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D iane A ckerm an

The following is an excerpt from Chapter 
9 o f Diane Ackerman's forthcoming book, A 
Slender Thread, which was inspired in part 
by her work as a volunteer at a local suicide 
prevention and crisis center. Herbert Mit- 
gang describes the book as a “fascinating 
human encounter: with troubled people at a 
crisis center, with the world, with the world 
o f nature, and with the author herself. ”

From my knapsack, I pull a yellowing, 

dog-eared copy of Walt Whitman’s Leaves 

o f Grass, and browse among familiar pas

sages, stopping at some favorite lines:

O f life immense in passion, pulse and 

pow er...W e also ascend dazzling and 

tremendous as the sun...A tenor large and 

fresh as Creation fills me...Where the alli

gator in his tough pimples sleeps by the 

bayou...Stretch’d and still lies the mid

night...the flag of my disposition, out of 

hopeful green stuff woven...Long have you 

timidly waded holding a plank to the 

shore...Let your soul stand cool and com

posed before a million universes...Through

me many long dumb voices...the drench of
*

my passions...Life...the leavings of many 

deaths...

see Person to Person, page 10 Jack Sherman

Inside:
“Conservatives, Liberals, & Chekhov” 

by James McConkey, page 6
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Letters to the Editor
The Berrigans’ Conspiracy

To the Editor:

The illustrated first page of your last 
issue, and very skillfully done, shows 
Philip Berrigan as a passive resister, a pro- 
tester-priest, about to be hauled away by 
arms and legs, the arms and legs of the 
law.

And in such a moment as depicted, 
Berrigan was a passive and peaceable 
resister, but it was not for passive and 
peaceful resistance that he was under 
arrest because on the same page and in his 
own words he gives the reason. He was 
one of the Catonsville Nine who once, dur
ing Vietnam, raided a Maryland draft 
board’s office and burnt “hundreds” of 
records in a parking lot.

We understand the rationale of such a 
deed in the sense of understanding what 
was aimed at, what was meant. War is hor
rible, atomic destruction is obscene, 
napalm, missiles, all the rest are horrible, 
ugly, obscene and dangerous to life on this 
planet. That sort of thing was meant, along 
with the idea: We must do something 
about it.

But this rationale is undeveloped and 
faulty, and we must put aside thoughts of 
what was “meant” by the deed and ask our
selves in the first place: What was done? 
This is a question of fact and its signifi
cance.

What was done is criminal and raises 
questions. In the very words of this once- 
notorious priest we have confession of 
criminal trespass, theft, and destruction of 
government property. We must allow the 
question, then, whether it is right or wrong 
to countenance criminal trespass, theft, 
and destruction of government property.

And I distinguish this, absolutely, from 
such symbolic deeds as flag-burning or the 
burning of one’s own draft card.

Furthermore, wc ought not to conceal 
from ourselves, whether in the name of 
Catholicism or righteousness or misguided 
Protestant zeal, that in their prior agree
ment to commit this crime the Catonsville 
Nine were conspirators and in their public 
doing of it, they incited to rebellion or dis
order—made examples of themselves as 
public and government nuisances.

So the list of what was done in con
tradistinction to what was symbolically 
aimed at is surprisingly gross and crude: 
Conspiracy. Criminal trespass. Insurrec
tion. Incitement to disorder. Theft (or even 
robbery.) Willful destruction of govern
ment property.

What, then, was the premise for the 
burning of draft records by the Catonsville 
Nine? Was it that the government has no 
right to keep records? Or that it has no 
right to raise an army? Is it a premise that 
a citizen has no duty toward his govern
ment when he happens to disagree with 
government policy? These are false 
premises but they seem to be clearly
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implied.
Or again, was it a premise of the deed 

that any small group of zealots or fanatics 
or well-wishers and righteous people may, 
under God, constitute themselves an 
agency of judgment and proceed to act 
outside the law, above the law, and against 
the law? It is the very premise of the Ku 
Klux

This sort of misguided messianism and 
self-anointed destructivness ought never 
to be covered over with the honorable 
term, non-violent resistance. It does not 
belong to the ideas of Henry David Thore- 
au or Leo Tolstoy, both of whom influ
enced Ghandi in his formulation of non
violent resistance. It does not derive from 
the paradoxical Gospel formula taken from 
the Sermon on the Mount in which Tolstoy 
found a key to the meaning of the Gospel, 
namely: “Resist not evil.”

On this matter I advocate nothing and 
preach no Gospel but only point out that 
Philip Berrigan’s quoted words are in open 
contradiction when he speaks of a “Christ
ian mandate to resist evil.” That same 
mandate might have been used to cover the 
Inquisition or a bloody Crusade.

Overall, there was no consistency of 
principle in the disorderly deed of the 
Catonsville Nine because there was no 
coherency in the fundamental idea. Nor 
did either one of the Berrigan brothers 
achieve the consistency of principle in 
subsequent doings, as when for example 
Daniel Berrigan took a hammer to the nose 
cone of a guided missile.

I think of the madman in the Vatican 
who took a hammer to M ichelangelo’s 
Pieta and broke the Virgin’s marble nose 
while shouting, “I am God. I am God.” 
With respect to the underlying principle, 
these two contrasting deeds are one and 
the same.

—Ernest Werner

•  • •

To the Editor:

In his letter to The Bookpress, Ernest 
Werner criticizes Philip Berrigan for 
destroying “government property.” Wern
er refers to Berrigan as this “once-notori- 
ous priest,” and suggest that in his autobi
ography, Fighting the Lamb’s War: Skir
mishes with the American Empire, we have 
confession of “criminal trespass, theft, and 
destruction of government property.”

I would urge Werner to take a closer, 
and less angry, look at Philip Berrigan’s 
life and work. For example, a careful read
ing of his autobiography will reveal that 
Phil has never “confessed” to anything but 
following the social teachings of the
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Catholic church and to honoring his con
science—as a Catholic priest, a man who 
believes in the sanctity of human life, a 
combat veteran of World War II, and a 
pacifist.

Yes, it is quite true that the Berrigans 
and friends (among them John Grady and 
Ed McGowan, two men I am most honored 
to have as friends and neighbors) poured 
their blood over and used home-made 
napalm to burn draft records during the 
Vietnