solid enough? Come, break through,
so that all of your touch might happen to me,
and all of my tears might happen to you.

Translated by Paul Weinfield
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He Lay

Martin Nakell

	 When I met Tom Massey he was dying. 
	 I never felt that from a patient before, what I felt from Tom Massey. 
What was it? I certainly can’t put my finger on it. I, for one, certainly can-
not put my finger on it. What it was I felt from Tom Massey the first time 
I met him and he was dying. Among all the many dying men and women I 
saw in those days, this one man. There was something about him, an urgent 
serenity, or should I say an explosive calm, or perhaps a spontaneous order. I 
could go on with descriptions which would not make the mark. I was drawn 
to be near him even as he slept. As I checked his vital signs, made sure the 
tubes, the machines, the monitors sustaining his life functioned, that’s when 
Mr. Massey’s friend, Martin Nakell, came in. 
	 “This is a very special person, this man is,” Martin Nakell said to me, 
his voice full of breath. I hadn’t noticed Martin Nakell coming in. “I’m sure 
you hear that frequently,” Martin Nakell said, “that someone is special to 
someone who loves them. But this man is unique. Utterly unique. He’s a 
writer.”
	 “Oh?” I didn’t tell Martin Nakell then anything about the feelings I got 
from the man sleeping, from Tom Massey.  
	 “Yes,” Martin Nakell said to me. “He’s a novelist. A great novelist. A 
giant of a man with a giant heart and a giant mind.”
	 I just stared at him. And Martin Nakell said, “He thinks with his giant 
heart and he feels with his giant mind. That’s what life means.”
	 Martin Nakell then turned his attention to Tom Massey himself. I left 
the room, but I eavesdropped at the curtains that separate the ICU pa-
tient from the oval where the nurses and doctors work. Having closed the 
curtains behind me, I stood there for a moment, then pretended to work at 
the closest nurses’ station to Tom Massey’s room so I could listen in. Martin 
Nakell said incredible things to Tom Massey. He said: “you are my brother, 
Tom. No. You are myself. I am yourself.” Martin Nakell’s breathing came 
evenly but loudly. He paused for a long moment while he stroked Tom 
Massey’s forehead. “I’m going away, Tom, for a few days,” Martin Nakell 
said. “When I come back, we’ll talk. We have still so much to talk about. So 
many things we haven’t exhausted or explored. And you have to finish your 
book, Tom. It’s your most radiant book.”
	 Then Martin Nakell left the hospital. Before he would return, Tom 
Massey would die. I would never yet to this moment see Martin Nakell 
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again. 
	 After Martin Nakell left late that night, about 12:30, I remember, is 
when I went back to Tom Massey’s room to check up on him. Everything 
seemed normal. Well, normal for the ICU room of a man dying of so many 
causes that any sign of hope from one organ or system was negated by the 
deterioration of other organs or systems. I had never seen a man hold on so 
powerfully so instinctually as Tom Massey held on. I would not so much say 
that he clung to life, as that life clung to him.
	 Then he lifted his right arm. His left arm was paralyzed from an earlier 
stroke. He motioned me toward him. I approached. He insisted that I 
remove the respirator so that he could talk. I refused, of course. But he 
insisted. With his eyes, he insisted so I couldn’t refuse him.
	 When I got the respirator unhooked, he drew breath with difficulty, but 
he could talk. “Sit down,” he said, his voice low, yet audible. 
	 I sat down on the bed. Tom Massey managed to move one leg over to 
make room for me, his left leg. His right leg was as inert from that earlier 
stroke as was his right hand. Out the door, the light at the nurses’ carousel 
glowed over two nurses who did paperwork, watched monitors, didn’t see 
me. I pulled the curtain around us.
	 “I’m going to die,” Tom Massey said. “It will be soon. Martin Nakell 
has left. I need to talk to my wife about other things, and to my children, 
and my grandchildren, not about what I’m going to tell you. So I’m go-
ing to tell you. Don’t ask me why I’ve chosen you. Why has death just now 
chosen me? Then, for the same reason, I’ve chosen you.”
	 “Alright,” I said. Why did I say that? Perhaps for the same reason that 
death had chosen him, just then, and he had chosen me. “Alright,” I said, 
like it was nothing, like I was agreeing to go for a walk, get him a glass of 
water, like it was nothing.
	 “You’re my last reader,” Tom Massey said. 
	 “I am?” I asked him. 
	 He laughed, as much as he could. “I like you,” he said. “Where are you 
from?”
	 “The Philippines,” I told him. “From a small village.”
	 “Is that who you are?” he asked me.
	 “What do you mean?”
	 “What’s your name?”
	 “Johnnie.”
	 “I’m an American, Johnnie. I’m from Indiana. From Gary, Indiana. Is 
that who I am?”
	 “It’s where you’re from.”
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	 “But who you are, that’s something else. You’re not just a Filipino, John-
nie, and I’m not just an American. But…ah…Johnnie. Who are you? Who 
am I? Do you see what I mean? When a dying man asks you who you are, 
you better listen, Johnnie.” Tom Massey closed his eyes for a moment. He 
looked to me like he was in heaven, in pure pleasure, like he had achieved 
some kind of light-headed or light-hearted repose. 
	 “Just before World War I, Johnnie…was your grandfather in World War 
I?”
	 “Yes,” I told him, “my great-grandfather, he was.”
	 “Just before World War I, a man named Amadeus Gottleib had immi-
grated from Germany to America. His family had property still in Germany. 
So in 1917…”
	 I interrupted him. “You shouldn’t be talking so much,” I said, “you 
need your strength.”
	 “I need my strength for talking. It’s all I’ve every really used my strength 
for. Now listen to me.”
	 “Alright,” I said.
	 “In 1917 Amadeus Gottleib returned to Germany to settle his family’s 
German property. On behalf of his father, who was a manufacturer of a 
certain part for automobiles in the United States. While in Germany, Ama-
deus Gottlieb suffered a nervous breakdown. Friends convinced him to go 
to Vienna to see a certain Doctor Sigmund Freud, who was then engaged in 
the new science of psychoanalysis, of which, I’m sure that you, Johnnie, as a 
registered nurse, know quite a bit.”
	 “Some,” Johnnie said. 
	 “Have you ever been psychoanalyzed?”
	 “No,” I told him, “I have not.”
	 “Have you ever been to a psychiatrist?”
	 “No,” I said, “I have not,” giving him confidences as though he were 
not a stranger. Strange.
	 “Do you know the first thing that Doctor Sigmund Freud asked Ama-
deus Gottleib?”
	 “No, of course not.”
	 “Dr. Freud opened the door to his treatment room, welcomed Amadeus 
Gottleib in, and asked him, ‘Who are you?’ ‘I am Amadeus Gottleib,’ Got-
tleib answered him. ‘No,’ Dr. Freud pursued Gottleib, ‘I know your name, I 
know where you come from, but I do not know who you are. Do you know 
who you are?’ ‘Not exactly,’ Amadeus Gottleib answered Dr. Freud. ‘Per-
haps,’ Gottleib stumbled, ‘that’s why I’m here. Perhaps I need you to help 
me find out who I am.’ ‘And if I help you to find out who you are not?’ Dr. 
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Freud asked him. ‘Then,’ Gottleib said, ‘whatever is left after answering who 
I am not, that will be who I am.’ ‘Good,’ Dr. Freud said. ‘That’s an auspi-
cious beginning for us. Would you mind lying down here, on this divan? It 
will make it easier for you to talk.’ ‘And you?’ Amadeus Gottleib asked Dr. 
Freud. ‘Where will you be?’ ‘I’ll be here, behind you,’ Freud gestured to the 
chair at the head of the divan. ‘I won’t be able to see you,’ Gottleib fretted. 
‘No,’ Freud said. ‘Your task is not to see me. It is to see who you are not.’”
	 “How do you know all this?” I asked Tom Massey. “How do you know 
about Gottleib. And Freud? Did you know Gottleib? Is he your grandfather? 
Did he fight in World War I?”
	 “Gottleib is as real as your grandfather, Johnnie, who fought in World 
War I. Even though I invented him, have been inventing Amadeus Gottleib 
for the last many years and will complete my invention of him tonight, 
here, with you, he is as real as your grandfather, as real as you are, as real 
as I am, as real as death, as real as life, which may or may not be real at all, 
depending on how you feel at the moment.”
	 “I do have other things to do,” I told Tom Massey, but Tom Massey 
gripped my arm with a tremendous strength, even in his weakened state, 
with all of his body on the edge of giving up. 
	 “If you go,” Tom Massey said to me, “you will be sure that Amadeus 
Gottleib will never have lived. But if you stay, he will have lived.”
	 “I’m sorry, Mr. Massey,” I answered him, “but what difference does it 
make to me whether Amadeus Gottlieb has ever lived?”
	 Mr. Massey laid his upraised head back on the pillow, closing his eyes. 
His assisted breathing sussed loudly. The only light came from the hall-
way, but it pierced enough through the curtain surrounding us that I saw 
everything, the tubes and screens and drips, Mr. Massey’s face, the light 
smile that now crossed his lips. “If Amadeus Gottlieb does come to life,” he 
spoke with his eyes still closed, “then you, Johnnie, you will finally come to 
life yourself.” Then the light smile broadened on his lips, but soon relaxed. 
Although his eyes were closed, I imagined they sparkled when he said those 
words. When he finished talking, Mr. Massey’s head sank further into the 
pillow, his neck muscles giving way so deeply with that pronouncement that 
his whole body sank deeper into the bed. You might have thought he slept, 
but I could see that he didn’t sleep. Perhaps he dreamed, but he did not 
sleep. I had not understood what he’d said, I could not explain it to you, but 
I knew it to be true.
	 “Alright,” I said. 
	 From that point on, and for quite some time, Mr. Massey spoke with 
his eyes closed, with his body absent of any tension. And for quite some 
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time, from that point on, I listened with my eyes closed. Without ever hav-
ing known him prior to this meeting, I mirrored him.
	 “Amadeus Gottlieb,” Mr. Massey said, “spent an hour every day of the 
week, excluding Saturdays and Sundays, on Dr. Freud’s couch, sometimes 
with his eyes closed, sometimes with his eyes open, sometimes talking co-
herently, or manically, or maniacally, or not at all, but remaining silent.
	 ‘My sister and I…’ Gottleib began talking on Freud’s couch, ‘went for a 
walk off into the woods. This was in Germany, we were children, our family 
had not yet moved to America. Not meaning to be gone long, we took only 
bread and water with us. But soon, we found ourselves lost. My sister insist-
ed that she knew the way. She would go in one direction, and to humor her, 
because I knew we were lost, I would follow her. She would lose her path, 
turn to another direction, then take that, with me following. She was put-
ting off the inevitable. After six or seven turns like this, my sister collapsed 
in tears. ‘We are lost,’ she despaired. ‘We are lost and we shall never be 
found.’ I comforted her, of course. Kneeling down to her, putting my arm 
around her, I comforted her. I was very frightened myself. In comforting her 
was I comforting myself? But I found the strength also to tolerate my fear, 
to absorb my fear into my determination and my determination into clever-
ness. I suggested that we walk in one direction only no matter where it took 
us. I could set a direction by coordinating my watch with the position of the 
sun. We would leave breadcrumbs behind us on our trail so that we could at 
least come back to where we had been in case we got nowhere. But also the 
breadcrumbs would serve as a guide to anyone who might come looking for 
us. My sister agreed….
	 ‘Then Dr. Freud interrupted me. ‘I’m sorry,’ Freud said, ‘but we’ll have 
to stop here for today.’ His words shocked me. How could there be any 
words other than those I spoke, other than the words of that story? How 
could there even be another speaker, another source of words? Another 
tone of language in which to speak? I’m not finished. Let me go on.’ ‘I’m 
sorry,’ Dr. Freud said in the kindest tone you might imagine. ‘You can go on 
tomorrow. Every day we will have one hour together. Every day at the same 
time, except, of course, for Saturdays and Sundays. But at the end of our 
hour, we must stop. The success of our work depends on that.’ ‘Has it been 
one only hour? It seems like forever.’ ‘Good,’ Dr. Freud said. ‘It has been 
forever.  
	 ‘When I arose from the couch, Dr. Freud stood, smiling at me. ‘I’m 
sorry,’ I apologized. ‘I got lost in my vision.’ ‘That’s fine,’ Dr. Freud reas-
sured me. ‘No need to apologize. That’s just fine.’
	 ‘But,’ I confessed, stumbling my words, ‘I have been lying to you. I 
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have no sister.’ ‘You will lie to me often,’ Dr. Freud said. ‘It’s the only way.
	 ‘Dr. Freud led me to the door of his office, and ushered me out. I 
cannot tell you the emotions I felt then. They were unknown to me, but 
I recognized them immediately. I had no name for them. They were emo-
tions unnamed. All day I thought about my strange visit with Dr. Freud, 
the reverie from which I spoke about the sister I did not have and the woods 
we did not walk in. I lunched alone, wandered the city, found a concert of 
Eric Satie in the evening, then went to bed, anticipating finishing the story 
I had begun with Dr. Freud. The next day when I lay on the couch, how-
ever, something very strange happened. Cosmological visions consumed my 
mind. Stars exploding. Great open airless vacuums of space. Planets swirling 
in grand orbits. A fabulous darkness pitted with moments of sparkling peaks 
of light. I described it all in exact physical detail. Dr. Freud made no com-
ment. When I bid him goodbye, after our one hour together, he looked at 
me solemnly, then a smile crossed his visage. I will perhaps never forget that 
smile. The following day, I determined, I would continue my story of the 
woods.
	 ‘The following day, intending fully to resume the tale of myself and 
my sister lost in the woods, I told Dr. Freud this rambling tale. ‘I am an 
avid bicyclist,’ I told Dr. Freud. ‘As I was cycling with a female friend in 
the Pyrenees, I was moved to have her take my picture. A portrait: amadeus 
gottleib in the pyrenees. We stopped. I got off my bicycle. I removed my 
shirt. I don’t mean to be indecent with you here, Herr Doctor, but I am tell-
ing you what happened. Perhaps I should stop. No, perhaps I should go on. 
We were on a small road with no one near. I removed my shirt. Standing in 
my bicycling short pants, my bicycling shoes, and no shirt, bare-chested, I 
flung my arms out to the distances, east and west. My female friend snapped 
the photograph, face on! Behind me, in that photograph, beyond a moun-
tain meadow, a peak of the Pyrenees. A man, a meadow, a mountain. I have 
a copy. My female friend has a copy. Now what do you think of that, Dr. 
Freud? What do you think of that? And then,’ I continued, ‘we ran off into 
that meadow where we actually made love, had sex, the grasses and the flow-
ers all around us. As I lay there, afloat after our lovemaking, surrounded by 
mountain peaks, my eyes encircling from peak to peak, my female friend 
asleep beside me, I knew the living peace that passeth understanding. I 
think I will never know such a peace again. I don’t know that any one man 
needs more than one such awakening on which to ever draw.
	 ‘The following day, intending yet again to finish my lost-in-the-forest 
tale, I made a language blunder. I recounted to Dr. Freud my experience of 
the afternoon prior of a visit to an art gallery where I saw an exhibit of Gus-
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tav Klimt. I meant to talk to Dr. Freud of the brilliant colors, the passionate 
sensuality, the languorously distorted form. But when I meant to say that I 
went to an art gallery, I said that I went to a fart gallery. Can you imagine 
such a childish blunder, yet, like a child, just like a ten-year old, I laughed 
uncontrollably. Oh, it felt good to laugh. I laughed heartily, I laughed with 
my heart and my mind with my belly and my groin with my past and my 
present and my future I laughed with my absurdity and my quest for self, I 
laughed with Dr. Freud and at Dr. Freud, I laughed at the very sky I saw out 
the window of Dr. Freud’s office, I laughed with history, I laughed with art, 
I laughed with war and peace, I laughed with language itself, and I laughed 
with the full consequence of silence. I heard nothing from Dr. Freud. He 
did not laugh. How strange to laugh in the presence of someone else but 
to laugh alone. How strange that one could never laugh like that actually 
alone. Yet, in the presence of one who did not share in your laugh. Every 
time I tried to recount the Klimt again, I broke into laughter. If you can 
believe it, this went on for the whole hour, at the end of which Dr. Freud 
announced the session’s conclusion. I arose, he arose, I shook Dr. Freud’s 
hand and I left.
	 ‘The following day, however, the following occurred. I lay on the couch 
in silence for some time. Although I tried to conjure the vision of the lost 
brother and sister in the woods…I wanted to continue that story, I wanted 
us to find our way…if only we could find our way! I told Dr. Freud that I 
saw a child emerging from a womb. He spoke to me then for the first time 
during our sessions. ‘Now,’ he suggested, ‘perhaps you want to open your 
eyes.’ I did. I opened my eyes. ‘I would like to leave now,’ I said. ‘I have had 
enough for today.’ ‘I suggest that you stay,’ Dr. Freud said. ‘Steadiness is our 
ally.’ I stayed for the full hour, but said no more. I was very shaken. I would 
not return. The vision of the child emerging from the womb was not pleas-
ant. Should it not be an occasion for rejoicing?
	 ‘The following day, as I lay on the couch, I spoke directly to Dr. Freud. 
I complained to him the entire hour. ‘Why can’t I see you? Why am I 
expected to speak to someone whom I can’t even see? Why am I expected 
to speak when you won’t speak to me? Are you a mad scientist, after all? 
An invisible man? The invisible man?’ Then, after several moments of si-
lence—perhaps minutes and minutes and minutes of silence—I wept. Very 
softly, weeping. Even though I could not see Dr. Freud, could not know 
his reaction, I knew I had crawled up into his lap, weeping, and was com-
forted. I saw it—I saw myself crawl into his lap to be comforted. But—as 
he sat behind me—as I never saw him during our sessions—when I crawled 
up onto his lap, he wasn’t there, he was a man who wasn’t there. And I lay, 
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comforted, in the lap of a man who wasn’t there. Isn’t that strange? Strange, 
indeed. Very strange, and very much indeed. That night I had an even 
stranger dream. I drove along a country road at home, in the United States, 
in upstate New York, where the roads ran rough. Most roads in that area fol-
low old Indian trails, Algonquin. At a certain point along that road, I came 
to a roadblock where Dr. Freud, unarmed, stood guard. Standing from the 
driver’s seat of my car into the air of the unroofed vehicle, I took aim with a 
pistol. But I did not fire. Just before I fired, the dream ended.
	 ‘The following day, I lay silent on the couch. Silent, rigid. From be-
hind me, Dr. Freud spoke. ‘You have wept in my arms,’ Dr. Freud said to 
me. ‘Someday,’ he continued, ‘you will kill me. This,’ he said. ‘it is all for 
the best.’ Can you imagine? How could he know my hallucinations, my 
dreams? Or is that why he is the famous Dr. Freud about whom everyone 
talks now? It so startled me that I never went back to him. Upon returning 
to Berlin, I wrote to him. ‘Dear Dr. Freud,’ I wrote, ‘your cure has worked. 
I am in some way cured of the malady that brought me to you. Were you a 
primitive witch doctor, I would consider your practice magic. But you are a 
modern man, a doctor of science. You are surely among the most fascinating 
men I have ever met.’ Dr. Freud answered me, about one month later: ‘Dear 
Mr. Gottleib, I cannot consider you cured. Yet, you have no further need of 
my treatment. Henceforth, you will cure yourself. Life, which is now more 
accessible to you, will cure you. You have no more need of a “magician” 
sitting at your head. You have the magic of human consciousness itself. You 
have the strength, the vastness, the agility of human consciousness. Sincere-
ly,’ he signed it, ‘Sigmund Freud MD.’” 
	 From that point on Tom Massey continued the tale of Amadeus 
Gottleib. But I stopped him. “Mr. Massey,” I said, “I am getting exhausted. 
Your story is draining me. I need a rest.” 
	 “No time for rest now, Johnnie. Onward.” 
	 Did I see Tom Massey smile then? Unlikely, in his condition, but pos-
sible. With the human body what is not possible? “OK.” I took a long, deep 
breath, exhaled, calmed myself, concentrated anew. What time was it by 
then? Was it 2 a.m.? 3 a.m.? Was I in a trance, an Amadeus Gottleib on the 
couch of a Dr. Sigmund Freud? I sat on the edge of the bed of Tom Massey.
	 He went on.
	 “Once back in Berlin,” Massey continued, “Gottleib took up family 
matters. He acquired a buyer for a family property in the center of the city, 
a 3000 square foot apartment. Gottleib’s father intended to use the money 
from this transaction to invest in his automobile-parts factory in New York. 
And then it happened. And then, for once and for all and forever more, it 
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happened. And then the world shook. And then World War I broke out. 
The cannons were let loose, and they fired. And none of us knew, no one 
knew, just what was in store for us. Dr. Freud had predicted it to Amadeus 
Gottleib in his letter, telling Gottleib that the world was at the edge of a war 
that would cleanse society to produce a new peace; a universal peace; a peace 
of clarity in a world of knowledge able to tolerate such a peace, with men 
such as himself, Gottleib, who was able now to tolerate peace and to live in 
it with a decent contentment.
	 “The German government intruded on Gottleib’s contentment. They 
declared him to be not an American but a German citizen. They drafted 
him into the German army, they trained him in the ways of arms, then they 
sent Gottleib to the front. In one of the thousands of horrific battles of that 
war which flung hordes of men against hordes of men, one of the billions 
of bullets fired in that war found its way into Gottleib’s body, felling him. 
As the battleground cleared, as the Germans retreated a few hundred yards 
as the American army advanced a few hundred yards, the Americans found 
Gottleib, wounded, left for dead. Taking him to a field hospital, they treated 
Gottleib’s wound, extricated the bullet, and removed Gottleib to a hospital 
in the rear. There, while recovering his strength, word came that the Ameri-
cans had discovered that Gottleib was an American citizen. He was recover-
ing well. As soon as he was fit again, Gottleib would return to the front as 
an American soldier. Fortunate Gottleib, the American Army told him. He 
would be able to fight on the right side now! He would fight for the good 
guys! He would fight for freedom! Freedom!”
	 I told Tom Massey that this was a ridiculous story. To which Tom 
Massey answered me, “Has your life never seemed even a bit ridiculous, 
Johnnie? And you have never fought in a war!” This time I smiled. 
	 When Tom Massey saw me smile, he laid his hand on my arm. “Not 
much longer,” he whispered to me. “We are close to an end. Who knows? A 
beginning?” He laid back. He closed his eyes. He breathed as best he could. 
He rested a moment. I feared it was too much for him, the telling of this 
tale. But with his hand so very lightly on my arm, I could not move, and I 
could not deny him.
	 When he had recovered his strength enough to go on, Massey contin-
ued in this odd twist to his already twisted tale. “Amadeus Gottleib,” Tom 
Massey said, then opened his eyes again, “had not recovered in the way the 
Americans thought he would. He had first degree amnesia. He could not 
remember a thing. He could not remember his name. He could not remem-
ber his nationality. He could not remember where he had been, how he 
had gotten into a hospital, who were his nurses. He could function in the 
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present. But for Amadeus, neither the past nor the future had a name. He 
had no name but the name they told him he had. Neither the past nor the 
future had any thread of occurrence. Any sense of cohesion. His imagina-
tion did not function in the past or the future to make meaning. Yet the 
Americans, finding this malady would not interfere with Amadeus Gottleib’s 
ability to soldier, sent him to the front to fight against his old army. With 
no choice, Gottleib fought.
	 “That’s it, Johnnie. We leave Gottleib on the battlefield. We leave Dr. 
Freud in Vienna. We leave Gottleib’s ‘female friend’ with her photograph of 
him as a stout young man awaiting word of him, awaiting his return. We 
leave him here, where he is complete possibility. Where he has the utmost of 
freedom, the burden of choice. Amadeus Gottleib can invent himself, and 
he will invent himself, over and over. He will discover himself; he will invent 
himself. Amadeus Gottleib is untold.”
	 A few days later, Tom Massey’s wife had him removed to a hospice, a 
beautiful place to die, situated amidst gardens. There, Tom Massey, so his 
wife has told me, came to accept his death, and died in peace. 
	 But I am looking for Martin Nakell. I must find him, because I believe 
that he is the one—not I—that Tom Massey spoke to in telling me his 
tale of Amadeus Gottleib. Martin Nakell is the one who told me that Tom 
Massey was a writer, a great writer. Surely he was right when he said that.
	 “Amadeus Gottleib is untold,” Tom Massey said to me. What does that 
mean? I believe that Martin Nakell might explain that to me. I believe that 
Martin Nakell will want to know that: that “Amadeus Gottleib is untold.” 
He will know what to do with that kind of knowledge. Although he seems 
to have disappeared, I do not despair. He will be found. 
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The Fane of Pastoral Poetry
eight days and seven nights at Stowe

G.C. Waldrep

My Master, make us forget whatever we have seen....Our mind has been 
distracted among the voices.
—St. Ephrem the Syrian, Hymn on the Nativity 4

*

what life did you live in order not to take

something the blind sense—
the cell, the ecstasy of response
four or five sharp pulls on those dugs—

something large steps over us
& we, moistened, listen—   as strangers—
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*

It took me three days to see the first lamb—
	 the lame lamb, in fact—that I’d noticed—
	 try to mount another lamb—
On the fourth day I watched a jackdaw
	 alight on a sleeping lamb’s fleece
	 & walk across it, picking its way, until
	 it stood,
		  for a moment, on the lamb’s head—
“are we not instruments here, are we
		  still not saved”—
The ewes with their burnt-splotched faces,
	 their thousand-yard stares—
	 & each her particular campanile—
A man I didn’t know spoke of war,
		  & of my country—
he was quite right—

Against the revolution of the flock       at night—
	 its slow wheeling, its startled cries—

I have brought nothing into this world
	 worthy of that Voice, that motion—
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A Freshening

Break, Christ, beneath this flock of rooks—

in whose hunter’s mouth
we perceive the morning’s likeness—

I have only this one
eye to squander, let me fix it      on Thee—
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*

The oak says, Depart from me, I never knew you
I was a prism
through which the Eye, not the spectrum, passed—

The first ram I burnt, the second
I bled—the third I roasted & consumed—

As a potable vigil—hesychasm of the greensward—

It’s true, I am greedy,
when I feel hunger exhale in my pocket I thrive—
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*

I herd my logismoi with a bloody harrow—

The gaze is not a prison,
though through it we recognize penitence—

nothing creels so quiet
as the soul drawn through the wind’s hook—
You are hungry for grass or for milk,

I tell my darlings, not meat; no—not meat—
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*

more of the pagan gods have gone missing
than we had supposed—
		  (“every shepherd tells his tale”)—

which in some ways is a shame,
i.e.,   now we know not what we worship—

*

Let the classical voice
be choked off, in its eight-sided hive—



30

N O T R E  D A M E  R E V I E W

*

The feast goes on & on—where is the bridegroom—

as a monument to our separate living—

the chief surprise being—
no statue occupies the frozen plinth—

to which the carillon genuflects—         at dusk—
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There’s No Place Like Time:
A Retrospective on the Films of Alana Olsen

(an excerpt)

Aila Olsen

Mounted at the Zweifel & Zweifel Galerie, Berlin.

I Am What You Have Forgotten
(from the introduction to the catalog)

	 My mother Alana Olsen (1955–2016) didn’t know two years after her 
death she would have been almost forgotten. Yet to write that sentence 
suggests once she was relatively well known. She wasn’t, not outside a small 
handful of friends, family, fellow artists. She produced fewer than 20 videos 
over the course of her life. Some are already missing.
	 Sorting through her belongings, my brother Lance discovered a slip of 
paper taped to the wall next to her desk, on it an unattributed quote:
	 The only hope for the survival of rock art is obscurity.
	 Another way of saying this: There’s No Place Like Time, the retrospec-
tive of my mother’s work I have been asked to curate, wonders what an 
aesthetics of obscurity looks like. What is the relationship between quality 
in art & quantity? What city in this conversation does my mother inhabit, 
& how?
	 A compilation of videos, texts, objects, hypotheses, & interventions, 
There’s No Place Like Time can be likened to a Wunderkammer, where dis-
tinct objects, lifted from their original situations, converse with one another, 
inviting the reader to remember, digress, discover, imagine.
	 The composite doesn’t seek to replicate, replace, or stand in for the past. 
It doesn’t seek to function as immutable historical documentation. It is 
rather meant to suggest a choreography, a way of moving through the world.
	 My father went missing shortly after my mother died. I assume he’s 
gone, too. Assume he killed himself after my mother succumbed, like so 
many others during the pandemic, to The Frost’s growing sensation of cold-
ness & amnesia.
	 My father simply vanished. A manuscript, Theories of Forgetting, which 
I choose to believe he wrote—a novel, perhaps; perhaps an autobiographi-
cal imagining of his own demise—showed up on my doorstep in Berlin. I 
conversed with him in its margins.
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	 The slip of paper below the first taped to the wall next to my mother’s 
desk reads:
	 Maybe life is simply a process of trading hopes for memories.

	 What follows is the catalog entry for “Where the Smiling Ends,” a film 
by Alana Olsen which was part of There’s No Place Like Time: A Retrospec-
tive on the Films of Alana Olsen, mounted at the Zweifel & Zweifel Galerie, 
Berlin. For more on the exhibition, including “Where the Smiling Ends” 
and other films by Alana Olsen, visit: 
	 http://www.zweifelundzweifel.org/#introduction.

—Aila Olsen
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alanaolsen

Where the Smiling Ends 
  |  april 1985

:::: Hugh & Alana couldn’t afford a honeymoon for three years, but 
they always knew it would be Italy when the time came. A natural for an artist in train-
ing. Within days of arriving in the summer of 1983, my mother started hanging around 
the big tourist sites—the Trevi Fountain in Rome, the Piazza della Signoria in Flor-
ence—surreptitiously filming people having their photos taken.
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alanaolsen

Not, however, capturing the moment of the click. Rather the moment just after, 
when the expression fades back from public to private.

How the smile always ends in what looks like loss.

:::: How every parting gives a foretaste of death, Schopenhauer once 
noting.

:::: A study in portraiture. And, in this sense, an argument for continuity 
in aesthetics that leads us back into prehistory, the Fertile Crescent, the problematics 
of representation in the key of gods & kings.

Yet there are no gods or kings here, simply the expression of the problematics. 
The subject—always the typical middle-class vacationer—is unaware of her or his 

double-subjectivity: an object for two cameras separated by a split-second’s temporal 
dislocation.

The unconscious lowering of the head, as if intuitively to wipe out the instant of 
feigned happiness in a return to everydayness. As if briefly to inhabit an internal place 
the camera can’t enter, & yet always does.

:::: An anthropology of loneliness, which is to say a slo-mo geo- 
metry of isolation following the expectant flash of community. 

What’s stunning for me is the ubiquity of this gesture.
That same pensive frailty wherever you focus.
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alanaolsen
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alanaolsen

:::: David Foster Wallace: Everybody is identical in their 
secret unspoken belief that way deep down they are different from every-
one else.

:::: It’s remarkable to watch the subjects gather before 
those fountains, beside those sculptures, in those squares whose 
names, pasts, & significance they wouldn’t be able to discuss, often 
know virtually nothing about. They show up because it’s assumed they’ll 
show up.

This, they believe, is what tourists do, where they go. 
Their expressions confirm: I am having the good time I am sup-

posed to be having. 
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alanaolsen

:::: The use of slo-mo & black-&-white argues against this, 
against being on script, against the very idea of scripts, as does the use 
as soundtrack of Samuel Barber’s gorgeous, mournful second movement 
from his String Quartet, Op. 11 in B-flat minor.

Barber was only 26 when he wrote Adagio for Strings. Yet in it you 
can hear the alcoholism, depression, & withdrawal that would mark his 
last 15 years of life.

Nonetheless, by all accounts Barber was a happy child raised by an 
educated & comfortable family in West Chester, Pennsylvania.

Freud observes: We find a place for what we lose. 
Each of us has his own rhythm for suffering, observes Barthes.
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alanaolsen
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alanaolsen

:::: Even this early in her development, my mother 
becomes fascinated by events that usually occur outside the temporal & 
spatial frame, the conventional center of vision. I experience her docu-
mentation as a rupture: 

I thought I’ve been paying attention my whole life, yet I have never 
seen this simple, obvious, ever-present gesture until now.

You watch her look back to those imperceptible performances of 
her early graduate years in which the participants frequently don’t know 
they’re participating & that almost (but not quite) go unrecorded. 

You watch her trying to unforget the world repeatedly.
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Patmos of Revelations

Wallis Wilde-Menozzi

Work your way out
in the lava cave where John slept in exile
to the window
where he could see
the hills, the sea
the lands now Turkey on the other side.

That was the world then
and today, too, with our eyes
our tourist legs free
to walk
the over-grazed olive tinted island
free

to enter the white
shepherding monastery and exit
into the incensed shag of oregano
wild thyme and fennel.
Blue takes over
above monochrome white

domes
and, all day,
changes intensely
until it becomes hermit
blue night cloth,
just before stars. 

The stone pillow
showed a hollow
left by reachers
needing to feel
where his head
must have lain awake.
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I added
the nearly invisible oil
of my fingers to the collective
urge and tried to imagine
John writing
Revelations.

I wanted beauty,
even for an hour, to let go of grief
days sheer blue,
oh white.
But the tides
faced Patmos.

In the cave
our part or not
in creation rushed through
like tumbling fire,
as a hiker’s radio
called out torture.
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Death & Crocuses

Donald Platt

Ben Franklin’s old joke—“In this world, nothing 
		  is certain except
death and taxes.”  He wrote his bon mot in French in a letter to his friend 

		  Jean-Baptiste Leroy, 
a physicist, during the first days of the French Revolution.  He asked, “Are you
		  still living?

Or has the mob of Paris mistaken the head of a monopolizer
		  of knowledge
for a monopolizer of corn and paraded it about the streets

		  upon a pole?”
Death and taxes and crocuses.  Green shoots grope up through black soil
		  on the sunny east side

of our neighbors’ house.  Hard buds explode into sparklers held
		  in the hands of children
who wave them ecstatically.  Spring’s parade is coming

		  down the icy street.
I hear its brass band blare, though I don’t yet see the slide trombones
		  of daffodils

flash in the sun in unison.  Two days ago, a German airbus’s
		  copilot locked the pilot
out of the cockpit and crashed the plane into a French

		  alp.  All
148 passengers were killed on impact.  Debris and body parts
		  lie scattered over

a quarter-kilometer radius.  Lord, remember your people
		  and have mercy
upon us.  God, if you exist and, if so, whether you are in the least
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		  kindly disposed
toward us, I do not know.  I enter my doubt on the debit side
		  of the day’s ledger.

On the credit side, crocuses.  Lord God, how frail and foolish
		  are your first flowers.
They jack-hammer up through dirt that keeps thawing,

		  then freezing.
They stand undismayed by desultory snow.  They do not bow
		  their gay and gaudy

heads to hail that rails against the turning of the zodiac
		  and beats upon
our back deck its dumdums’ drum solo.  They open

		  lavender
with orange anthers or yellow as noon sun.  They make me blink.
		  I see my mother

in her old lady’s lavender pantsuit and matching felt hat.
		  She carries
a white, pleather purse and wears white sandals over

		  supp hose stockings.
Mom, I don’t suppose you will return or be reborn.  The lavender
		  crocuses come back

every year to tell us winter’s almost finished.  You can’t,
		  you won’t.
You climb into your little red car, your Yaris, and drive

		  away.  You wave goodbye
with one brief wave, your hand a windshield wiper wiping clean of rain
		  the glass between us.
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Recoil

Kim Chinquee

I’m in Boston again, wandering the streets, trying to find things that are 
familiar. My purse holds my folded map, with its colors, pictures, routes: 
names like The Prudential Building, Copley Square. Streets like Boylston 
and Hereford: that corner where, last year, I took so many pictures, standing 
on a ledge, watching crowds of people wait for the runners—those pictures 
still stored in my phone. Those I’d posted on Facebook. Those I’d studied 
later, up all night, after the FBI’s request to see them.
	 Streets like Newbury, Clarendon, St. James. My last two visits here, I 
stayed at the Hilton, and even now, I can’t make sense of its location.
	 Yesterday, I met a friend and former teacher at Panera. She’s why I came 
to Boston this time. She’d been invited for a craft talk, a reading, lunch and 
dinner with editors at one of the colleges. I hadn’t seen her since a confer-
ence in Chicago years before, where we sat on opposite chairs in a hotel 
lobby and I was reminded of her look while she laughed, her lip-sticked 
smile, her dimples, the way her eyes lit when she said, “I’m glad you’re here.”

  

Yesterday morning I put on running shoes, pants, and the Boston Marathon 
sweatshirt I bought before the bombings. I took the elevator down from 
my hotel and walked to the first place that offered coffee. I found a café and 
stood in line behind those on their way to work: carrying cases, wearing 
leather shoes and ironed dress pants. I carried my purse with my map. I dug 
for my credit card, paranoid I’d lose it, like I did my last time in Boston—
I’d returned six weeks after the bombings. That time I found the finish line. 
I saw the memorial with running shoes and hats and signatures and candles. 
Flowers and ornaments and paintings of Jesus and Mary. Running t-shirts, 
signs and posters. Pictures of those who didn’t survive.

  

After breakfast today at that same cafe, I wander further. I head up and 
take a left, passing a CVS, where, two nights ago, I bought some late-night 
snacks and soda. The left side of the street is open and wide, with benches. 
The sun shines, the wind blows on my face. I should have worn more on 
my top than just this sweatshirt. Though I haven’t even had it for a year, it 
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seems so old, with bleach spots.
	 As I walk further, I see things familiar from the night before when I 
headed back to my hotel after the reading of my friend, my teacher. It was a 
good reading, a hit, with people engaged and laughing, my teacher saying, 
“Despite what skeptics say, storytelling isn’t dead yet.”
	 I’m not sure where I am on my map. My teacher told me not to rely on 
maps. This is the map I keep, from the last time, and the last time.

  

As I walk down Newbury, I seem to be getting nowhere. I see houses, cafes, 
shops. Then, on a corner, I see a sign that says Boylston. Before the bomb-
ings, I stood on a ledge on the corner of Boylston and Hereford, taking 
hundreds of pictures as runners rounded the corner and hoards of people 
cheered. Everyone was joyous, holding signs and blowing horns and singing. 
I loved seeing the runners, their bodies moving. All, in maybe some way, 
aiming for a victory.
	 Still, I’m not sure where I am. I hope, since I am in daylight, things 
might start to make more sense to me—last night, I felt lost again on the 
way back to my hotel, walking, walking, walking, then seeing the finish line 
on the road. Like it came out of nowhere. I wasn’t even looking for it then. I 
thought it was miles away.
	 Now as I walk, I see it. Surprised, again. It’s yellow and blue. Saying 
FINISH. It doesn’t look real. It looks different than last night. Like it’s way 
too bright. I start to wonder: are there two of them? No, I trust this is the 
one, and I start to think I may have found my way. 
	 It’s just there. A long flat line.
	 I get out my map. I put my finger on a drawing of the Prudential Build-
ing, and use it as my landmark.
	 On the day of the marathon, after standing on that ledge, I’d headed 
toward the finish, my intention all along. I wanted to meet my friends 
from Buffalo who I’d joined at the pasta dinner the night before. They were 
carbo-loading. They’d be running. Most of them expected to finish in about 
four hours. I enjoyed hearing the talk about their strategies, their training 
plans, how their bodies felt, their goals and hopes for finishing times. I’d run 
with them on several occasions in Buffalo and elsewhere. 
	 Boylston was crowded, so on the way to the finish, I took another way, 
on the next street, which would get me there faster. Then, when I neared 
what I figured was almost to the finish, since I knew I had some time to 
spare, and I was hungry, I stopped at a restaurant. I ordered water, and a 
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salad. I waited, eating bread. 
	 Now as I walk I try to find that place. And I try to remember the name 
of the place and street where I was two nights before the marathon—I’d 
decided to come to the marathon only three days before the event, to write 
a literary review for The Believer—I’d been talking with the reviews editor 
about writing about an event, from a literary angle. I suggested the Boston. 
He said I could watch it on TV, but I wanted to be here. After talking with 
a running friend—also Race Director of the Buffalo Marathon—he called 
a contact in Boston who got me a last-minute invitation to the Runner’s 
World VIP Party. I was told that I might meet running legends. Those I’d 
been reading about since I started running at thirteen after I’d joined the 
cross-country team as a high school freshman—I’d always been active, hav-
ing worked on the farm, picking stones in the field and baling hay. Clean-
ing manure from the barn, feeding calves and cows and heifers. Milking. I 
played basketball and softball. Cheerleaded. Was a sprinter in track. I was 
in volleyball the season before and joined the cross-country team because I 
wanted something different. At the first cross-country meet, I walked part of 
the race, finishing last. After that I told my coach I should probably quit the 
team. He said, “Want to be a quitter?” 
	 Running became my outlet. It helped me work through the pain of my 
father’s mental illness, his breakdown. My parents’ divorce, the upcoming 
move and the loss of the family farm. I was awarded the Most-Improved 
Runner Award that season, and continued running cross-country in my 
new school. I returned to the sport every season. After high school I joined 
the Air Force, hoping that would pay for college. In basic training, I looked 
forward to each run. I got married young, running through its short-lived 
tenure. I ran in the heat and along flight lines in Texas and Mississippi, over 
hills and through abandoned airfields in Germany and England, sometimes 
during lunch breaks, sometimes on the weekends, pushing my son in his 
baby stroller. I ran in winter storms in North Dakota, hearing, watching 
planes. I still love to smell the fumes they leave behind them. I ran my way 
through college in Wisconsin, where I started to write, majoring in English. 
In graduate school I wrote and ran in Mississippi, Illinois. Through a move 
to teach in Michigan. Then New York, where I live now. I ran last year while 
back in Wisconsin, back to care for my aunt when she was sick with cancer. 
Her husband was in the hospital, having had a heart attack, and she was also 
drinking so hard she could hardly function.
	 There I ran through storms, along woods and in parks I knew, and also 
along highways; these places were familiar, but somehow each run made me 
feel so much, these places becoming something new and greater.  
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	 Running lifts me. Running makes me stronger. 
	 Before the bombings, my heart was heavy with loss over the death of 
my aunt. It had been six weeks. The chance to write about the Boston Mara-
thon gave me inspiration. Meeting some of my running heroes was some-
thing to look forward to.
	 After the bombings, I stayed glued to the news, studying my two-
hundred-forty-four pictures, zooming in to get a better look of the crowds 
and runners, the men with black backpacks that the newscasters said to look 
for. I put the pictures on a disc and, after I was home, since the news said 
anyone with pictures should send them to the FBI, I went online and wrote 
to the email address that had been provided. The next day, I got a call from 
the FBI. I don’t remember what the agent told me. I wrote down his name. 
I sent him all my pictures.

  

I go to the park where I saw the memorial the last time I was here: with its 
hats and shoes and posters and flowers and crosses. Now the memorabilia 
is gone, and the park looks empty and different. I lose my bearings. My 
gut tells me to take a right towards the Prudential. I turn to a busy street. 
Huntington. To my left, I see the red awnings that I forgot about until now. 
The red awnings of that restaurant where I stopped on my way to the finish. 
Its white letters: Brasserie JO. I see the skywalk. The street is wide, like I re-
member. I finally know right where I am, where I heard that loud noise and 
then the next one, then I saw people running and screaming and screaming 
and running.
	 I realize now, in relation to the finish, I am one street away.

  

As I walk, I picture the floods of people. They ran towards me, past me, 
away.
	 Now, here again, returning to this place seems like a picture you re-
member maybe viewing somewhere: a museum, a hotel or restaurant, not 
quite remembering from where it really came. 
	 I decide to jaywalk, running across to the median when it looks safe. 
The sun is shining. It is windy. I carry my map.

  

	 At the restaurant, like the last time, I tell the hostess, “Can I sit over by 
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the window?”
	 The last time, I asked to sit in the same spot where I sat during the ex-
plosions. Now I see a woman at that table. She’s about to leave, and a waiter 
clears her plates. I was adamant about waiting last time for that spot, but 
this time, I say, “Over there,” pointing to a place closer to the window. I feel 
proud of myself for doing that, for altering my plan, for not saying, “I was 
here during the explosions.” I start to think maybe the servers remember 
me. What do they remember of that time? They worked diligently through 
it all, continuing to serve the people who poured in and out, through all the 
hugs and tears and screaming. Now they all look the same to me. Mostly 
middle-aged dark-haired men with black pants and vests and pressed white 
shirts. And who am I? Just some woman who keeps coming back because 
she can’t get over the fact that she’s been here.
	 I sit in my chair with its new view, looking out, seeing the Boston 
Sports Club, which I realize is the place I’d found when I did a search on-
line, while trying to find places to swim here. I’m training for a Half-Iron-
man. Working with a coach. I did my first triathlon last July—I’d signed 
up as a way to motivate myself to cross-train in order to try to overcome a 
running injury. I took swimming lessons, bought a bike. I trained. I went to 
the race. I finished. Then I did another and another and another.
	 Now as I sit here, the waiter hands me a menu and asks if I want coffee. 
“Sure,” I say, wondering if it’s the same guy from the last time and the last 
time. I open up the menu. The writing: just words on the page. 
	 Across the street, I see a Barnes and Noble. The Cheesecake Factory. 
And again, The Sports Club. I didn’t notice this the last time I was here, or 
the first time, or maybe I did. All those places are connected, part of a sky 
rise. I look at my map. Walking here, the other times, I took another route, 
from another direction, and here now, after coming from the finish, I realize 
this is the building I’ve been circling all along. 
	 When I was here the first time, while eating bread and waiting for my 
salad, I heard that explosion. Then I heard another. Then crowds of people 
running and screaming on the streets and sidewalks. I ran out to see if I 
could get some answers. One girl yelled, “A bomb!” Another yelled, “A 
shooting!” Back inside, a woman at the next table hung up her phone and 
said she heard there was a bombing at the Prudential. I didn’t know where 
that was then. But now, looking up, I see what might be the top of it.
	 When the waiter comes, asking what I’d like, I point to the building, 
and say, “Is that building the Prudential?” 
	 He nods. 
	 I tell him, “I don’t know what I want,” and I scan the menu, thinking I 



50

N O T R E  D A M E  R E V I E W

should at least order something.
	 Since my last visit here, a lot of things have changed: the break-up of 
a boyfriend, the building of my house, one triathlon, then two then three 
then four. That boyfriend and I had running in common. I broke up with 
him for reasons one does after she realizes things have never actually been 
right. This was weeks before I was about to complete my first triathlon. I 
was with him for two years. I started triathlon training the last year I was 
with him. Before that, we ran long distances together, always getting in-
jured. Now I just run shorter. 
	 I did just fine at my first tri. I was all alone. Then I completed my sec-
ond, third, and fourth. I placed in my age group, winning medals. I quali-
fied for Nationals. That takes place this August. Before the Half-Ironman, 
I’ll be competing not far from where I grew up in Wisconsin.
	 After I finish that race, I plan to drive to Green Bay, where I’ll visit with 
my mom and sister. I’ll stay at my aunt’s house, like I always used to. I’ll 
visit with my uncle. I’ll try on my aunt’s clothes again, and put them in my 
car and I’ll take them home and wear them.
	 My aunt and I were the same size. She was small. Competitive, like 
me. When she was young, she had a wicked pitch. Apart from softball, she 
played tennis and golf. She loved beating me at Ping-Pong. When I lived in 
Europe, she flew in, then picked me up in her rental and took me to places 
like Baden-Baden, Bath. We rode a boat on the Rhine. She taught me to 
love wine. She also visited when I lived in places like Illinois and Missis-
sippi. She took me to New Orleans, where we listened to an old man sing 
What a Wonderful World, then later drank Hurricanes from Pat O’Brien’s. 
She told me not to worry. She said I’d be taken care of. She said I deserved 
to do things for myself. 
	 When I went to take care of her in August, some mornings while she 
was asleep, I’d go out with my iPod. I’d listen to music through the rain 
and sometimes through the heat, down streets that were familiar. Every day, 
I took a different route, along countrysides, up hills, parks where I’d run 
in cross-country, in high school. I noticed things: the smells, the view, the 
sounds. I was filled with things I hadn’t felt until then.
	 At the restaurant, since I can’t decide, I tell the waiter, “I’ll just have an 
omelet.”
	 As he takes the menu, I realize I don’t care about the omelet. I’m not 
sure I care for him. I’m tired. Sometimes I wish I didn’t care much.
	 As I continue looking out, I mostly notice cars. It’s a busy street, with 
not so many people walking. During the marathon, there were probably 
more pedestrians than usual. Now, it’s mostly the occasional couple wear-
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ing Red Sox gear. I notice a few guys wearing Brewers sweatshirts. Probably 
from Wisconsin, the place of all my family.
	 Again, as I eye the Boston Sports Club across the street, I’m reminded 
of my workouts, which my coach provides for me on a website. I am over-
whelmed. I want to stay true to my plan. Sometimes I want to quit. But 
then I see and feel the progress. Pushing, feeling my muscles and my core. 
Concentrating on my breathing on the bike, on a run. In the pool, reaching 
my arms in the crawl.
	 I want to take a picture. I left my phone at the hotel, where it could 
recharge, so I get out my computer, opening the Photo Booth app.
	 I turn my computer towards the street. I click on the red circle, and 
hear the beep-beep-beep and then the flash, hoping not to alarm anyone. 
I’m not sure how that one will turn out, so I take another at a wider angle. 
So different now, from the photos from before, the line of ambulances, me 
wondering from where they came and where they might be going. Wonder-
ing what had happened.
	 I pour myself more coffee. I look to the table to my right where two 
couples sit in work clothes, their nice hair and tailored suits. Much unlike 
the two couples from the year before, wearing running shoes and sweat-
shirts—they had invited me to sit with them after the bombings and the 
chaos. They were concerned—I was alone.
	 After I heard the bang, I remember thinking: thunder. Outside, the sun 
still shone, and the woman at the table next to me on her phone, said, “That 
was odd.” And then another bang, and again she said, “That was odd.” The 
partner at her table sipped. I sipped too, waiting for my salad. At the table 
to my left, by the window, sat two Asian girls, who seemed quiet and said 
nothing.
	 I’ve been in places where you hear things: like maybe the cinema? Wait-
ing for the train? At the firing range, like my days in the Air Force. I had 
to go back several times to even qualify, because I was always afraid of the 
recoil.

  

I look back to my map, get a pen from my purse, and draw a dot where I 
think I am now. I draw a dot in the places where the bombs were, draw a 
dot of my hotel here this time, and the one from the last time and the last 
time. I realize the map doesn’t include some smaller streets, and has over-
scaled caricature pictures of some buildings like the John Hancock, which 
doesn’t seem that tall when you’re standing right next to it. Or even the 
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Prudential. It’s a map I got from the hotel. The map shows the trolley route, 
the seaport loop, freedom trail and the black heritage. It’s full of advertise-
ments from places like Cheers, the Union Oyster House, the Boston Bruins 
Pro Shop. I’ve always had troubles with maps. I’ve always had trouble with 
directions. I’ve gotten lost at races. 
	 I think of texting my friend, my former teacher, who is probably on a 
plane now. But I remember, again, my phone is in the room. She’d called 
earlier to tell me, “Thanks for coming.” And to tell me about the dinner 
she’d had the night before with editors. She said she ordered pasta.
	 I hear a dish break. The air smells like bacon and bread.
	 When the waiter delivers my plate, I look at my food: a blob, a plump 
yellow envelope, like a balloon. With a silver dish of catsup. Two pieces of 
brown toast. I love toast. I think to take a picture.
	 I still have a workout to do. Two. I asked for a late checkout. My plane 
departs at three. I hope to still have time. 
	 I start to eat the egg. I’m really not an egg fan. There are mushrooms in 
the middle, with the onions that I asked for. It’s nothing special. I start in 
on the toast. It tastes like toast. I sip my coffee.
	 I hear laughs from a couple at the next table. After the bombs, sitting 
in this restaurant, not knowing what had happened, I wanted to find my 
way back to my hotel to retrieve my things so I could get to the airport so I 
could be home before the next day to teach my classes. I’d already canceled 
more than one while being away for my aunt’s funeral. I told the people at 
my table, “I need to get back home.” They said, “In all this this chaos?”
	 The waiter comes and asks, “Are you ok?” and I say, “Thanks. I’ll have 
more water.” I eat some more. The food tastes like rubber.
	 People had come in, some crying, some numb-faced. There was hug-
ging. I became afraid to leave. We all seemed like zombies. I paid my bill. 
I exchanged phone numbers, then said goodbye to my new friends who let 
me sit with them at their table, and then I stood, by the entrance. I won-
dered where my running friends were. A firefighter had come in to say we 
had to pay our bills and get out. He said there might be more bombs. He 
advised us to be calm.
	 Then a group of men in Kevlar herded us down the street. Like cows. 
Like how I grew up on the farm. I had flashbacks of the Air Force, Desert 
Storm. My son was just a baby. I saw a dead body of a soldier. He was mus-
cular and tall. A tag was tied to his big toe. 
	 The streets were empty, save a police car, an ambulance, a fire truck or 
Humvee. The whole world was an echo, my body a ghost.

  
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I put jam on my toast. Usually, at home, when I wake, I stumble from my 
bedroom, opening the blinds, ready for coffee.
	 In my mouth, the jam is sweet, reminding me of childhood. My grand-
mother grew berries and as I helped her pick them, I ate so many that my 
gut hurt. As a child, my mom had a garden, and I’d sneak to eat the pro-
duce, eating so much of it that I had no room for dinner.
	 It is April. I look across the street, at the Boston Sports Club. The 
thought of entering it scares me. I have to swim. I have to run. I want to 
stay committed. I start pondering a skip day.
	 I hear someone from tables away saying something about pancakes.
	 I try to recall more details of the bombings. The TVs were on, giving 
us the details. It took ten minutes for the news to tell us something. A voice 
said the finish line was bombed. People stood and ran and tried to use their 
cell phones. 
	 I look around, seeing people talking. A waiter takes an order. Every-
thing looks calm, but I feel lost. My head hurts. I feel dizzy. Like everything 
is spinning. My feet feel numb. I ask the waiter for the check. I find my way 
to the bathroom.

  

I feel dizzy, queasy, like nothing else matters besides getting to the toilet. I 
lean into it, my whole body heaving.
	 I hear the whoosh of a door, a child saying, “Mommy.”
	 I sit on the toilet for a while. I put my hands on my head. I finally pull 
myself up and get to the sink and wash my hands. I look in the mirror, get-
ting close, staring at my eyes, and I say to them, “You’re here.”
	 After I dry my hands and re-approach my table, I see the small black 
folder on it.
	 I sit. I hold a sugar pack. A napkin.
	 Once I got to the hotel, where I had asked to have my bags held, I 
asked an attendant if she knew any way that I could still fly out. I had to 
teach my classes. I didn’t have a room for the night. She said, “Dear. All the 
airports out of here are closed now.”
	 The lobby was filled with people in running shoes and backpacks. 
Skinny people with confused unidentified looks. They were runners. I knew 
by their bodies, by their long sleek looks, by their angles and the way they 
carried themselves.
	 I examine the sugar pack. On it is the restaurant’s name and address. I 
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take it, putting it in a tiny pocket of my purse. 

  

I leave an extra twenty and get up, saying goodbye to the hostess, and as I 
exit the rotating doors like the time before and the one before that one, I 
consider going left, like the last time and the last time.
	 That hotel attendant had promised to put me on a list. I got my bags 
and sat on the floor, and looked up at the TV, where a newscaster said 
certain places were on lockdown. I thought about my classes—the last one, 
before I knew I’d come here, I talked to my students about how to write a 
climax, and I gave them a brief sample of a story that I said we’d talk about 
more in-depth the next time.
	 In that hotel bathroom, I washed my hands and looked into the mirror, 
seeing a woman behind me with bright make-up and high heels come out 
of the handicapped stall with two small children, maybe twins, maybe about 
four. As I dried my hands, I said to her, “How are they?”
	 She said, “We were inside, across the street. We saw and heard the glass 
break.”
	 The twins wore pigtails, buckled pants. By the sink, they stood on their 
tiptoes, getting their hands wet. 

  

Now, walking up this hill, in the opposite direction, nearing the finish line, 
I picture the ambulances lining the street. I picture people running and run-
ning and running. I hear screams, their voices.
	 I didn’t see any blood. I picture people running and running and run-
ning. I hear screams, their fear. Such loud voices and none of them cheering.

  

That day, after the bombings, looking down from the window of my hotel 
room I finally got after being on a waiting list, I turned on the TV and 
watched the news; a suited man warned everyone still in the crime scene 
there are likely more bombs out there. My hotel was in the crime scene. 
The newscaster said we weren’t allowed to use our phones, since the signal 
could set off another bomb. Looking down from my window, on a parking 
lot floors below, I saw one car with the trunk popped and people around it. 
Cops in Kevlar. Guns. 
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	 I went down to the hotel restaurant, where I sat on the floor, since all 
the chairs were full. People were everywhere. I ordered a glass of wine, hear-
ing stories of where people were from and where they were at the time of the 
bombings. I don’t remember any one story in particular. I remember chaos 
and confusion. The hotel ran out of food. No one was allowed to leave. We 
were repeatedly reminded that if our cell phones worked, we weren’t allowed 
to use them.

  

After I arrive, this time, at this other hotel, I look out the window, down, at 
all the dots of people rearranging themselves in ways that seem functional.
	 At hotel checkout, the attendant says, “How was your stay?”
	 I say, “Fine.” I smile.
	 As she runs my card, I say, “Can I put my bags in bag-check? I have 
another hour yet.”
	 I go to the seafood place a block down that I’ve been eyeing since I got 
here. It looks expensive. It looks new. I want to detox myself from anything 
that makes me feel bad. 
	 After I’m seated, I look at the menu.
	 The day after the bombings, we were told it was safe to use our phones. 
I called my son. My mom. My uncle and my sister. Friends. I signed onto 
Facebook. I had so many voicemails, emails. Notes. 
	 My running friends were ok. 
	 I thought about those who didn’t survive. The people who were injured. 
	 I stayed glued to the news. Seeing footage of people who were suffering.
	 The finish line, like war.
	 I managed to book a flight out later in the evening. We were finally al-
lowed to leave the hotel, as long as we had ID. I gave my driver’s license to a 
man in Kevlar. He looked my son’s age. He said that I could go. 
	 I walked the streets that were mostly empty. Barricades were up. I saw 
Humvees, soldiered men carrying rifles, wearing Kevlar. Trash on the road. 
Manicured people who wore media passes around their necks held micro-
phones, talking into cameras. On my way back to my hotel, I saw a familiar 
couple. Friends! I’d run races with them. We’d had dinner the night before 
the bombings. I ran toward them. I said, “You’re OK!” I cried. I held them. 
	 At the seafood restaurant, a waiter wears a suit. To my right, a man 
sits alone with his computer. To my left is a woman, also suited. I think of 
ordering soup.
	 I think of home: my new house with its built-in bookshelves. My loft, 
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which I’ve made into an office. My son has his own room, for when he 
wants to visit. The den, with its red walls and comfy sofa, where I read and 
watch films on Netflix. My living room, with its big wide windows looking 
out into the street. My dining room, my kitchen. I had it built from the 
ground up, picking everything myself. It’s my home. I’m safe there. I moved 
in just last year, using the money my aunt left me.
	 The waiter brings me water. I say, “I have a flight soon.”
	 I take out my computer, connecting to Wi-Fi, to the Training Peaks 
website, where I find today's assigned workout: to my workout. 1900 yard-
swim, which includes a 400-yard warm-up, 250 intervals, and then a cool 
down. An easy one-hour run in Zone One. It will wait until tomorrow.
	 I think of my work: my writing, maybe finishing this review. People to 
get back to. I have to teach my classes. I miss my son. I text him, and I say, 
“I’m leaving Boston.”
	 I look at my watch. I should probably call a cab soon. I have to catch 
my plane. There’s nothing stopping me.
	 Boston to Buffalo is a straight flight. It’s ordinary travel: people standing 
in line and checking in. You stand in another line. You may have to run if 
you’re in a hurry to get to your connection.
	 You get on the plane. The attendant welcomes you and then you find 
your seat. You hope your neighbor respects boundaries, but you really hope 
that you don’t have a neighbor. You sit, almost always by a window. You 
wait, looking out, at the tarmac: at the workers in their vests, and you study 
their movements. You close your eyes, trying to tune out. You hear shuf-
fling, people talking. 
	 Sometimes you want earplugs.
	 The plane seemed so quiet then, that first time. Boarding, no one talked 
about the bombs. People seemed sad-faced, somber. As I went to sit, I 
noticed people reading papers, tablets, cellphones. Some looked out. I didn’t 
hear one person cry. Once the plane took off, it lifted us up into the sky, as 
if we belonged there.
	 After we landed, and people waited for their bags, it seemed as if life 
was just a scene: people talking at the airport about maybe things like base-
ball, football, weather. I found my bag right away. I had a hard time finding 
my car, but once I did, the car looked different, like it belonged to someone 
else.

  

I tell the waiter, “Thank you,” and leave him a tip.
	 I get my bags. I call a cab. I catch my flight.
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	 I sit at the window, looking out. I close my eyes. 
	 After landing, I get my bag and find my car and drive the twenty min-
utes to my house, where I check my mail and bring my bags in. 
	 I get ready for my classes, grading papers. 

  

During my last days of taking care of my aunt in August, she said she 
wanted to be sober. 
	 During one of our last talks, she said, “Soon, I’ll be running with you. 
We have marathons to go yet.” 
	 During our last talk, she told me that she loved me. She didn’t die from 
cancer. She ODed on pain meds.

  

In the swim, I feel my skin against the water. I kick my legs. I move my 
arms in the stroke. 
	 I transition to the bike, clipping my shoes into the pedals, rounding 
curves and pumping up the hills, seeing everything around me. I love soar-
ing on the declines. 
	 I run, my legs like bricks. I push. I move. I go. 
	 At times, I feel so high, I can’t help but put my arms out.
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The Rearguard of the Passers-By

Alex Dreppec

The rearguard of the passers-by
pulls the debris 
of its houses, 
is subscribed to the gutter,
swings to bipolar bebop 
on treeless mountains,
along walls at a 
snail’s supersonic speed.

The rearguard of the passers-by,
homeless and scattered by 
the past’s struggles, it seeks 
full maintenance
in barren conversation,
seeks itself by talking to itself:
what we were in years gone by
and what we would be in years to be.

The rearguard of the passers-by 
lies under umbrellas 
with bent ribs in 
the lamp shade: the patron’s 
base, a dwelling 
place without borders, 
The cardboard on which they lie 
may also be the roof felt.

The fog patrol 
opens its eyes,
opens its mouths and 
closes the hollow of its hands, slips 
through below lower limits,
into windless corners, then 
frost lies on the hair,
morning dew on plastic bags.
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The rearguard of the passers-by 
pulls the wreckage 
of its rooms behind it 
strung on cords,
remains until morning 
under Augustin’s canopy
in the undivided custody
of the asphalt.
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Still Life with Smokestack, Chickens

Danna Ephland

Needle rides the hem of a black linen shirt 
into the Art Institute, looks for her reflection 
in each picture she passes. All along the galleries 
she watches for tower, turret or stack—smoking 
like her dad, who’d have enjoyed this perhaps. 
She’ll never know. If she’s succeeded, they’ll 
never know where to find her. Needle is a glint 
in the heap that hides her. Her eye threads silk, 
cotton, bits of wire or grass, till the cows 
come home, the chickens roost, the yellow bed 
lies empty. The bed Needle made all by herself.
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Dinnertime

Danna Ephland

You can tell what time it is by looking
at that cloud, blackberry sky. Needle sings

as she conjures dinner, knows she can fish,
won’t have to eat this. She walks in circles,

passing appliances, more drawers, licks
the spoon, tosses it screaming Get out

of the kitchen. It’s too hot in here
for both of us. Flames surrender a field

next to the house. A red pickup turns off
the highway. Needle puts half of dinner

on the table, turns to look out. Rain drops
faster than windows, than brick. Steam. 
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Kate Bernheimer
In Conversation with Bret Nye

	 Kate Bernheimer has been called “one of the living masters of the fairy 
tale” (Tin House). She is the author of a novel trilogy and the story collections 
Horse, Flower, Bird and How a Mother Weaned Her Girl from Fairy Tales, 
and the editor of four anthologies, including the World Fantasy Award winning 
and bestselling My Mother She Killed Me, My Father He Ate Me: Forty 
New Fairy Tales and xo Orpheus: 50 New Myths. She is associate professor of 
English at the University of Arizona in Tucson, where she teaches fairy tales and 
creative writing.

  

NDR: If it’s not too irritating, I’d like to start with the obvious question: why 
is it that you keep coming back to fairy tales? More specifically, what is it about 
the form/genre that affords you an infinite cache of material to work with, cull 
from? And how is it that you keep coming back to that font with inspiration and 
an apparently endless reservoir of language?

KB: Why fairy tales? This is a very good question. I often ask people a 
similar question: “why trees?” one asks the dendrologist. “Why snakes? the 
herpetologist. Why fairy tales? Books. It’s all about thinking in books. I fell 
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in love with reading through fairy tales. They taught me how to think and 
to daydream. Their grammar, their ethics, and their aesthetics spoke to me 
from a very young age, and I’ve never stopped learning from fairy tales. I 
was lucky to have experienced what I took for a moment of intellectual and 
artistic clarity in my early twenties when I stumbled upon fairy-tale scholar-
ship in a library—entirely by chance—and I got an idea about contempo-
rary fiction and art as “post-Grimm.” It helped me finish my first novel, part 
of a trilogy based on fairy tales. 
	 At that time I decided (I remember the night I decided this) to follow 
the breadcrumbs of fairy tales wherever they would take me for my whole 
life! I really decided that, in a hotel in Seattle. I wrote it down on the free 
hotel notepad. It definitely didn’t hurt that fairy-tale scholars were among 
the most welcoming humans I had ever met at that age—they urged me to 
write about fairy-tale aesthetics. This was astonishing to me because a lot of 
the literary people I had encountered until then told me, basically, “You’ve 
got to get away from this fairy-tale thing in your fiction.” I can only do 
what I do because of translators, folklorists, mythologists, fairy-tale scholars, 
editors (of contemporary literature in diverse forms around the globe). 
	 But why fairy tales? I can’t remember where but I read that Claude 
Monet once said something along the lines of, “I perhaps owe my life as a 
painter to flowers.” I don’t know where he said that, or if these are his exact 
words. Not to put myself in the artistic company of Monet, but I suppose 
I owe my life as an author to fairy tales. I owe my life as a reader—a person 
able to think and to daydream in books—to fairy tales. 
	 But why? Like Claude Monet’s flowers, fairy tales are wild and they 
have composition. They are perennial, they can be cultivated. We can rep-
resent them, but we cannot be them or be inside them except in our minds. 
They can be hybridized, cloned, altered, buried, transplanted, devoured, 
and very easily damaged. I know I have a deep affinity for their troubling 
yet beautiful ways. It is more than that though. They help me think about 
art and emotion, help me try to be better at that. 
	 And of course it helps with fairy tales that there are millions and mil-
lions as-yet untranslated; there is always a fairy tale I never have heard of to 
read. Fairy tales are the ultimate all-you-can eat banquet of story.

NDR: In your introductory remarks to The Complete Tales of Merry Gold 
it states, “The author wishes to acknowledge the German, Russian, and Yiddish 
fairy tales of her cultural heritage, on which portions of this novel are based.” 
Do you feel that fairy tales are part of your heritage in very specific ways? Were 
they a major part of your upbringing, and did this have anything to do with 
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your taking this form as your calling, as a writer and scholar? When did you 
begin identifying yourself (if you in fact do) as a modern-day progenitor of this 
ancient, somewhat reduced form?

KB: A progenitor! No one has ever called me that. I don’t think I ever iden-
tified myself as anything but a fan of fairy tales who tries to write them and 
has a hunger to entice other authors to write them (and so I publish them, 
too). That being said, around ten years ago or so I started to be called an 
ambassador, a protector, a guardian, a spokesperson, an expert, a scholar—
and my colleague and friend Ander Monson (a great writer) once referred to 
me as the “Spice Girl of fairy tales, Fairy Spice” when introducing me to a 
class. I grew up loving fairy tales. They were mixed up for me as a child with 
Old Testament stories, library books, Disney movies, Holocaust films, fam-
ily Holocaust history, which we kids only heard by eavesdropping, 1970s 
news broadcasts, punk music—something about fairy tales made sense to 
me in a deranged world I did not understand. 
	 The fairy tales that ignited my imagination as a child had, I learned as 
an adult reader, a very special kind of narrative grammar. It was through the 
books of Max Luthi, a Swiss scholar of fairy-tale techniques, that I began to 
apply fairy-tale thinking to contemporary American (and eventually inter-
national) fiction and to formulate my theory of post-Grimm fairy-tale fic-
tion. But my idea to commit myself to fairy tales was kind of simple—a lot 
of my friends who are in bands say that they realized at some point, pretty 
young, that they could be in a band even though they were messed up—
that if you got a few friends together and had a few instruments, you could 
be in a band. Whether the band was going to be liked or disliked by anyone 
else wasn’t the point—it was a way they could feel at home in the world. 
	 I liked writing fairy tales: the first story I ever “published” (in a maga-
zine my friend and I wrote, edited, and published from third to fifth grade) 
was a serialized fairy tale based on my Latvian great-grandmother’s elope-
ment and immigration. My story is pretty vague—it features roses, hidden 
envelopes, ladders, and ships. The characters are totally flat, but not in a 
good way. It’s early autofiction. What’s not in my story is the fact that all 
of my great-grandmother’s relatives whom she left behind in Latvia, about 
32 people ranging from a few months old to eighty years, were murdered 
by their neighbors in 1941 when the news about the Germans crossing the 
Latvian border reached their small town. I wasn’t drawn to fairy tales as 
princess-gets-married stories, but to their composition: where does the light 
go? Where does the shadow go? The more I learned about my family history 
as I got older, the more it made sense to me that I was drawn to fairy tales, 
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because I was told them all my life.

NDR: I’d also consider you an ambassador for the fairy tale as a contemporary, 
literary form. I’m speaking not only about your novels and stories but also your 
fairy tale criticism you mentioned, as well as the numerous lectures you’ve given 
and the classes you’ve taught that were focused on the genre. In your essay “Fairy 
Tale is Form, Form is Fairy Tale,” you say, “That many writers do celebrate the 
dark, fantastic cosmos of fairy tales is wonderful, but I would also like to see an 
increased recognition of their artistic dexterity.” Can you elaborate for us on the 
importance of “artistic dexterity” in the writing/rewriting of fairy tales? 

KB: One of my best friends in high school and college (and after), the late 
poet Sarah Hannah, wrote her PhD dissertation in part on the poetry of 
Sylvia Plath. We had heated conversations in defense of Plath’s form—so of-
ten, her body of work is looked at in a transferential way, for emotional and 
autobiographical content. I have, to be frank, no problem with that on one 
level; she expresses many unpopular ideas that are important to express, and 
she’s a receptacle for lots of fear and even hatred that society has for women 
who dare to say no. But as Sarah so brilliantly writes about in her disserta-
tion, Plath was a surgical stylist—working and reworking her poems, using 
scansion, using etymology, churning her ideas and imaginings through her 
poetics. That is to say, in Plath’s best work she is exercising her mind (think-
ing about her ideas and emotions through the medium of language and 
form)—not, when writing well, merely exorcising her demons. Fairy tales 
aren’t these free-floating stories: they are written by someone, somewhere, at 
some time, who is thinking.
	 The particular moment I was speaking to in “Fairy Tale is Form, Form 
is Fairy Tale” (an essay I wrote around eight years ago, and to which I’ve 
added pages and pages of unpublished material as my thinking has evolved) 
was a time when writers associated with “fabulism” were being praised as 
special because of their dark, weird, fantastic fiction (as opposed to the 
less-dark, less-weird fiction, I guess). By celebrating mainly the weird, dark 
turns of fairy tales only, this praise neatly glossed over the centuries old 
international tradition on hand which is a tradition interested in social jus-
tice, philosophy, environment, language, history—the whole of experience. 
Neatly glossing over the diversity of a tradition by praising its practitioners 
as acceptable for just one element of the tradition is always a sign of dimin-
ishment. Basically, people were being encouraged to appreciate fairy tales 
because they’re weird, dark, and twisted—there were “special issues” of liter-
ary journals dedicated to “weird” stories, etc. Sure, they are weird and dark, 
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but so are eighty percent of the stories you’ll read in any daily newspaper. In 
fact, the Grimms included “sensationalistic” stories in their early editions of 
Kinder und Hausmarchen—and they perfected a particular style that influ-
enced profoundly, in my argument, hundreds of years of writers around the 
globe, and very notably many prominent realist American authors. 
	 Basically, when I wrote that essay, too much attention in mainstream 
literary circles was on the “dark” aspects of fairy tales, and hardly any at-
tention was paid to their techniques. I decided to take on the job of study-
ing their aesthetic influence on writers and artists. No one was doing that, 
and it frustrated me. I wasn’t interested in taking credit for being weird—I 
wanted to understand the art form that had so profoundly influenced me as 
an author, and I wanted to share my ideas, as a way to generate new think-
ing and artwork.
	 In short, fairy tales are artworks. In literature, fairy tales are aestheti-
cized stories that many authors apply their subjectivity and discipline to. 
Old fairy tales have deeply influenced newer fairy tales—they contain very 
specific techniques that diverge from the standard menu of “mainstream 
realism” (though mainstream realism works exclusively with fairy-tale tech-
niques). Fairy tales change from artist to artist, movement to movement, 
political time to political time, etc.

NDR: Do you think that this genre needs saving, or more recognition amongst 
those who call themselves “literary”?

KB: Absolutely, but I think that the minoritarian status of fairy tales is what 
will “save” fairy tales. When banished from “serious” literary study around 
the time English departments were founded, fairy tales found safe haven in 
the nursery, among educators, and in children’s literature. Fairy tales never 
disappeared from so-called adult literature, but they put on a disguise. Sur-
vival is one of their great themes, and also their greatest performance. 
	 I do think that a lot of the work I set out to do has taken shape—we see 
more and more books that foreground the influence of fairy tales being pub-
lished and read. I’m sent a few fairy-tale novels or story collections a week 
from publishers—mainstream publishers of literary fiction. When I founded 
Fairy Tale Review, despite the fact that many great books were clearly based 
on fairy tales, editors weren’t interested in that. That’s why I started the 
journal. That’s changed now. Yet fairy-tale fiction is still marginalized, now 
as “trend.” There is something about fairy tales that has a big “Kick Me” 
sign on their back. That is definitely something that has ignited me to 
defend them, to work in resistance to status quo ideas about what “serious” 
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fiction is, and can be.

NDR: Might you say, then, that fairy tales are somewhat marginalized, at least 
in this country’s literature scene, because of their reversal of some of the prevail-
ing norms of mainstream American literature, which I’d personally characterize 
as having been dominated by psychological realism for years and years? For me, 
this prevailing, normalized literature includes conventions like hyper-developed 
characters (sometimes to the point that they become less “real” even than the 
flat characters we have in fairy tales), obsessively logical plotting and narrative 
structures, and, in some cases, the notion that extended first-person narration is 
the best way into a character’s head? Please feel free to take issue with any or all 
of my wide-scale reduction of mainstream American fiction.

KB: I like what you say. Yes. I take issue with none of it. 

NDR: For me, one of the most unique aesthetic bits about your fairy tales, and 
your writing in general, is how incredibly poetic your language is, the rolling 
rhythm of your lines, and how much your stories are interested in conjuring 
unique, striking, truly singular images. Perhaps I’m thinking specifically about 
your novel trilogy, The Complete Tales of Ketzia, Merry, and Lucy Gold. At 
the risk of sounding subtractive, this is not how I’d describe the language of the 
classic fairy tale, which typically read much more simply in terms of their lan-
guage, if not their imagery. How much of your style is a conscious amplification 
of traditional fairy tale aesthetics? Or is this phenomenon just a natural aspect of 
your writing voice? In other words, are you trying to mutate the often-straight-
forward language of the traditional fairy tale? If so (or if not), what reasoning 
do you have for doing so (or not doing so)?  

KB: The sentence structure I use is emblematic of the translations of the 
fairy tales I worked from for the novels—my friend, the noise musician and 
poetry scholar John Melillo once said he liked how I was bringing back the 
“good old S.V.O.” (subject-verb-object). My style involves a lot of simple 
construction. A lot of the “source tales” in the novel trilogy are little known 
fairy tales, some of them a type referred to as “nonsense tales,” or “riddle 
tales,” and often the construction from sentence to sentence translates di-
rectly from the old tale into the novel. 
	 That said, the novels are novels, not individual stories, and each novel 
repeats and mutates the one that preceded it—the girls are having trouble 
with history, with “definitive” versions of what happened—with trauma. 
As part of their existential journey the trilogy employs historical fairy-tale 
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techniques—that is, techniques of their history across disciplines, including 
translation, ethnography, transcription, repetition, repression, documenta-
tion, authentication, censorship, excision, illustration, alteration, annota-
tion, and erasure. But I did these things as a novelist—a daydreamer—who 
is also fascinated by form, style, etc.
	 As I said earlier, I was enlightened through Max Luthi on the highly 
specific aesthetics I admired in old fairy tales—techniques such as flatness, 
abstraction, everyday magic, and intuitive logic. As I studied the techniques 
of fairy tales in old collections—on display in stories from Japan, Egypt, Ko-
rea, Germany, France, Africa, Ireland, to name just a few places—I realized 
that the techniques described by Luthi in Fairy Tale as Art Form could be 
transformed to create a new template for contemporary literary fairy tales. 
Working from this idea, I began to perform same-language translations of 
old fairy tales into a new form with the new composition, the new aesthetic 
I continue to explore today in my novels and stories. My insight—which 
respectfully diverges from other authors closely associated with modern fairy 
tales—is to focus exclusively on the aesthetic variables of fairy tales as identi-
fied by Luthi, to highlight these elements and bring them into high relief.
	 So yes, a “conscious amplification” for sure, mainly focusing on abstrac-
tion on the sentence and sensation levels, in those novels. As for mutation, 
I don’t really “try” to mutate, it’s just what art does. I try to make sense 
and be accurate, but it is all imitation, and the way we imitate things will 
inevitably mutate from a primary object. I try to “cover” fairy tales the way 
a rock band will cover a beloved rock song—but it will come out a little bit 
different. Radiohead covering Joy Division isn’t Joy Division. Andy Warhol’s 
Campbell soup can isn’t a Campbell soup can.

NDR: Can you say something about the way you think about allegory in fairy 
tales? Every story’s different, of course, but I think that many people’s first reading 
of a fairy tale, at least those who are so inclined to think about the critical ques-
tions we’re raising here, involves regarding the narrative elements of that fairy 
tale as allegory, a collection of symbols meant to import a moral or ethical sub-
text. The strange worlds we find in fairy tales, with their alternative logic and 
odd, hybrid characters, are often read as being metaphorical stand-ins for some 
real-world counterpart, I think. Does a fairy tale need to work as allegory, and 
should it? Is there a more complicated and productive way to read fairy tales?

KB: I don’t think there is any “more complicated and productive” way to 
read fairy tales than a way that makes sense to you, to any reader. You could 
read lots of great scholarship on allegory in fairy tales if it speaks to you, for 
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example—Jungian fairy-tale scholarship would be a good place to start. 
	 I think we are trained to read fairy tales as allegories when we are told 
they are cautionary stories; thus, people think that when they read “Little 
Red Riding Hood” they must take a lesson from it, something like don’t talk 
to wolves, or do as your mother tells you. Some versions of that story type may 
be read as cautionary tales. 
	 But these are not stories that lend themselves to singular interpretations. 
If you look at “The Story of Grandmother,” which is widely considered one 
of the first literary versions of that tale, the little girl does a striptease for the 
wolf—takes off all her clothes and gets into bed with him. Only when he 
threatens to eat her does the girl figure that she’d better save herself fast, and 
she does so by asking to go pee in the woods. Is that an allegorical story? It’s 
a beautiful story that takes place in the woods, a natural story, a story with 
danger, poetry, adventure and wit—but I’m not sure what it is an allegory 
for. Part of the delight of fairy-tale literature is that you can’t pin it down. 
	 That said, allegorical readings are fantastic and fun: they’re interpreta-
tions, thinking and feeling in action—associations from images to history, 
art to experience. They are vital to human empathy.

NDR: I’ve seen your name cited in a number of articles online about literary 
collaboration. In the long historical debate about literature and authorship, it 
seems to me that a collaborative effort is often looked at as something radically 
different from an individually authored book, and there are not a great many 
examples of collaborative literature that I can personally bring to mind at the 
moment (the Strugatsky brothers, Deleuze and Guattari). I know there are 
many more that I’m blanking on now, but collaborative efforts certainly aren’t 
as prevalent in the way we teach literature, whether in the examples we use or 
in the concept of collaboration itself. I imagine you feel very different about this, 
about the general diminishment that seems to haunt collaborative literature. 
What are you thoughts, as a consistent collaborator with both visual artists and 
other writers? 

KB: We put such a premium in American culture on the individual (wheth-
er author, actor, or musician) as a great artist, one-of-a-kind, a genius, the 
real thing, a wunderkind, etc. But all art is collaboration. It is a conversa-
tion. I find it disheartening when authors don’t talk about other artists who 
have also grappled with the artistic things they are trying to do. But it’s 
risky to make your life about collaboration—case in point, editorship. Huge 
collaboration. Editorship is an overlooked art form—it’s the art of conversa-
tion. The seminal editor Ursula Nordstrom’s letters’ Dear Genius are testa-
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ment to this (she’s the person who discovered Maurice Sendak and urged 
him to write his own books).
	 Collaboration comes naturally to me. Edited, translated fairy-tale books 
are always collaborations. One of the first books I ever fell in love with was 
by The Brothers Grimm, after all. Brothers! It sounds like a fairy tale. I col-
laborate closely with my own brother on a multi-year (ongoing) architectur-
al fairy-tale project for the international magazine called Places, along with 
structural engineers, designers, architects, and musicians. I couldn’t imagine 
doing my work without other artists. I would gladly live away from humans, 
in the deep woods, but I could not imagine a world without conversations 
with my friends who are artists, and by that I mean without their pictures, 
their songs, their books. And all those I will never meet—I have plenty of 
students who say a book saved their life. If that isn’t collaboration, I don’t 
know what is!
	 I like your question. I think there is a great tradition of collaboration 
alive in the world. The Brothers Quay. Eva and Adele. The Coen Brothers. 
The Rodarte sisters. And dance—it relies on collaboration—contemporary 
dancers interpreting Martha Graham’s choreography today, that’s a collabo-
ration.
	 And what about literary families, historical literary circles—we should 
talk more about this. Thanks for this question. We’re collaborating here.

NDR: I’m interested in the collaboration you’ve done with your brother that 
you’ve just mentioned, your brother Andrew who’s an architect and professor 
in New York City. Can you tell me about that “Fairy-Tale Architecture” series 
you’ve been involved with for Places, which has been described as an interdisci-
plinary journal for scholarly work on architecture and urbanism? How is it that 
fairy tales and architecture, two seemingly disparate forms of expression, work 
together? 

KB: I’m going to quote my brother, Andrew Bernheimer, who is a professor 
of architecture at Parsons/The New School, and the principal of Bernheimer 
Architecture in Brooklyn. He says, “I hope that the series challenges archi-
tects to contemplate the spaces of stories—not just fairy tales. And pursuing 
this series has also challenged me to think about the making of drawings, 
the methods by which we represent design. This is the case for both con-
ceptual projects as well as ‘real’ projects for clients. We tell stories with our 
drawings, just as authors tell stories with their words. We have used this 
series to catalyze thought about how stories, their spaces, and our drawings 
act as narrative tools.”
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	 It is through the language and images that I select tales for participat-
ing architects. I’m looking for tales with structural elements that I think will 
inspire designs. These could be phrases, images, landscapes, and so forth. 
It seems, when I look back at the many installments that have come out of 
this project, that the fairy tales I choose often have a sad quality to them. 
But then there are other stories I’ve chosen, such as Borges’s “The Library of 
Babel,” which is a highly intellectual, philosophical, architectural story. I try 
to vary the type as much as possible, first studying the participating archi-
tect’s body of work (and they’re so accomplished that this is often intimidat-
ing). It’s great fun. I get to interview the architects after their designs are 
produced and their answers are amazingly intellectual, concrete, inspiring.

NDR: Maybe it’s alright if we end with another really obvious question, since 
we started with one: can you tell us about a few of the writers whom you think 
are doing good work in the effort to bring fairy tales back to the forefront of 
literary output?

KB: My graduate student, Joel Hans, who is current managing editor of 
Fairy Tale Review, is doing heroic work with the journal and with con-
tributing authors (and a team of undergraduate interns) to do the Good 
Work. Since Fairy Tale Review was founded, I’ve heard about a few journals 
inspired by our mission statement—the editors reach out about this, thank-
ing the journal for paving the way, and that’s lovely. I admire Jack Zipes’s 
Oddly Modern Fairy Tales book series (he is the series editor, and a bril-
liant scholar) with Princeton University Press. I’m in talks to edit a series of 
contemporary fairy-tale novels with a press, too—if I can find time to do it, 
I will. 
	 Of course, Maria Tatar is a fantastic icon in fairy-tale studies, and Ma-
rina Warner is a phenomenal novelist and critic whose work revolves around 
myth and fairy tales. There are a lot of fabulist writers who aren’t afraid to 
say they love fairy tales. Anyone who admits characters facing terrible prob-
lems sometimes need to find radical solutions, and also wish for some luck, 
is doing the good work. I think it’s very real to say that, these days, as it was 
once upon a time ago…
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The Punk’s Bride

Kate Bernheimer

	 There was once a woman and her daughter and the daughter kept a 
beautiful garden with cabbages, daisies, etc. The daughter was in her early 
twenties and lived at home. She was a secretary and couldn’t afford her own 
place, and she didn’t want to move in with some friends who had asked her. 
Their apartment always was dirty and there were different guys over most 
nights. The daughter wasn’t a prude but she got nervous about the idea she 
wouldn’t know who was there when she was sleeping.
	 The mother also was nervous and didn’t like her daughter to go out at 
night. But sometimes the girl went out to the bar. It was on the same block 
as their little house—actually it was next door. It used to be a convenience 
store but it had been turned into a bar. When the daughter went to the bar 
and sat on the back patio to smoke, her mother sat on their back patio, too. 
They had conversations through the chainlink fence. 
	 One bar regular was an attractive guy in a punk band. It was a good 
band and he wore tiny hoop earrings. One night after hours, he leaned over 
their fence and picked at the daisies. The mother said to her daughter, “Can 
you go out front and ask that punk to move on? He’s frightening me.”
	 The girl stood behind the screen door of her house and said, “My moth-
er wants you to leave.” It was three o’clock in the morning. The mother and 
daughter were light sleepers, and usually dozed in the front room on the 
couch instead of going to bed. They left the TV on all night playing Mexi-
can soap operas. These were like lullabies to them.
	 The guy said, “Come hear my band play. We’re playing at Ejay’s tomor-
row. It’s across from Bar 22. I’ll put you on the list.” 
	 At Bar 22 the lights were always too bright. They had red velvet booths 
and dollar whiskey cokes. It wasn’t a cool bar, and the girl liked it there. 
She also liked Ejay’s which always smelled bad—like vomit—or good—
like cocaine. The girl preferred unpopular places, which is why she almost 
never went out. There were hardly any unpopular places left anymore. It 
was strange, and disappointing, how popular the world had become. So she 
didn’t go hear the punk’s band.
	 The next night he showed up again around the same time and started 
to sing to the flowers, a song about life on Mars. The woman said to her 
daughter, “Please, I’m begging you, just get him to leave!”
	 The girl went out beyond the screen door. “I don’t know what’s her 
problem,” she said. She wore a pair of men’s underwear and a black t-shirt 
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with a white unicorn on it.
	 The musician said, “Just get on the back of my bike, and we’ll go to 
my house and listen to records.” He gestured toward his three-speed. It was 
white and rusted and had a kickstand. It had a Gordon Lightfoot bumper 
sticker on it and one of the tires was flat.
	 She shook her head shyly and went back inside.
	 On the third day the guy leaned over the gate and held his hands 
clasped together, like he was praying. He wore contact lenses—one brown 
and one blue.
	 “Jean,” the mother said. “Jean!”
	 Jean went outdoors and said, “Can you, like, pick another garden to 
haunt? We just happen to live next to the bar, it isn’t my fault.”
	 “Jean, don’t be such a scare-baby. Come over. You know you like me. 
You know that you’re wild. Why are you always hiding in fear?”
	 So she went and they listened to records. They got drunk on tequila, the 
kind that comes in a glass skull. The next day she made him breakfast. Then 
lunch. Then supper. They drank more tequila from skulls. After a few years 
like this he said they should get married. 
	 Who were the wedding guests? I can tell you this because someone told 
me. They were all musicians, except for the house painters, and they were 
all friends of the boy’s, except for the one who was head secretary at Jean’s 
place of employment. She lived on a houseboat with her husband, who also 
was there. They were both very small. A bartender from the bar that was 
next door to her mother’s house served as the minister and the altar was a 
hydrangea in the front yard.
	 The wedding party went into the wee hours which Jean used to enjoy 
with her mother in front of the television but for years had spent by herself 
while her boyfriend—now husband—was out at the bars and also with girls. 
	 Later on during the party, the husband was in the backyard with some 
wedding guests and a lot of others who had heard there was a party—twins 
who were strippers, a famous musician wearing pajamas, a couple of very 
old men—people like that. Quite a few girls who had slept with her boy-
friend. 
	 Jean watched through the back door as her husband smoked one ciga-
rette after another till he had smoked maybe two packs. He was skinny and 
his hair stood straight up like a drawing of some German fairy-tale guy she 
had seen in a book: shock-headed Peter. That boy was crazy! That was a very 
good book. Jean could smell her husband’s sex through the walls. He was 
that kind of guy—never washed, but it worked wonders on him. You kind 
of expect that of musicians, but this was different, this was out of this world. 
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He was the only guy she’d ever been with, the only guy she’d ever lived with. 
	 The husband came up to the screen door to the kitchen. He banged his 
fist on it. He yelled ”Jean, get the fuck out here! Everyone thinks you’re be-
ing crazy. You never act like you love me. You are such a loser. I thought you 
were cooler than this.” Maybe he saw her crying in the kitchen or maybe he 
didn’t. Probably did. 
	 He went back to the party. At one point another musician came in and 
kissed Jean and she forgot her troubles for a few moments. But soon he 
pushed her away and leaned on the counter and threw up in the sink. It is 
possible another musician came in later on and also threw up in the sink. 
And you might wonder if a third one came in and fucked Jean in the bath-
room, but we never will know. 
	 And so it continues. As is the habit in stories, daylight arrived. The 
sunrise was pink. Sparkling. Fogged. Her husband came once more to the 
screen and said in a very warm, loving tone, “Jean, dude, make us some 
breakfast! We’re starving, man…”—he wasn’t a bad person—he could be 
very kind—why the hell do you think Jean would have been with him 
otherwise, right? Believe what you want. Believe fairy tales. Because then his 
voice changed. “Jesus, Jean, what the fuck, where the hell are you? What the 
fuck’s wrong with you, man?” Jean was sitting on the kitchen floor in her 
underwear and that old unicorn t-shirt.
	 When she didn’t answer he started yelling, “Fuck you, Jean! Fuck you! 
You aren’t any fun. You never were fun. You ruined my life! You fucking 
bitch!” After a while the yelling stopped and it was pretty much silent. The 
party had moved somewhere else.
	 Jean slumped there a while. But not for too long. Soon she went into 
the bedroom and found a doll she’d bought at a thrift shop. Not her usual 
thing, buying stuff that she didn’t need for decorative or emotional reasons. 
She preferred to live in abstraction. In love and in sadness, in stories, you 
know. Yet she’d liked the doll. It was a nondescript doll, made of straw. The 
doll resembled a rabbit, but wasn’t a rabbit—the doll was a girl. A lot of 
things are like other things. A lot of things are interchangeable, especially 
girls. 
	 Jean dressed the straw doll in some of her own clothes—a tank top with 
David Bowie’s face silhouetted on it, a pair of sequin hot pants, knee-high 
leather boots. She gave the doll a nice old-fashioned stirring-spoon, wooden, 
and stood the doll next to the stove in the kitchen. Then Jean packed a 
suitcase—she took all the Gordon Lightfoot records, the tequila, and her 
favorite jackknife—and walked out the door. She was forty-seven years old. 
She took the bus to her mother’s—yes, wearing underpants and a unicorn 
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t-shirt. It was that kind of city. Nobody minded.
	 That evening, her husband came home. He opened the front door by 
kicking it in and when he entered the kitchen, he careened from one side of 
the room to the other and then finally landed, wavering on his feet by the 
sink, where the doll stood. He gaped at the doll. She held the wooden spoon 
in the air, but there was nothing to stir. He leaned in like he was going to 
kiss the doll—he had the most unusual look in his eyes, it’s hard to describe, 
it was either fear or desire—and then he struck the doll hard on the head 
with his hand. It sailed right through the straw. Needless to say, the doll lost 
her mind then. And that’s when the husband realized she wasn’t his bride. 
	 Actually Jean didn’t go back to her mother, and there wasn’t any straw 
doll—that was a from a great little story Jean never even had read! A story 
about rabbits! Talking rabbits! Rabbits marrying girls! I mean, can you 
believe that? Do you even like that kind of story? Maybe I do, but I’m not 
myself anymore—as far as I can tell, I now am a rabbit. A rabbit covered in 
fur. Do my ears look big to you? Does my nose tremble? You know, I used 
to be frozen in fear—but that story is over. Except there are new fears. Isn’t 
that the way that it goes? So hop hop, here I go now—I guess I’ll be get-
ting a drink—maybe something served in a skull. I mean, even rabbits like 
sipping tequila. Do you happen to have any tequila? Seriously, do you have 
anything for me? Probably not.

THE END!

—An earlier version of “The Punk’s Bride” was first published by The Masters Review.
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It Is Raining Inside My Skin
Heard during an NPR Interview

Suzanne Parker

Perhaps schizophrenia gives her 
a new vocabulary of sense, perhaps 

it has many words for sad and touch  
and truth and how the body 

can be the world like the butter 
the croissant exhales and I suck

deep inside my lungs to lock there 
or the ease with which you smooth me 

into sleep and on the banks of the Seine 
that time, thick crowds ate, shifted, 

ignored the spectacle of setting sun,
which some might call flame burning 

the ladder of the spine, and the stamp 
of Notre Dame against the sky, the spread 

legs of the river, two islands nestled 
between her knees, one tucked

behind the other.  Everything is erotic.  
You pass me the bread and cheese.  

I give you the night, filling 
the bottom of a pilfered glass 

which some might call thievery but maybe 
is just another word for swallowing. 
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Kitty Hawk
after Kung-Sun Lung

Andres Rojas

A broken angelwing is not an angelwing, 
as brick-rust foam—heavier than air,

sour on the nose both with the marsh
and what is dying in it—is not foam.

Four thousand miles of fetch
lost in feet to dunes, and we take to self-pity

like crabs at carrion, skulk when the waders
fly on occasion, are only on occasion

not what we lack: not parched, not starved,
not ready to give up. At times, we even rise

to mornings that never break fast
two miles down in the sea’s lazurite bowl,

and if the terns don’t care for us,
at least they don’t know spite.

What do we know? Most evenings end
to show we’ve lost nothing but time,

if all we have, its passing
no failure on our part. And also this:

as a new moon isn’t the moon,
the moon isn’t a new moon,

as all the ebb and flood to come
already has, ours but to lift through

the next one, and the next one,
and the last.
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Ars Poetica

Jorge Luis Borges

To look at the river made of time and water
and remember time is another river,
to know that we get lost like the river
and that faces pass by us like water.

To feel waking is another sleep
that dreams of not dreaming and that the death
our flesh fears is that same death
of every night we call sleep.

To see in the day or in the year a symbol
of the days of man and of his years,
to turn the outrage of the years
into a music, a whisper, a symbol.

To see sleep in death, in dusk
a sad gold, such is poetry
which is immortal and poor. Poetry
returns like dawn and dusk.

At times in the afternoon a face
looks at us from the depths of a mirror.
Art should be like that mirror
which reveals to us our own face.

They say Ulysses, tired of adventures,
wept with love on seeing Ithaka, 
green and humble. Art is that Ithaka
of green eternity, not of adventures.

It is also like the river with no end
that passes and remains and is the glass of a same
inconstant Heraclitus, who is the same
and is another, like the river with no end.

Translated by Pablo Medina
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Hengist Wants Men (A.D. 449)

Jorge Luis Borges

Hengist wants men.
They will come from distant sands lost in long seas,
from huts dense with smoke, from poor lands,
from deep wolf-infested forests in whose dim center Evil lies.
Farmers will abandon the plough and fishermen their nets.
They will leave behind their women and children, because a man knows
in any place where there is night women can be found, children made.
Hengist the mercenary wants men.
He wants them to conquer an island not yet called England.
They will follow him, submissive and cruel.
They know he was always the first in battle against men.
They know he once forgot his oath of vengeance 
and they gave him a naked sword and the sword did its work.
They will row across the seas without compass or mast.
They will bring swords and bucklers, helmets in the shape of a boar,
spells for bountiful harvests, vague cosmogonies, fables 
about the Huns and the Goths.
They will conquer the land but will never enter the cities Rome abandoned
because those things are too complex for the barbarian mind.
Hengist wants them for victory, for pillaging, for the corruption of flesh
and for oblivion.
Hengist wants them (but he doesn’t know it) for the founding 
of the greatest empire, so they can sing Shakespeare and Whitman,
so they can rule the seas with Nelson’s ships,
so Adam and Eve can go far, hand in hand and silent,
from the Paradise they’ve lost.
Hengist wants them (but he doesn’t know it) 
so that I can write these words.

Translated by Pablo Medina
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Memorial

Bruce Lawder

	 “What you are looking at,” said the guard, looking at the wooden 
barracks in their rows, beyond which could be seen, in reverse, the black 
and famous words, WORK MAKES YOU FREE, “is nothing other than 
a reconstruction of the camp, albeit as exact a one as could be made. The 
original was destroyed.” “But why would you destroy the original?” I asked, 
refusing as he always did to read the guide book in advance. “Because of the 
memories,” the guard said. “Then why were they rebuilt?” “For the same 
reason,” the guard replied.
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Guards And Prisoners

Bruce Lawder

	 Our criminal justice system does not work. This is the opinion of ex-
perts on both sides of the political spectrum, though the solutions proposed 
to reform the system, coming as they do from both sides of the spectrum as 
well as from people who claim to represent the center, differ wildly, as is to 
be expected in a situation where extremes are inevitable. Recently, however, 
we who work within the system have made an important change in and 
indeed a significant contribution to the model of reform: we have begun to 
recruit our prison guards from within the prisoners themselves. This lowers 
resistence to internal surveillance, at least in theory, among the prisoners, 
increases the democratic character of our most important and defining 
institution, and significantly reduces costs. No wonder, then, that such a 
reform has been greeted with such wild acclaim, not only within the prison 
itself but outside our walls as well and even abroad. In fact, people have 
begun to apply for positions within the prison, so many that we now have a 
waiting list of potential residents. The implications of such a procedure have 
not been lost on the international community, for whom we have become a 
model, as well as on our local politicians: Control yourself, that is what we 
say, in public and in private, and discipline will take care of itself. Be your 
own guard, your own prisoner.
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Country of Bridges

Bruce Lawder

	 Ours is the country of bridges. That is how we are known, both at 
home and abroad, among the ignorant and the scholarly alike. Even in our 
founding myth we are nothing but water. The tears of God, so runs the 
story, though tears of grief, or joy, or grief and joy, remains to this day a 
matter of dispute both among the scholars and the ignorant. God cried, and 
earth was flooded, so the story would have it; and God continues to cry, at 
least in the story; and thus not only the fact but the necessity of bridges in 
our country. Bridges when we speak as well as when we listen, bridges when 
we look each at the other, bridges when we touch, even the fragrance of a 
flower is said to be a bridge in the language of our country, as is language it-
self. For some, in fact, in the country of bridges everything is bridge, every-
thing must be bridge. And yet others, and with an equal conviction if not 
an equal composure, claim that if everything is bridge, nothing is, and in 
their certainty point to the land, to the earth itself, the little that is left, and 
more than point, stamp their feet and refuse to take a single step beyond.



83

R O B E R T  L E V Y

Zappa en Regalia

Robert Levy

“You can’t write a chord ugly enough
to say what you want to say sometimes,
so you have to rely on a giraffe filled
with whipped cream.”
			   Frank Zappa

At the edge of the stage in skintight bellbottoms,
wife-beater and python boots, you were a slut
for the audience’s delectation—
sweat sock bulging your crotch, droopy moustache
splayed ironically across your upper lip,
scrunched cigarette squished in your guitar nut—
loving how the crowd hated and adored you
as the stuffed giraffe spewed whipped cream from its ass
onto the privileged front-row groupies
throwing panties on the stage. (You slung them
on a clothesline strung between the drum kit
and marimba, then returned to playing
“Plastic People” at triple speed.) Ugly
was one word for it. So was sick, depraved.
And let’s not forget puerile, juvenile.
In a country where you could do anything,
why did you choose this queer mélange of camp
and crass to provoke your rapt audience
except for the joy of being pointlessly
obscene? And, of course, always in control.
That was ever the subtext of each note
you played at scarifying speed, a taunt
to the band, the crowd and to music
itself, which lay flailing, spent after you
delivered one of your trademark solos
eviscerating the aural spectrum,
replete with freakishly hard time signatures
that tested the limits of your musicians
whom you rehearsed mercilessly for days
until they achieved what you liked to call
accuracy. Touring six months a year,
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interred deep in your basement studio
the other six, you had no time for love,
for family, for friends, replacing them,
instead, with blowjobs from crazed teenagers
and endless cigarettes. And the music, of course,
always the music. It flowed out of you
in a ceaseless stream of beauty, bad taste
and obstinacy, a middle finger
hoisted forever against conformity
(as well as militant nonconformity)
as you skewered hippies, Republicans
and televangelists. At your life’s end,
bedridden, ravaged by prostate cancer,
you fought against the morphine drip just as
you had pontificated against drugs
all your life. Your three children, who barely
ever saw you, viewed this as a prime chance
to get to know you, but on your deathbed
you were staunchly mute, paterfamilias
to no one but the notes you’d committed
to paper over three decades. Sometimes,
listening to Peaches en Regalia
or Watermelon in Easter Hay,
their near-mathematical beauty, one can
forget the porn, smut, sexism and rage
that rendered your work fodder for critics,
and remember the demented genius who
worshipped at the shrines of Stravinsky, Varese,
recall instead that whipped-cream-filled giraffe
watching you slowly vanish with baleful eyes,
its improbable neck drooped mournfully,
spotlit forever at the edge of the stage. 
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After One Year
for D

Carol Lischau 

I pass a plotted row of sweet gums
in October on my walk from work, the leaves

whirring and ablaze with change.
The season’s arousing branches
and the centrifuge in my chest.

Wind ebbing in the bare limbs
sounds like all the words
still unsaid between us.

Days, you tuck a stray hair
behind my ear. Evenings, I listen

from a nearby room as you thrum
out a song. Nights, hands fold
around each other like sleep 
around the eyes.

At the bases of trees, spiked seed pods
collect like burnt-out stars.
How long will light last? How long
will the burning?

Goodnight, says the branch to the empty seed,
goodnight, says sky to dimming star,
goodnight, not goodbye, says time to yesterday.

And after one year, we, like the world,
disrobe a layer to begin again.
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Elegy With Chorus Singing Al Green

Jacob Boyd

Dog. Dog, hear me
out, began the man

with a wasted foot
making his lopsided way,

cart and parcels,
across the parking lot.

A human voice can travel
only so far. Black holes

of silence erupt inside it.
His could hardly be

heard outside Home Depot
where even the little trilling

synthesizers, cicadas,
those liminal DJs, faded

into the great, paved distance.

‘Choo make of this old
art, dog? He lifted from the cart

a framed photo in sepia,
an island of crisp lines

and mud-tones: two brothers
fishing the river I recognized

as the one I grew up running
around—or it around me, at least

a century before my birth.
You can almost hear the first

phone poles being sunk
beyond the far fringe, almost

hear a band-saw teething through
the trunks. You can just make out

the filament of a casted
line in the wash of light that

absorbs it before it reaches
the sheen of the river’s surface—

the standing surface in mid-
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spring, bare
branches mirrored there.

However it looks, they weren’t alone—
those brothers dressed to pose.

Some hooded figure
stooped before them,

her boots crushing the un-captured
trilliums just

sprung from the mud.
Act natural, she said.

Pretend you’ve got a bite.
They must have loved

how she steered them—see
how one has shaken his coat off

and laid it on the rocks?
See how the younger

brother is bending at the knees
as if to brace himself

for the photo’s recoil: the force
of her gaze pins him

to the river’s plane.

How long were they waiting
in the sudden heat for the surprising

flash of that bulb?
Had sweat started

to bead beneath their hats?

Looking back, I wish I’d made
an offer just to hear him

say more, but instead
the cicada’s intermittent crescendos

returned and
the blast-footed man was once

again sloughing his way
while all of the texting traffic

inured to the soon-to-be
inanimate bodies trending in the leaves

swerved
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around him—this
man not quite

crippled, cart and parcels, peddling
my river into the dark.

I am sure there is
no future for him

in my vocabulary.

None, that is, as sweet
as a photographer spreading

a blanket on the bank,
a phone ringing,

the dying doctor-poet
in love with speech and still—

after three strokes—
trying to articulate

the living, still listening
in measured silence

for a clue, a phrase,
from his wife,

or a group of graduate students,
all dapper in the old-timey fashion

of the moment,
storming the floor by the jukebox

at the bar, grinding
slow and joyfully,

arms lilting in the dim light,
their crooning growing stronger

tune by tune until
the brass of “Let’s Stay Together”

pulses in
and everyone in the room, regulars and all,

joins in, alternately
smiling in awe and singing along, believing

whether
times are good or bad, hap-

py or sad. We strike
a balance sometimes
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between hearing and being
heard, and it makes us

feel so brand new.
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May Ours Be as Happy as Yours

Laura Leigh Morris

	 Dad insisted we eat at Swan Song, a place my parents never went when 
married but where we met yearly to celebrate their divorce. The room was 
dark except for lights that shone on individual tables. Mom and Dad were 
framed in the glow of the bulb above them, smiling and staring at each 
other. Frank Sinatra crooned through wall-mounted speakers.
	 Mom looked surprised to see Stanley. I was, too. I’d invited him, but 
I wasn’t sure he’d really show. Mom blew kisses at us. She had pink circles 
of blush on her cheeks, and her red lipstick bled into the lines around her 
mouth. “I’ve missed you,” Mom said to Stanley. “You never make it to our 
Sunday dinners.”
	 “Sorry,” Stanley said. “I’ve been working a lot of overtime.”
	 We’d rehearsed our excuses beforehand. Stanley and I hadn’t seen each 
other in weeks, though we’d talked over the phone a couple times. He’d 
spruced himself up since I’d moved out. His curls still stuck out in every 
direction, but with pressed dress pants and a nice button-down, they looked 
cute rather than messy. One of the reasons I’d left is because he hadn’t 
changed a thing about himself since we got married. It was like he didn’t feel 
the need to impress me anymore. At least until now.
	 “Looking good, you two,” Dad said. “How’s it going?”
	 “Great,” I said. “We’re really great. How about you?”
	 “It’s a good day,” Dad said, which he said every year. I never asked 
him if it was a good day because they were divorced or because they were 
together for dinner. 
	 Dad was wearing the tie that he’d bought for his brother’s funeral twen-
ty years before, a strip of brown with bright pink ducks flying downward 
in a V. It was hideous. I hadn’t seen it since Uncle Russell’s funeral, and I 
never imagined he’d still have it. With their matching cowlicks and goatees, 
people used to think my father and his brother were twins, although Uncle 
Russell was ten years older. Dad always said that he had a career, while Rus-
sell only had jobs. Dad claimed that told us everything we needed to know 
about the two of them.
	 Instead of going on vacation, Mom, Dad, and I used to spend two 
weeks at Uncle Russell’s house in Myrtle Beach every summer. Dad never 
mentioned careers and jobs while we were there, only when we returned 
home. We would swim in Uncle Russell’s pool, make hamburgers on his 
grill, and play darts in his game room. Dad insisted we couldn’t afford such 
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a nice place if we’d paid for a vacation. For Mom, the centerpiece of our trip 
was Uncle Russell’s speedboat. I didn’t like how fast my uncle drove it, so 
Dad stayed home with me while Mom and Russell went out. Dad drank too 
much beer and watched me make sandcastles. Mom and Russell drove the 
boat up and down the coast for hours every morning. When they got back, 
her eyes were clear, her smile wide. Dad was usually drunk by then.
	 “What’s up with the tie, Dad?” I asked. 
	 “Nostalgia,” Dad said.
	 He smiled at Mom, and she looked away, into the darkness beyond the 
tables. 
	 Stanley cleared his throat. “Should we order something to drink?” he 
asked. 
	 I glared at him. Poor Stanley. He hadn’t even known that I was having 
an affair until I told him. “His name’s Charles,” I’d said. “How could you?” 
he asked, and before I could stop myself, I said, “Easily.” The sad thing was, 
cheating on him really had been easy. He didn’t even realize something had 
changed, and I wanted someone who wanted to be married to me, who 
acted like our marriage was an important part of his life. If he’d woken up 
one morning and I’d been replaced by a different woman, I’m not sure Stan-
ley would have noticed.
	 “Let’s at least order drinks,” Stanley said and waved the waiter over. 
	 “What’s gotten into you?” I asked, but he was already asking the waiter 
about the wine selection. I wanted to ask him where this version of my 
husband had been all these years. 
	 Mom still wasn’t looking at us, and Dad shifted in his seat. My parents 
had divorced twenty years before, and the sudden appearance of Dad’s ugly 
tie, which he hadn’t worn in all these years, brought the end of their mar-
riage abruptly to the table. I was ten when Uncle Russell died of a heart at-
tack. When we walked into the funeral home for the viewing, Mom leaned 
over the body, hugged Russell around his chest, and bawled, tears streaming 
down her face. I stood behind her with Dad. He grabbed my hand and 
squeezed, cutting off the circulation to my fingers. I endured the pain as 
long as I could, but I had to pull my hand from his. He looked at me then, 
took my hand more gently, and we walked out of the funeral home and sat 
in the car until Mom came out. No one spoke on the drive home, eight 
hours without the radio and no talk of attending the burial the following 
day. Two weeks later, Dad packed up and moved out. 
	 We hardly had any contact with Dad after the divorce, except the yearly 
dinners, where Mom dressed me in outfits covered with flowers and lace and 
pranced me around in front of him. They’d spend the whole meal fussing 
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over me and ignoring one another, never quite looking each other in the 
eye. Even as a kid, I didn’t trust their reasons for being so polite, but every 
year Mom told me that the dinners were for me, so that I would always 
remember how much my parents loved me. My parents weren’t so awkward 
once I started bringing Stanley. Even when I explained that we were cel-
ebrating their divorce, Stanley acted like the dinners were a real celebration, 
like a wedding anniversary or a birthday party, letting all of us pretend as 
well.  
	 Dad put his arm around Mom, whispered in her ear. She blushed. 
To look at them, no one would have guessed they were divorced, that for 
twenty years they had only spoken at these yearly parties. 
	 Maybe I should have stopped myself, but something made me press 
forward. “That tie, Dad,” I said, and Mom shot me a look that I ignored. 
“Can we talk about it?”
	 “Why would you want to talk about that?” Mom asked, her cheeks red-
der than before. 
	 “Talk about what?” Stanley asked, but I didn’t look at him. I’d never 
told him the whole story. 
	 “It doesn’t matter now, does it?” I asked Mom. “He forgave you.” 
	 No one said anything, so I leaned toward Dad. “You did forgive her, 
right?” Stanley looked at me and grabbed my arm, but I shook him off. 
“Right?” I asked again. 
	 “This is supposed to be a celebration, Arlene,” Mom said.
	 “Of what?” I asked.
	 “Freedom,” Dad said.
	 “Family,” Mom said. She glanced at Dad.
	 “What’s going on?” I asked. 
	 “What do you mean?” Mom asked.
	 “This,” I said. Dad’s arm was around Mom’s shoulder, and she snuggled 
into him.
	 “We’re dating,” Dad said. Mom smiled, her eyes squinted into cres-
cents. She kissed him on the cheek.
	 “You’re divorced,” I said.
	 “That doesn’t mean we can’t date,” Mom said.
	 I wanted to tell them that Stanley and I were divorcing, too. I wanted 
to let them know that I’d followed in Mom’s footsteps, though not with 
Stanley’s brother. I had more class than that.
	 “Congratulations,” Stanley said. He shook my dad’s hand, squeezed my 
mom’s and smiled. He seemed genuinely happy for them. He waved the 
waiter over again and said, “A bottle of champagne.”
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	 “Instead of the wine?” the man asked.
	 “Yes. We’re celebrating.” He looked back at my parents. “I always 
thought you two were perfect for each other.”
	 Mom reached over and ran her hands up and down the tie. Dad kissed 
her. I looked away, realized that they’d slept with Russell between them their 
whole marriage. 
	 “So, you’ve forgiven her for everything?” I asked Dad.
	 “Really, Arlene?” Stanley asked. “Can’t you just be happy for them?”
	 “Are you getting married again?” I asked.
	 “Does it matter?” Dad asked. 
	 “It does to me,” I said. Ever since they split up, I’d wanted my parents 
back together, but now I wanted to throw something at them, yell at them. 
Tell them that they weren’t allowed to be happy when I wasn’t. 
	 “I don’t know, Arlene,” Mom said. She placed her palms flat on the 
table. “We weren’t very happy when we were married.”
	 “No,” I said. “You weren’t.”
	 Stanley’s smile faltered as he looked at each of us. Mom and Dad had 
scooted apart, and I looked down at the table. “I love being married,” Stan-
ley said.
	 “You do?” I asked.
	 “Of course,” he said. 
	 “What do you love about marriage?” Mom asked.
	 “That I’ll never be alone,” he said.
	 “You can still be alone,” Dad said.
	 “I know that now,” Stanley said. I looked at him, but he held my dad’s 
gaze. 
	 “It’s the idea of marriage, right?” Dad said. “The idea that you’ll always 
have someone?”
	 “But what happens if they leave?” Stanley asked. He didn’t look at me, 
seemed to really want my dad’s answer.
	 “At least you had them for a while,” Dad said. 
	 Stanley nodded. 
	 “A friend of mine got married when she was eighteen,” I said. “Remem-
ber, Mom? I was her maid of honor. They got engaged on Monday, and 
they were married on Wednesday. We bought her dress on Tuesday. When 
her mom asked her why she was hurrying, she said she was that excited to 
spend the rest of her life with him.”
	 “See?” Stanley said. “That’s what I mean.”
	 “Are they still married?” Mom asked.
	 “No,” I said. “They got divorced two years later. She had his initials 
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tattooed on the back of her neck. She said she needed to find someone else 
with the same initials. I don’t know if she ever did.”
	 “That’s sad,” Mom said. 
	 “What about love?” Dad asked. “Did your friend really love her hus-
band, or was she young and in lust?”
	 “Love’s the most important part,” Mom said. “A marriage is doomed 
without it.”
	 “But doesn’t that go away after a while?” I asked. “Don’t you get so 
comfortable you forget you were ever in love?”
	 “It can,” Mom said. “You have to work to make sure it doesn’t.”
	 “I never stopped loving your mother,” Dad said.
	 I couldn’t speak. Tears welled in my eyes, and I watched Mom lean 
toward Dad. Their foreheads met, then their noses, then they kissed. Stanley 
slipped his handkerchief into my hand, and I wiped the tears off my cheeks.
	 I missed the ease of my marriage, the fact that Stanley knew I needed 
a handkerchief. Charles wouldn’t have. I tried to picture him beside me at 
these dinners, and I couldn’t. He would argue that marriage was a social 
institution, that you only got love if you were lucky, that he wasn’t the 
marrying kind. He wouldn’t understand that these dinners were a necessary 
tradition. That my family didn’t make sense without them. Stanley under-
stood all too well.
	 The waiter arrived with the champagne, and we watched as he popped 
the cork and then filled each of our glasses. 
	 “To divorce,” I said, raising my glass. My family turned toward me. 
“May everyone have one as fruitful as yours.”
	 Stanley looked at my parents. “To divorce,” he said. “May ours be as 
happy as yours.”
	 We clinked glasses. I tilted my head back and swallowed every drop. 
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Collapsing Question

Mark Statman

concision? precision?
ahora puedo estar ahí
now I can be there

at the unanswered where
where the heart
is sometimes so fierce

I think I was not
made for this
not

anymore than I was made
for places so cold
staying in bed

was a necessity or
movement an impossibility
it’s something

that on a train
a woman said to
another woman

but that chicken bites hard
meaning chickens
for real

talking about a snapping
the way my father said my grandmother
would snap their necks

go to the butcher
pick out a bird
she’d snap it
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I don’t know if she plucked it
or if she gave it 
back to the butcher

and he did it
drained upside down the blood
to kosher

the other woman nodded
that the chicken did bite hard
they nodded together

a sage nodding
what else to say
though I thought then

I didn’t know chickens bit
I’d have said peck
thinking what

a chicken bite
might feel like
or look like on the skin

not teeth marks
but a double puncture?
this is all imagining

and remembering too
the time at a Dominican restaurant
a guy at the table

next to us
sent his fried chicken back
that has hair on it

pointing at
small feather on the leg
they took it back
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to the kitchen 
the cook came out
a large Dominican woman

she explained they were feathers
that chickens don’t have hair
but the guy absolutely refused

the chicken
he stood up and walked out
didn’t pay

for the beer he’d been drinking
for anything else
he was yelling

I’m not eating anything with hairs
I‘d thought then
and not with feathers either

the cook shook her head
the waiter cleared the table
they must have thrown

the chicken out
a waste 
of really good chicken

the restaurant was
La Criolla
it closed and became
	
a Cuban restaurant
not quite as good
though I haven’t had

the chicken there
a lot of things happening
the longer it’s hot and cold
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Meeting

Mark Statman

Soon I deepen. And now I meet the piling mobs…
-Ted Hughes

if by the river
if by
the current
that ready, that quick
too quick
so the point, from here
move on

casting into a pool
not here
casting 
into nothing
the morning sun
higher

one idea?
too late
prayer meeting of one
me

readying myself
to be
in this universe
to be
of this day

cast
not minding the nothing
of no fish, ending morning



99

M A R K  S T A T M A N

Spires

Mark Statman

so what 
is it that
cycle of seasons
means
as the weather warms
one skin after another
falls off, away
dropped loosely
garments, raiments
words not used too often
like spires
though those are spires
above the city
as sure as they are
tall buildings, skyscrapers
heaven scrapers
another translation
for the word
rascacielos
suddenly heavens heaven
the sun on the spires
on the raiments
garments
heavens 
so long not seen
through all that cold gloom
today at least
turning from the gray
to a painless sharpness
in the heart
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Untitled [“Dacha: hot strawberry childhood”]

Inna Kabysh

Dacha: hot strawberry childhood,
pluperfect, near Mesozoic,
the genius boy with the evil gene
stalks a dragonfly, predatory.

An archaeopteryx twitters briefly
on a branch beside the red-haired hunter 
and two pears settle in the hammock 
just like they would in Mama’s sack.

At night the dacha floorboards creak,
an old woman shivers in her chair-
bed, teenage misses are whispering,
currents ferment in their red pail.

At night the joints and vertebrae grow;
like plumping apples, breasts swell up;
train cars depart for far-off spots,
for youth—until the bluing plums,

until September, start of torment—
dacha season: sea and sun.
Our home, our golden mean. Southern 
exile: Pushkin, Ovid Nazon.

Translated by Katherine E. Young
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Untitled [“This is my model school”]

Inna Kabysh

This is my model school, its icy
vestibule, its destitute rooms,
incessantly pregnant teacherladies,
piercing bells, unwashed spoons.

Walking the corridor, I hear
a lesson of fanatical song
and a hushed assembly of Pioneers:
quiet, quiet, until benumbed.

I see injections, a TB test;
the Greek profile of a physicist
(married); the psycho librarian
beside her pale-faced schizo son.

I see your pointer made of crystal,
white hand, the geographer’s stance,
the common lawn and a helmet of holes—
all this dear old, stupid school.

With its large kitchen garden arrayed
in country style, red poppies, white 
cabbage; school people, the local crazy;
obscenities, poems, love, and fights….

I see the best students, Natasha 
and Masha, becoming hard-currency 
prostitutes; the pond resembling 
a cup viewed from the clouds, duckweed,

ducks, drakes, dragonflies.… And now 
the last moronic exam is done—
and painted in oil on the wall about 
our mother: “God! Save her. Amen.”

Translated by Katherine E. Young
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Lupita

Jade Walker

	 Her Beloved Mother’s hair is cropped short, stunned into chemical 
submission with thick white paste every six weeks. She swats at Lupita when 
she tries to play in the strands, complaining of greasy fingers, but Lupita 
likes it when her stubby hands smell of her sweet pomade too much to stay 
away. 
	 Her Big Brother’s hair is lush and black, wavy against his high forehead. 
Her Beloved Mother keeps the curls from his first haircut in a Ziploc baggie 
in a keepsakes box in her closet, tucked alongside their lopsided clay pots 
and macaroni noodle art. Lupita and Her Wise Cousin taunt him and tug at 
his would-be ringlets with glee.
	 Lupita’s hair is wickedly thick, springing from her scalp in tempestuous, 
frizzy curls. It shimmies out of elastics and results in the prickle of tears and 
snaggled combs most days. Her Beloved Mother forces it into two, thick 
pigtails until she’s in sixth grade.

  

	 Lupita’s Freckled Best Friend has wild hair the saturated red of mara-
schino cherries. They tussle together on the neon foam flooring of their 
daycare, play hide-and-go-seek behind the bubblegum pink playhouse, wrap 
their too doughy chicken dumplings in paper napkins at lunchtime, stuff 
them in the trashcan together when the caretaker’s back is turned. 
	 She knows that Her Freckled Best Friend’s skin is peach and her own 
is shades darker. It makes no difference when they’re grinning gap-toothed 
together across the grainy pages of a coloring book.

  

	 “I don’t look like anyone in the family,” Lupita says. The dusty, gilded 
picture frames on the low, wooden hutch reflect back the light from the bay 
window behind her. She squints to see the faded faces of her family. 
	 “You’re the milkman’s baby,” Her Wise Cousin says. She shoots Lupita 
a grin like she’s in on the joke, lounging on the overstuffed couch with her 
dark eyes half-slitted against the glare.
	 “What’s that mean?”
	 “Look at you,” she says. “Nobody else in this family is yellow like you.”
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	 “Yellow?” Lupita frowns down at her exposed arms. Beige, caramel. “’M 
not yellow.”
	 “That’s what you’re called,” she says. Her Wise Cousin’s hands move to 
encompass all of her; lanky, light limbs, perpetually bemused brow. 
	 “High yellow.”

  

	 The Wary Neighbors to the left of them move away on a warm day in 
May. The Wary Neighbors to the right move away three months later. Her 
Beloved Mother calls it White Flight, and says, with a sigh, that the neigh-
borhood is going downhill.  Lupita doesn’t really understand,—should they 
take flight too?—the street still feels the same to her. She still goes out and 
coasts her blue tasseled bike, with the bell that rings extra loud, louder even 
than Her Big Brother’s, over rough patched pavement and climbs the oak 
tree that trails down its squirrel laden branches in her front yard. But Her 
Beloved Mother calls her home with the streetlights now, instead of with the 
diffused glow of evening fireflies, and Lupita scowls at the FOR SALE signs 
that pop up on their street in faded patches of summer scalded grass at a 
rapid crescendo from then on.

  

	 Her First Crush’s mother teaches Lupita the piano on her old Shoninger 
upright in her house lined with angel figurines and floral carpet when Lu-
pita is thirteen. Her First Crush’s smile is sweet and shy and Lupita’s stom-
ach swoops to drag beneath her heels when he glances in her direction. He’s 
three years her senior and says she has piano fingers, though her small hands 
struggle to reach the black keys scattered unevenly throughout the white, 
tendons aching when they come up short. 
	 “Is he Black or White?” Her Kindly Grandma asks when Lupita waxes 
poetic about the arch of his eyebrows and the curves of his gangly wrists to 
anyone she can coax into listening. 
	 “White,” she says. And she doesn’t understand why she feels suddenly, 
unexplainably, embarrassed. 
	 Her Kindly Grandmother doesn’t say anything beyond the pursing of 
cigarette-darkened lips. Lupita doesn’t talk about Her First Crush after that 
to anyone but the doodled on confidant of her diary, but he’s the only thing 
Lupita truly misses when she and her piano fingers abandon the faded ivory 
keys and tarnished foot pedals months later.
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  

	 Lupita swallows around the chewed up tip of her straw, chocolate milk 
cloying at the back of her throat as she stares down at the pages of Uptown. 
A Generation of Black Girls With Daddy Issues reads the magazine article, the 
glossy pages gleaming starkly under the sickly white fluorescent lights of the 
cafeteria. Her Good Friend snorts and calls it stereotypical while she wraps 
her pink tongue around a spoonful of yogurt and flips to the next page, en-
grossed the next moment in an article about 12 Steps to the Perfect Blowjob: 
It’s All About the Enthusiasm. 
	 Lupita pointedly doesn’t mention that her own Goddamned Father 
abandoned his family when she was five. She pretends that she is not a Ste-
reotype. She pretends that she is not a Black Girl with Daddy Issues resting 
fat and languid across the slope of her shoulders. 
	 She pretends he didn’t forget her birthday last year. 
	 She pretends Her Beloved Mother doesn’t still hold her close every other 
weekend when Her Goddamned Father mutters excuses about too busy, or 
not feeling well, into the phone and cancels on her and Her Big Brother yet 
again, whispering be careful who you fall in love with in the swirl of her ear 
gone red with hurt and anger. She pretends her stomach hasn’t gone hollow 
in an echoing cafeteria. 

  

	 When Lupita graduates, she thinks what everyone who grows up in a 
small town thinks.
	 “I’ll get out of here. I won’t come back.”
	 “Good,” says Her Beloved Mother.
	 “I’ll buy you a giant house when I’m rich and famous.”
	 “You better.”

  

	 Lupita hates Her Bitch Roommate. 
	 She hates Her Bitch Roommate for stupid, tiny reasons. Because she 
leaves dirty plates in the sink for days, rotting egg yolks festering, yellow 
globes crawling with gnats, or calls her mom a bitch when she doesn’t get 
her way, Lupita sitting wide-eyed and imaging the sting of the slap should 
she ever speak to Her Beloved Mother or Her Kindly Grandma that way.
	 She hates her because she says I’m not a racist, I have a black friend. Be-
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cause she says I could never be black, I don’t know how you deal with that hair. 
Because she says she might like to have a mulatto baby, they’re cute when they’re 
little. 
	 Because she makes Lupita feel small in her own home, anxious for the 
next thoughtless comment, the metal of Lupita’s fillings aching dully when 
she asked if it’s okay to say nigger as long as it’s lost within the forgiving 
melody of a song. 
	 Lupita hates Her Bitch Roommate because her ignorance chokes her, 
blinds her, makes her curl around herself in bed, twisting the supine curve 
of her spine as tight as possible around her dampened pillow, mind tripping 
over itself in staccato loops and stutters, wondering if this is what she’ll have 
to deal with her whole life.

  

	 Her Asshole Coworker says she hates when groups of black people come 
into the store. Lupita feels the shock of her words in the way her knees lock 
and her stomach goes liquid. 
	 “No offense,” she says with a sweet smile.
	 Take no offense when the flare of anger makes her want to welt your 
grinning face with the shape of her hand, piano fingers spaced like rouged 
keys across your cheeks? When it makes her want to become the thug you 
would so love to paint her as?
	 “None taken,” Lupita says.
	 She excuses herself and hides in the tepid darkness of the bathroom, 
glad no one is there for her to have to pretend the hiccough catch release in 
the bronchial splay of her lungs is anything but grief and rage and the echo 
of no offense slipping unwanted around the perimeter of her skull. 
	 She sits there for a long while, with the cold porcelain leeching through 
her jeans, and tries to blink past the burn at the corner of her eyes and 
breathe past the odor of stale urine tickling the cilia of her nostrils, think-
ing that she never realized how bright, fresh, good acceptance felt just at the 
flickering edge of her awareness until she was crumpled beneath the gritty 
dryness, once again, of a skin color she had no choice in. 

  

	 The Boy She Loves scoffs at the television and flicks off the coverage of a 
seventeen year old in a grey hoodie.
	 “America is post racial,” he says. “I’m tired of people playing The Race 
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Card.”
	 Lupita bites down on fullness of her lip, the picture of a dark face super-
imposed in negative on the back of her eyelids for a long moment.
	 “You think so?” she asks. 
	 “If we just stop talking about race all the problems would go away,” he 
says. “Out of sight, out of mind.”
	 He leans over the coffee table to kiss her softly, lips a bulb of ignorance 
taking seed and blooming against her own. 
	 “Just look at us,” he says.
	 Her mouth tastes sour when her tongue darts out to track where his lips 
have been, like milk left to curdle on the counter.
	 Lupita wants to say that she needs to talk about it or she feels like she’ll 
disappear in a puff of too dark smoke. She doesn’t want to be swept under 
the rug. She wants to say it feels like sweet rainfall on parched skin when she 
gets to talk about it.
	 She wants to say, yes look at us, but you won’t bring me home to meet 
your family. 
	 Lupita wants to say she wishes she were still a child giggling over the 
click click click of Connect Four with Her Freckled Best Friend and that 
none of this mattered. 
	 She wants to say she misses the chlorine rich smell of Her Beloved 
Mother’s skin and that she wishes she were curled up in the empty half 
of her bed right now, with the soft, lumpy, eyelet comforter pulled tight 
around her frizzy head, the sound of Her Big Brother’s video games sound-
ing from the next room. 
	 She misses when this sliver of bitterness wasn’t pressed just beneath the 
layers of her skin, an ever-present, jagged irritation like the heat rash she 
used to get in summer when she stayed too long in the sun. 
	 She’s tired in the place she always thought a soul would be. 
	 She wonders if those come in all colors too.
	 Lupita doesn’t know how to say to The Boy She Loves, she knows you 
don’t mean it, the way your words sting and bite at the edges of her shud-
dering confidence, she knows it’s not your intent, but it’s the result of your 
action. She doesn’t know how to say, around the abscessing sadness tucked 
behind her ribcage, that your ignorance doesn’t excuse you. And she can’t 
quite bring herself, like she might have a mere moment ago, to cup your 
pale pink cheek in the dusky rose of her palms, to kiss your sour lips and 
say, I love you anyway, you make me feel like an exposed nerve, but I love 
you anyway. 
	 Not this time.
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from Explosion Rocks Springfield

Rodrigo Toscano

The Friday evening gas explosion in Springfield leveled a strip club 
next to a day care

I remember the breeze right before…
Burs of—was it willow—slant-falling.
The gray sidewalk, schist granules, scattering. 
A brown dumpster lid smushing its green plastic, sandwich meat. 
A rat made its debut, but for a moment. 

I remember an awning string’s knotted tip soft-thudding a windowpane
—tympani’s uneven beat.
The rustle of stray trash—bass strings, almost rising
—but never. 
And the chopper, the chopper—spittletatootling, spittletatootling— 
A proud boot landing on obedient asphalt. 
The stern, uncrying chrome. 
The flighty flames decorative gas tank. 

I can’t forget the beryllium blue sunshades
—orange hued at a glance.
And the stars and bars, starched, pressed, bandana. 
Nation Idol Gorge
But for a moment
Then
Boom.  
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The Friday evening gas explosion in Springfield leveled a strip club 
next to a day care

I remember the plume right after…
Orbs of—was it cinnamon—black-rising.
Vapor gray whitening shingle powder rain. 
A dumpster lid sheered off a gravestone’s angel face. 
A hawk’s claws claimed the stump. 

I remember two spouts of thin flame, blue, making an X
—mind’s waking dream.
The hissing of gurgling plastic, supplicant—sick
—stomach’s inner eyeball. 
And the bathtub, the bathtub—sittin’ pretty—sittin’ pretty—
The hysteric roof flopping on an unfazed floor. 
The wise, ever-wakeful steel beams. 
The cheery glass—beaming—everywhere. 

I can’t forget that purple doorknob
—horny at a glance.
And the plump couch stuffing foam, blazing, angry. 
City’s Final Chorus
But for a moment
Then
Shsh. 
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The Friday evening gas explosion in Springfield leveled a strip club next 
to a day care

I don’t remember the very moment…
Flashes of—was I daydreaming—Biloxi Bound.
The termite swarm at dusk, balling up, sprinkling.  
A skeeter swirling in its hotel pool—for the first time.  
A no-see-um bug popped out from nowhere—but for a moment—to romp.  

I can’t say I recall Cleopatra’s hairpiece flying off in a speeding four-cylinder vehicle
—Empire of the Great Somewhere, but never.  
And the flying fish, the flying fish—hither-flopping, hither-flopping—
The carefree palms, twerking, injured.  
The bald, unyielding sun, giddy.  
Tentative feet in knee-high water, gripping.

Have I forgotten the name of that triple IPA—something like
—Rondez The Moon à la Batshit. 
And the ample sized black pockadots—in my eyes, twerking, carefully.
Empire of the Great Somewhere 
But for a moment
Then 
Then
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The Friday evening gas explosion in Springfield leveled a strip club 
next to a day care

“Bleed it here, the gas—watch.
Gauge zero’s—see, both ends.
Cinch it—there, till it pools.
Gauge should read 25.
Double tap it, why not.
Eight, has to be eight feet
O2 tanks and this one
Or five foot wall between.
Now, that’s premise regs, right? 
C.O.’s have their own regs. 
Zone, each one has its reg.
Same principal, you’ll see. 
Double strap it, always.
These trucks, they shake, awful. 
Brewskies at The Bouillon? 
Nah. Stick a fork in me
This shift always, I’m cooked. 
Thursday—right, at the hall. 
You should chair it, why not? 
All right, buddy, be safe. 
Don’t let them gals fleece you.” 
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The Friday evening gas explosion in Springfield leveled a strip club 
next to a day care

“Unbutton here, this strap. 
Even jugs, see, real nice. 
Now clip on this red tail
One minute into it. 
Double flare it, why not. 
Five, can only be five
Per booth—including you.
Or eight, if two of you. 
Now, that’s this club’s reg, right? 
Other clubs make their own. 
Boss, each has a “vision.”
Same old dance, count on it. 
Well, maybe two buttons.
These strobes, they blind, crazy. 
Night owl shots at The Coop? 
Nah. Scoop me on a cone 
This shift always, I’m licked. 
Thursday—right, at my house. 
You should chair it, why not? 
All right, honey, be safe. 
Don’t let them guys steer you.”



112

N O T R E  D A M E  R E V I E W

The Friday evening gas explosion in Springfield leveled a strip club 
next to a day care

“Spread out the ice like this. 
Twelve chocolate, three white milks. 
Watch how I wedge them in. 
Roster should say fifteen. 
Do a roll call, why not. 
Four, only four can go
This bathroom and that one. 
That’s this center’s regs, right?
Other ones have their own. 
Counties, each one decides. 
Similar norms, you’ll see. 
Yeah, check for leaky ones 
These cartons, they rip, tons. 
Rump shake shooters at Ski’s? 
Nah. Crunk on without me 
This shift always, I’m zonked. 
Thursday—right, at the rec. 
You should chair it, why not? 
All right then girl, be safe. 
Don’t let these kids crank you.”
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Spring in Genesta

Cait Weiss

Mom says better be sexy, not pretty,
introduces us sisters as The Whore
& The Nun. I’m The Nun. Convent City.
We don’t catch her meaning, but more & more
I suspect that my sister is winning.
At 12, I shove thick Abbaye de Belloc
into my mouthhole, tuck Ruffles, Ring Dings
in my bed. My sister finds a crop top
like some people find Jesus. Like I find
Mom in EMT arms carried outside.
Like the note she will leave me saying I
had to get out. Of her body? I try
	 not to freak when I bleed out my lining.
	 Red porcelain: my cells divide, divining.
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Portrait of Family with Lana Turner

Cait Weiss

Mom claims tracking shot, ash blonde hair & breakfast 
	 nook. The ghost of Lana Turner flips & bevels 

here/gone/here. Hollywood’s a swinging door 
	 for the debutanted, loosed-up angels, smudged-

out stars. O brave new world of white girls. 
	 Universal, Paramount, Lionsgate: the blondes. 

Ms. Lana wriggles down our hall. Mom came west 
	 to be an actress, now kicks a hole through 

plywood doors. Our father surfs. He stays on-call. 
	 Gladys our El Salvadoran housekeeper stops by. 

She wants no part of gringa madness. Mujeres 
	 locas. But still she feeds us hotdogs, drives us 

through a canyon bust open as a jaw. 
	 What was California before the blondes 

took root? My hair, lighter than Gladys’, 
	 but worlds darker than Mom’s, tangles every night. 

Gladys pulls the comb. Lana flips 
	 the light switch. Mom sunbursts to painkillers, 

platinum. Podge & I linger outside our home, count UFOs, 
	 sing with Gladys to Selena’s bidi bidi 

bom bom. We watch Lana’s postman ring twice— 
	 see her sex, small violence. The housewives’ 

little trick. We wait for Mom like we wait for aliens. 
	 Lipstick rolls across linoleum. Lana—
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is that you? Gladys leaves. Doris arrives. 
	 Doris leaves. Carmen arrives. Carmen leaves. 

The camera climbs. There is a Gladys 
	 in the kitchen. 2 girls hiding 

in her skirt. There is a Mom with cigarillo. 
	 Men & men & women—borders, bodies, 

double lives. Murder is such a flimsy word 
	 for editing. Mother is such a flimsy word 

for the pack it takes to raise a child. 
	 Housekeeper for the women stashed

under-the-table, inside-the-trunk, coyote-run 
	 past barbed-wire, stars. Half-mothers carved 

from history like organs. Olvídala. 
	 Whiteness, our city bends naked, bleaches 

its blood. Lana struts as Mom sleeps in our hills.
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He Do the Poultice in Different Voices

Davis Schneiderman

The tripod lost its balance as Burtle sent the camera, an oversized Nikon 
jimmied to the base, hurtling down the flat sheen of the skyscraper.  Fast 
along the rim of steel-and-glass tower, a structure born decades ago from a 
Mies Van Der Rohe sketch, the Nikon snapped to life and began its series of 
shunted arabesques. The looping cranes along the basis of the south bank, 
the cumulous clouds stretched into toffee flavors, hazelnut above the muddy 
city. 
	 At maximum velocity, the camera could snap 24 frames per second. 
Burtle viewed the output on a small screen embedded into his palm, 
wrapped with a leather strap in the binding of the Hebrew letter “Shin.”  
When the camera hit the ground after falling the 300 or so stories to the 
bottom of the metropolitan sea, the box on Burtle’s forehead exploded, and 
in less than a moment, the entire city will collapse. 

  

Burtle considered the gases in his stomach rising through his esophagus and 
finally blowing free. Free winds. Free markets. Free enterprise. Free bodies 
no longer bodies no longer shackled to the human figure so beautiful and 
secretive and thick with disease and his rotten tooth black with sugar-soot.
	 The camera snap-a-snap snaps away.
	 Indeed, the flat space Burtle spent most of his adult life suggesting, out-
lining, scripting, could be brought to the planet not by some mere force of 
will—he had abandoned Crowley-esque chalk circles and demon summon-
ing as the remnant of childish nothings—but through a process of intense 
image capture. 
	 Today, the lowliest tom tom with a basic Nikon could snap-a-snap snap 
and so freeze the sun at apogee along the rim of a steel-and-glass, could 
sever the never fibers of your cubicle mate, a boning knife removing the 
information of stored energy in marbled human fat form the information of 
the skeletal frame. 
	 Skin pictures. 
	 Burtle introduced the technology at a Chicago trade show some years 
ago. Image capture that penetrates its subject. Shoot the wall and see 
the studs and nails and termite eggs laying dry and cold in their wooden 
sanctuaries. Shoot human skin and in the exposure find a world of vacuoles 
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defecating on the amoebic level.  
	 Burtle considered the interior of the entire universe to be, likely, a sec-
ond universe in microcosm. The skin shot—now—once the Nikon snaps, 
will permit the screen in his palm to delve into exactly the sort of genetic 
code that would unwind the band of human atrocity—the very existence of 
the human—and so reveal what revelation can never reveal. 
	 Nothingness as presence, a demi-atom creating and moving the void 
into complex cabaret-show arrangements: Blackface protons. Sally Bowles 
nucleotides. Swastikas—the Hindu kind—waving windmills on the planets 
of viral galaxy set under his left pinky cuticle.
	 Of course, he has it all wrongward. Backsplash. Switchback.
	 The Nikon hits the ground and nothing explodes except the communi-
cation medium itself, backsplatterng into old English from the beginnan aet 
se fruma beforan hellsceaða tunge becuman and baþian onweg eal þæt īs willspell 
and riht þonne fīras eart fīras and āwrītan in blōd on se Crīstesmǣl of pīcung and 
wē besēon to se morgensteorra and sēon se ēage of ūre dēad grǣg and geryman.
	 Before slinging back to the pre-sent.

  

Shit. Motherfucker. Grug.
	 A businessman in steel-rimmed fedora approaches the Nikon and gives 
the still-snapping camera the middle finger. Burtle’s Shin-wrap crackles to 
life and fuck this feels bad in the backbrain. Who knows what long-term 
implication for this morass of lightning language particles fluttering through 
the cerebrum?  We’ll know once Burtle’s team succeeds in slowing the heat 
loss of a cup of coffee to the asymptote closest to absolute zero.
	 Suspended heat loss. For all intents and purposes. 
	 The coffee stays warm forever, his wife whispers back in their well-
appointed Gold Coast apartment. Burtle quivers under the poultice of salves 
and balms and the word ABRACADABRA on the dressing that she—Myr-
tle is it?—wraps in the slowest of slow motions.
	 She picks shards of LCD screen from his palm and he considers the 
problems: slow everything to nothing or almost nothing and the wounds 
can never heal and we’ll always burn the roof of our mouths on coffee oh 
god coffee spiked with a bit of whiskey would hit the spot but we’d be 
drunk forever and forever and what would an orgasm feel like if it took days 
and days to unfold against the protracted shiver up the backbone the inter-
locking sensation of the many tiny vertebrae the cramping the god-awful 
cramping of the legs folded in untoward positions while we mount each 
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other to do it doggie style for the entire epochs of marauding alpha wolves 
turned to little shit cocker spaniels and on down the line until each pelvic 
thrust makes a new one: affenspinscher, Brussels griffon, Cavalier King 
Charles spaniel, Havanese, toy fox terrier, and on beyond zembla.
	 So, no fucking. Make that rule number one. No matter how much 
she begs. Who has the time for anything pleasurable when the entire act 
becomes one big opium drag? Let’s reboot the problem:
	 Myrtle, it’s time we stopped doing it. It. The thing. Where we make 
love.
	 What?
	 You heard me. The next phase of this thing is celibacy. Purity of matter. 
Purity of heart. Purity of mind.
	 Sorga? Grug.
	 That’s right. Below the belt is off limits. Now, let’s get back to the lab.

  

The journey down the elevator from floor 298 to floor 251—an intermi-
nable lag from Burtle’s lab. Myrtle sulks in the corner of the freight convey-
ance and then Burtle does his best to watch the numbers—so as to employ 
silence as a tactic—as the bubbling gases of his stomach rise through the 
intestinal cavity and have nowhere, really, to go. This occurs to Burtle in a 
wave of sorts, a suspended fragment of the journey lower. The skin pictures 
of his Nikon army gurgle in the lab and send the interior architecture of the 
universe, or at least this universe, in a series of wireless transmissions that 
can never stop downloading. So slow, this terrible bandwidth, as the elevator 
keeps everything in a cocoon of protracted stillness so that the illusions of 
motion is all that remains…and Myrtle, oh shit, looks almost skeletal in the 
corner of the this thing and even her bones are mildly arousing when the 
soft fluorescent lights illumine the structure of her human frame and suggest 
the location of organs deteriorating in the fizzle of moving-yet-not-moving 
elevator. 
	 Don’t do it. Look away. It’s a long ride. 
	 Despite the demons of his better nature, Burtle becomes aroused—feels 
a world invest itself in his erection—triumphant for a thousand years to 
come. He opens his mouth toward his wife, and suggests something com-
pletely unspeakable.
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Visconti

Robert Lietz

For Poli, delVecchio, Fingerman, and Messer

Consider the form again, consent, the city’s waking face 
and medieval fabrics, the engineers 
and artisans, an easel splashed with Florentine aubade. 
And here’s perspective quickening. And 
here’s this bright geometry, as if for the first time whispers 
could be heard from a flat canvas, as if creation, 
drawn up within, were for the first time visible, achieving 
a name for all that music when it visits. So 
pearl and teal luminesce, and the Alhambran lace, the light 
made brilliant from Firenze to Granada, come on 
dimensionally, inviting the eye and acting on the eye as influence. 
So this Tuscan, off-red ebonite, this lacey 
late-century silverwork attain. And the hands, transforming 
all-night marathons to bellwhether, bringing 
technology, chemistry to bear, shades empowering shades, 
and depths, such ways of looking into things, into 
the visible winds and fine-brushed images overhead, Uffizi, 
say it, and Uffizi, say it again, even in times hellbent 
to seem unworthy of the passion, in times too moved to let 
capacity aspire, to see the breathing stone, 
the excited light perform in all well-made materials, and, 
fold after fold, her stone gown, folding on her sorrows, 
on her embodied innocence, as if Heaven itself should stand 
against the pitch of the millennium, Heaven itself approve 
the aching body of the mother, bringing our lives to use, this 
house of the Medici to use, and all that terrible excellence, 
raised now to this first order of observance, become a source 
for comforting, Uffizi, say it, and Uffizi, say it again, 
into these winds the morning lifts, lifting this woman’s hair, 
a moment out / in time, a woman turning in dawn light
to meet the gazes of her lover, his right hand quitting stone, 
finding a home in these most subtle of caresses, and 
that green-bronze speaking stone, where he had lingered 
and admired, oceanic, immensely still, and 
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that light-warmed stone, he thinks, that almost seems 
to breathe, these figures, made, as one and one,
that seem to breathe, breed generations.
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Butterfly

Francis Ponge

When the sugar developed in the stems surges from the depths of the 
flowers, as from the bottoms of badly washed cups, a corresponding 
urge from the earth causes the butterflies all at once to take flight.

But since each caterpillar had its head blinded and turned black, and 
its torso emaciated by a veritable explosion of its flaming symmetrical 
wings—

Ever after the erratic butterfly flits by chance as its journey compels it, 
or so it seems.

A flying match of uncontagious flame. Besides, he arrives too late to do 
more than note that the flowers have already opened. Never mind: like 
a lamplighter, he checks each lantern’s supply of oil. He drops atop the 
flowers the withered rag it carries, avenging at last his long caterpillar 
humiliation at the feet of their stems.

Miniscule yacht with an air of neglect, tossed by the wind like a 
superfluous petal, he wanders about the garden.

Translated by Joshua Corey and Jean-Luc Garneau
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Blue Fox in a White Woods

Peter Markus

	 The fox was blue, blue in the fur, blue in the tail, blue in the eye and 
blue in the tongue, blue by foot or paw and blue in the throat. It was just 
the nose of this fox that was not blue but was black. Through the woods, 
white with snow, the blue fox walked and where it walked it left where 
it walked blue prints in the snow that turned the snow where it walked 
through it blue. All through the woods where the blue fox walked could be 
seen its blue prints in the snow shaped like blue stars that had burned a blue 
hole in the white of the snow. It walked and walked and where it walked it 
left in its tracks blue stars in the snow, but the blue fox through the woods 
the boys in their house did not see it. All they saw were the blue prints left 
in the place where the blue fox in the night through the woods had walked. 
In back of their house, through the woods, the blue of this trail took them 
when they tracked where it might go past the house in the woods where the 
witch lived and the blue came to its end at a hole in the ground made by 
rocks where the blue fox must have lived down in it. The boys stuck sticks 
down in the hole to try to get the blue fox to come out from down in it, 
but the blue fox stayed where it was. They threw rocks down there in it and 
put their heads down to be close to it, to see what there might be there to 
be seen, but where the blue came to its end and turned to be this hole all 
that could be seen was the dark that was down there in it. We should see if 
one of us can fit down in it, one of the boys said. The boy who said this did 
not drop to his hands and knees to see if he could fit down in it. The boy 
who he said his words to stayed where he was as if he was a tree. I guess I’ll 
do it, the one boy who had said we should see if one of us can fit down in 
it got down on all fours to make like a fox and see if in this hole he might 
fit. He did fit in his head up to his neck but the rest of him did not let him 
get in say to his chest. Do you see it? said the boy who made like a tree and 
stood with his arms crossed at his chest. What do you see? The boy with his 
head in this hole up to his neck did not make a sound. He did not stick his 
head back out till the boy who was like a tree took hold of his boots and 
pulled till his head pulled loose like the root of some weed. This boy’s head, 
his face, his hair, his eyes that had been brown, as had his hair, it was all of 
him turned blue: blue in the skin, blue in the lips, blue when he spoke and 
the blue of his tongue tried to make words out of sound. What? said the 
boy who had pulled this boy up blue up from out of this hole. What is it? 
Was it the fox? Did you see it? Where did it go? Did you not try to catch it? 
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The boy who was blue in the face and blue in the hair and blue all the way 
through to his skin from the tip of his head down to where the neck of him 
came to its end, he did his best to make a word but just one word was all 
that he could say. And he said it, this word, once, twice, three times, four, 
then he said it two times more to make six, till this word that he had said, 
six times in all, it was as if the word had turned in to be what it was. And 
when he said this word no more, when he said it no more than six, that’s 
when the bird, which was blue, flew up and out of this hole. It was a bird 
with just one wing, and it flew in a kind of Z to cross its blue stitch through 
the sky, and in its mouth, no, not a worm, no, not a mouse. In its mouth, 
blue in its beak, it had clutched in it the head of the fox, cut off at its neck, 
and it too was all of it blue, all but the part of it that was not, the nose, that 
and the two holes where the blue of its eyes used to be, which now all you 
would see was black.
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The Future

Kevin Hart

My friends, we’re fucked: dark matter’s everywhere,
Inside our pockets and between our teeth,
Dark energy is pushing things apart

Yet Alpha Centauri’s coming our way soon
And one fine day it’s gonna bang us hard
And hit our bunch of stars right out the park.

We’ll get a bigger black hole then and, Lord,
Those things just let the cosmos go to hell.
There’s nothing Captain Kirk can do ‘bout that.

Pull out investments in the “Steady State,”
Old Big Bang’s had the numbers now for years;
As for the “Universe,” give me a break,

It’s got less unity than Blue Poles has,
With lines of zeroes way beyond belief:
Whichever way you look, it’s blank on blank.

Myself, I’d rather have the Borg than truth,
Those guys reminded me of boarding school.
No point in moving to Enceladus

When things get hot: its balmy days won’t last.
So best sink dough in time machines, I’d say,
And find ourselves a pleasant piece of past,

Or slide into another world—that’s cool—
One with no black-out-spots when using cells,
And do it quick, before that comet comes,

Because our very days are numbered, friends:
I hear the cosmos hissing, and the moon
Plays ring-a-ring-a-rosy with us all. 
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Heaven: A Memoir

Kevin Hart

I sang it—Holy, Holy, Holy—heart
All out of tune, at Thomas Arnold School,
And every time my best friend Bob would fart
And slyly look around, and play the fool, 

And yet I tried my best at “Casting down
Their golden crowns around the glassy sea,”
Although the nearby air smelt vaguely brown
And George picked at a scab right on my knee,

And even then I thought it rather odd
To think of all those saints, each dressed in white,
All hurling crowns about: “You stupid sod,”
St Paul might say (I thought he’d be uptight),

“Your crown just got me, here, above the eye!”
(He’d gesture to a Power on patrol
Who’d flutter over, through a cloudless sky,
And kick me downstairs, like a clod of coal).

And older, when I sang the hymn at Mass,
Those lines would make me lean inside and muse
If names were penned by Angels during class
Then stuck on tightly with Seraphic glues

So that retrieval might be far less fraught
For those whose crowns bounced high into the sea;
But still I saw a beach where saints all fought
Each for his crown, each one a killer bee,

All crying, “Mine!”and I, by Grace, could hear,
“It reads ‘St Gregory of Nyssa,’ fool,”
“Not ‘Gregory the Great!’” Then came a jeer,
And then: dogmatic punches in a pool.
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How long before they get their crowns again?
And do those labels peel away? Beats me.
These days my faith in saints is on the wane:
All day I scour for scrap beside the sea. 
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Summer in Melbourne

Kevin Hart

Don’t go to Paris, love: it’s full of punks
From Harvard, trying out their thin, bruised French.
Their cheese is chocker with cholesterol,

And that strong coffee makes your teeth go brown,
Croissants cause cancer, and smoky seminars
Reduce your life by twenty years at least.

Far better, love, to soak in summer here;
And, if you like, I’ll buy a wedge of brie,
A bag of fresh plump cherries, a cheeky white,

And we’ll read Rimbaud at St Kilda Beach
And really get inside his cabaret.
Don’t go to Rome! Don’t even talk of that!

My dearest, think: their pasta’s fattening,
And Italy’s one sweaty queue to see
What’s up in Grandma’s attic anyway!
 
You’ll be touched up while on a crowded bus!
You’ll catch a cold inside those catacombs!
There’s better pizza down on Rathdowne Street

And Sapienza’s really just a set
They use for B-class films like Left Behind:
I’ll smear some olive oil across my lips

And read Montale all the afternoon!
Ah stay with me, my love, and let warm days
Just dangle overhead all summer long,

We’ll sleep in late, be louche, and stagger through
A case or three of Yarra Valley red
And love the city and each other too.
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In a place where everybody

Chris Campanioni

	 Smells alike, she smelled different. At least that’s what he thought when 
she was standing inches from him. Their first meeting; the first time they 
looked at each other. And then looked away.

  

	 He is meant to look like a lifeguard. A lifeguard in the middle of Soho, 
on the corner of Broadway and Lafayette. So naturally, he is shirtless. She is 
wearing jeans and a flannel button-down, and her brown hair is tied back in 
a ponytail, so he can see she has green eyes, and he can see himself in minia-
ture, reflected in them.
	 Like mostly everything else in 2009, he thinks the impression has 
lost its thrill. Everyone, or everyone who wants to know what I look like 
without a shirt can just look at the photos. The hairless navel, the in-out 
belly button, the birthmark on the small of the back. A smudge or stain. 
The evidence is all there. The thrill is not. Where has it gone? The thrill has 
gone to the Internet. Along with everything and everyone, including our 
desires and dreams. What happens to experience when expectation super-
sedes it? What happens when everyone already knows what to expect? The 
body, the body and all that it contains, already available to the public—who 
still wants what they can have for free? For free or for ten bucks a month if 
we’re talking dial-up in the comfort of one’s home. And anyway, what price 
can be consigned to such a body? And what price for the body and the soul? 
Separately? Together? How much does it cost? How much does all of this 
cost? 
	 He is thinking all of these things as she squeezes zinc oxide out of a 
three-ounce tube and applies it to her index finger, gently placing it over 
his nose and spreading it evenly around the tip and the bridge. He furrows 
his brow and laughs; a white wrinkle forms on the bridge, the small nostrils 
flaring as he breathes out.
	 What’s a matter? she asks. For the first time, she shows him her smile. Is 
it cold?
	 He nods his head and she smiles again, lowering her gaze. He can see 
her pale cheeks streaking with swirls of red when she raises her eyes.
	 She holds up the aluminum spray bottle of sunblock and tells him he 
can rub in the rest. After all, she laughs again, this all seems so wrong.
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	 She indicates his chest and stomach and he begins using his palms, care-
ful to spread the oil evenly. It takes longer than expected because his torso is 
so long.
	 Like a salamander, he says, joking, some attempt at creating laughter, a 
shared moment between the two. Something the two can share for later. 
	 She stays silent and he nods and walks away, out the door, up the stairs, 
into the light of July at 11:30 in the morning. Soho is alive. Something 
else feels alive, too, elsewhere and inside but he doesn’t know what. It will 
take much longer to find out what. Much longer than he expects right now, 
standing on the corner of Broadway and Lafayette, oiled and slightly shiny, 
with sunglasses on to protect his eyes from the glare.
	 They will get to know each other sporadically, he envisions, little by 
little and only for brief moments at a time, glimpses of what it’s like to be 
outside yourself without surrender. But first he will return home, where he 
will circle his mouse over the kitchen counter to re-awaken the laptop that 
is always in use, the laptop that he never shuts down, make her a mix-tape 
lasting not longer than sixty-one minutes, which she will only be able to lis-
ten to in her car, for sixty-one minutes at a time or on repeat, if the journey 
is really long or the mix is really good, a soundtrack curated to move from 
wistful to euphoric, or whatever it was he was feeling at the moment he’d 
made her this mix. Besides bored.
	 He is dating a nurse and they have fun together whenever she is not ex-
hausted from consecutive overnight shifts and whenever he is not thinking 
about all the things he wants to do but never will. They go to three Mexican 
restaurants two blocks apart and cook hamburgers on a George Foreman 
grill she borrows from her roommate. They live across the river, in Jersey 
City, and he dreams of everything he’s ever missed. Everything he’s missing 
right now. Sometimes all he has to do is look across the water to experience 
that kind of longing.
	 Who is she? he asks. What does she do when she’s not doing this? 
Already trying to recapture the moment they’d seen each other as he stepped 
out of a dressing room and into the halogen-lit hallway, white walls and 
white tiled floors surrounding them, as in a hospital, or maybe a museum. A 
place to die or only to look.
	 They are two people in search of something, he thinks. He thinks: we 
are two people who really know nothing about each other, apart from the 
kind of details you find in a job application or a casting call—approximate 
height and weight, hair and eye color, age, name. And of course, what I look 
like naked, he thinks, bristling and swallowing hard as he poses for another 
photo with a visitor.
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	 Everyone is a visitor, he says under his breath and even as he says this 
he has no idea what he means, not really. Everyone is just visiting. From 
behind his dark Ray-Bans, what do his eyes look like in the moment of the 
flash? Everything that will be lost for posterity, he imagines, as one visitor 
thanks him and another steps in her place, cameras and phones and the 
merchandise in hand, denim and sandals peeking from the paper bag’s edge. 
	 With my sunglasses on, he thinks, I don’t look like anybody. Not even 
myself.
	 Lately he has been writing a book about his experience working as a 
model during the day and a journalist at night, and of course, the in-be-
tween days, which include this moment, right here. Bored and unoccupied 
and desiring and desirable. Greeting strangers outside a clothing store in 
Soho. He’d like to write about his experience as a person who’s been trans-
formed into a commodity; a pair of eyes in an ad for glasses or a pelvis on 
a box of briefs; bought, and traded, and sold again, thinking he could use 
this personal practice to say something about depersonalization as a cultural 
norm; people who believe other people are as replaceable as the machines 
they own and love. People who replace bodies with machines and machines 
with love.
	 Because he is writing about himself and even using his first name, he 
imagines himself as both character and narrator; character and narrator of 
a book or even better, a film of the same name or a film based off the book 
itself: a film within a book that’s being filmed. Naturally, nightmares occur, 
even while awake, sometimes frequently, but always the same: Sooner or 
later (he imagines), everyone is going to say the same thing. Everyone is 
going to sound like everyone else. And as he says this, as he hears this voice-
over in his own dreams, awake or asleep, he hears his own response played 
back: You were not there for the beginning. You will not be there for the end…
	 All day, every day, he worries about getting scratched from the script.

  

	 He needed to be still to think and he needed to be bored to think what 
it was he wished to fill his boredom with, which was his writing, the story 
he was writing or the story he wished he were writing, if he wasn’t standing 
there at this moment after all. 
	 It’s a luxury to be so bored, he thinks. Hardly anyone can afford it, he 
thinks, even the affluent and elite, even those who have no money what-
soever or all of us who have too much of it. Boredom is like a big bomb, 
he thinks, a big bomb to the head, standing with one arm around a cluster 
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of Chinese tourists, holding onto one of their fanny packs with the other, 
ribbed polyester in place of something softer, the neon pink bag canvassing 
her waist. The same smell or the smell of sameness wafting through open 
doors.
	 Qiézi! they scream, forming their fingers into a V.
	 Qiézi! they scream again, as another flash erupts and another thought 
empties, disrupting, in its death, another thought, another flash, something 
captured, an apprehension of being present and absent at the same time. 
	 You can’t say qiézi unless you smile, because the word, which means 
eggplant in Chinese, makes your mouth go wide. You are forced to smile. 
He learns this only moments later, when boredom and a BlackBerry and the 
Internet all afford him a lesson in ethnography and semantics, a rule which 
he disproves almost instantly, when another group of tourists step forward, 
and ask him why he’s frowning.
	 Lately he does a lot of thinking but very little writing. Lately he does 
nothing but think. Soon, the thought occurs to him: I will never write 
again. And later: I will never see her again either.

  

	 He doesn’t think it’s strange, today, to recall the moment of their first 
meeting, the time they saw themselves, looking at each other for the first 
time and yet through a different pair of eyes. Different from today, because 
now it’s as if they are looking through each other’s eyes, instead of their 
own. To see and feel with different eyes, he thinks, the goal, if there ever was 
one, for the human experience.
	 It’s not strange, he says today, as he tries to imagine the moment of their 
first meeting. As he tries to reimagine it. 

  

	 At a table set for eight people, they find themselves sitting side-by-side.
	 So seldom does he still think about her that when he does, she seems to 
be only a memory. Something he constructed instead of someone who’s real. 
	 What’s new? he asks, without thinking, his arms in his lap as a waitress 
passes in between them, re-filling a glass of sangria from a pitcher half-filled 
with fruit. Guava, apples, oranges. A rind he can’t identify.
	 She tells him about the company she’s just started, the websites she 
builds and designs, her two-year-old Cavalier King Charles Spaniel.
	 She doesn’t tell him she’s just broken up with her boyfriend.
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	 He has no trouble looking at her in the eyes, the way he hardly ever can 
with everyone else. He likes looking in her eyes as she tells him more about 
herself, the place she lives and where she grew up, a part of Brooklyn he’s 
never heard of, a place much farther than where they are now, a Peruvian 
restaurant on the corner of Union and Metropolitan, at a table set for eight 
people, sitting side-by-side.
	 Gravesend, she repeats, brushing her hair out of eyes. Brown and green 
and the pale cheeks streaked with swirls of red. Gravesend? So much farther, 
he thinks, farther but also further, a distance he can’t figure.
	 He’s never heard of Gravesend and he’d like to go. He’d like to leave 
the Peruvian restaurant on the corner of Union and Metropolitan and go 
to Gravesend with her. Maybe they could talk; maybe they could really say 
something to each other. And he’d find something new. Somewhere new 
and someone new.

  

	 Several months later, summer becomes fall before they see each other, 
both of them pretending to be someone else again.
	 He as eighties aerobics instructor; she as Holly Golightly from Breakfast 
at Tiffany’s. They eat miniature chocolates wrapped in shiny paper in Wil-
liamsburg and take a photo together, each of them playing the role expected 
of them tonight. They talk in the way strangers do because they are strang-
ers to each other and themselves. The tone, the subject, the formality of 
its feeling. Everything feels off. Unless it doesn’t, both of them so used to 
performing that they might guess the answers to their own questions, be-
cause they’ve asked them two dozen times before. Everything an iteration of 
something else, he thinks, forgetting for a moment that iterations are meant 
to reproduce a desired result.   
	 Connection, attraction, a feeling of empathy or intimacy or closeness 
depends on how she feels at this moment, what he just drank and what he’ll 
swallow next, the shade that the coat rack they are standing beside provides 
or the light on each of their faces at this exact angle. Her crown clip. His 
headband. It depends on too many things, he thinks, thinking, in the back 
of his mind, about his own girlfriend, who’s working another overnight shift 
at the hospital, the second in three days. Everything depends on something, 
he says out loud, and she says nothing, not even a nod, cupping her hands 
around her glass with satin fingers and blinking.
	 What’s new? she asks, finally, her hands in her lap, her legs folded be-
neath her. Both of them sitting on a futon now.
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	 He tells her about the trip to Brazil he’s looking forward to, the fashion 
show in Rio de Janeiro, the applications for graduate school he’s finished fill-
ing out, his father’s birthday, which was the day before.
	 He doesn’t tell her he’s about to break up with his girlfriend.
	 Out the corner of his eye, he can see the smoke circling a group of 
guests who are exchanging cigarettes and conversation on the deck. Clouds 
hang in the air before a gust of wind send them drifting toward the night, 
the streets below or the sky above. Better to let everything drift, too, he 
thinks, let everything come together or take effect, like drugs or boredom or 
writing or love.
	 Even without the company of friends, occasions like Halloween, birth-
days, the job he hates and the one she’s since quit, he knows he would have 
seen her again. Sometime, somewhere. He knows it like he knows his true 
desires, even as those desires have yet to be met. I want to write, he thinks, 
all the time, incessantly. Write, teach, learn. I don’t want to do any of this. 
But here he is, rehashing news, modeling or acting or very likely, standing 
on the corner of Broadway and Lafayette, pretending to be someone he’s 
not. 
	 But no one can keep two people apart when those two people belong 
to each other, when they have been seeking each other out, through divides 
in time and space, from one month or one year to the next, and each time, 
taking past loves with them. Love is like that. Inclusive, total, absolute, en 
masse. In a body, as a whole.
	 His love for her includes the memory of her, but also the memory of 
all his former loves, every experience which preceded her and still does. It is 
total experience, richness and intensity and skin and sensation and especially 
what cannot be felt; everything he hasn’t felt yet. All of what he longs for, 
not understanding that all of this time, minutes and hours and days, all of 
them have only moved so that he might move, too, from waiting to recog-
nition. A stranger calls your name in the waiting room and you stand up 
without a thought. Recognition that is automatic and also intuitive. Recog-
nition of the moment that they’d meet again, face-to-face, up against it and 
in the eyes, like all the best things in this life. Something you cannot turn 
away from. Something which makes all of that time that’s moved before 
suddenly stop, for a moment at least, as you remove yourself, as you take in 
the other. The smoke is still circling, the music gets louder, a glass is re-filled 
and sucked down.
	 They leave the party without saying good-bye.

  
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	 Six years later, he asks her out on Instagram. A cliché, he says to him-
self, the kind of act I satirize and criticize and ridicule in my own work, and 
even as he says it, he hits SEND on his iPhone5. Gone are BlackBerries. 
Gone are digital cameras. Gone is Audrey Hepburn, except she’s been dead 
since 1993. Gone is the excuse of performing in the role of someone he is 
not. Most of the time. Gone, too, is the clothing store on Broadway and 
Lafayette that demanded a constant wave of greetings, waving and greeting, 
simultaneously, six hours straight and all of them smiling. On the outside, 
at least. 
	 His first book won an award and so did his second. He is teaching and 
writing and learning and alone. Alone as ever or only ever alone. People are 
still replaceable, he thinks. We’re becoming more prosthetic every day.
	 She returns his message on Instagram after a day, or two days, or three. 
In a way, we’ve come full circle, he thinks, as he reads the words, silently at 
first, and then out loud, smiling with his eyes and his lips, too. I was shirt-
less at the beginning; I am shirtless six years later. He peers at the message, 
scrolling above the portrait that precedes it: bare-chested, bearded, emoting 
a black-and-white scowl, his name etched in hand-written marker at the 
photo’s edge, an attempt to mimic something made with the body instead 
of a machine.
	 Soon, nothing will be made by hand, he thinks, looking at his own fin-
gers, turning his palm over and looking at the lines between wrist and digits. 
Picturing her finger, inked with zinc, holding a hand-held mirror up to 
them both, afterward, in another life, so he could see her handiwork before 
he’d have to leave.
	 Soon, everything will only be a substitute for something else.

  

	 She smells different, he thinks, six years later, by which I mean six years 
after they’d first seen each other, as she walks through the doors of the res-
taurant where they’d agreed to meet. He’s had time to think, reflect, remem-
ber, imagine. They’d messaged each other forty minutes ago, he considers, 
glancing at his phone on the table and picturing their words, holding them 
in place of expectation, the thrill of an impression. He holds his gaze there 
too, a black screen on a black phone, the blank space or something shaded, 
before looking up, returning her smile with his own smile, hugging her awk-
wardly and holding her chair out, sitting back down. Looking at her like it’s 
really only been forty minutes. Green eyes in which he can see himself, in 
miniature, looking back. Looking at her like nothing is between them now, 
not even six years.
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The Great State of Alaska

James Matthew Wilson

When we signed up to take a week-long cruise,
Docking in scenic ports along the coast of
The Great State of Alaska, our friends cooed
With that peculiar kind of awe and envy
Which skips ahead a few weeks to the future,
Not to see angels coming at the world’s end,
But feeling, almost, the steam of a spa,
The expert grip, both firm and gentle, as
The manicurist refines each nail and smooths
Fingers grown stubbed and raw in winter air.

“You’re going to love it,” my friend Baxter said,
“Maybe you’ll see a bear.  You’ll see a bear.”
My wife’s great aunt, a veteran in such matters,
Advised that we could keep aboard the ship
Even in port to savor the buffets.

From where we stood on deck, the world now rose
Above us with the sweep of granite bowls,
Trees at the base, scouring thick like moss,
Then thinning till the weathered crown stood bare,
Pockmarked with remnants of the ancient snows.

Old women, travelling without their husbands,
Looked on us as if we were newlyweds.
One placed a hand of cool, soft, paper-thin
Flesh on mine, begging us to love each other
As her third husband loved her till the end.
My wife smiled as if she were moved.  I nodded.

There was so much of this.  The meals were long,
And frequent, the cuisine a far-flung hodgepodge
Of  Thai, bread pudding, Marinara sauce,
And every seat repose for those who’d come
For something so enduring it could find
Shelter only between the glacial bluffs.
Every urge, even the impossible
Desire to be thought wise regarding love,
Must somehow find accommodation there.
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One morning, with the ship drawn into shore,
And mist still hovering where the mountains’ backs
Like great indifferent beasts passed one another,
We trailed our fellow tourists down the dock
And headed inland toward the Mendenhall,
With various promised stops along the way.
The promises of one remain with me.

The bus was crowded, quiet, save for coughs
Shaking some septuagenarian
Out of his upright snooze.  My wife lay her
Head on my shoulder as we snaked down roads
Wound round the bases of the coastal range.
Then up, the tired engine groaned, then idled
Beneath a sky of towering firs.

A man
Named Caleb met our bus and led us out
Into a clearing.  Back behind him lay
A massive greenhouse; all about us, posted
In earth like pillars, stood inverted trunks
Of spruce and hemlock, fluted bowls pitched upward
And overloaded with the pied strands
Of wildflowers.

“Fifteen years ago,”
Caleb began, “A man named Ray took thought.
The land about him was a waste and void.
The mountainside was slipping to the sea,
Carrying with it a few broken stumps
And ruins from an old prospector’s camp.
Mounting his excavator, he began to lodge
Into the dirt the trunks that had been felled,
Till out of wreckage he had built this temple,
This place of florid beauty where we stand.”

He was not done.  He led us, rather, up
The ribbon of a trail through woods infested
With devil’s club, with trees that rose up from
The soft, moss-coated, rotting humps of trees.
It was a brilliant darkness, lush with life
Fed off of life, the slow stir of the air
Carrying the drift of salt in from the sea,
And punctuated by the scents of rosa
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Ragora and delphiniums that grew
Wherever sunlight reached the sloping floor.

“Ray saved my life,” our guide continued, “was
A second chance when I’d been lost and wandering.
He said, ‘Your heart’s broke, but you’ve got strong hands.’”
Tammy, Ray’s wife, had done the same for others,
Apparently.  Everyone who now worked
The gardens owed their happiness to them.
Two orphan Eskimos had found a home
At last.  An aged stevedore now spent
His days charged with the trimming of the bonsai.
Beneath us, we heard someone chopping wood,
A strange hymn floating round each hack, as if
The rhythm of the earth had found its voice.

At last, we came out on the mountain crest,
A broad pole shelter running to the cliff ’s edge,
And in the center of a gravel plain,
The black and smoldering remnants of a fire.
Caleb spoke.  “Last night, Ray and Tammy’s daughter
Was married here, and Ray performed the nuptials.
Drums and guitar and dancing till the dawn:
I haven’t slept myself, but most the staff
Is home this morning, or snuck off to nap
In one of the small hiker’s lodges Ray
Constructed from the timber of old Juneau.”

The gravel bore the prints of faded feet,
I thought, and heard, or thought I heard, out in
The misty air the flight of emptied bottles
As in the spell of celebration each
Was drained and tossed into the vacancies.

I stared, from high, down on the continent
That opened wide before us, and could see
The foot trails leading pilgrims from afar,
From all the settled tracks and spoiled cities,
To here, where Ray and Tammy promised hope.

Back aboard ship, the dining room was lit
With candelabras, and a string quartet
Threaded the evening air with the baroque.
Women with elegance slipped through the aisles
In gowns of blue or black, their breasts encrusted
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With diamonds multiplying light on light.
Waiters flowed from the kitchen like champagne,
Their trays weighed down by plates of duck and beef.

But even there, our exultation ripe,
Amid the clank of silver knives, I heard
The coughs beginning.  And, in the days ahead,
The ship grown rocky as it pushed far out
In the Pacific, we lay in our stateroom,
A deep and bellowing whoop within our chests,
Our bodies, churning, pulled away from us,
As if to lose themselves within the deep.
And, I thought that the world may be a temple
That opens onto somewhere not itself,
Much as black water opens to receive
The orcas leaping with their straining backs.
But no grove in its belly was a saved land,
No place an everlasting dance of moonlight.
There was, in fact, I slowly came to know,
No Ray, no Tammy, nor had ever been.
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On a Picture Frame

James Matthew Wilson

There it was, rising through the dark, last night, this memory:
Scenes from a situation comedy from back in
The ‘seventies, rerun on weekday afternoons,
Between the hour when school let out and when you’d hear
A stir in the garage and that mechanic drone
Of its door rising in the twilight to receive
The Oldsmobile with engine chuffing to its rest.
One of those shows, I mean, where everything was burnt orange
And earth toned, afros and bell-bottom jeans, all things
Wacky and sexy, flighty blondes and klutzy neighbors,
But with a moralizing edge that reared itself
Before the last commercial break to pre-recorded
Sighs.  See?, you’d say, it’s not all gags: they love each other,
And want the world to change.  Still, deep down, one couldn’t help but
Know it was just a bilious outpouring of drek.

The episode that rushes back is no exception.
A housewife takes up oil painting, starts to think
She’s pretty good.  Her husband doubts.  A neighbor buys one.
She rents a booth at a street fair and hangs her work.
Along comes this tall, gangly Englishman with glasses;
Please, he says, sell me that one, and points over
Her shoulder.  No, not that one, she thinks, pulling a face
That only viewers at home are meant to see.  We know
She’s promised it to someone—her best friend or mother—
But this is her one chance.  She’s in demand.  An artist!
The Englishman forks over cash and with a cry
Of exultation lifts the painting in his arms.
And then, before you know it: out, a pocket knife,
And in four strokes, he’s cut the canvas free and let it
Fall away from the wooden frame that he finds precious.



140

N O T R E  D A M E  R E V I E W

What we think’s beside the point is often the point.
The secret from which our entire life secretes
Loses itself among the litter at a fairground.
Think, for instance, of the long lines of Virgil’s epic,
Virgil, whom Dante loved so much he cut him out
Of the abyss, only to send him back again
Sadder, no wiser as to his real worth.  This Virgil,
Who, dying, wanted his work burned.  Yet, the first English
Poets would stretch the tinkling verses of their songs
Out on the page, when printed for the miscellanies,
So that they’d look like blocks of the Mantuan’s numbered Latin.
And, sitting silent, once the laugh-track swelled and ceased
In the wake of some smart-mouthed catch-phrase, and the credits
Rolled, I watched as the empty afternoon was framed
By what seemed destined not to bear remembering.
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Caribou’s Shadow

Richard Kelly Kemick

The wet grey of watercolour,
re-spilling along the canvas 
of thawed-then-frozen snow.

		  ❦

There is hardly anything to be said
for something that is hardly there at all,
a black wing over treetops.

		  ❦

The crow is all throat in her call, the neck’s 
small feathers. Listen––you can hear 
the deep colour of her body, how it collects 
the full spectrum of light, and how she will show 
the nocturnal earth to do the same.

		  ❦

Today, it both rained and snowed––
the thermometer quivering at zero.
The river greeted the fat flakes 
with a gentleness that can only come 
from having known something in a former life. 
Watching the cotton sky, I try to count
how many lives are worth living. 

		  ❦

Dusk. Settling beneath the hem of the pine’s branches,
the shadow is absorbed into larger things. 
Two miles south, east to west, a pipeline scalpels the forest.
With unflinching consequence, its cutline stares straight
into the moonrise’s crystal shine. You can take your boot 
and kick your own canyon into the wet snow. 
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A dark line that slithers behind you like a tail: 
the trenches of black our bodies cannot help but carve,
a dimness that follows whenever we move in light.
And I remember the base of the bluffs of the Old Man River, 
the University of Lethbridge hunched behind. The guide
––the one with the tight copper coils of hair––
said the building was built flush into the southern coulee 
so it would see sunrise to sunset but never see its shadow.
So the university’s motto became Fiat Lux, let there be light, 
which at first I thought was beautiful until the copper coiled guide 
said it was also the motto of her high-school. 
And, come to think of it, it was the motto of mine as well.

		  ❦

Today, there was no sky––only cloud, 
a cave’s billowed roof. I can never decide
which is more beautiful: the boulder 
in pure light or the shape of the shadow 
spilt across it; the song or the echo.

		  ❦

Listen––there’s going to fall a day
when you realize it’s impossible to justify
the space you take up, just like it’s impossible
to love something that’s immortal––even God. 
Winter’s not even here yet, but you’ve
got to start dreaming of summer, 
when you’ll have no choice but to exist,
as the sun casts yourself in long evidence. 

		  ❦

Morning. Beneath the tree, you can tell 
by the snow’s shadowed dents, caribou were here.
What we can’t see always disappears. 
Something like wind. Something like snow. 
Something made from the scraps of shade we began with. 
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A Story’s End

Lee Upton

Over the years I have thought less about the morning my sister and I 
learned that our parents died than I have thought about the night before 
their deaths when our mother read to us from a book I never found again.
	 In the book our mother was reading, two sisters are lost and wandering 
in a forest. Most often when I think of those lost girls I imagine them hold-
ing hands, their backs to us, surrounded by giant snowflakes. I’m sure I’m 
remembering the book’s cover. 

  

I forgot about the book until two days after our mother read it to us. Darla 
and I were nearly asleep when the shadow of a passing car swept the ceil-
ing. I pushed off the covers and searched for the book under the bed, on the 
shelves, and in every dresser drawer, only coming back to bed after Darla 
cried. 
	 The next morning there wasn’t time to search for the book. I stood 
behind my sister next to our parents’ caskets. Darla turned her wet eyes up 
to mine, and I put my arms around her.  
	 Our mother and father’s car had struck the oak at the edge of our lawn. 
They died in what was called “a single car accident.” How was it possible? 
people kept asking. Their car wasn’t even on the road. 
	 Two days after the funeral our Aunt Abby announced that Darla and 
I were old enough to sleep apart. Other children would have been happy 
to have a bedroom of their own, wouldn’t they? The small guest room that 
doubled as my mother’s sewing and crafts room became Darla’s room, and 
my mother’s sewing machine and fabric, spools of thread, ribbons, wire, 
glue—these Aunt Abby put away. She emptied the closet too. In that closet, 
days before our parents’ death, I found clothing stuffed into garbage bags. 
I began to pull out my blue sweater from one bag when electricity shot up 
my arm, along with the intuition that I should turn away and not disturb 
anything. A week after Abby moved into the house I found my sweater once 
again folded in my dresser drawer. 
	 I never got over the shock of having Aunt Abby thrust into our life. 
Abby—so hapless, so alien, so infuriating. I was already a teenager when I 
overheard her talking to friends during one of their interminable meetings 
dedicated to local improvement: Darla’s hair is a rat’s nest. Darla is a sulker. 
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And Calista—useless. Hardly any help at all and her clothes—too short and too 
tight and it’s not easy, not easy.
	 Those words stung my proud, vain heart. Even the delivery of those 
words stung: a loud jokey voice I tried years later to imagine as only strained 
by a wish for sympathy, for acknowledgement. But back then, my dislike 
of Abby was chemical. Understanding had nothing to do with it. Resent-
ment—a young person’s bottomless resentment—was everything. As if by 
attempting to take the place of our mother Abby committed an unpardon-
able sin. 
	 My anger, my resentment. Abby had never changed anything in the 
house, possibly out of an awareness of how too much change marked Darla 
and me, how we clung to anything familiar, the way children cling to the 
sides of lifeboats in the books we read about the Titanic. Then, too, I won-
dered if the preservation of the house was more a matter of the vast frozen 
inner life that our aunt must have endured while taking care of Darla and 
me.
	 Within a month after Abby’s death I moved back into the house—it 
belonged entirely to Darla and me now—to prepare Abby’s belongings 
for auction and the house for sale. I had lost my job and had nowhere else 
to live, and so my days at the house were spent working through rooms 
stuffed with lamps, mattresses, rolled up carpets. Abby hadn’t exactly been a 
full-time hoarder but she had come close. I wasn’t much better and couldn’t 
part with Abby’s glass animals, her old perfume bottles, and the set of china 
plates hand-painted with trout. I couldn’t throw out a tiny cracked hand 
mirror, a box of Good Housekeeping magazines tied with purple ribbon, a 
baggie of white feathers, a cookie tin filled with Darla’s and my miniature 
paper dolls, and a set of tiny bowls from one of Darla’s dollhouses that 
ended up with those paper dolls. 

  

I knew almost nothing about my sister’s life after she left home. 
	 For a long time I tried stalking Darla online. She’d never been a join-
er—we shared that trait—and so I couldn’t locate her through a trail of 
organizations. She didn’t appear to use social media. 
	 Often I wondered what her life was like during all those years when she 
wasn’t in contact with me or Abby. A person so disconnected from her fam-
ily—what there was of it, when at least Abby was alive—couldn’t be happy, 
could she? Now she and I were all that was left of our family, except for 
distant cousins on our father’s side who, like Darla, didn’t bother to attend 
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Abby’s funeral. 
	 It must have taken so much energy for my sister to become an enigma: 
refusing to answer letters, never giving us her phone number, moving so of-
ten we couldn’t trace her. Years were unaccounted for, so many years that the 
Darla I knew in my imagination was trapped in that era when the two of us 
were very young and our aunt was full of warnings. We should be ashamed, 
Abby often let us know. Ashamed to be selfish. Ashamed to be greedy. Even 
when we were sick she doubted us. An upset stomach is invisible, after all. 
A flu required hard evidence and drew suspicion. And evidence, of course, 
could be fabricated. Although younger, Darla was more resourceful than I 
was. She could make herself look sick even when she wasn’t, whereas when 
I was sick I crumpled with embarrassment, cringed, even laughed, weirdly 
enough. Anyway, when I vomited—no better evidence than vomit—Abby 
was likely to say, “You must feel better now.” And that was the end of it. 
	 How must Abby and my father have been raised, given how unthink-
ingly our aunt tried to pass on those ways to us?
	 And then at last I discovered this much: Darla had started teaching in 
an elementary school and as a consequence became easy to locate online. 

  

I was returning from the post office and pulling into the driveway when I 
saw the blue compact car parked at the side of the house. I was expecting 
Darla. I had checked the online calendar at the school where she taught, 
and it was fall break. In an email I told her to retrieve keys at the realtor’s in 
case I wasn’t around. Nevertheless, she hadn’t make it clear when, or even if, 
she was coming. 
	 I set my satchel on the dining room table, careful not to hit the low 
hanging lamp. Sliding sounds were coming from above the ceiling. I imag-
ined that Darla was in the attic, pulling trunks and boxes out into the hall: 
our childhood keepsakes, scrapbooks, clothing that once belonged to our 
parents. 
	 As I ascended the stairs I let myself imagine my sister, preoccupied with 
boxes and pretending that she owed me no apology for disappearing. The 
attic was airless and cluttered, and it would take days to sort and clear ev-
erything out for the auction. The light was bad there too, the only window 
thick with grime and plastered with the small wings of insects, the glass 
as opaque as waxed paper. And the flooring was dangerous. Abby always 
warned us to avoid stepping between the planks. We could lose our footing 
and fall through the insulation. 
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	 I pushed open the attic door. 
	 “We’re not finished yet,” my realtor’s voice rang out. A young couple 
standing by Jorie Beckwith looked through me. Apparently they were being 
dragged from room to room on a useless quest. Only politeness was keeping 
them from hurtling down the steps and out the front door. 
	 “I didn’t recognize your car,” I said.
	 “It’s my husband’s,” Jorie said, shrugging and twisting to the side. She 
twisted again as if her suit streamed with ants. Days ago she had made it 
clear that my presence created inhibitions. Obviously she wanted me to 
leave the attic. After all, how can a prospective buyer criticize your taste or, 
in this instance, my aunt’s taste, if the homeowner is in the house? How can 
a prospective buyer peel off a patch of wallpaper or kick at molding or scuff 
a toe against linoleum with the full steam-head of disdain? 
	 The thing was, there was a lot to be disdainful about. And not only 
in the attic. The dining room walls were a riot of pink, white, and scarlet 
peonies. Roses, once red, now tea-colored, crawled the living room walls 
and the walls of my childhood bedroom. In fact, in nearly every room the 
wallpaper was aggressively floral: lilacs in two closets, and carnations on 
raised black velvet in what used to be my parents’ bedroom. And giant 
purple irises in the foyer. 

  

That night I was still awake, lying in bed, when I heard a car pull into the 
driveway. I threw on my housecoat and hurried down the stairs. 
	 Darla had dyed her hair—an auburn that looked almost natural and 
made her eyes bluer and her skin paler. Looking at her, you would never 
know that somewhere in our past were generations of Greeks. As soon as she 
was fully inside the dining room I asked if she’d like anything to eat. 
	 She averted her eyes, thanked me, and said, “Oh no. I’m tired.” Her 
voice was so quiet I almost didn’t hear her. Then I was overcome with feel-
ing. Trying to kiss her cheek I missed and kissed her eyelid. 
	 Before she reclaimed her bedroom she said “I can help with cleaning 
out the attic tomorrow. You mentioned in your email about the attic?” 
	 “If you come across any children’s books can you set them aside?” When 
she didn’t answer, I went on. “I’m looking for one. There’s a picture on the 
cover, two girls walking in the snow?” 
	 I hoped she’d remember. “I’ll just put aside any books at all,” she said. 
“You can go through them yourself then.”
	 I explained that I was looking for the last book our mother read to us, 
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and that I’d been thinking about the book often. 
	 “Oh,” she said. “Okay. ” 
	 She didn’t have to promise that she would look for the book. It was 
inconceivable that she wouldn’t. 

  

Early the next morning, judging by the noise, Darla was dragging trunks 
and boxes into the hallway to create more space to arrange things. 
My plan for the day was simple. I’d deal with the contents of the utility 
room and then make us lunch. Over lunch we’d talk. At 11:50 I reheated 
the chowder I made the day before and stored in a mini refrigerator of 
Abby’s. Never yet had I used the regular-sized refrigerator after opening 
it and finding aluminum foil-covered bowls, assorted bottles of relish and 
chutney, lunch meat in plastic wrap. There was something sad and horrible 
about those left-overs. The mini refrigerator, functioning and nearly empty, 
was the safer choice.
	 Darla’s steps clattered on the stairs as loudly as when we were girls. She 
bounced into the kitchen wearing high boots and a corduroy jacket, like a 
rich child set to ride a pony. 
	 “Lunch?” I said, trying not to sound too eager.
	 “There’s something I need to do in town.” Her voice was so breezy that 
my heart sank. “No need to bother. I’ll pick up something there.” 
	 I recommended The Two Cousins Café. My sister was already heading 
toward the door as I spoke. From the window I watched her get into her car. 
She backed out of the driveway, hardly looking to see if there was traffic. 
There’s never much traffic, but there could have been. 
	 The next day I made a point of going upstairs into that sweltering 
closed off-attic to ask if I could help. The way Darla angled her body, 
refused to meet my eyes—everything about her let me know I was taking 
up her time, that she really didn’t want my help. Yet I couldn’t stop wanting 
to be of use, delivering iced tea to the attic, even baking a loaf of banana 
bread—the bread that used to be her favorite.  
	 On the third afternoon of her visit Darla was in the living room looking 
over the furniture. Remembering? Deciding which pieces of furniture to 
claim? Cooling her body temperature after hours spent in the attic?
	 “We don’t talk, do we?” I said. 
	 She looked at me, blinking. “Oh,” she said. “We talk enough.”
	 “Are you married?” I asked.
	 “No.” Her voice was flat, although not irritated.
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	 “You like teaching?”
	 “It’s fine.”
	 “Darla, is everything all right? Do you need anything? Is there anything 
I can do for you?” 
	 “I’m fully employed.” 
	 The reproach in her words stung, given my own situation. 
	 Did I remind Darla of a period in our lives when we were vulnerable? 
Did she need time alone with the house itself, the way I had been alone 
with the house for a week before she arrived? Why wouldn’t she talk to me? 
It was as if I were her enemy. I had been redoubling my efforts to get my 
own sister to like me until I resented her. And now it seemed that all the 
while I had been having nightmares, all the years I had wondered where 
she was and fretted, during all that time, she was fine. She hadn’t even been 
curious about me. Or our aunt.
	 I left a note for Darla informing her that I’d be out of town for the 
night. No explanation. No hints about my whereabouts. I knew I was being 
irrational by trying to be self-satisfied about secrecy. Did that make Darla 
happy, being a mystery? I could see how it would, the weird bitter sweetness 
of it. 
	 Guilt came after me then. And the past. After our parents’ death, to 
all outward appearances, nothing was different between Darla and me. We 
fought, like normal sisters. Darla followed me around. I ignored her. Or I 
turned and chased her and laughed. When she cried in the night sometimes 
I crawled into bed next to her. Her tears would stop then. Just as often, I 
screwed up my fists and put my pillow over my head and let her cry alone 
in her room. Anyone would excuse me, would say I was too young to know 
better. But when we were children part of me stopped rescuing my sister. I 
couldn’t save us, I believed, and I was afraid of my own anger. And our aunt 
Abby—so ineffectual, alternately stern and then apologetic and muddled. It 
took me years to realize that her heart was broken by the loss of her brother 
and sister-in-law, for she loved my mother at least as much as she loved her 
brother. 
	 A holiday. That’s what the British would call what I was trying to enjoy: 
a holiday. I could feel liberated from that crumbling memory pit of a house, 
and from my close-mouthed sister. In the lounge located just off the hotel’s 
lobby a bored bartender, wearing tight combat pants, watched a professional 
wrestling match. 
	 After being ignored by the bartender, I gave up without ordering and 
returned to my hotel room. Someone must have snuck cigarettes there for 
decades. The sunflowers on the bedspread looked like an attempt at Van 
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Gogh with a jar of mustard and an oil can. I waded through the room’s 
heavy curtains (a smell like beef was coming off them) and stared out at 
the parking lot and across the highway to a brightly lit truck stop and the 
sadly named Heidi Ho Diner. I will be the unpredictable one, I kept telling 
myself when I finally climbed onto the bed. 
	 Maybe people leave behind psychic residue in hotels, and in this par-
ticular room occupants had soaked the mattress with regret. Others must 
have lain awake on their backs questioning if they should wake up in the 
morning. Being in that hotel: it was like finding yourself in one of those 
tricky stories where you learn that the narrator is dead. Then I got out of 
bed and made a discovery: inside the closet was a stocked mini-refrigerator: 
tiny gold-banded bottles of gin, silver-rimmed vodka, rum with a label as 
brown and yellow as an overripe banana.
	 Remember, you’re unemployed, I told myself. These will cost too 
much—mini-refrigerators: they’re like bank vaults. 
	 All the more reason to drink. But drinks require salted nuts, bottled wa-
ter, and a canister of spray cheese. All of which were in the mini-refrigerator.
	 Later, only a little drunk, I fell asleep. High laugher in the hallway woke 
me. For a few moments I didn’t know where I was. Eventually, to try to 
sleep I told myself stories—endings for the book our mother read to us on 
the last night of her life. For years I had made up endings, never comforting 
ones, as if I didn’t want to lie to myself entirely, even in my imagination.

	 The sisters wandered as snow fell around them, fell so thickly they could 
hardly see. The snow clumped on their eyelashes, clung to their mouths. At last a 
cottage appeared in the distance. As the girls approached, the cottage door opened 
and the girls crept inside. Next to a fireplace lay an enormous lion, his mane as 
bright as flames. A heavy chain on the lion’s collar hung from an iron post. The 
lion opened his huge golden eyes, and the girls slipped the chain from his neck 
and lay beside him, under his giant paws, but the girls could not grow warm. 
	 The next morning the girls left the cottage to find their way home. When 
they grew too tired to walk any longer they built a small fire and warmed their 
hands. Suddenly the sisters heard a crackling sound and understood they were 
atop a frozen river. The sisters buried the fire and dug into the snow, dug until 
they uncovered ice. In a flurry of wings swans broke through the ice and flew 
high into the air. 

	 Over the years I must have invented dozens of endings to the book our 
mother read to us. Part of me was repulsed by what I was doing. I was a 
grown woman, why should I cling to the past? What good could clinging to 
the past do anyone?
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	 When I returned home the next morning Darla’s car wasn’t in the drive-
way. Usually her purse was stashed at the foot of the china cabinet. It wasn’t 
there. Her bedroom was empty, the bed made. At last I found a note, taped 
to the toaster. In the note she thanked me. 

  

How stupid I’d been. Resentful just because she hadn’t wanted to talk. Why 
should I have expected she was ready to forgive me? I saw us as children 
again. By the time I was a sixth grader I no longer hugged her the way I 
used to. I no longer answered to her “Kee—Ah—Kee,” our secret call. 
She used to chase me to get me to play with her. I hid. And then the years 
whooshed by and she was gone. 

  

Eventually, whenever Jorie Beckwith brought over a potential buyer I 
stopped leaving the house. The house didn’t appeal to anyone anyway. The 
entire place looked gaudy to people who came by, what with all the floral 
wallpaper. I didn’t have the funds for remodeling and didn’t want to remod-
el. I liked the way things looked. If I squinted, the roses or lilies or peonies 
or dahlias or irises shifted and swarmed, not cartoonishly, but as if the walls 
weren’t solid but liquid. At night the lamps on the two end tables in the 
living room pooled gold light so diffusely that the wallpaper’s climbing roses 
appeared to be barely visible veins. 
	 When my realtor’s frowning and throat-clearing couldn’t persuade me 
to evacuate the premises, the prospective buyers stopped coming altogether. 
By then I stopped sorting boxes for the auction.
	 Darla had labeled all the boxes in the attic, like the well-organized 
school teacher she apparently was. From one of those boxes I lifted our 
mother’s wedding dress. My fingers stuck to the satin folds as if the fabric 
were damp. I found my father’s clothing too—winter scarves, a heavy plaid 
coat. Someone filled the box—most likely Abby—with mothballs. I taped 
the box shut. What moved me most: the boxes of my mother’s sewing and 
craft supplies. I thought Abby would have given those away. But no, here 
were spools of thread, packets of needles, wires, fabric scraps, ribbons. 

  

When Darla returned, two weeks later, she parked near the old clotheslines 
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as if she didn’t want her car to be seen from the road. I hadn’t expected her 
to warn me that she was coming, and she hadn’t. 
	 Her hair was dyed again, this time as dark as mine. 
	 She caught my stare at the smiling turkey on her sweater. “I know,” she 
said. “You have to try to create rapport with the kids. I drove straight from 
work. It was a half day.” She’d never strung that many sentences together 
during her last visit. 
	 “I’m so glad you’re back,” I said. “Really. I’m really really glad, Darla.”
	 “I’ll just need to stay overnight. Is that okay? I’m meeting someone—
tomorrow, and hope you don’t mind my stopping over.”
	 “It’s your house—half of it. Of course you can stay. Wait. I’ll help you 
get your stuff.”
	 “Don’t help me.”
	 “Can I at least open the door for you when you bring your stuff in?”
	 “I have one bag. Why don’t you relax?”
	 I didn’t try to restrain my happiness. “Can I help you make the bed—at 
least that?” 
	 “I could use some tea first. I’ll make the tea. But don’t worry about the 
bed. I’m capable.”
	 While Darla was putting the kettle on the stove I found sheets from the 
linen closet. When she rejoined me, I made my confession: “The house isn’t 
selling. People pretty much hate it. And anyway I don’t want to sell it.” I 
mentioned to Darla that I cancelled the auction because I couldn’t stand the 
thought of our family’s possessions winding up at an antique store or on the 
walls of a Cracker Barrel. 
	 We lifted the top sheet together. The fabric swelled, filling with air. 
Darla shook a pillow, tugged at the case’s seams.
	 “Stop it.”
	 “Stop what?” I asked, startled.
	 “You shove people with your eyes. Don’t you know that?” Although her 
voice was sharp, her shoulders were relaxed, as if what she said was obvious. 
“You’ve always been like that. I could hardly take it when I was a kid.” 
	 “I don’t have any idea what you mean.” 
	 “It took all my will power to evade you,” she said. “You were always the 
little mother.”
	 “I was?”
	 “Yes. It was grueling. Bad enough to have Abby hovering. But you—.”
	 “I didn’t do enough for you,” I said. “I was awful.” 
	 “Not really. Anyway, I don’t remember ever not wanting to leave. And 
other than not always letting you know what I was up to—.”
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	 “Not ever.”
	 “All right, not ever. Other than that, I see my life as being my own to 
do with as I please.”
	 Now that Darla was talking there were so many questions I wanted to 
ask. “Where were you—for most of those years?” I began.
	 “In the upper peninsula. I got married. It was terrible.” 
	 “He hit you?”
	 “That and other things.”
	 “Are you still married to him?”
	 She shook her head. “Someone fell in love with him. I’m guilty about 
that still. I didn’t discourage it. She’s young—really young. Just out of col-
lege. It was like seeing a lamb tied to a stake for the lion. They’re not mar-
ried, at least not yet. But she’s still with him.”
	 “It was her choice. She broke up the marriage. She can feel guilty.”
	 I wanted to know more about Darla’s life, but after she told me as much 
as she was willing to I couldn’t stop telling her about my life. My own life… 
though I wasn’t the one who had disappeared. 
	 Even before I finished talking she was rifling through her satchel. “I 
almost forgot this,” she said. “Is this the book you were looking for?”
	 My heart knocked with hope and then recognition. 
	 “Where did you find this?”
	 “I took it with me the first time I left home. I love this book.”
	 The paper on the cover was torn. Inside a yellow circle two children 
stared out from a pencil drawing, their eyes smudged. I opened the book 
and the spine crackled. 
	 It would be tempting to lie—even if I weren’t such an inept liar.
	 “It’s not it, is it?”
	 “No,” I admitted reluctantly. “But I remember this book too. And the 
thing is—you came to give me this even though I never protected you when 
we were kids. I’ve always thought you must be so angry at me, Darla. I 
didn’t do enough for you.”
	 “Angry at you? I never even think about you.”
	 It will sound strange to say this, but hearing those words made me very 
happy. 

  

The next morning Darla was getting ready to leave, her satchel on her 
shoulder, when she swung around and said, “I want to show you something. 
It’s one reason why I came. I lost my nerve the other time. I don’t want to 
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lose my nerve again.” 
	 With each step on the stairway I felt a delay, a suspension in time, until 
we were in my childhood bedroom. Darla pointed to the window. What was 
there to see? The lawn, with its rings of thistles and crabgrass, and the road, 
empty at this time of the morning. 
	 “The tree that used to be there,” she said. “You remember the tree? The 
oak. He was the one who got in the car after her. The car was already run-
ning. She was driving. He ran and opened the door on the driver’s side and 
pushed her down.”
	 “You saw this, Darla? How could you see this?”
	 “I heard him shouting. He was always shouting. You were asleep. But I 
saw. Or I think I saw. Sometimes I think I dreamt it all.”
	 “You didn’t tell anyone?”
	 “I never looked out this window again. Abby separated us. I kept beg-
ging her to let me have another room as soon as she moved into the house. 
She gave me my own room so I wouldn’t see this window. I was so afraid of 
this window—for all those years. Like it was the window’s fault. I’m not go-
ing to talk about this ever again except to tell you who was the one driving. 
She must have been going slow like she didn’t know what she was doing or 
where she could go. Then he got in and the car sped up. It could have been 
an accident, right? He just meant to stop her, but one of them pushed the 
accelerator—maybe struggling after he threw himself in the car. And that 
did it, that’s when the car shot across the lawn. “ 
	 “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”
	 “I didn’t know what it meant and then, later, I didn’t trust that I saw 
what I thought I saw. Maybe I just dreamed it all. Maybe it’s not true. It was 
just something I dreamed.”
	 And then I said, “It’s true. I knew too.”

  

It was in early December when I began making shadow boxes or what some 
people call peephole dioramas. I worked with ivory soap flakes for snow and 
wrapped wire trees with crepe paper and cut out leaves the size of sesame 
seeds. I felt the way I imagine artists feel, following a natural inclination or 
a compulsion. If there were moments when I believed my private joy was 
without meaning, those twinges disappeared as I worked. 
	 My favorite, the most demanding box, required a hand mirror. I’d 
drawn two girls, scissored them out so that their hair was finely delineated, 
and backed them with cardboard. The girls, propped on their elbows, lay 
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at the edge of the hand mirror. Cracking through the mirror: one white 
feather. An accidental drop of too much Elmer’s glue made the feather look 
flaked with ice crystals. 

  

Darla and I talked several times about the book our mother read to us. Her 
idea: we should post a reward on Craigslist. We could also post a request 
for information on a listserv for elementary and middle school teachers and 
librarians. If anyone knows children’s books, it’s school teachers and librar-
ians. While writing up a description of the book, Darla remembered more 
details. She said that there’s another illustration inside the book, and in the 
drawing the sisters are standing by a fire warming their hands. 
	 For months I didn’t stop imagining more near-endings for the book. I 
thought about describing those failed endings to Darla—except I knew she 
would be embarrassed for me, embarrassed for us both, although she would 
understand. Here is part of the last of those stories:

	 The sisters wander as snow falls around them, falls so thickly they can hard-
ly see. The snow clumps on their eyelashes, clings to their mouths. In the distance 
a cottage appears. No one answers the older sister’s knock, yet the cottage door 
opens, and the children tumble inside and press close to the fireplace. They take 
off their shoes and peel away their frozen socks. Suddenly a mammoth treasure 
chest glows in the center of the room. Together, the girls peer inside. At the very 
bottom of the chest lies a loaf of bread. The girls stare with amazement until one 
girl picks up the bread and hands it to her sister. And then, as soon as one sister 
eats, another loaf of bread appears. 

	 In this account I imagined myself as the selfless sister, the one who first 
hands the loaf to her sister. I saw myself as the guilty sister too, always try-
ing to be a better sister while always regretting the past. I saw myself as the 
melancholy sister, the weaker sister, the secretly angry sister.
	 So I went on with the story:

	 The next morning, the sisters leave the cottage to find their way home. It is 
still snowing. After walking for a very long time the girls come upon a tree bent 
to the ground from the weight of snow. They brush snow from the branches, 
and snow falls from the oak in giant mounds and won’t stop falling, and the 
branches rise higher and higher, freed from the weight of snow. When the girls 
turn around, wherever they look is spring, and they have grown into women. 
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	 Of course that couldn’t be the true ending to a children’s story. Some-
how my endings never worked.
	 After I finished daydreaming about the story I thought about the last 
night our mother had been reading to us. It was spring, and the bedside 
lamp glowed, and the window that faced the oak tree was open. Am I mis-
remembering everything, or was our mother’s voice growing slower as she 
read? What if she read slowly because she didn’t want to return downstairs? 
What if after Darla and I fell asleep our mother continued reading, silently, 
taking her time, discovering for herself what happened to those two lost 
girls? 
	 When she finished reading—when she had no excuse for staying longer 
in our room—she might have carried the book with her as she drifted 
downstairs to our father. 
	 All the times I have tried to finish the story in my imagination and 
failed—what was I trying not to imagine?—while knowing it would have 
been better, on that last night our mother read to us, if stories didn’t end.
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An Apology

for Joe

Benjamin S. Grossberg

I know you’ve heard this before. 
In the waiting room, I’d imagine
red Xs over some of us, 
a slash across our torsos 
visible only to a large, ripe

eye peering through the roof.
First there was waiting, then 
there was more waiting, and that was 
before we had to wait two weeks. 
It wasn’t the thought of getting 

infected—not just that. But how 
the self would become a plate 
held at a careless angle, 
its contents slowly sliding off.
And a dog circling, circling.

And then once, I drove home 
from a man’s house in tears. But 
nothing bad had happened to me.
He’d told me on his couch, 
our feet entangled. A gentleman, 

he’d said it before the first 
article of clothing hit the floor. 
Amazing that it went further, 
me more wick than fuse
even then, that the salt 

crusted from a day walking 
the Galveston sea wall—
how his skin held onto it—
is something I can still 
taste. It made me pull sharply 
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back—what is that?—before 
coming close. And last week, 
you told me over the phone. 
In response, I teased out your story, 
avoiding the implicit question 

about us. Yes, I knew how 
you took it, my demeanor, such 
news-anchorly interest. 
It turns out something bad 
did happen to me, didn’t it? 

And it was only later I realized 
your words, even your tone,
sounded practiced. Or, no, not 
practiced. Like something you’d 
actually said many times before. 
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Our Holocaust (Excerpt)

Kajal Ahmad

for the flowers of the season of Anfal,
those flowers that fell in spring

They took them after the sun’s last light,
not one chance to look back
at our small village. Anfal upended
our geography, transplanted us
to the desert: a twofold tragedy.

Between the trampled flowers and warm 
soil, Anfal created itself.

Desert, you be my witness: this 
night, this road, in this far country 
I am a stranger, my lantern dim. 
The dogs of Nugra Salman Prison 
bark. I can’t see. Pieces of my liver, lost 
to place, to grave, litter a corner
of your charred house.

Dear desert, for the first time 
our mountain waters spring up 
from your dry throat. That’s why 
your voice is cool to my ears,
sad and sweet like a hayran.

When they took them, the homeland 
said, “My presence is the child 
of their absence. Ah, each presence 
is a sheaf of absence. Ah, each absence 
and presence fills me with death.” 

From here on, women are left 
without men. They wear 
the night, married to vigilance.
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Strange, that cycle of history: the youth 
left their inheritance, the youth left 
from the galaxy of Hell. 
The slippers of children remain, 
left behind like unripened peaches, pale plums.
The fawns: never, never again to see them. 
That year was the year of Anfal, the year 
of Anfal, the year when shedding blood became 
halal, the year of the genocide 
of caterpillars, the season of shearing 
the mountain’s peak,
the season of reaping livestock, 
the season of theft, 
the season of invasion,
the days of falling,
the days of introducing Qais to Layla, Farhad to Shirin, 
the day of releasing the evil eye, 
the upside-down hour, the laughter 
between flatbread and the oven, 
the year the cats were abandoned
like smoke rising from a torched village, 
the year mayors came nose to nose
with the scorched ones and said 
in broad daylight, “Good morning,” 
the year of Anfal was, ah, 
ah!, the year of Anfal.

That year the faces of stones turned yellow. 
Date palms like ostriches buried their heads 
in cold soil, their roots groaning.  
Dense smoke stung the eyes of the cactus 
shimmering in the mirage. Wild flowers 
became empty prayers.

When they took them, everything 
faded: revolution, manners, life, 
beauty. Epic poems slumped.
That history: bright sugar dissolving
in the toxic dark. The rose 
surrendered, became a thistle.
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The nation that forgets its Anfal 
is beheaded.

Translated by Alana Marie Levinson-LaBrosse, Barbara 
Goldberg, Mewan Nahro Said Sofi, and Darya Abdul-

Karin Ali Najm

*Anfal—shorthand for Saddam Hussein’s Anfal Campaign (1986-1989), launched toward the conclu-
sion of the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988). Genocidal in scope, this ethnic slaughter aimed to kill all Kurd-
ish men of military age as well as uproot the Kurdish people with forced migration, forced Arabization, 
and the complete destruction of over 4,000 Kurdish villages.  
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Making Poverty More Bearable

William O’Rourke

	 The humanities have always played one important role in income 
inequality: They can make being poor more bearable. Unfortunately, I have 
lived long enough to see, or have gone through, a number of changes in 
how poverty is viewed, and what roles poverty plays in our culture.
	 I am not quite a Baby Boomer, since that category officially starts on 
January 1, 1946. I was born in December of 1945.
	 Let me enumerate a quick list of generational name tags I’ve seen ap-
plied as I have aged. The first, as a late teenager—in fact, the word “teen-
ager” is a label that was also an invention, coming into use in the early 
twentieth century; its emergence had to do with the growth of high school 
education, the prevalence of automobiles, changes in social mores, etc.—in 
any case, the generation ahead of me were so-called Beatniks; that subcul-
ture morphed into Hippies; then, by the time of the 1980s, the term Yup-
pies was coined. More recently there has been Generation X and, popular 
today, the less interestingly named Millennials. Hipsters are a subset, though 
they mainly live in Brooklyn.
	 OK. What’s in a name? Here’s my point concerning these labels: The 
first three, beatniks and hippies, even yuppies, denote a class, or, at least, a 
sociological orientation. For the first two groups, though, poverty was not 
shameful, not entirely crushing, or feared. 
	 Indeed, both categories at heart had traditions supporting them and at 
their centers sat the humanities. If beatniks and hippies have any meanings, 
associations, for college-age students today, it may well be, for the first, Chi-
anti bottles with melted candles, perhaps poetry, for the second, communes, 
Woodstock. 
	 Beatniks were continuing the older nineteenth century heritage of 
bohemians. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the first use of the 
word “bohemian” turned up in 1848 and described the manner of living of 
so-called impoverished writers, journalists, artists, musicians, and actors liv-
ing in major European cities. 
	 The American beatnik period was also the era of folk songs, from decid-
edly down-scale guitar plunkers, up to even stars like Joan Baez, Pete Seeger, 
and a few others who appeared just above the commercial horizon. But very 

First presented as a talk (“How the Humanities Affect Economic Inequality”) at Lone Star Col-
lege, Houston, Texas, April 2, 2016.
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few of their recordings went, as we would say today, viral—just vinyl. Poetry 
and guitar playing, then, were certainly technology-light. 
	 The bohemian tradition shared one thing with hippies, in so far as 
bohemians set out to make poverty fun. Both beatniks and bohemians were 
urban phenomena, since you needed some excess capital around to make 
being poor fun; it required a few rich friends, acquaintances, and/or patrons 
to sometime feed you and buy drinks. That the arts are being cut from 
grammar and high school curriculums is further proof of the situation at 
hand.
	 I’ve spent my entire adult life writing about the intersection of politics 
and literature and I want to point out that a number of things happened 
in this country because of the bohemian tradition. The Sixties happened. 
Protest happened. The Civil Rights Movement happened. The anti-Vietnam 
War protests happened. Universities were temporarily shut down, people 
were in the streets. Change happened. 
	 And a good bit of this was the result of the bohemian tradition and 
what it wrought. The young, college students in the Sixties didn’t find 
poverty crippling. There was enough surplus capital around in the Sixties 
and early Seventies that allowed students in the north to travel down to the 
south, and students from the west to start free speech movements and, in 
the Midwest, to organize the Students for Democratic Society (SDS).
	 Jack Kerouac had published On the Road in the late 1950s and stu-
dents took to the road in the 1960s. During the ’60s, the number of people 
experiencing higher education tripled. I have been pointing out that statistic 
for years. It had never doubled in the decades previous. That demographic 
change, it can be argued, is responsible for what we call the ’60s. A mean-
ingful percentage of these students began to protest an unpopular and 
useless war, partly out of self interest, since so many of them, the men that 
is, were vulnerable to the war because of the draft, but also because their 
educations—teach-ins that took place on campuses—which made them 
question what the government was doing.
	 College campuses in the ’60s-’70s had become bohemian redoubts; they 
were their own examples of a new sort of urbanity, where educated people 
could coalesce and, in most cases, get by on very little income. For four 
years a lot of the population became bohemians. Not all, of course. There 
was always the fraternity/sorority side. But, thanks to Sputnik in 1957, the 
federal government started dumping money into land-grant universities 
across the country. The whole ’60s generation profited from that. Again, 
recall the tripling of that population. For a few years ingrained American 
anti-intellectualism was put aside. And during the years that followed, 
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though short-lived, anti-materialism prospered. 
	 Eventually, all that more or less ended. Hippies suffered self-immola-
tion; communes were saddled with the bad image of the Charlie Manson 
murders, publicized most vividly in 1971. The modern women’s movement 
percolated out of the chauvinist protest world and all the contradictions 
experimentation with communal living and protesting had highlighted.
	 But what really altered this trajectory was the alarm experienced by the 
powers that be. They saw what happened when you began to educate the 
non-elite in state universities with low cost to the students. An important 
document that was privately circulated back then was the so-called “Powell 
Memo,” written by the future Supreme Court justice, Lewis F. Powell, Jr., 
in 1971. A call to action for corporate America, spurred by what Powell saw 
as an attack on the free-enterprise system, the memo spelled out the counter 
movement to the counter culture that was then arising.
	 A college education wasn’t free in the ’60s, but costs were low, mostly 
from so-called fees. An important date to reckon with is 1973, when Nixon 
signed Sallie Mae legislation, guaranteeing all sorts of student loans with 
federal money. That, more or less, was the birth of the modern history of 
for-profit colleges. Changes had begun earlier in the 1960s under Lyndon 
Johnson, when he signed the Higher Education Act of 1965. 
	 That law’s purpose was “to strengthen the educational resources of our 
colleges and universities and to provide financial assistance for students in 
postsecondary and higher education.” 
	 Amended over the years, the law strengthened banks far more than 
student interests.
	 But it was during the Reagan years when prevailing cultural attitudes 
about poverty were completely upended. Beatniks, hippies, college students 
be damned. The bohemian tradition went into permanent eclipse. Being 
poor was no longer fun.
	 Ronald Reagan is often held up as being a great leader and one bit of 
film is offered as evidence and, during this 2016 election year, it is being 
re-shown now and then: Reagan objecting to having a microphone shut off. 
“I paid for this microphone,” he says sternly in grumpy-old-man objection. 
It’s a curious bit of proof to hold up as an example of Reagan’s leadership 
qualities: I bought it, I own it, money talks, everyone else walks.
	 Reverence for the rich came in with Reagan in spades. It’s no coin-
cidence that the word yuppies originated in the early ’80s, so much so it 
became a cliché in that decade. 
	 Again, this chain of events was not a coincidence. The point was, is, 
to burden the educated young with debt: To take away their free time and 
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mobility. 
	 Debt is an odd concept: to go into debt requires, usually, resources. To 
be in debt signifies a certain sort of economic status. The poor are robbed 
even of debt. There is a difference between loans and debt. Not that the 
near poor aren’t eventually saddled with permanent poverty, via rising rents, 
so-called payday loans, which imply their customers have a job. Those 
storefront enterprises are backed up by the largest banks, which provide the 
necessary credit. Like so much else, how things work in this country remain 
behind closed doors, or at least obscured, quite deliberately. There are no 
Chase logos, or any other big banks’ signs, on those gaudy storefronts. 
	 We’ve gone from Michael Harrington’s 1962 The Other America, to the 
current hot poverty book, Evicted, by Matthew Desmond. Though Michael 
Moore’s hit 1989 documentary, “Roger & Me,” featured a number of evic-
tions during the 1980s in Flint, Michigan.   
	 Even Michael Moore’s career can be seen as indicative of the larger cul-
tural problem. His presentation of the poor in that film, formerly working-
class individuals, both white and black, of Flint, highlights, at the end of the 
Reagan era when it was released, the grotesque aspects. It’s the working-class 
post work, meaning the individuals involved really never had secure work-
ing-class jobs. The film doesn’t show poverty out of the bohemian tradition. 
“Roger & Me” is poverty in all senses, of education, income, spirit. Moore 
himself, early on and currently, was costumed as a bohemian; he might have 
been out of the educated arts tradition, but not his subjects. 
	 Reverence for the rich by 1989 was everywhere. The baseball-cap 
beheaded, overweight, disheveled Moore may have been the bull in the 
wealthy’s china shop, yet, he had become one of the first modern brand-
ers. His look was a uniform, a persona, as much, in the same period, as the 
dandy Tom Wolfe’s white suit. And Wolfe was, is, foremost a chronicler of 
the rich and status-conscious. 
	 Another popular figure, one first out of the folk tradition, was Bob 
Dylan, but in 1965 he came on stage with an electric guitar. What was 
perceived, but not necessarily articulated, was his abandonment of the folk 
tradition, its humble ambitions, and his embrace of popular music, desiring 
mainstream acceptance and sales. Recall the Beatles hit our shores big time 
in 1963.
	 Popular arts strive to be popular. However scruffy the bands back 
then, most all wanted to be rich. Music is the humanities and its history 
tells its own tale. Rap and hip-hop started their rise in the 1980s, during 
the Reagan years. It may seem counterintuitive, but what held the Beatles 
and Bob Dylan and rap artists together was their love of contracts, rights, 
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ownership, capitalism. The Beatles were big suers. Grunge, at its start, was 
a label in music meant to point out a contrast to the prevailing money 
grubbers.
	 Tom Wolfe is credited with popularizing the label “the Me Generation,” 
which meant to brand the post-Vietnam war remnants of the Baby Boomers 
as individualistic cultural narcissists. A variety of cultural figures were reori-
enting an entire generation away from its bohemian roots and attempting to 
put them back on the materialist fast track. The larger culture moved away 
from the bohemian model with relief.
	 Republicans and libertarians during this period set out to privatize 
whatever they could. They’ve largely succeeded. They’re all for private 
wealth, not public wealth, and public wealth allowed for bohemian culture. 
	 It’s a large subject, privatization, but it tracks with all the economic 
trends of the last three decades. The military is now largely privatized; 
NASA, the space program, is getting there. Privatization, in the main, makes 
a few people very rich, and leaves most everyone else anxious and depen-
dent. Wonder how Russian oligarches were made? The former state-owned 
industries were captured by the Russian well-connected.
	 Universities, both private and public, now have independent contrac-
tors during much of the grunt work. So, these lower-paid workers can’t 
blame bastions of higher learning for their lack of benefits and low salaries.
	 The first personal computers appeared in the late ’70s, early ’80s, too. 
The counter-culture began to turn into the cyber-culture. It’s not too large 
a claim to point out that the heroes of Silicon Valley were, are, new versions 
of late nineteenth, early twentieth, century robber barons, all capitalists par 
excellence. 
	 Who are the heroes of educated Millennials? Steve Jobs, Mark Zucker-
berg, Bill Gates. Recall the early years of Microsoft. Stories back then about 
the firm concerned the legions of lawyers employed securing Gates’s rights 
and patents. These days business school enrollments are up, English majors 
down. Lately, everyone wants to run a hedge fund, or be at a private equity 
firm. The Get-Rich-Quick-Dream of American hustlers everywhere by the 
1980s had real-life counterparts; the new technologies created a handful of 
the stupendously wealthy—J. D. Rockefeller and Henry Ford would have 
been impressed. 
	 Even philanthropy is privatized, a paradox of sorts. “60 Minutes” used 
to be a news show, but recently the program had a group of billionaires 
on air to congratulate themselves on giving away, supposedly, half of their 
fortunes. The “60 Minutes” interlocutor, hardly a journalist, never bothered 
to ask them if they would be willing to pay more taxes.
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	 Here, for your contemplation, are the tax rates at the end of Bill Clin-
ton’s two terms: 31% applied to all income over $51,900. The Omnibus 
Reconciliation Act of 1993 created a new bracket of 36% for income above 
$115,000, and 39.6% for income above $250,000. 
	 Those were the rates Obama wouldn’t revert to by letting Bush’s tax cuts 
expire. Clinton’s rates weren’t onerous. Remember, Bush pushed through his 
tax cuts and didn’t pay for the Medicare part D drug bill that had passed, 
nor the wars he started. He cut elsewhere. Those rates were sunset-ed, made 
to retire, because even bought-and-paid-for Republican economists couldn’t 
hide their deleterious effects on the deficit. 
	 The anti-tax crowd, a mixed bag, but mainly Republicans, succeeded 
beyond their dreams, but their dreams (flat tax! Banish corporate taxes! 
Abolish the IRS!) never die. Obama’s biggest mistake, I hold, is that he 
didn’t let all the Bush tax cuts expire. It was the most powerful card he held 
at the beginning of his presidency and he didn’t play it. 
	 A March 7, 2016, Quick Take Bloomberg article points out that Wall 
Street “[b]onuses began their climb in the 1980s, when deregulation al-
lowed commercial banks to expand into more stock and bond trading and 
boost profits by buying and selling with the bank’s own money. Eat-what-
you-kill traditions meant professionals reaped bonuses in line with the profit 
they generated. Top bankers argued that their skills made them as valuable 
as professional athletes.” 
	 A graph published in the New York Times in 2011 shows that the aver-
age “securities industry” NYC salary in 1981 was less than $50,000 a year; 
though that was about double of all other private-sector jobs there, on aver-
age. By 2008, the figure was nearly $400,000; everyone else’s average yearly 
pay in NYC that year was slightly above $55,000.
	 What I contend, and Bloomberg doesn’t point out, is that this rapid 
rise, this rate of growth, going from double to six times the size in less than 
30 years, just didn’t affect the securities industry. Other company CEOs, 
top executives across industries, including academia, saw the bonuses and 
salaries of those young Wall Street-ers rise in the 1980s, ’90s, and felt, deep 
in their souls, they were all being underpaid. 
	 In the 1970s the ratio of CEO pay to the company’s workers was 
around 20 to 1. In 2012, the Los Angeles Times reported, the average CEO-
to-worker pay ratio was about 350 to 1. Some companies were higher. The 
300-plus figure is the average.
	 It was during the Reagan years that income inequality everywhere began 
to take off. No wonder Occupy Wall Street happened in 2011; the question 
is: Why did it take so long? Occupy was largely a feckless movement that 
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had one lasting effect: it brought publicity to income inequality. Occupy 
more or less made the mantra “the 1 percent, 99 percent” ubiquitous.
	 Again, what I’m trying to point out is that this cultural shift didn’t hap-
pen by accident. 
	 Various commentators, as I wrote this past April in the Huffington Post, 
claim the Powell Memo of 1971 “influenced or inspired the creation of the 
Heritage Foundation, the Manhattan Institute, the Cato Institute, Citizens 
for a Sound Economy, Accuracy in Academe, and other powerful organiza-
tions. Their long-term focus began paying off handsomely in the 1980s, in 
coordination with the Reagan Administration’s ‘hands-off business’ philoso-
phy.” 
	 The Powell Memo is a remarkable document, prescient and alarming, 
though it was not in general circulation till the 1990s.
	 The ’80s, ’90s, definitely saw a concerted reaction against the ’60s/’70s. 
No more of that:Time to reduce the number of idealistic young who didn’t 
seem to care that much about money. The cultural landscape was now filled 
with one percenters, all heroes of the new generation: musicians, athletes, 
money managers, Silicon Valley barons. 
	 The growth of for-profit colleges is just one of the hallmarks of the last 
20 some years; they were helped along by the parallel decrease in state sup-
port for college and universities. Again, public education was being priva-
tized. The debt that students began to accrue they were not able to shed, 
since laws made it exempt from bankruptcy protection. 
	 Add to that our country’s condition of permanent war, predicted long 
ago by one of the greatest humanists, George Orwell, that we have been 
enduring since the end of last century, the twentieth, that is. Orwell’s es-
say, “Politics and the English Language,” is still seminal, but, evidently, 
completely ignored. Rhetoric and anti-government propaganda from the 
right has been almost completely successful; nonetheless, the most startling 
growth of for-profit colleges has been the last ten years or so. They tapped 
into the GI Bill population of veterans minted by our Middle East wars, pri-
marily the Afghanistan war onward. 
	 Speaking of language and labels, words or phrases that drop out of com-
mon speech are also significant. Beatniks, hippies, even yuppies, since that 
word always had some derision in it, are long gone, more or less. Way back 
in the early twentieth century, there was a certain group written about, and 
that label has dropped out of the vernacular, too. It was “capitalists”; you 
can look up, say, the New York Times pre-WWI, and see headlines such as 
“Capitalists Meet.” After the First World War the use of the word, desig-
nating a localized subgroup, a class apart, decreased and then disappeared. 
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Capitalists wanted their title and presence to be mainstreamed and it was. 
Another common phrase that disappeared just before the Vietnam War was 
“war profiteer.”
	 Kevin Phillips’s two books on the Bush family (American Dynasty, 
American Theocracy) show quite clearly that both branches of the Bush fam-
ily have been war profiteers for generations. Bring in a Bush, bring on a war. 
	 What was the Iraq war about? It made the upperclass millions and the 
lower classes dead and maimed. This isn’t Marxism, it’s just facts. History is 
the humanities. An old remark by Randolph Bourne, made around the turn 
of the century, the nineteenth to the twentieth, “War is the health of the 
state,” is still on target. What American industries continue to manufacture 
are the machines necessary for war: planes and bombs, armaments generally. 
These businesses employ a lot of people. And the government isn’t eager to 
outsource arms sales to China.
	 I’ve had a secure job since 1978 when I began teaching at private col-
leges and universities. Before then I had manual labor jobs. But, I began 
teaching full time in 1975 at a public university, Rutgers-Newark. Public 
universities aren’t quite as safe as private ones. I take the South Shore into 
Chicago now and then, and the train travels by Chicago State University 
where all the teachers have been fired recently because of Illinois Republican 
governor Bruce Rauner; Rauner cut state funding and continues to quarrel 
over Illinois’s education budget. Rauner was, what else?, the Chairman of 
R8 Capital Partners and Chairman of the private equity firm GTCR. And 
now, as governor of Illinois, Rauner retains his mad focus on privatization, 
doing his best to ruin higher public education in the state. He, more or less, 
bought his governorship (he reportedly spent 26 million of his own money 
on his campaign), though the Democrats did help by putting three of their 
former modern governors in prison. 
	 One might ask, how do these people get elected to high offices and why 
do so many Midwestern states have Republican-controlled state legislatures 
(though not yet Illinois’s), along with school boards, city councils, all the 
smaller bodies that control so much of people’s lives? One reason is that, in 
many ways, Republicans change a vice into a virtue. Conservatives tend to 
be parochial, thinking not very much beyond their noses, but just that sort 
of parochial self interest lets them get more deeply involved in local politics. 
	 Whereas liberals, bless them, have longer horizons, see the world as 
interconnected, are more macro than micro, and, alas, do not get involved 
as intensely in the nitty gritty of small-time politics and civic positions. 
	 If you want to save the whales, you’re thinking of oceans; if you want to 
combat climate change, you’re thinking of the planet. You can see the prob-
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lem. If you want to prevent evolution from being taught in the school down 
the street, you attempt to get on the state board of education; you become 
Mary Lou Bruner, the Texas woman who believes President Obama was a 
gay prostitute to pay for his drug habit back in his college days.
	 One, I suppose, could write a book called How the One Percent Became 
the One Percent, tracing the history of laws and deregulations that took 
place, often enacted below most people’s radar. Remember, everyone wanted 
to be a lawyer back in the 1980s; now, not so much. But what sort of legis-
lation is currently in the news? It’s all voter-suppression laws. 
	 If the general population might finally begin to catch on—Feel the 
Bern—make it harder for them to vote is the answer. The disruptions (i.e. 
Trump) that are going on in both parties show something at long last has 
gotten through to the disgruntled.
	 Our culture values persistence and Bernie Sanders has been persistent, 
as I have pointed out elsewhere in print. Bernie has two or three things to 
say and he’s been saying them since he began to run for office in Vermont 
during the 1970s. What is amazing to me is that it has taken nearly five 
decades for his message to be heard. Bernie is the Revenge of the Sixties, a 
pied piper who has captured the young, with the distilled elixir of his (and 
my) youth. He has stepped out intact from a Sixties’s time capsule. Though 
he doesn’t look like a hippie, a beatnik—no serape or beads, no candles in 
Chianti bottles.
	 Bernie Sanders wears suits, but the excesses of the right and the one 
percent over the same time span have become so egregious, brazen, and 
successful, that no one, even the least sophisticated (i.e. Trump supporters), 
can miss or deny it, especially college students who are footing a lot of the 
bill—alas, just to be educated. They may not be under the gun of the draft, 
but the draft for this generation has been replaced by debt. 
	 After winning the Indiana Democratic primary, Sanders said, “I’ll tell 
you what is extremely exciting for me, and that is that in primary after pri-
mary, caucus after caucus, we end up winning the vote of people 45 years of 
age and younger. And that is important because it tells me that ideas that we 
are fighting for are the ideas for the future of America and the future of the 
Democratic Party.” He didn’t point out that they were also the ideas of the 
past.
	 Even the Supreme Court chimed-in in 2013 on voter suppression, gut-
ting the Civil Rights-era voting-rights legislation. Do you think the current 
Republican-controlled congress will fix that? But, one trouble with voter 
suppression is that the voters themselves are so good at it, given that only 
about 50 pecent of the eligible bother to vote. Democrats seem to forget 
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about elections unless a presidency is at stake. Mid-terms have been fertile 
harvests for Republicans, especially in fly-over country.  
	 At Rutgers-Newark way back when, my first full-time teaching job, it 
was like teaching night school during the day, insofar as a majority of the 
first generation students enrolled seemed to have full-time jobs that they 
worked their daytime classes around.
	 But now even the faculties at public colleges and universities can be 
poor, if they are adjuncts, a growing trend over the last twenty years.
	 How can the humanities affect poverty? As I started with, it can make 
poverty more bearable. But the important thing is fundamental and two-
fold. Knowing how to read, of course, is the first requirement. My students 
at Rutgers had some problems with that, yet even a handful at the private 
schools where I’ve taught did, too. We have been an aural-visual culture for 
some time now, especially so, since the flourishing of the internet and so-
called smart phones. 
	 A picture is worth a thousand words, certainly, but now a lot of people 
lack those thousand words.
	 I have tried to point out one thing to my students: words are free if you 
can get a hold of a dictionary somewhere. It used to be in America that a 
couple of material things were free: ballpoint pens and t-shirts. You could 
usually find one or the other being given away somewhere. Now, unfortu-
nately, there is a third free thing: books. It’s easy these days to find a free 
book, if you’re not too picky.
	 But words have always been free. What you would frequently find in 
the bohemian world was the so-called autodidact. Someone self-educated, 
meaning the person read a lot, often across a wide, and fairly crazy, spec-
trum. 
	 IQ tests of yore were largely built on the size of a person’s vocabulary. 
I guess the old SATs still pushed that. I would tell my students that one 
answer supplied to that old game of “What two books would you want if 
stranded on a desert island?” was given by Emily Dickinson. Her two books 
were the Bible and a dictionary. 
	 Culture largely comes from one great book; all literate cultures have 
one. The Bible, the Talmud, the Koran. I had a few religious fundamentalist 
students at Rutgers who, though lacking a lot of ideas, had interesting prose 
styles, since all they ever read was the King James Bible. But this theory 
can also produce unfortunate examples, since a lot of destruction has come 
about by people who swear by one book, doing God knows what in its 
name. Beyond the religious texts noted above, there is, for example, Mao’s 
Little Red Book, Mein Kampf.
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	 Certainly, you could get an argument that culture comes out of technol-
ogy. Creating fire doubtless was a matter of primitive technology. Making a 
tool. The silicon chip, and the devices that have resulted, has created its own 
culture, one that is still in formation. Indeed, regarding language, we are go-
ing backwards. Emoticons are proliferating. We’re back to drawing pictures 
on the walls of our flat-screen individual caves. Literacy allegedly triumphed 
over the oral by the middle of the twentieth century, but since then orality 
has come storming back.
	 There is nothing sadder than the statistical studies of how many words 
children of poverty hear, are exposed to, and how infrequently adults, if they 
happen to be around, read to such children. 
	 Even the young I encountered in classrooms are, on average, no longer 
as well read as those I dealt with twenty, thirty years ago. Of course, there 
are exceptions. There are always exceptions. 
	 The culture, because of technology, has replaced knowing with 
Googling, often on small machines made by the largely poor in China. I use 
a computer, write on one, so I can’t complain that people would rather read 
off a screen than hold a book in their hands, since I, too, type words on a 
screen. 
	 It is easier to think if you have a lot of words in your head and have 
many words from which to choose. Even though they are free for the taking, 
they deserve your respect and attention. Nonetheless, I’ve told my students 
for years if words were expensive, more people might want them. If words 
were sold, that is, they would be valued.
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At Large: An Interview with Larry Siems
Part Two

John Matthias and Larry Siems

	 The first part of this interview was conducted between December 2007 
and February 2008 and was published in NDR, number 26. (It can be ac-
cessed on line at https://ndreview.nd.edu/assets/198239/siems_interview_
from_26.pdf.) When it became clear that Siems would be coming to Notre 
Dame to lecture, I wanted to extend what we said to each other seven years 
ago. The lecture, “Redacted People: Secrecy and Mohamedu Ould Slahi’s 
‘Guantanamo Diary’,” sponsored by the Hesburgh-Yusko Scholars Program 
and The Center for Civil and Human Rights, was given on April 4, 2016, 
in the Eck Hall of Law.
	 A writer and human rights activist, Larry Siems has published poems 
in numerous journals including Ironwood, the Agni Review, and Southern 
Poetry Review. His books on immigration, cross-cultural, and human rights 
issues include Between the Lines: Letters from Undocumented Mexican and 
Central American Immigrants and Their Families and Friends (Ecco Press, 
1992; University of Arizona Press, 1993), and more recently, The Torture 
Report: What the Documents Say about America’s Post 9/11 Torture Program 
(OR Books, 2012) and Guantánamo Diary (Little Brown, 2015). For many 
years he was Director of the Freedom to Write and International Programs 
of PEN American Center in New York. Between 1977 and 1981 Siems was 
an undergraduate at the University of Notre Dame.

Part Two
January 2016

JM: Larry, it’s nice to catch up with you again. A great deal has happened since 
we ended the first half of this interview. I think I’d like to begin by asking you 
to re-read what you said and speak briefly to our previous discussion in terms of 
where you are now.

LS: Well, since rue and self-reproach are essential parts of the writing life, 
let’s start with that: I haven’t written the poems I seemed so on the verge of 
inventing toward the end of our exchange. What else? I’ve divorced. I’ve left 
PEN. I’ve also—looking into that seven-year gap between part one of our 
conversation and where we begin part two—done what I think is some of 
my most meaningful, action-urgent-and-its-nature-clear work, with PEN 
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before I left, and in my writing life alongside PEN and since. It has, I see, 
been a lively seven years.

JM: I’m sorry to hear about the divorce; it happens to the best of us. I think we’ll 
save your reasons for leaving PEN until later. Obviously enough, the reader of 
the first part of this interview will be most interested in what you did with PEN 
directly after our last conversation. We might, actually, start with your thoughts 
on the Obama period in general, since it is now coming to an end. Have things 
been better or worse or much the same during his administration with respect to 
your own PEN work and other commitments? Among other things, your ACLU 
“Torture Report” went online during this period. This involved what your CV 
calls “130,000 pages of previously secret government documents,” among other 
things. How did you get access to this material, what did you do with it, and 
what has the response to it been—both pro and con? 

LS: I’m sure we’ll double back to my thoughts about the Obama era, but 
these documents are a good place to start the conversation about what I’ve 
been doing for the past several years. It was the ACLU that dragged those 
documents to light, under Freedom of Information litigation that the New 
York Times has called “among the most successful in the history of public 
disclosure.” The original request was filed in the spring of 2003, at the first 
hint that prisoners in US custody following the 9/11 terrorists attacks were 
being mistreated. The government flat-out ignored that request. But after 
the Abu Ghraib photographs surfaced in 2004, a federal judge ordered the 
government to produce the documents, and over the next five years, the De-
fense Department, the State Department, the FBI and the Justice Depart-
ment, and the CIA delivered this massive trove of information, which by 
2009, as you say, had reached something like 130,000 pages of declassified 
material. 
	 PEN of course had a huge interest in those documents—first, because 
of their content, which vividly illustrated the concerns about the erosion 
of core human rights principles and values, and second because the drama 
around the documents themselves was, pure and simple, a censorship 
drama. And there was a strong feeling, both at PEN and the ACLU, that 
although many of the documents had produced headline revelations about 
renditions, about the CIA’s black sites and “enhanced interrogation” pro-
gram, about homicides, and about torture and abuse in detention facili-
ties throughout Afghanistan and Iraq and in Guantánamo, somehow that 
information wasn’t sinking in, or having the impact you might expect. We 
started to think about these documents from a literary angle—as the letters 
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from undocumented immigrants were the first-hand literature of migrant 
experience, so were these declassified documents the primary-source narra-
tives of an important and in this case deeply troubling history—and to see 
whether connecting the public with the actual language of the documents 
might move the conversation forward in a way the highly politicized media 
coverage of the headlines of the documents hadn’t.
	 So from 2009 to 2011, I actually took a partial leave from PEN, so 
that I was working mornings at PEN, and in the afternoons I was sifting 
through piles and piles of documents at the ACLU. Two projects emerged 
from this. The second, really, was The Torture Report, which was published 
serially online during this period and which was an attempt to reconstruct 
sustained narratives from this extensive but fragmentary and often redacted 
record. The first was a series of public events PEN and the ACLU presented 
featuring prominent writers and other public figures simply reading selec-
tions from the documents on stage. Those events, which we called “Reckon-
ing with Torture,” began with a document that was one of the first to really 
hit me when I started making my way through the piles: the handwritten 
Sworn Statement of an interpreter working at a forward operating base in 
Afghanistan in early 2002. In it, she describes how, when she and the inter-
rogator she was working with were taking a break, a strange special forces 
team snuck in and started abusing the prisoner they had been questioning. 
The prisoner is left trembling and in tears. She is so troubled by what she 
has seen, and so certain it is wrong, that she reports the incident up the 
chain of command, and succeeds, she believes, in having that special forces 
team banned from the facility. “I take my job as an interrogator and as a hu-
man being very seriously,” she wrote. “I understand the importance of the 
Geneva Convention, and what it represents. If I don’t honor it, what right 
do I have to expect any other military to do so.” 
	 That incident happened in January 2002—exactly as President Bush 
was signing a memorandum declaring that al Qaeda and Taliban prisoners 
would not be afforded Geneva Conventions protections. Coming across 
that one document, and feeling the weight of that dramatic irony, just broke 
open the documents for me.

JM: Did you, PEN, or the ACLU come in for any institutional harassment from 
government agencies while doing this work? One can’t, of course, forget that this 
was all just before WikiLeaks. Much of your work has, I imagine, been contro-
versial in some places from the beginning, but maybe this more than your books, 
as it had a life on the new media, could “go viral,” and all of that. In 2009, by 
the way, was the publication of James Bamford’s The Shadow Factory, a book 
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that told us many things we’d suspected but didn’t yet know in any detail. 

LS: That’s true. And it was actually a year after the publication of two 
major official reports looking at prisoner abuse and torture, one by the US 
Senate Armed Services Committee, and one by the Justice Department. 
The Justice Department report was called “A Review of the FBI’s Involve-
ment in and Observations of Detainee Interrogations in Guantanamo Bay, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq,” and it was prompted by the fact that so many FBI 
agents objected to what they were seeing in GTMO; it was really an internal 
whistleblowers report. And in fact, that’s really what that whole 130,000-
page pile of documents amounted to: a massive record of internal dissent. 
For example, there’s those minutes of an infamous October 2002 meeting 
in Guantánamo Bay where a CIA attorney told military interrogators and 
lawyers that the definition of torture is “basically subject to perception” and 
“if the detainee dies you’re doing it wrong.” We have those minutes because 
a military investigator working in GTMO attached them to an email to a le-
gal advisor with a warning that the kinds of “techniques” being discussed at 
that meeting would very likely “shock the conscience of any legal body” and 
that “someone needs to be considering how history will look at this.” Or 
there’s the email from a military interrogator in Iraq in 2003 who has just 
received an official memo declaring, “the gloves are coming off gentlemen 
regarding these detainees,” and asking interrogators to submit a wish list of 
abusive techniques. “We need to take a deep breath and remember who we 
are,” he fired back, noting that the “gloves” are actually clearly established 
standards of international law that the US has promoted, and concluding, 
“It comes down to standards of right and wrong—something we cannot put 
aside when we find it inconvenient, any more than we can declare that we 
will ‘take no prisoners’ and therefore shoot those who surrender to us just 
because we find a process inconvenient.”
	 One can only imagine the institutional harassment men and women 
like this faced in 2002 and 2003. But doing the excavation work, pieces that 
story together in 2009, I never felt any direct sense of harassment or intimi-
dation. If anything, I felt a bit of tailwind. After all, this was after Obama’s 
inauguration, after Obama had issued the order that GTMO would be 
closed during 2009, and after he had ordered the release of the Office of Le-
gal Counsel’s torture memos. There was a sense—and Bamford’s book was 
very much a part of this—that things were surfacing, and that many who 
had fought these battles inside the institutions were gearing up to tell there 
stories publicly; in a way it felt like the work with the documents was just 
supporting a kind of truth-telling process that was already in motion and 
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gaining momentum. And for me, I remember just feeling this great sense 
of gratitude and good luck, that here I was, with the luxury of time and the 
opportunity to do what I thought was basic requirement of conscience at 
the time, to dig deep into this massive historical record and answer for my-
self the questions I thought every citizen must have and should be asking: 
Did we torture people? Why? How? To what effect?
	 That’s not to say there wasn’t a sense that this kind of work would be of 
interest to the factions of the institutions that had led us down this disas-
trous path to begin with, or that we weren’t on the radar, so to speak. In 
fact, less than an hour after President Bush signed a law in 2008 that ratified 
and expanded the National Security Agency’s warrantless surveillance pro-
gram, PEN joined with a number of human rights organizations including 
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch in filing a suit challeng-
ing the program, on the basis that we believed it was likely that our private 
international communications with our constituents around the world were 
being monitored. That lawsuit made it all the way to the Supreme Court, 
and in October 2012, with Hurricane Sandy raging outside, I sat in the Su-
preme Court and watched the ACLU argue our case before the nine judges. 
We lost, of course; the suit was dismissed because we couldn’t prove that our 
communications had been monitored by this top-secret program. That 5-4 
ruling came down in February 2013. Three months later, Edward Snowden’s 
leaks would once again show, as Bamford’s book had in 2009, that we hadn’t 
gone nearly far enough in imagining the scope of our country’s surveillance 
operations.

JM: What came between these events and the beginning of your work with Mo-
hamedou Ould Slahi? I suppose you were finishing up your book The Torture 
Report, which was based on the website documents. What was the response to 
the book itself, published in early 2012?

LS: It was only a few months between the time I finished editing the mate-
rial I had posted on thetorturereport.org into book form and when I was 
handed the CD-Rom with copy of Mohamedou’s extraordinary manuscript. 
I think the real reach and impact of The Torture Report, such as it was, was 
in its web form; in a way, publishing installments serially online, and includ-
ing wraparound commentary on what were then almost daily revelations 
from other reporters and writers digging into the same material, reflected in 
a more dynamic way the general process of excavation that was happening 
at the time. The book has a life as a kind of reference work, I think, but the 
website still draws the great majority of readers, and connects them more 
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immediately, through direct links, with the documents themselves—which 
of course was the central purpose of the project from the start. 
	 A good number of those documents tell the story of Mohamedou Ould 
Slahi’s so-called “Special Projects” interrogation in Guantánamo. Torturers 
everywhere have the odd habit of keeping meticulous records, and ours were 
no different; for Mohamedou, that meant there were drafts and redrafts of 
his interrogation plan (the final one actually signed by Donald Rumsfeld) 
and scores of daily memoranda for the record that were richly detailed 
reports of his interrogators. Most of those documents are still classified, but 
we have their reflections in other documents, and especially in those 2009 
reports from the Senate Armed Services Committee and the Justice Depart-
ment. So a substantial chunk of the Guantánamo section of the Torture 
Report centered on the Slahi interrogation, which was one of the most stub-
born, deliberate, and brutal interrogations in the record. 

JM: I have just read a very good piece on Guantánamo Diary in the January 
14 issue of The New York Review of Books. As Steve Coll writes in his review, 
“Siems had to proceed without Slahi’s participation, since the author remains 
locked up at Guantánamo without charges or any firm prospect for release.” Can 
you explain how, as Coll writes, “Prisoner’s advocates eventually won release of 
a redacted, declassified text that could be shaped into a book.” Coll says, “The 
results are extraordinary,” which is certainly true. How long, and in what ways, 
did you work with the material once you had enough of it in hand?

LS: I received the pdf file of the entire manuscript, which was 466 hand-
written pages, in May of 2012. Mohamedou wrote those pages in 2005. He 
started in the spring, after he had filed a handwritten habeas corpus peti-
tion and when Guantánamo prisoners were finally allowed to meet with 
attorneys. He handed his attorneys a chunk of pages on their first visit, and 
with their encouragement, he wrote the rest in installments throughout the 
summer; the last page is dated September 28, 2005. This being GTMO, 
when his attorneys got those pages, they had to surrender them immedi-
ately: everything a Guantánamo prisoner says or writes is considered classi-
fied the moment it is uttered, and all written materials get bundled off and 
warehoused in a secure facility outside of Washington, DC, where they’re 
accessible only to their attorneys, who have top secret security clearances. 
And they remain there, fortressed behind a “Protective Order” that includes 
criminal penalties for anyone who discloses or discusses those materials. We 
wouldn’t even have known that the manuscript existed except that Moham-
edou himself, with characteristic wry wit, told the officers presiding over his 
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Administration Review Board hearing in December of 2005 that he had just 
written a book about his whole story; “I sent it for release to the District of 
Columbia, and when it is released I advise you guys to read it,” he said. “A 
little advertisement. It is a very interesting book, I think.”
	 The transcripts for those 2005 hearings were released in 2006, thanks 
to a Freedom of Information lawsuit brought by the Associated Press. 
Incredibly, a key part of the transcript of Mohamedou’s hearing is missing: 
just when he starts to describe the worst of his “Special Interrogation,” the 
transcript is interrupted with an italicized, bolded note that begins, “At 
this point in the ARB hearing, the recording equipment began to malfunc-
tion…” 
	 That gives you some idea of the censorship regime we’re talking about 
here: they couldn’t even allow him to record his story in their own highly 
classified record. So you just can imagine the resistance to releasing the 
manuscript. But his lawyers were brilliant, and dogged, and spent the better 
part of six years litigating and negotiating behind the scenes to get it declas-
sified. In that time, all of the documents that went into The Torture Report 
were released, and so by 2012 it was much harder for the government to 
claim that Mohamedou’s account of an experience that was already vividly 
described in the government’s own declassified documents should remain 
classified. 
	 I ended up working with the manuscript for about two years—first 
excerpting some material for a great series in Slate, and then working to 
fulfill Mohamedou’s vision that it would be published as a book. I can’t tell 
you how lucky I feel to have had the chance to do this, to work on a project 
that brought together so many facets of my activist and writing lives. The 
Torture Report drew on the found literature of the post-9/11 detention and 
interrogation program; here, Mohamedou’s manuscript, like the letters from 
undocumented immigrants, was the primary-source, ground-level literature 
of that hidden experience. But in this case, the literature was marred by 
the more the 2,500 censorship bars that Steve Coll mentions in the NYRB 
Review—the fingerprints of a censorship drama that is at the heart of 
Mohamedou’s ordeal, and the heart of the national shame of that post-9/11 
program. And not only that, but this literature from the most suppressed, 
marginalized voice is written in a way that for me echoed the Homeric 
epics—with its episodic, or as Mohamedou would say, “Groundhog Day” 
disasters, and with a limited English vocabulary and a phrasing that really 
reminded me of Homer—well, you can see how, in a way, everything we’ve 
talked about culminated in this project of bringing Mohamedou’s words to 
print.
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JM: You’ve been specific about categorizing the Guantánamo book, the im-
migrant letters, and even the Torture Report as literature. This may be a hard 
question to answer, but what makes them literary—or, to use a somewhat more 
loaded word, art? Isn’t conventional literary art in some sense actually shamed 
by texts like these? I feel the same say about a book like Svetlana Alexievich’s 
Chernobyl: The Oral History of a Nuclear Disaster, though books like this 
just won Alexievich the Nobel Prize, for, precisely, “literature.” Am I making 
up problems where none exist, or have we got an issue here that isn’t fully sorted 
out? The tradition of Prison Literature goes, in the Western tradition anyway, 
back at least to Boethius, and includes Cervantes, Bunyan, the Marquis de Sade, 
Dostoevsky, Gramsci, Genet, and hundreds of poems from Raleigh to Robert 
Lowell—all, in some sense, having produced “literary texts,” but literary texts of 
very different kinds. 

LS: I’m a huge fan of Svetlana Alexievich, and I actually think the Nobel 
committee went a long way this year toward sorting this question for us. 
The committee called her Voices from Utopia suite “a literary and moral 
masterpiece,” which, wow—and, also, completely I agree. Reminding us 
that “The oral narrative is literature’s wellspring,” the committee wrote in 
its commendation, “To frame a history, a face, and to render them visible, 
one after the other, is a magnanimous act and a documentary bequest to the 
future—and an artistic accomplishment that is matchless of its kind.” 
In her acceptance remarks, Alexievich called herself “a human ear.” She 
talked of “the lone human voice” as her greatest love and passion, and said, 
“When I walk down the street and catch words, phrases, and exclamations, 
I always think—how many novels disappear without a trace!” That’s a diz-
zying awareness. I don’t have nearly the ear she has, but I can remember a 
half a dozen times, in my PEN travels, moving through a strange city late 
at night, someplace I’d hardly known existed, and suddenly being over-
whelmed by the presence of all these lives I’d never registered, each light in 
every window the center of a conscious, creative universe somebody calls 
“I”—and it would literally make me dizzy. What Svetlana Alexievich has 
done so brilliantly is to take a plane that cuts through all these universes—
World War II, the Chernobyl disaster, the Soviet War in Afghanistan—and 
tell that gigantic story as an accumulation of hundreds of individual recol-
lections.
	 But the thing that I keep discovering—and really it hasn’t been by 
design; each time has been a surprise, and I’m only realizing the fact of it 
now—is how much of that phantom literature has actually already been 
written down. That’s what I keep stumbling on, and it fascinates and amazes 
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me again and again: there are moments when everyone reaches for a pen, or 
the keyboard, or whatever—and not so surprisingly, many of those mo-
ments correspond with significant experiences and historical events. It’s so 
basically, universally true that it’s kind of a wonder this world of writing 
remains so hidden—except that it so often chronicles the experiences of the 
marginalized, or events or experiences that in one way or another are being 
suppressed. I’m not talking just about political or societal forces: there’s this 
huge built-in barrier to recognizing the ways in which everyone is a writer, 
and to thinking of this incidental, sometimes personal, sometimes (as in the 
case of the declassified torture documents) even official writing as literature. 
It took me months of seeing my LA neighbors opening and reading those 
blue airmail letters before it really hit me that there already was a literature 
of the undocumented experience, direct, unmediated, and because it was 
born of separation, so rich in emotion and dramatic tension.
	 Is this kind of writing art? I think a lot about Wilfred Owen’s formu-
lation for his own work: “Above all I am not concerned with Poetry. My 
subject is War, and the pity of War. The Poetry is in the pity.” It’s a little 
disingenuous for him, in way: there’s plenty of art in those poems. But all 
of our big subjects I think have grown beyond “conventional literary art,” 
which tends to favor a few perspectives and narratives and is often shamed, 
as you say, by this primary source literature, which moves us closer to the 
dizzying truth that history is the sum total of millions of individual experi-
ences, most of them hidden and disappearing. There’s enormous power and 
pathos just in that truth. And when those voices that do actually reach our 
ears, there’s also complexity and ambiguity and style and surprise; there are 
persuasive and unreliable narrators, improbable plots, sometimes utterly 
strange, sometimes disturbingly familiar characters; and there are the kinds 
of deep, heartbreaking dramatic ironies I mentioned earlier—really, all of 
the things I look for in literature and art.
	 Guantánamo Diary, I should say, stands a little apart from the kind 
of found literature we’re talking about with the immigrant letters and the 
torture record: Mohamedou consciously wrote his manuscript as a book, 
and writing that manuscript, under those conditions, was an enormous ges-
ture of faith in the power of literature. He’s a natural writer. We talk about 
5-tool baseball players; he’s what I think of as a 5-tool writer: fascination 
with language, eye for beauty, sharp sense of irony, incredible ear for voices, 
and profound empathy. And incredibly, in a situation that was constructed 
specifically to dehumanize, he does for the closed, secret, world of GTMO 
something like the Nobel committee describes Alexievich doing for her 
subjects: he frames the faces of both prisoners and their tormenters, and 
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renders them visible one after the other. For that, I do think it will have a 
permanent place on that shelf you point to of lasting, and universal, prison 
literature.

JM: Let me turn now back to PEN. Can you tell me a little about the Charlie 
Hebdo controversy? Everybody’s got opinions about the Paris attack, but I’m now 
speaking about the internal disagreements inside PEN itself. I think you had 
left your position within the organization by the time this surfaced, but I’m sure 
you can give us some insights about it, and I’m equally sure you have your own 
strong opinions.

LS: That’s exactly right, I have lots of strong opinions, plural. As, obviously, 
did PEN. In a way, we can frame this from the top with Whitman: “Do 
I contradict myself? / Very well then I contradict myself, / (I am large, I 
contain multitudes).” 
	 The controversy was this: Last year, in late March, PEN American Cen-
ter announced it would be honoring Charlie Hebdo with its major Freedom 
of Expression Courage award at the PEN gala in May. The announcement 
came just over two months after the horrific massacre that killed twelve and 
gravely wounded eleven others at Charlie Hebdo’s Paris offices. The award 
citation saluted the magazine for “paying the ultimate price for the exercise 
of their freedom, and then soldiering on amid devastating loss,” and argued 
that “Charlie Hebdo deserves to be recognized for its dauntlessness in the 
face of one of the most noxious assaults on expression in recent memory.” 
Not all PEN members saw it that way: a letter responding to the announce-
ment signed by 242 PEN members questioned the decision to honor the 
magazine for its courageous defense of freedom of expression. Of course the 
murders were abominable and to be condemned, they said, and of course 
Charlie Hebdo has the right to publish cartoons that include images calcu-
lated to provoke and even offend. And yet, they argued, “there is a critical 
difference between staunchly supporting expression that violates the accept-
able, and enthusiastically rewarding such expression.” There were coun-
terarguments, and counter-counterarguments, and some pretty personal 
attacks—including assertions by some that supporting the award was really 
a baseline litmus test for PEN membership, that PEN meant nothing if it 
would not rise in defense of Charlie Hebdo, and that those who objected to 
the award were, in essence, “fellow travelers”—yes, those words were used—
of radical Islam. 
	 As you say, I had left PEN—the Charlie Hebdo attack happened two 
months after I’d wrapped up my tenure. If I had still been there, I would 
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have been torn, honestly torn. I do think I would have argued against the 
selection at the outset, though, and I would have done so based on a slightly 
different understanding of PEN’s mission. Yes, PEN is a free expression 
organization, and one of the oldest—but it is also, as I think I said way back 
in the first part of this interview, an organization that was originally found-
ed to bridge national and cultural divisions and promote mutual respect 
and understanding across borders. PEN members, in the words of the PEN 
charter, “pledge themselves to oppose any form of suppression of freedom of 
expression in the country and community to which they belong”—but they 
also “pledge themselves to do their utmost to dispel race, class and national 
hatreds, and to champion the ideal of one humanity living in peace in one 
world.” The opponents of the award were arguing that, in honoring the 
magazine, “PEN is not simply conveying support for freedom of expression, 
but also valorizing selectively offensive material: material that intensifies 
the anti-Islamic, anti-Maghreb, anti-Arab sentiments already prevalent in 
the Western world.” That seemed to me an entirely valid, and serious, PEN 
concern. And something more: PEN is the world; it’s not just PEN Ameri-
can Center. I knew from extremely challenging debates PEN had internally 
at the international level that many PEN members from majority Muslim 
countries really did experience the Danish cartoons, for example, as deep 
insults and provocations, even writers from those countries who considered 
themselves secular. My job at PEN was not just director of the Freedom 
to Write Program; I also directed PEN American Center’s International 
Program, which specifically involved our relations with other PEN centers. 
So had I still been at PEN, I would definitely have been conscious of that 
international PEN conversation, too, which was one in which freedom of 
expression concerns existed alongside a serious discussion about mutual 
recognition and respect.
	 As it happens, my own internal debate about all of this was illuminated 
and clarified by a trip I took to Denmark in February 2015, just two days 
after the Copenhagen attack that began with the murders at an event called 
“Art, Blasphemy, and Freedom of Expression,” which featured the author of 
one of the original so-called Danish cartoons. I was there for the publica-
tion of the Danish edition of Guantánamo Diary, but every press interview 
I did that week would stray into a conversation about the murders, the 
cartoons, Charlie Hebdo, and freedom of expression. One of the first was a 
TV interview, and it was one of those interviews where you know you’re be-
ing led somewhere but you can’t quite see where the conversation is going, 
and my deep ambivalence on the subject was making me nervous—until I 
realized that the interviewer was talking to me because she assumed I would 
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be ambivalent, that it was my ambivalence that was interesting to her, 
and—and this is the fascinating thing—that she knew I would be ambiva-
lent to some degree because I’m American. It was exactly the opposite of the 
way that I understood the Freedom of Expression debate, in a way. In the 
US, we have a First Amendment that’s absolute, Congress shall make no law 
abridging freedom of speech; in Europe, by contrast, there are legal prohibi-
tions on hate speech, for example. But as I was expressing my ambivalence, 
I could hear a note that was different from the way the debate is playing 
out in Europe, and it was the note the interviewer fully expected to hear: it 
was a note in favor of voluntary restraint, of being nice, to put it in a way 
that sounds ridiculous. And the more I thought about it, the more I real-
ized that note reflects two things: a much more multicultural fabric, and a 
generally greater tolerance for religion. Our multicultural history is spotty, 
to be sure, but we were a religious refuge and have been religiously diverse 
from the start—and there certainly is a significant divide between the ever 
more aggressive secularism of European democracies and the continuing 
role of religion in the lives and politics of most Americans. Whitman’s great 
instructions for living followed “hate tyrants” with “argue not concerning 
God.” My argument, I realized during that TV interview in Denmark, has 
its roots in that American attitude and experience. 
	 I’m not arguing for self-censorship. I am arguing for de-escalating an 
increasingly dangerous dynamic that can seem like a test of one fundamen-
tal value but is really about so much more. It’s tactical and practical as much 
as it is principled. 

JM: I’m very sympathetic to what you say here. However, I haven’t been obliged 
to confront the results of bigotry, intolerance, and the abrogation of free speech 
the way you have on a day-to-day basis. The years of trouble-shooting you’ve 
done on behalf of PEN “core values” must have resulted in a certain amount of 
burn out. Would you tell us why you left PEN when you did, and then go ahead 
to describe a little the big writing project you are beginning?

LS: I don’t remember ever feeling burnt out. Angry, frustrated, terribly sad 
sometimes, a few times something that felt close to discouraged. But the 
thing about intolerance and censorship is that they’re usually reactions to 
something that’s inspiring. Creativity. Courage. A sense of decency, fair-
ness, justice. A demand for something new. So much of human rights work 
isn’t standing up for abstract values; it’s standing behind women and men 
who are enacting those values somewhere in the world on the front lines. 
It’s hard to get burned out when all you’re doing every day is seeing and sup-
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porting and interacting with human beings who are risking their livelihoods 
and their freedom, and a lot of times losing, and yet they aren’t burnt out or 
discouraged. They aren’t mostly because they’re extraordinary people, but 
also in some small part because there are these international human rights 
communities, and for writers it’s PEN, that are out there registering and 
acknowledging what they’re doing. You’re part of a system that’s full of hope, 
every day. And in a way, I think human rights work gives you a vantage 
point that offers a truer picture of the world than the one you get from the 
news. You can sometimes see that acts or instances or even periods of ap-
palling intolerance or bigotry or cruelty are really moments of backlash in 
a larger movement toward a safer, and though it hardly looks it sometimes, 
more peaceful, tolerant, inclusive world.
	 I think having that framework—which accords, I’ll admit, with a kind 
of innate, Minnesota-fed, optimistic sensibility—made our own national 
failings in recent years even more troubling for me. You saw it every day at 
PEN: how our decisions to deny Geneva protections, to torture and disap-
pear people, were cheered and celebrated by despots around the world, who 
would gleefully point back at the US when US-based human rights orga-
nizations pointed in their direction. It was making the work more difficult, 
that’s for sure—and in some places really threatening the generally positive 
trends. And not only that; here we had our own reams and reams—I think 
of walking into the ACLU at the beginning of the Torture Report project, 
and facing that mountain of file boxes—of suppressed and censored stories. 
It just got to feeling in a way that doing the work I wanted to do with PEN 
required another kind of work closer to home, one that sort of moved me 
away from the human rights perch and more toward the person on the front 
lines. It was just a very natural progression: that project, which took me 
down to half time at PEN for a while, to Mohamedou’s manuscript, which 
demanded even more and also opened the way for me to think realistically 
about a more active, direct, full-time writing life, which somehow, amaz-
ingly, is where I am now. 
	 Where that is specifically, as you mentioned, is stumbling my way into 
a book, that project that my editor described somewhere, “an exploration 
of America’s moral wounds in the wake of 9/11 and the War on Terror,” 
and which I’ve taken to describing as “a book about accountability and the 
American character.” And yes, I hear you: Yikes. What I’m really trying to 
do is figure not so much whether, but in what ways we are who we say we 
are as country, and whether in our current version we’re able to collectively 
confront and correct mistakes. True to form, I suppose, I actually think the 
story it will tell—or really the stories, there will be many—is not as dark as 
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that sounds, and that this, too, may be a retrograde moment that in some 
ways is already coming to an end.

JM: Larry, I think that’s an excellent note to conclude on. 
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Eliot's Sacred and Profane Dances:
Four Seasons of a Wide Mind

Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue, eds. The Poems of T.S. Eliot. 2 vols. 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015.

J.D. Garrick

And now, as fierce men in England and the United States undertake to destroy 
the myth of Eliot… 

—William Wasserstrom, Sewanee Review, Winter 1962.

In this sacred grove there grew a certain tree round which at any time of the day 
and probably far into the night a strange figure might be seen to prowl. In his 
hand he carried a drawn sword, and he kept peering warily about him as if every 
instant he expected to be set upon by an enemy. He was a priest and a murderer; 
and the man for whom he looked was sooner or later to murder him and hold 
the priesthood in his stead. Such was the rule of the sanctuary.

—Sir James George Frazer, The Golden Bough, 1890.

When Eliot died in 1965 much of his authority died with him.
—Edward Mendelson in The New York Review of Books, February 11, 2016.

	 Early this morning two T.S. Eliots were chasing each other round a 
prickly pear. It wasn’t easy to see them through the fog generated by review-
ers and critics; but one, dressed in a four-piece suit, was a snobby elitist 
whose views were fatally out of touch with the times. The other, quite na-
ked, was a fun-loving man with a wicked sense of humor, who in the teeth 
of severe marital troubles and a bad case of angst made himself into one of 
the best poets Anglo-America ever produced. Any number of authorities will 
tell you about the first one; for the second, it will be helpful to consult two 
recent books: Robert Crawford’s Young Eliot and now, the massive Christo-
pher Ricks-Jim McCue edition of Eliot’s poems.
	 The most salient quality of the Ricks-McCue, then, is its range. The tra-
verse here—from “Little Gidding” all the way to “The Triumph of Bullshit,” 
“Ballade pour la grosse Lulu,” and the notorious “Columbo” and “King 
Bolo” verses—is broad enough to arouse every kind of response, awe to 
anger, with indifference thrown in for those immune to Eliot’s persuasions. 
The few weeds in the garden should surprise no one familiar with the poet’s 
background and upbringing, though the handful of attempts at softcore 
love poems for his second wife Valerie may seem a bit outré to the first-time 
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visitor. Persephone, Puck, and Priapus: We should have known them all 
already, preferably from youth, for reading Eliot with a passable degree of 
tolerance, indulgence, and comprehension;—worth it, given that Eliot’s was 
not only among the most catholic but also one of the most complex, in-
novative, provocative, and influential minds of any century. In the words of 
Northrop Frye, “It is one thing to dislike his poetry or decry its reputation; 
it is another thing to forget it.”
	 The two volumes, available separately, have a Laurel-and-Hardy look 
about them, or more accurately Hardy-and-Laurel since the first volume is 
twice the size of the second. In the first are Eliot’s collected and uncollected 
poems; an extensive editorial composite of The Waste Land; and the editors’ 
commentaries, bristling with quotations, along with light-casting passages 
from Eliot’s letters and other sources. In the second are Old Possum’s Book of 
Practical Cats with commentary, Anabasis with commentary, “Other Verses” 
(ephemera), “Improper Rhymes,” and the almost complete textual histories 
for everything. Libraries, I should think, will universally want both unless 
the Improper Rhymes are judged too improper; and individual readers can 
naturally pick and choose. Without question the first volume is incomplete, 
truncated, without the second. The volumes together will take up three-and-
a-half inches of bookshelf space, as opposed to nearly a foot for My Life and 
Times by Compton Mackenzie. Aside from that one can barely lift them to 
quote from them.
	 I think the great thing about the editorial work is that Ricks and Mc-
Cue have divided the waters, to afford easy passage through the nearly two 
thousand pages; as a consequence, the texts are printed free of any scholarly 
machinery save for marginal numbers at intervals of five, and discreet page 
references at the bottom for the commentaries and textual histories. The 
typeface, incidentally, “a special version of Arnhem Fine” designed by Fred 
Smeijers, suits Eliot nicely—a typeface being a kind of companion through 
long sessions of reading, say, Four Quartets.
	 To show the commitment to textual fidelity the editors kept, there’s the 
paragraph about Jean Verdenal’s dates:

A striking editorial dilemma [!] is what to do about the dedication to Jean 
Verdenal which stands at the head of Prufrock and Other Observations, where the 
date of  birth of Eliot’s friend appears as 1889 rather than the historically correct 
1890. The dedication has stood for almost a century and it has been thought 
best not to alter it.

Later, in the texts of the poems themselves, the reader notes the same care 
is taken over the letter-case questions raised by certain nouns. Christopher 
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Ricks’s distaste for altering goes back a long way. To illustrate this: In a 
review of Richard Whelan’s Robert Capa: A Biography in the Sunday Times 
for 10 November 1985, Ricks considers the matter of whether Capa’s iconic 
photo of a falling Spanish Republican soldier was staged. In the face of the 
fakery issue, Whelan had claimed,

To insist upon knowing whether the photograph actually shows a man at the 
moment he has been hit by a bullet is both morbid and trivializing, for the 
picture’s greatness lies in its symbolic implications, not in its literal accuracy on 
the death of a particular man.

Rick’s reply is Johnsonian: “No, this is irresponsible and itself trivializing.… 
Such a photograph as Capa’s moves us as it does because it is offered not as 
a film’s fiction but as a war’s fact.” Not with a bang, after all; monkey tricks. 
And Ricks ends the review by reminding us of the saying, attributed to a 
U.S. senator, that the first casualty of war is the truth. Suffer us not to mock 
ourselves with falsehood. Call him a precisian, but this is the sort of editor we 
need for a comprehensive Eliot.
	 Allied to that, also striking in its way, is the editors’ unpretentiousness: 
Their names are printed neither on the front panels of the jackets nor on the 
spines, but only on the rear panels and in small type. Set it down as humil-
ity, “the only wisdom we can hope to acquire” according to Four Quartets—
seemingly a lost virtue in the megalomanic shouting of the current election 
year, but humility, Eliot tells us, is endless.
	 The most important part of teaching, Simone Weil said, is to teach what 
it is to know. But Ricks and his younger colleague McCue are such good 
teachers they may leave us with the illusion of knowing nearly everything 
about the poems and most of what needs to be known about the poet;—
when in truth the reader, having worked through their nearly 2000 pages 
once, is likely to find fresh insights on every return to the pages. We should 
not, however, expect explaining and interpreting in the manner of Grover 
Smith, whose enormous erudition does make contributions passim. Instead 
of a dogged worrying of conundrums like garlic and sapphires in the mud 
and three white leopards under a juniper tree, we get a kind of detached cat-
like observation often ending in a pounce. As the editors have written:

An effort has been made not to use the Commentary for critical elucidation. 
The frontiers are uncertain, but the principle has been to provide only notes 
which constitute or proceed from a point of information.

	 At the same time, though, we may ask, does The Waste Land alone re-
ally need these 160 pages of informative commentary and 56 more on the 
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textual history? Eliot’s own notes for the poem take up only five-and-a-half 
pages in the Ricks-McCue edition, and they’ve been quirkily serviceable—
something akin to good friends—through more than nine decades. We 
might accuse the editors of scholarly overkill, until in the course of their 
work they teach us what a perfect magpie Eliot was in his gatherings. As 
with Pound and Donne—for Donne see Eliot’s essay “Shakespeare and the 
Stoicism of Seneca”—nobody but a Grover Smith could have known the 
sources of all Eliot’s allusions, and in many instances the reader does need to 
know them. Even at the slight risk of absurdity in seeing the editors anno-
tate Eliot’s own Waste Land annotations.
	 In a passage, typically insightful, from his commonplace book A Certain 
World, W.H. Auden reminds us:

The early epic poets, composing for an audience with the same mythology, 
heroic legends, topography as themselves, had half their work done for them. 
Later, when the poet’s audience became a cultured elite, their cultural back-
ground was still the same as his own: Milton, for example, could assume that 
any name taken from Greek and Roman mythology or from the Bible would be 
familiar to his readers.

And here’s the contrast he draws:

A modern poet, on the other hand, can hardly use a single proper name without 
wondering whether he ought not to footnote it. In 1933 I wrote a poem in 
which the name Garbo appeared, assuming, I think rightly that at that time 
her name was a household word. When, after the War, Mr. Richard Hoggart 
included the poem in a selection he had made of my work, he felt it necessary to 
gloss the name.

Greta Garbo, by flesh and the devil. Won’t the same thing happen to Mick 
Jagger, then? Elvis? Or, as Robert Aickman writes by way of a preface to one 
of the stories in The Wine-Dark Sea:

Sometimes one is amazed to discover how little that is real or true ever finds its 
way into general knowledge: in so far, of course, as general knowledge is still an 
expression with meaning.

Appreciating Eliot, as Ricks and McCue confirm, requires an uncommon 
amount of knowledge, general or particular, of “mythology, heroic legends, 
topography”; and of languages ancient and modern. Nor is the Internet suf-
ficient; it is a wood of error. Maybe even 2000 pages of an annotated edition 
isn’t enough: towards knowing what there is to know in the territory, a two-
volume edition of Eliot’s work might arguably add a supplement, examining 
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both the patterns of the rhythms and the phonetics of the poems.
	 Not only the allusions, but the individual words, need to be addressed 
in formal commentaries. In “Mr. Eliot’s Sunday Morning Service,” for 
example, we are first challenged by an eight-syllable word, “polyphilopro-
genitive,” followed by “sapient,” “sutlers,” “superfetation,” and two words 
in Greek which would be Greek to most Greeks. And then there are “men-
sual”; “enervate”; “Umbrian”; “gesso”; “nimbus”; “Paraclete”; “piaculative”; 
“staminate”; “pistilate”; “epicene”; and “polymath.” Eliot the magpie—not 
to diminish his absolute mastery of bricolage, the turning of any old thing 
at hand into art—was also a scrounging old wordhound. Someone who 
knew him had the effrontery to call him a sadist, but whatever the justice 
of that, he was often less than compassionate to the reader in his inveter-
ate culling of dictionaries, and of literary forebearers, comprehension be 
hanged. “What a rum thing Time is, ain’t it Neddy?” was, according to 
Valerie Eliot, the original epigraph for Four Quartets—words which the 
lover of Dickens will place in Pickwick Papers, but will be a puzzle to anyone 
else. Similarly, an original heading for The Waste Land, HE DO THE PO-
LICE IN DIFFERENT VOICES, came from another Dickens, Our Mutual 
Friend. Ricks and McCue call our attention, all in a day’s work, to these 
transcendentally false starts, odd for anyone but Eliot.
	 It is dubious whether the purpose of poetry is to communicate anyway. 
Poetry ought simply to record the fusion of a number of experiences.—Eliot at 
Vassar, Spring 1933. Compare Sweeney, in “Fragment of an Agon”:

But if you understand or if you don’t
That’s nothing to me and nothing to you 

and confronted by all this, does the enquiring reader need the editors’ ready 
arsenal of quotations or not? If there weren’t painstaking annotators, and 
quoters, we should have to invent them.
	 Eliot’s fondness for arcane words left him open for one of the unkind-
est cuts of negative poet-to-poet criticism the present reviewer has ever seen. 
It wasn’t the usual socio-political biblepounding directed at Eliot. We read 
in the second volume that St.-John Perse—whose long poem Anabase Eliot 
had translated from the French in the late 1920s—said in conversation with 
a third poet, Kathleen Raine, that

Eliot’s interest in words was literary and etymological; he learned about words 
from reading the Oxford dictionary; whereas my own vocabulary comes from 
my knowledge of many skills and crafts. 
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Without our weighing Perse’s own experiences, his comment has serious 
claims on our attention; most abjectly, Eliot’s occasional poems, “A Note on 
War Poetry” and the rest, have the musty smell of institutionalized word-
hoards, with their dreary abstract language. Even throughout Four Quartets, 
containing some of the poet’s most masterful passages, Eliot in effect keeps 
saying “I gotta use words when I talk to you,” and Perse’s comment nags at 
the reader: A periphrastic study in a worn-out poetical fashion, Leaving one still 
with the intolerable wrestle With words and meanings.… In any case Eliot’s 
way, first revealed in Valerie Eliot’s facsimile edition of The Waste Land, 
was not García Lorca’s, whose finest work seems to draw upon some power 
beyond books and language:

Sevilla to wound
Córdoba to die in

Ricks and McCue correct some small errors in—and raise a few questions 
about—Valerie’s facsimile edition, and they are sticklers for right spacing 
through the many different texts of the poems. Plainly it matters which 
one of these we’re reading, or quoting. Eliot himself, we learn, had chronic 
trouble with quotation marks, commas, and the like, so his work requires 
keen-eyed and keen-eared scholarly editors, editors who stand guard over 
the hyphen in Ash-Wednesday and insist on writing out the full title of “The 
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” to distinguish it from Prufrock and Other 
Observations, 1917. But in a letter to Colin Robinson from December 1945, 
we can see what a pitiless critical reader Eliot himself was:

It seems to me that you are trying to express rather difficult ideas which are 
just beyond your grasp, with an equipment of vocabulary and prosody which is 
inadequate for poetic expression.

	 We can give thanks for not having received that letter. Compare the 
use of “equipment” here with its employment in “East Coker,” V, where the 
poet describes his occupation in military terms as

…a raid on the inarticulate
With shabby equipment always deteriorating
In the general mess of imprecision of feeling,
Undisciplined squads of emotion.…

Trying to learn to use words.

	 Tussling with the heavy volumes, we learn all sorts of things along the 
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way. A Whitman catalog might include these: Eliot read The Great Gatsby 
three times; Eliot referred respectfully, if vaguely, to Jung; Eliot wrote “Jour-
ney of the Magi” 

in three quarters of an hour… with the assistance of half a bottle of Booth’s gin.

We’re told also that Eliot spoke well of both Hemingway and Duke Elling-
ton; that he said “criticism is only valuable to an author when it is particu-
larized”; that he mistook the hermit crab for the horseshoe crab (“The Dry 
Salvages”) and almost put the wrong crab in print; that the controversial 
sculptor Jacob Epstein made a bust of Eliot in 1951. In a not very genial 
letter to an Irish-named correspondent on St Valentine’s Day 1931, Eliot 
complained of “a gross libel” and declared roundly, “I am not an Irishman 
and can prove it.” Those fighting non-Irish.
	 Even Eliot, by 1960, had to admit he didn’t know what he’d meant in 
“Gerontion” by “any concitation of the backward devils.” Add this to the 
three white leopards, the garlic and sapphires in the mud, and yes, we do 
need Ricks and McCue and their stockpiles of helpful quotations for read-
ing Eliot.
	 It was Helen Gardner who said, “Like The Waste Land, ‘The Hollow 
Men,’ and Ash-Wednesday, Four Quartets was not planned but grew.” And in 
the new edition we can follow the development of the Quartets from their 
out-of-focus, bad-prose beginnings to the completed quaternion. As in the 
astonishing transformation through labor of Eliot’s draft passage for “Little 
Gidding”: 

Those who have known purgatory
here know it hereafter—so shall you 
learn when enveloped by the coils 
of the fiery wind, in which you 
must learn to swim—

This wasn’t the first time in Four Quartets Eliot found a Schwerpunkt, a 
center, in dancing. Crucial are the lines in “Burnt Norton,” II—“Except 
for the point, the still point There would be no dance, and there is only 
the dance”—and in “East Coker,” I, 23-45, “The association of man and 
woman In daunsinge.” The words in place, the long passage set as ll. 25-96 
of the second section of “Little Gidding” rivals the most assured and moving 
written in the twentieth century. “In the uncertain hour before the morn-
ing…” The lines even approach Dante, who inspired them. Here Eliot takes 
us into the numinous world of the Catholic religion: What is divinity if it 
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can come Only in silent shadows and in dreams? 
	 Through the pervasive triviality of the uncollected poems we can see 
the genesis of finished major works like “Portrait of a Lady” and “The Love 
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” To take two instances which might escape 
notice—Who wants to keep reading bad attempts at poems?—the opening 
lines of “The Death of Saint Narcissus” wind up almost verbatim in the first 
part of The Waste Land; and lines from the very slight “To Helen” (otherwise                                                                    
notable for one of the animal images Eliot loved—

Till a white rabbit hopped around the corner
And twitched his nose toward the crumbs)—

ultimately engender other lines in a finely evocative poem, “Sweeney Among 
the Nightingales”: 

While you were absent in the lavatory 
There came a negro with broad flat eyes 
Bringing a dish with oranges and bananas

*****
The waiter brings in oranges 
Bananas figs and hothouse grapes

as a drooping listlessness gives way to a compressed energy. This, minus the 
trip to the lavatory, is about as close as Eliot ever comes to García Lorca, 
whose work he casually disparages in a little piece from 1944 called  
“Kierkegaard and Rilke shouting in the lava.” The lava—lavatory?—again. 
Back in 1937, Eliot had written to John Hayward (the recipient of  
“Kierkegaard and Rilke”):

You know my aversion to Modernism in all forms, and especially in Poetry; and 
you know that Movements like Surrealism are things that I cannot make Head 
or Tail of.

Here, clearly, Eliot was indulging his fondness for being playful. But, 
regarding García Lorca, Eliot flatly didn’t know Spanish—so Ricks and Mc-
Cue are giving us a rare instance of his making a judgment without knowing 
a lava from a Lagonda. I wonder how much Kierkegaard Eliot was reading; 
he should have been keenly interested in Kierkegaard’s dissertation on irony, 
since he relied so much on irony himself.
	 In mid-February of this year, a combined review of Robert Crawford’s 
biography and the Ricks-McCue edition appeared in The New York Review 
of Books. Entitled “A Different T.S. Eliot” (no, in large measure it’s the same 
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Eliot we’ve been seeing ever since Ricks’s Inventions of the March Hare was 
published twenty years ago), the review begins by dismissing Eliot’s theory 
of “a dissociation of sensibility” as debunked hokum. No mention is made 
of better-known examples of Eliot’s critical thinking, the objective correla-
tive, say, or the eternally modern idea of the “auditory imagination” (the 
subconscious feeling for syllable and rhythm), which remain essential com-
ponents of a liberal arts education. But the reviewer soon moves on to call-
ing Eliot “a WASP from an old New England family” and claims that “the 
WASP Burbank” of Eliot’s set-in-Venice poem is “Eliot’s self-portrait.” He 
shouldn’t have done that; even though, in his milieu, “WASP” may be the 
last acceptable ethnic slur, there’s no more evidence in the poem for saying 
Burbank is Eliot than there is for likening Eliot to Cousin Nancy. Eliot tried 
to keep his distance from stereotypical “Wasps,” for which see “The Boston 
Evening Transcript” and other poems he set in New England. The NYRB 
reviewer has a human right to squawk about anything he opposes, but he 
gives no sign of awareness that “Wasp”—in nature a venomous insect, a pest 
at a picnic—means no longer what it meant in the last century, “Wealthy 
Anglo-Saxon Protestant.” Today, one might as well write “de Gaulle was the 
scion of an old Frog family.” In 2016 there are Wasps (the Bushes and Clin-
tons, but only to a degree) and Wasps (the woman from Kentucky, an artist 
whose paintings don’t sell, asking for two bucks where the boulevard meets 
the interstate). Unprecedented class mobility, ranging from the nouveau 
riche to the nouveau pauvre, makes a hash of the old social distinctions. 
“Wasp” now is nothing more than an acronym for “White” Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant. Où sont les WASPS d’antan? Not all the “Wasps” we know drive 
Beamers, or sting; and the economic 1% isn’t reserved for them.
	 This is not to excuse to any degree Eliot’s own published and long-
infamous ethnic affronts, reprehensible by any standard ranging from the 
gentleman’s code to common decency. In writing them he was acting both 
the snob and the fool. As a music critic wrote of Django Reinhardt, “Djan-
go had made a great many miscalculations and had to spend too much time 
compensating for them.” Eliot did ultimately address his sins, or at least sins 
very much like Eliot’s, in the most memorable passage of “Little Gidding”: 
“the awareness Of things ill done and done to others’ harm.”
	 The reader—or reviewer—concerned with these questions is strongly 
advised to seek out Christopher Ricks’s book T.S. Eliot and Prejudice, which 
contains the most searching and impartial enquiry ever made into the sub-
ject. Even the moon has two sides.
	 Valerie Eliot, by the way, emphatically pronounced “Bleistein” (on a 
BBC broadcast in 1971) as “BLEST-in,” just as both she and her husband 
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pronounced The Waste Land with the stress on “land.” We learn this also 
from Ricks and McCue;—proof that living in England makes people talk 
funny.
	 Eliot was one of the few public figures of the twentieth century to 
have been awarded more than a dozen honorary doctorates from vener-
able universities: Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard, the Sorbonne, at least nine 
others. How many would he be offered today, considering the unclearable 
minefields in several major poems; in After Strange Gods; and in the wildly 
proscribable “Columbo” and “King Bolo” verses? The question isn’t rhetori-
cal; there would be strong objections, even demonstrations, at some if not 
all of these universities, if Eliot were to be honored, and even his Nobel 
Prize might be in jeopardy. But a more profitable question here would be, 
What was Eliot rebelling against, to make him write so rebelliously?
	 In Ricks-McCue we find this passage from a letter of March 7, 1914, 
written by the poet’s father Henry Ware Eliot:

I hope that a cure for Syphilis [sic] will never be discovered. It is God’s punish-
ment for nastiness.  Take it away and there will be more nastiness, and it will be 
necessary to emasculate our children to keep them clean.

Another modest proposal. Maybe, especially if one is being considered for 
the Nobel, he or she should give instructions that all compromising family 
letters within reach be rounded up and burned. Well short of the Aspern 
Papers, even a poet’s laundry lists can be hunted down as food for scandal. 
But, after studying the Ricks-McCue edition, we need hardly ask what 
precisely Eliot was rebelling from;—so well do the editors serve in the role of 
surrogate biographers. In effect, they’re Eliot’s best biographers to date; and 
best psychologists.
	 Which brings us to that inevitable passage of any archetypal mythic 
journey, the descent into hell. The most commented on—and much the 
least compelling—section of the edition, the Improper Verses, contains 
the early “Columbo” and “King Bolo” rhymes that savvy scholars some-
how knew about long before publication. What we might imagine, on the 
evidence, is that a young Eliot wanted to belong; he wanted to show his 
peers he wasn’t what would be called today a nerd, an effete non-entity, 
a hick from the sticks of St Louis; he had to assert his clubbability and 
independence at once. Better to do this by writing malodorous verses than 
by doing something dreadful with a shotgun. Eliot’s parents, backed by the 
quiet-voiced elders, “the guardians of the faith,” were inadequate guides 
for what Eliot later called juvescence; echoing words he gave to Sweeney in 
“Fragment of an Agon,” he came to regard his native Unitarianism as “a bad 
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preparation for brass tacks, like birth, copulation, death, hell, heaven, and 
insanity.” No wonder he fell under the sway of a rapscallion like Pound. For 
the next stops on his spiritual journey, see “The Hollow Men” and Ash-
Wednesday, but there we’re getting ahead of ourselves.
	 We do have bodies, as D.H. Lawrence pointed out once or twice, and 
St Augustine is knowledgeable a posteriori on the subject. Crazy Jane had 
something to say from her own experience, too. But no one ever mistook 
T.S. Eliot for Lawrence, Crazy Jane, or even St Augustine; so the seeming 
incongruity of the blue stuff will always trouble readers not at home with 
Eternal Youth and its sins. Or with the attitudes and prejudices of boys lead-
ing sheltered lives. Mostly Eliot, who by a rough estimate was always about 
24% snook-cocking child, grew out of his Columbo-Bolo period soon 
enough; but there must be a reason he didn’t make sure his correspondents, 
Pound, Aiken, Wyndham Lewis and the rest, destroyed them. “Publish and 
be damned”? If that’s the answer, Eliot has been damned, and will be. Those 
infernal private letters: The lesson is, make jokes if that’s your nature, but 
never write anything to a friend you wouldn’t want to see multiplied in a 
million mirrors. But, being human, we’ll do it anyway. Whatever the story 
here, Ricks and McCue stop short of theorizing, as is their custom; they’re 
giving us the texts and all the background they can muster, nothing more. 
It’s just not their department.
	 The Uncollected Verses, which include the very late ones to Valerie and 
cover more than half a century, are on the one hand a mixed bag, on the 
other a treasure cave of images and whole passages Eliot would work into 
his canonical poems. There’s no touch of poetry in “For Christ’s sake stick 
it up your ass” (from “The Triumph of Bullshit,” where Eliot was trying to 
sound like Villon), but there is in “A girl with reddish hair and faint blue 
eyes” (in “Paysage Triste”). In “The Triumph of Bullshit,” Eliot’s wordlust 
runs comically rampant: “etiolated,” “alembicated,” “orotund,” “galama-
tias,” “versiculous,” and more. The “Ballade pour la grosse Lulu”—Villon 
again?—is vulgar and racialist, but has at least some energy; the Valeries are 
prissy, prurient, and pedantic, Possum Erect trying to play Sweeney. Then, 
too, a four-watt bulb of a limerick beginning “I know a nice girl named 
Valeria Who has a delicious posterior”—turned up in Valerie’s Own Book, 
an anthology assembled by Eliot for a highly privileged readership of one. 
Unseemly? A fetishistic fascination with a woman’s “posteriors” is best left to 
the heirs of Kraft-Ebbing, but there’s a pattern among Eliot’s unpublished 
or uncollected verses: “lavatory”; “posterior”; “A-scratching of her Bung 
Hole”; “stick it up your ass”; “Give me a hundred shits apiece From 100,000 
assholes.” A quatrain’s worth of his jesting:
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One day Columbo came aboard 
With a bunch of big bananas 
He took the chaplain by the drawers
And shoved one up his anus. 

Then, in another part of the field, the reader can make a connection be-
tween 

A lady of almost any age
But chiefly breast and rings

in one of the early manuscripts, and lines from a Valerie verse, “How the 
Tall Girl’s Breasts Are”:

And when my beloved lies upon her side 
Her breasts are close together, one lying on the other, 
So that when I squeeze my hand between them
It is caught and held  

A happy prisoner.

This last is rather Cubist, in a properly proper fashion. In the Valeries every 
day is Mammarial Day. Compare what Pound wrote of the young Marcella 
Spann in one of the last of the Cantos, CXIII: 

And to this garden, Marcella, ever seeking by petal, by leaf-vein 
out of dark, and toward half-light… 

*****
The long flank, the firm breast…

and to know beauty and death and despair

That reads like love poetry, however fragmentary, and no wonder Dorothy 
banished her, if she did. But “The intelligent man finds almost everything 
ridiculous, the sensible man almost nothing”: Goethe; and we shouldn’t 
open fire on Eliot for letting us peep, a long time later, into deeply private 
endearments between man and wife, or for his losing his touch and trying 
to write as if he weren’t;—as Ricks did with grim effect to Hemingway in a 
review of the sad, defiant, unfinishable novel Islands in the Stream. Ricks has 
shown he’s the most reliable book reviewer one could imagine, but it wasn’t 
sporting of him to cut loose on a sick lion with a Gatling rotary cannon; 
and, having only learners’ licenses to read the Valeries anyway, we should 
leave a love-besotted Eliot alone.
	 Eliot had worn out the flint but kept trying to light the fire. Like 
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Hemingway he committed the offense of getting old and trying not to let 
it show, which puts a strain on people. “What I like most about Eliot,” 
wrote Robert Graves, “is that though one of his two hearts, the poetic one, 
has died and been given a separate funeral…he continues to visit the grave 
wistfully, and lay flowers on it.” Maybe Graves, who said once that “to 
write poems for other than poets is wasteful,” was only being contentious 
again, but there’s no surprise in the sarcasm. And yet some reviewers have 
made it seem that these late love verses are items of the acutest moment, 
because they’re mildly startling—Persephone and Puck taking five, to bring 
on Priapus; and it’s true that coming upon the lines in a scholarly edition 
is like strolling through an art gallery and suddenly noticing the bellybut-
tons on Adam and Eve, in a painting by Cranach the Younger. How did 
they get there? And what is the late November doing with the disturbance 
of the spring? Ironically, the Valerie verses read as if they’d been written by 
J. Alfred Prufrock himself;—as the living Prufrock would have written, had 
not one of the century’s great poets composed his love-singing for him. A 
young Eliot, speaking as the ancient Tiresias, describes sexual experience 
with detachment; an aged Eliot, presumably without using any narrative 
persona, describes it with a show of intense emotional involvement—an-
other of the paradoxes in Eliot’s work. As he said in a newspaper interview 
from 1958, the second year of his second marriage (he was 70 then), “I feel 
younger than I did at 60,” adding that he didn’t notice “any diminution of 
his mental faculties.” But by then he was writing next to nothing.
	 Eliot’s oeuvre won’t be matched until the fairies drug the poets with 
magic herbs. But did the elderly Eliot really compose love poems to Marilyn 
Monroe and send them to her? I can’t find any reference to them in Ricks-
McCue, so maybe they’re a myth. But a long piece in Vanity Fair for Octo-
ber 2008, by Sam Kastner, considers the possibility that rumored holograph 
items from Eliot to the film star “though missing, are genuine.” Ricks and 
McCue do include a skeltonic doggerel Eliot wrote to Groucho Marx late 
in life, evidence that the poet could communicate with Hollywood when 
inclined. And Monroe, of course, seems to have been plain irresistible to 
men less neglected by Eros than Eliot was.
	 So for now the Case of the Concupiscent Possum is closed. I think it 
may have been Auden who wrote about the distinctions among real angels, 
false angels, real devils, and false devils; and, having read about Eliot’s life in 
Robert Crawford, along with the poems and verses he wrote, we could say 
he was at least two of the four of these—requiring little short of a blessed 
rage for order to edit. Given, then, that the Ricks-McCue is one of the most 
remarkable accomplishments in the history of publishing, we may ask, Does 
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it finally add to or diminish Eliot’s reputation as a poet? That depends; it 
proves right enough that Eliot, like Socrates, was mortal, and that unlike 
Paganini or Yeats he couldn’t absolutely depend on inspiration divine or 
demonic. Some of the early—and possibly late—verses may scratch on the 
reader’s blackboard, if the reader has sensitive ears—or an other-than-liter-
ary agenda. Otherwise, should the imagined reader have a charitable nature, 
he or she can forgive Eliot the lot and say, here is the complete consort 
dancing together—sometimes to definite false notes. Considered dispas-
sionately, the Ricks-McCue edition is un mélange adultère de tout, moving 
all the way from gravitas to levitas and back; but it gives us the full Eliot, 
straight no chaser. In our fight to convince one another to save the planet, 
what Ricks and McCue have done here might not cut much stone. But 
these hardworking editors have built, in this tale of two Eliots, a shrine to 
intelligence, a small temple of western civilization—however uncivil some 
of the building blocks. On the occasion of a landmark in publishing, then, 
let us affirm in Eliot’s memory the great words, with the urgency of October 
1922:

Datta.  Dayadhvam.  Damyata.
Shantih    shantih    shantih
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“A book about the margin”:
Personal Memory and the Fate of Libraries
in Ander Monson’s Letter to a Future Lover

Ander Monson. Letter to a Future Lover: Marginalia, Errata, Secrets, Inscrip-
tions, and Other Ephemera Found in Libraries. Graywolf Press, 2015.

Daniel Morris

	 Not to brag, sound defensive, or in need of approval from the get go, 
but I suspect Ander Monson would approve of how I prepared to write 
my review of what he describes as “a book about the margin.” I defaced 
his margins with inky traces in my own hand and from my own brain. In 
fact, Monson encourages readers—whom he addresses in Whitman fashion 
as the “you” who “will find me here in time” while “I will wait right here 
for your reply,” or as the “Future Lover” whose task it is to revive authorial 
presence by imagining deep reading as a literary séance—to leave residue of 
one’s interactions with his text. My annotation of Letter to a Future Letter 
included coffee stains, smears of cherry jelly and roll crumbs, beard hair, dis-
carded skin cells, carpet lint, lists of potential influences (Whitman, Borges, 
Pynchon, the Williams of Paterson’s “The Library,” the Stevens of “The Snow 
Man” and “The Idea of Order at Key West,” the Rich of “Diving into the 
Wreck”), and quibbles on the margins. “The margin note is a spark of snark, 
the reader irritated enough to inscribe the space,” notes Monson in the en-
try “HOW TO READ A BOOK,” itself a snappy riposte to the University 
of Chicago Great Books advocate Mortimer Jerome Adler’s How to Read a 
Book (1940), which offers conventional (and, from Monson’s point of view, 
ludicrously reductive) rules about the significance of paraphrase as meaning-
ful reader response. Unlike Professor Adler, Monson compels readers to treat 
his text as if it were a palimpsest: “Write in this book. Use this page. Here 
is a blank to fill.” Another mini-chapter, “Reader Response Kit,” similarly, 
offers a blank page of ambiguous significance. Is it intended as a blank wall 
upon which to spray graffiti ala Jean-Michel Basquiat in his SAMO phase? 
A Northern Michigan blizzard? Or how about an abstract painting consist-
ing of a white plane framed by a thin black vertical bar along the left margin 
and a shorter thin black horizontal bar, which comes close to touching the 
upper part of the vertical bar, but does not, by a Russian supremacist such as 
Malevich? 
	 Like Gison and Burroughs cut-ups from 1960 and Fluxus movement 
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participants from the same era, Monson interweaves creation and destruc-
tion, text and embodiment. Recalling Walter Benjamin’s commentary on 
revolutionary violence in Zur Kritik der Gewalt (Critique of Violence), as well 
as his statement, “there is no document of culture that is not at the same 
time a document of barbarism” in “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” 
Monson observes not only that commentary is inherently political—“stories 
are written on, over, or inside others’ stories”—but the way history and its 
key terms are catalogued in libraries is not an impartial matter: “It takes 
some provocation to prompt a beast that big to shift, to get the Library of 
Congress subject headings moved from ‘Sexual Perversion’ into ‘Sexual De-
viation,’ and to liberate ‘Homosexuality’ from the container into the wider 
world of ‘Sexual Life.’” 
	 Monson goads readers into vandalism in “Reader Response Kit,” but 
in five (of the collection’s approximately seventy-five) chapters—each of 
the five is entitled “Dear Defacer”—he does, however, set ethical limits on 
writing in a book one has not authored and in a copy one does not own. He 
critiques a rhetorically challenged homophobe who scribbles taunts at Em-
ily Dickinson and Greta Garbo, both of whom appear in a Gay & Lesbian 
Biography (1997). “I was somewhat fond of her books ‘before,’” scrawls The 
Defacer about Dickinson. The Fluxus influenced author’s dark twin, De-
facer’s interventions are less motivated by anarchistic impulses or a wish for 
connection with the author, as in Monson’s case, than by closeted desires, 
sexual insecurity, and childish (rather than childlike) resentment. Besides 
evaluating marginalia, a fundamental epistemological, as well as aesthetic, 
issue for Monson is how to deal with all that white space. It signifies, but 
ambivalently. White space embodies the failure of inscription to protect us 
against the Stevensian “nothing that is.” It represents a tantalizing format to 
reconstruct neurological activity as exchanged between author and reader, 
but it also embodies our vanishing memories. Figuring white space as snow 
is apt given that Monson was born in 1975 in the unforgiving (but from his 
point of view, memory-laden, and even beloved) Upper Michigan Peninsula 
where “Everything is underground or undersnow.”  
	 The chapter “Letter To A Future Highlighter,” which invokes the radio 
receiver with lighted dials featured in Cocteau’s Orpheus (1950), asks, 
“What is a self but a receiver?” Monson imagines the self as a cyborg con-
struct, a patchwork of current (as in electronically transmitted) and tradi-
tional codex imprints: “As such am I I or am I us (or am I Roman digits in 
film copyrights, so many Ms and Cs and Xs anachronizing up my brain), an 
amalgam of thought and sound and light?” He associates communication 
between reader and an author such as himself, who actively encourages mar-
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ginal commentary, to communication “through air” via radio waves (and, 
of course, more contemporaneously, to virtually immediate exchanges that 
take place via Facebook or Twitter). He also likens seeking companionship 
through receiving sentences in books to a spelling-induced séance (or figura-
tive passage-way to passed persons). His book is futuristic in its hypertextual 
stylings, but elegiac in tone and especially mournful in its thematic concern 
with the fate of libraries as vulnerable repositories for human creativity and 
the preservation of a collective intellectual endeavor. Counterintuitively, and 
quite delightfully, however, Monson argues, “Technologies just multiply our 
hauntings.” What he terms the monsoon-like (Monson-like?) digital threat 
to the codex is mitigated by the author’s embrace of the fluid dynamic 
between new and old technologies. Digital, after all, Monson reminds us, 
“summons finger,” and thus connects New Media to the human body, 
“which operates the machine” to assist the old school bibliophile in con-
juring ghosts: “But how will you access the library’s catalog if you eschew 
computers?” he asks the aged poet Albert Goldbarth, who does not do 
internet. Monson investigates the continuum between reading and writing 
sentences, understood as “networks,” and our New Media environment in 
which hyperlinks are ubiquitous. “Reading networks sentences,” he writes, 
“memes them, beams them between brains in surprising ways: what’s kept, 
what’s stuck there, what’s stuck there, what’s lodged in a cul-de-sac after the 
rest has left.” 
	 In a series of ironies concerning the relationship between old and new 
media addressed in “DEAR EMPTINESS,” Monson reproduces cut up 
pieces of old card catalog files. In combination with stubby yellow pencils 
lacking erasers, the cut up pieces are now used in libraries to jot down call 
numbers gleaned from computer searches. In “DEAR FUTURE LOVER” 
he duplicates an archaic paper punch card, which seems “an odd choice for 
a technology to be computer read.” He fuses analog and digital technolo-
gies by noting the historical continuum and intersection between paper and 
New Media. In another ironic reflection from “Time’s Revenge,” Monson 
describes his visit to the “Learning Games Initiative Research Archive” in 
Tucson, which he calls a “library of games, of video games, primarily, com-
puter games secondarily.” He acknowledges his trouble reactivating video 
games because of the outmoded hardware needed to replay the software. 
Monson’s desire to collect and classify “the major gaming consoles of your 
lifetime and most of the minor ones” in a library setting is an especially poi-
gnant topic for him to address. Remnants of games, tough to reactivate in 
an archival setting, were, in the 1980s and 1990s, what occupied Monson’s 
waking life. Monson wasted precious hours in his teenaged years playing 
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with what Lou Reed called the “red joy stick,” but, one could also argue, 
losing himself in labyrinths of video games was how he coped with early 
trauma, most especially, the death of his mother when he was still a boy. 
Monson’s heartfelt commentary on video games as a way to act out and, po-
tentially, work through early life disturbances also speaks to his perception 
of the uncertain relation of books in libraries to their fundamental charge of 
cultural preservation. 
	 Throughout Letter to a Future Lover, Monson represents himself as 
fanatical about libraries and their classification systems. A bibliophile and 
compulsive list maker, he appreciates the strenuous efforts undertaken by li-
brarians to preserve history’s fragile material traces. With a nod to Jean Bau-
drillard’s challenge to mapping information in The System of Objects (2006), 
however, he engages with gaps, erasures, missing and/or misfiled materials, 
and mold or burn damage, all of which challenge archivists to accurately 
conserve the past. “There is no home for this brokenness, how neither the 
Dewey numbering nor the Library of Congress system is continuous, so 
you’re always missing something,” he states in “Dear Afternoons.” We may 
compare Monson’s trouble in “Time’s Revenge” with quite literally replaying 
the past by hooking up game consoles in Tucson’s Learning Games Initia-
tive Research Center to his meditation throughout Letter to a Future Lover 
on the fragile, often dissonant, and imperfect way we remember through 
objects. “Any structure will fracture under sufficient pressure,” he writes 
in “SOME CONSTRUCTIVE CORROSIONS,” an essay that points to 
limits of the Dewey and Library of Congress classification systems as these 
two approaches fail to account for all volumes in the University of Arizona’s 
libraries. 
	 As Michigan’s blue-collar rocker Bob Seger has written in “Against the 
Wind” (1980), there remains the question, especially when under stress of 
“deadlines and commitments,” about “what to leave out/what to leave in.” 
This minor version of historical barbarism touches upon Monson’s life as 
iconoclastic archivist in the story he tells in “CRIME OF OMISSION” 
about choosing what to preserve of the manuscript detritus of Steve Orlen, 
a long time University of Arizona faculty member whose smoke-stained of-
fice Monson inhabits after his colleague dies from lung cancer in November 
2010. One senses Monson’s ambivalent feelings about recovering Orlen. 
He seems emotionally overwhelmed by the task, as if he were charged with 
clearing out the parents’ apartment shortly after their deaths. Certainly 
Monson wants to preserve Orlen’s textual traces even though he didn’t think 
much of an unfinished novel that his colleague was struggling to compose 
at the time of his death. Monson is offended that no one else—no other 
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faculty or family member—cared enough about how to dispose Orlen’s liter-
ary remains. At the same time, he exhibits the tendency of the living to turn 
away from a morbid task, perhaps because the sad fate of Orlen’s discarded 
writings hits too close to home. Monson’s admission that he only “triaged” 
bits and pieces of the to-be-trashed archive because “I had dinner plans that 
night so I couldn’t dally long,” has about it a whiff of bad taste. He seems in 
too great a hurry to move on to more pleasant affairs. 
	 Monson’s formal decision to organize the book’s approximately seventy-
five short essays by alphabetical order speaks to his aspiration to obtain a 
coherent, if random, sequence for a collection of writings that does not 
follow a linear narrative trajectory. He plays with alphabetical arrangement, 
however, by showing how title chapters are themselves subject to multiple 
meanings. The title of the second chapter, “AI,” for example, can stand for 
an homage to the late poet Ai, for the idea of the book as a low tech form 
of Artificial Intelligence, for a term for a sloth, which, like the book, lives 
in a habitat (the library) that is “constantly under threat,” as well as for an 
addendum to “A” as starting point of an analysis. As the book title predicts, 
many chapters are titled “Dear...” It is as if the entries were intended as let-
ters (that is, correspondences) to readers imagined as long distance interloc-
utors. Correspondents are idiosyncratic, however, ranging from the titular 
“Future Lover,” to “Dear Defacer,” the grotesque alter ego to Monson who, 
like the author, responds to library books through marginal inscription, 
but, unlike Monson, does so in a distasteful way that reveals homophobic 
angst, to “Dear Squash” (yes, the vegetable; Monson recalls a childhood of 
being forced to eat the stringy overcooked version), to “Dear Errata.” Like 
his alphabetized chapters, which convey his rage for order and delight in 
disarray, Monson’s writings exist in several publication formats. His “Not 
A Memoir,” Vanishing Point (2010), for example, appears as a codex, but 
with “dagger” type footnotes inserted in the book to indicate terms that are 
glossed in an online format. Letter to a Future Lover itself exists in mul-
tiple versions including original publication “on a 6” by 9” card” and as a 
“limited edition, unbound and unordered in a deluxe box.” More than forty 
entries in Letter to a Future Lover previously appeared as stand-alone pieces 
in print and online publications. These journals are less important to note, 
however, than are the obscure periodicals that occupy his attention when 
haunting the University of Arizona library. Examples include: Special Librar-
ies: Official Journal of the Special Libraries Association (April, 1940); Railway 
Accounting Officers Association Agenda for Fortieth Annual Meeting (May 1-4, 
1928); Weekly Philatelic Gossip (August 14, 1948); Specialists’ Meeting on Sys-
tems and Methods for Aiding Nuclear Power Plant Operators During Normal 
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and Abnormal Conditions (Batonaliga, Hungary, 4-6 October, 1983)—in 
which Monson finds a check out card for Jack Rudloe’s The Erotic Ocean—
and the Journal of Country Music (1981), which lists recent death notices 
in the country music world. Monson commemorates obscure publications 
as themselves suffering neglect, and, like persons, he regards the journals as 
existing on the verge of being forgotten. 
	 Monson is an archivist of libraries, but he expands our conception of 
what a library is or might be. Distressed that some “libraries are dying,” he 
celebrates a Human Library, “which offers people on loan to converse with.” 
In “Dear Squash,” he takes the Romanticist notion of organic form quite 
literally. He explains how one can “check out a pack of seeds to plant and 
grow” in the Pima Country Public Library Seed Lending Library” which 
conserves heirloom seeds. The project sounds progressive, but Monson’s 
observation that the library’s intent is to “prevent cross-pollination, hybrid-
ization” indicates his disaffection with agri/culture that resists the author’s 
tendency to embrace rhizomes and literary cross-pollination. For Monson, 
creativity is best served when a writer who is “all for fast, have always been, 
the speed of information never fast enough” decides to “troll through stacks 
for books I cannot find online” to embrace the library as “synonym for slow, 
a silent coil into the past’s dust.” In “Dear Soviet,” he recounts a trip to the 
“wreck of Lithuania,” a former KGB prison that today houses a cache of 
books in The Museum of Genocide Victims Library in Vilnius. In other 
chapters, he attends to the now-empty bookshelves of “Library Tower,” part 
of a futuristic Biosphere living community in Oracle, Arizona, to the idea of 
a United Airlines magazine pouch as a library—he fills two barf bags with 
snacks as a happy surprise for the next passenger to occupy Seat 10D—, 
as well as to Iceland’s Library of Water, which offers “twenty-four volumes, 
each a melt, an archive of a separate glacier or its future state.” Monson’s 
impulse to discover his obsessions by losing himself in the textual traces of 
other minds animates his fastidious tracking and retracing of obscure writ-
ings in his library excavations and essayistic mediations. 
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Words in Orbit

Kenneth Frost. Some insights into eight poems from Coring the Moon, 
Selected Poems, Main Street Rag, 2014.

Carolyn Gelland

	 For Kenneth, words were actions. He said he stalked words in orbit. 
When I first met him, and for weeks thereafter, the rooms spun as I tried 
to catch all the orbiting spheres that glittered in his conversations. At the 
same time he laughed so heartily about ridiculous things like comic strips 
or his own foibles that I thought he must not be eccentric like most of the 
other poets I knew. He loved baseball, ice cream, his parents, New York 
City, Maine, me. He was devoted to a retarded aunt. Although he was a 
man regular in his habits, systematic, thorough and clear in his thinking, 
never moody, an ordinary life did not happen with him. If he was writing 
a poem, reading, studying, talking with or teasing a friend, his attention 
was absorbed, intuitive, reciprocal, and never distracted; he was always late, 
but with aplomb. He had plenty of esprit, like the figure-skater in his poem 
which follows. And like the heroine, he had once been in danger of losing 
his life; for him, it had been in combat and the resulting injury, but, like the 
heroine, he miraculously escaped death.

THE FIGURE-SKATER

Like the headlight
on a freight train
stirring its witches’
broth of wheels
down double-barreled rails,
faster, faster,
looming on,
homing on
the heroine,
bound in her strait-
jacket of ropes,
the figure-skater,
wound in her
star-spangled spin
flashing a spool
of zodiacs,
dances how many angels
on the steel-tipped
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infinity 
of her skate-blades
while her esprit woos
the fortune
a dust bowl
remembers
in whirlwinds
till a star leaps
out of the coils
of gravity.
Escapading on
the mirror’s altar,
she swings
into exploding mercury
that bends and scatters
apparitions
just holding on
to godspeed
with the rich glaze of her smile.

	 The figure-skater’s tight “star-spangled spin” seems to bind her in a 
“strait- / jacket of ropes” as the spotlight which singles her out as a star bears 
down on her like the headlight on a freight train, “faster, faster.” It turns 
out, however, that she is the possessor of an esprit that woos good fortune, 
and at the last possible moment “a star leaps / out of the coils / of gravity” 
and she is saved. The danger passed, she is now free to “escapade on/ the 
mirror’s altar” and she just manages to hold on to “godspeed / with the rich 
glaze of her smile”—that remote, impersonal and preoccupied, “glazed” 
smile of the performer.
	 In this poem, one of Kenneth’s major themes is treated in miniature, as 
a theatrical mimesis, an ice capade, an entertainment—that of difficulties 
surmounted against impossible odds.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

FRISBEE

The frisbee of my clavicle
has something to it.

They can’t throw it away.
It keeps coming back for my head.
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It likes to play ball with my head.
You’d think stale air was Fido

or these creeps William Tell.
They’re not.

I’m not his son.
Jesus, I’m confused,

but I don’t want to be seen
with a bone through my head.

I would have thought I had
more important business

than to hang
around this antique factory

worrying what morticians do
to fakes, but here I am,

wondering 
have they replaced my brain

with a sponge soaked in vinegar.
It thinks the same.

	 Just the other day, after many years of reading “Frisbee,” I realized that 
this poem in its brilliant surreality is the darkest possible metaphor for Ken-
neth’s fear, after being severely injured in combat, that he would remain in 
hospital (“this antique factory” staffed by “morticians”) for the rest of his 
life—he was only twenty-two at the time. Life had seemed full of possibili-
ties up until now and he had thought to do “more important business” in 
his life. He deals with his fears and emotions by minimizing and ridiculing 
them with the image of a toy and a game—his clavicle is a frisbee that is 
being played with, his head is used for a ballgame. A mordant reference is 
made to William Tell shooting an apple off his son’s head. The poet knows 
he is not William Tell’s son nor, more tellingly, anyone else’s son. He feels 
himself to be a fake, or dead, deeply alienated, self-conscious about the con-
spicuity of his injuries (“I don’t want to be seen / with a bone through my 
head.”) In a bitter and terrifying reference to the Crucifixion, he wonders if 
the anonymous “they” have replaced his brain with “a sponge soaked in vin-
egar,” which was offered to Jesus on the Cross. “It thinks the same.” He sees 
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himself as an inadequate, disappointing, disappointed, confused, unwitting, 
stupefied insult.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

	 Kenneth loved his elderly Aunt Dot, who was slightly retarded, and 
Aunt Dot adored him, her nephew Bud, as the family called him. The poem 
“Handkerchief Hello” is a profoundly tender poem written when Aunt Dot 
became senile.

HANDKERCHIEF HELLO

My senile aunt
waves her hand like a handkerchief hello
to the old lady
who comes to the mirror’s castle window-frame
each night and waves
herself into her fingertips goodbye
before one of them climbs, hand over hand,
the stairway to
the mountain peak of sleep.

Who speaks the caressing command?

Stirred around the golden
whirlpool of a pendulum,
I am contemplated by
my own motion
inward.
I never knew
that I would know such peace.

A drop of water
as it hits, explodes
into a crown
emptying itself.

	 Aunt Dot looks into the mirror, which is like a castle window-frame to 
her, and she waves goodbye genteely (“with her fingertips”) to her neighbor, 
an old lady she doesn’t recognize there (herself ) before she climbs the stairs 
“hand over hand” to sleep.
	 The poem then embarks upon a meditation in which Someone “speaks 
the caressing command.” All will be well. The “whirlpool” of the pendulum, 
or Time, is seen to be “golden” and the poet is “contemplated” by his “own 
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motion/ inward.” This motion inward is an action of the One who “speaks 
the caressing command” (“Oh Lord, you search me and you know me,” Ps. 
139) and the poet responds, “I never knew/ that I would know such peace,” 
the certitude reinforced by the word “know” twice in two lines. The self-
emptying of the falling drop of water “explodes/ into a crown.”

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

HAZARDOUS INVASION

Watching a Brownian movement create
its self-erasing pattern,
I realize I have thought
what I say.
It builds a bridge to nowhere

and I walk on it.
The retina is full
of hazardous invasions.

Some saint has disappeared
into the body

with his secret
connection of events
raised to the power
of the loss
of references.

	 Kenneth’s poems might well be described as Brownian movements 
(pedesis, from the Greek “leaping”): the random motion of particles sus-
pended in a fluid (a liquid or a gas) resulting from their collision with the 
quick atoms or molecules in the gas or liquid. In Kenneth’s poems there are 
apparently random motions and definite leapings of words, metaphors and 
images—a fizz of life, cascades of unexpected collisions and juxtapositions.
	 “Hazardous Invasion” is an intensely modern and widespread experi-
ence: We create and witness so many self-erasing patterns and we talk so 
much that we actually are surprised that we have thought anything through 
before we speak. What we say and what we make are self-destructing 
obsolescent bridges to nowhere, and we walk on them. We know ourselves 
to have been invaded, bombarded, hazardously. We also know that there 
is goodness, even saintliness, in us, in our bodies, although the saint has 
disappeared from our sight. This saint-in-hiding has a secret connection of 
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events, but the references have been lost.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

LUTE SONG

What boulder leaks
a morning thawed

to a lute song
riding its champagne
memory

Aether pings
its rosary
one by one by one

till chords run
wild

All doors
break open

manes comb the air
and harvest it

See see
the shining

	 A paradisal morning, leaked from a boulder and “thawed / to a lute 
song / riding its champagne memory” bubbles with breezes, birds, insects, 
water, leaves—its exhilarating, fermented, inebriating lute song in early 
morning light, and the aether (which is what the gods breathe) “pings / its 
rosary / one by one by one.” The ecstatic lute song and the prayer of the 
rosary “run wild / all doors break open”—everything is possible—horses are 
running free and their manes “comb the air / and harvest it”—“See see / the 
shining.”

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

SCENT OF FLOWERS

And what on earth am I to do
with this scent of flowers,
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with the sun and moon shining at once,
the forest yelling and moaning?
Somewhere in the name of the flowers
a leg and a boot are sleeping restlessly
beyond my reach
and two captains in black
are dancing a ballet on the grass,
running up and kissing each other on the cheek.
The shadows of the trees are growing
huger and huger
and I want to ask how the sun and the moon are both shining
and I want to point at the sky. 

	 This poem, about a near-death injury on a battlefield, speaks of a scent 
of flowers, an unexpected sweetness, as the soldier lay there, and an impres-
sion of “the sun and moon both shining at once,” while deafening sounds 
of combat continue—“the forest yelling and moaning.” Fading in and out 
of consciousness, he sees “a leg and a boot…sleeping restlessly / beyond 
my reach.” Everything becomes darker, and he thinks that two captains are 
dressed in black, and that they are dancing a ballet and kissing each other 
on the cheek. He wants to understand “how the sun and the moon are both 
shining,” and he wants “to point at the sky.” He wants to understand him-
self and what has happened to him sub specie aeternitatis.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

For three days

now
just 
as the clock
strikes
twelve,
the stars
begin
drumming,
drumming.
“It’s all right,”
I keep 
saying.
Then,
a left foot
burning
drops
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through the air
of sleep.

	 That dream of death would continue periodically for the rest of the 
soldier’s life. Many years later, during a three-night period of sleeplessness, 
he would experience again the recurrent nightmare at midnight, and it 
would seem that the stars began “drumming, drumming.” Trying to allay 
the dread, he would repeat, “It’s all right,” while the memory of a “left foo / 
burning / (would) drop / through the air / of sleep.”

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

END OF DAY

Upside
down
spiders weave
evening air

ave
ave

I fall into light
that slips out of the room;
furniture and books
secrete the end of day,
exiling themselves
in my silence.
The shining outlasts
its day
till I cannot
remember

	 Spiders weaving evening air, ave, ave—those “v” sounds vibrating like 
violin strings, weaving evening air, ave ave at the terminus of day. 
	 Ave, ave—Hail, esteemed one; greetings; farewell; be well.
	 The light that slips into the room destabilizes me and I fall into it; the 
end of day, my entire life, are secrets secreted in the furniture and books 
here in this room, but now exiled far from me in the deep welcoming si-
lence of my soul. The shining (Eternity) is greater than, and outlasts, its day. 
My memory does not encompass it.
	 I am reminded of the shining in “Lute Song,” that morning in paradise, 
which was always part of Kenneth’s sensibility.
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Zodiac

Moikom Zeqo, translated by An-
astas Kapurani and Wayne Miller. 
Zephyr Press, 2015. 152 pp. $15.

	 “How can I tame for you this 
mountain / and pour it like a river, / 
or a waterfall, down to the sea?” asks 
the speaker in the middle of Zodiac, 
Moikom Zeqo’s fourth book. Writ-
ten in the late 1990s, Zodiac moves 
in alluvial patterns, gathering the 
sediment of mythologies, artifacts, 
and cultural practices and redistrib-
uting them in the forceful current of 
Zeqo’s cascading, mostly unbroken 
stanzas. 
	 Zeqo’s oracular voice propels 
the text forward with an effusive-
ness that might draw comparisons 
to Allen Ginsberg’s contempo-
raneous work. Unlike Ginsberg, 
though, Zeqo’s vatic voice occults 
itself through its sheer magnitude of 
allusiveness. Reading Zodiac recon-
structs the act of divination, leaving 
readers to pore over the profuse 
star-chart of the text. Invoking Saint 
Mark and Jim Morrison, Viagra and 
the Golden Fleece, Zeqo’s project is 
iconoclastic, declaring, “I’m dis-
gusted / by myth,” yet results in a 
cosmological bricolage: “I’d like to 
melt down images for you, / forging, 
in the process, a more divine metal.” 
	 At times, Zeqo’s new cosmology 
borders on the androcentric. He ges-
tures toward an idea of femininity 
in lines like “God, God—who isn’t 

male— / God, God of the six-day 
pregnancy.” However, comparatively 
few feminine figures appear in Zo-
diac and the speaker urges the reader 
to “hear inside my bleat / the voice / 
of Rimbaud.” 
	 Kapurani and Miller’s energetic 
translation allows Zeqo’s mixture of 
antic and mantic to shine through. 
This edition of Zodiac also presents 
the original text en-face, allowing 
readers unfamiliar with Albanian 
to experience Zeqo’s linguistic play, 
signaled by neologisms like “hum-
animalgods, / godhumanimals, / 
animalhumangods.” In its playful 
prophecy, Zodiac smolders with a 
restless magic and affords English 
readers an important access point to 
a distinctive Albanian voice who de-
clares, “I am an evolving cathedral; I 
deafen the universe / by ringing the 
cracked bells of my wounds.”

—Zachary Anderson
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Kurdish Studies. Robert Levy’s work has appeared in Poetry, Paris Review, 
Georgia Review, Kenyon Review, Prairie Schooner, Boulevard, Southern 
Review, Southwest Review, North American Review, Gettysburg Review, 
Threepenny Review, and Alaska Quarterly Review among others. He has 
published three full-length books: Whistle Maker, In The Century Of Small 
Gestures, and All These Restless Ghosts, as well as six chapbooks. Robert 
Lietz’s poetry has appeared in many journals, including Agni Review, 
Antioch Review, Carolina Quarterly, Colorado Review, Epoch, Georgia Review, 
Missouri Review, North American Review, Poetry, and Shenandoah. He has 
eight published collections, including Running in Place, At Park and East 
Division, The Lindbergh Half-Century, Storm Service, and After Business in 
the West: New and Selected Poems. Carol Lischau is a Master’s student in 
poetry at the University of North Texas and the Poetry Contest Coordina-
tor for the American Literary Review. Her poems appear in Common Ground 
Review, The North Texas Review, and Pulse Magazine. Peter Markus is the 
author of the novel Bob, Or Man on Boat as well as five collections of short 
fiction, among them We Make Mud and The Fish and the Not Fish. John 
Matthias’s collected poems are now available from Shearsman Books, as is 
his first novel Different Kinds of Music. Cuban-born Pablo Medina is the 
author of 16 books, among them the poetry collections The Island Kingdom, 
The Man Who Wrote on Water, Calle Habana, and Points of Balance/Puntos 
de Apoyo; the novels Cubop City Blues, The Cigar Roller, The Return of Felix 
Nogara, and Marks of Birth; the memoir Exiled Memories: A Cuban Child-
hood; and a collection of translations from the Spanish of Virgilio Piñera 
titled The Weight of the Island. In 2008, Medina and fellow poet Mark 
Statman published a new English version of Garcia Lorca’s Poet in New 
York, which John Ashbery called “the definitive version of Lorca’s master-
piece.” Medina is professor of fiction and poetry at Emerson College. 
Daniel Morris is author most recently of Not Born Digital: Poetics, Print 
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Literacy, New Media and Hit Play. Laura Leigh Morris teaches creative 
writing and literature at Furman University. She has published fiction in 
Appalachian Heritage, The Louisville Review, Weave, and other journals. 
Darya Abdul-Karim Ali Najim graduated in 2014 from the American 
University of Iraq, Sulaimani, in International Studies and English Litera-
ture. She will resume her studies at Lund University, Sweden. Martin 
Nakell is a factionalist, poet, and essayist who has published 16 books, and 
won numerous awards. He teaches creative writing at Chapman University. 
Bret Nye is a writer from northwestern Ohio. He’s been published previ-
ously in Notre Dame Review, Midwestern Gothic, and Paper Tape, amongst 
other places. In addition to his fiction, interviews, and reviews, Bret also 
writes about video games and about the gothic in various modern media. 
Aila Olsen is an art critic and conceptual artist living in Berlin. Lance 
Olsen is author of more than 20 books of and about innovative/hybrid 
writing. A Guggenheim, Berlin Prize, D.A.A.D. Artist-in-Berlin Residency, 
and N.E.A. Fellowship recipient, as well as a Fulbright Scholar, he teaches 
experimental narrative theory and practice at the University of Utah. His 
next novel, Dreamlives of Debris, will be published next year. Andi Olsen is 
a video artist whose works have been shown in museums, galleries and film 
festivals in the U.S. and Europe. She is known for her hybrid works that 
combine literature, video and objects. William O’Rourke is the author of 
The Harrisburg 7 and the New Catholic Left, Signs of the Literary Times: 
Essays, Reviews, Profiles, and On Having a Heart Attack: A Medical Memoir, 
Confessions of a Guilty Freelancer, among others, as well as the novels The 
Meekness of Isaac, Idle Hands, Criminal Tendencies, and Notts. He is the 
editor of On the Job: Fiction About Work by Contemporary American Writers 
and co-editor of Notre Dame Review: The First Ten Years. Suzanne Parker 
is a winner of the Kinereth Gensler Book Award for her poetry collection 
Viral, which was a finalist for a Lambda Literary Award and is on the 
National Library Association’s Over the Rainbow List of recommended 
books for 2013. Her work has recently appeared in Barrow Street, Diode, 
Cimarron Review, Drunken Boat, Hunger Mountain, and BODY. She is 
managing editor at MEAD: A Magazine of Literature and Libations, and she 
directs the creative writing program at Brookdale Community College in 
New Jersey. Donald Platt’s fifth book of poems, Tornadoesque, is forthcom-
ing this year. His poems have recently appeared in Alaska Quarterly Review, 
Antioch Review, BLOOM, Crazyhorse, Prairie Schooner, Passages North, 
Sou’wester, Rattle, New Ohio Review, Southwest Review, and The Best Ameri-
can Poetry 2015. He teaches in Purdue University’s MFA program. Francis 
Ponge (1899-1988) was a French essayist and poet best known for his 
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prose poems about ordinary and natural objects, from 1942’s Le partis pris 
des choses to Le Savon, a long poem first published in 1969, and La Fabrique 
du Pré. Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926) was a Bohemian-Austrian poet. 
He is considered one of the most significant poets in the German language. 
He wrote in both verse and a highly lyrical prose. Among English-language 
readers, his best-known work is the Duino Elegies; his two most famous 
prose works are the Letters to a Young Poet and the semi-autobiographical 
Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge. He also wrote more than 400 poems in 
French. Andres Rojas holds an MFA and a JD from the University of 
Florida and currently works for the U.S. Department of the Treasury. His 
poetry has most recently appeared or is forthcoming, among others, in 2 
River View, Barrow Street, Massachusetts Review, New England Review, and 
riverSedge. Davis Schneiderman’s novels include the DEAD/BOOKS 
trilogy—the blank novel BLANK, the plagiarized novel [SIC], and the 
ink-stained novel INK.—as well as the novel Drain. He blogs for the 
Huffington Post. He is associate dean of the faculty and professor of English 
at Lake Forest College. Larry Siems studied English and Classical Greek at 
the University of Notre Dame and poetry in the MFA program at Colum-
bia University. He was a fellow at the Fine Arts Work Center in 1987-
1988. His work has appeared in a wide range of publications, including The 
New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, Slate, The Nation, LA Weekly, 
andIronwood, Epoch, and Southern Poetry Review. He has three books: 
Between the Lines: Letters Between Undocumented Mexican and Central Amer-
ican Immigrants and Their Families and Friends; The Torture Report: What 
the Documents Say About America’s Post 9/11 Torture Program; and Guantá-
namo Diary. Mewan Nahro Said Sofi, a Masters candidate in Manage-
ment of Governance Networks at Erasmus University, Rotterdam, gradu-
ated in 2015 from the American University of Iraq, Sulaimani, with a major 
in International Studies. Mark Statman’s poetry collections include That 
Train Again, A Map of the Winds, and Tourist at a Miracle. Other books 
include Black Tulips: The Selected Poems of José María Hinojosa, the first 
English language translation of the significant poet of Spain’s Generation of 
1927, and, with Pablo Medina, a translation of Federico García Lorca’s Poet 
in New York. His next translation collection, Never Made in America: 
Selected Poetry of Martín Barea Mattos, will appear next year. He is associate 
professor of literary studies at Eugene Lang College, The New School. 
Rodrigo Toscano’s newest book of poetry is Explosion Rocks Springfield. 
His previous books include, Deck of Deeds, Collapsible Poetics Theater 
(National Poetry Series selection). To Leveling Swerve, Platform, Partisans, 
and The Disparities. His poetry has appeared in numerous anthologies, 
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including Voices Without Borders, Diasporic Avant Gardes, Imagined Theatres, 
In the Criminal’s Cabinet, Earth Bound, and Best American Poetry. He has 
received a New York State Fellowship in Poetry He works for the Labor 
Institute in conjunction with the United Steelworkers and the National 
Institute for Environmental Health Science. Lee Upton’s most recent book 
is Bottle the Bottles the Bottles the Bottles. Her short stories and poems appear 
widely. Her collection of short stories, The Tao of Humiliation, was named 
one of the best books of 2014 by Kirkus Review. G.C. Waldrep’s most 
recent books are a long poem, Testament, and a capbook, Susquehanna. 
Waldrep teaches at Bucknell University, edits the journal West Branch, and 
serves as Editor-at-Large for The Kenyon Review. Jade Walker is a former 
intern for Brevity Magazine and fiction editor of Sphere Magazine. She 
spends her free time “working on her novel,” writing short stories, and is 
working towards her Master’s in library and information science at Kent 
State University. Paul Weinfield is a NYC-based singer, songwriter, 
translator, and meditation teacher. Cait Weiss is the online editor of The 
Journal, and MFA candidate at the Ohio State University, and a past and 
future Angeleno. Since moving to Ohio, she has developed a program 
connecting OSU’s creative writing MFA candidates with local public high 
school students interested in prose and poetry, establishing workshops 
throughout the Columbus area. Her writing has been published in FIELD, 
Tupelo Quarterly, The Pinch, Juked, the Chattahoochee Review, and other 
journals. Wallis Wilde-Menozzi frequently contributes to NDR. AGNI 
Online and Words Without Borders host current work of hers. An interview 
about her recent novel, Toscanelli’s Ray, can be found on this journal’s web 
site. Her second memoir, The Other Side of the Tiber, was picked by Longi-
tude as one of the best ten travel books of the year. James Matthew 
Wilson’s most recent books are Some Permanent Things and The Fortunes of 
Poetry in an Age of Unmaking. Katherine E. Young is the author of Day of 
the Border Guards, 2014 Miller Williams Arkansas Poetry Prize finalist, and 
two chapbooks. Her poems have appeared in Prairie Schooner, The Iowa 
Review, Shenandoah, and others. She also is the translator of Two Poems by 
Inna Kabysh; her translations of Russian poets Xenia Emelyanova and Inna 
Kabysh won third prize in the Joseph Brodsky-Stephen Spender competi-
tions in 2014 and 2011, respectively. A full-length collection of Inna 
Kabysh’s poems was a finalist for the 2016 Cliff Becker Book Prize in 
Translation. In 2015 Young was named a Hawthornden Fellow.
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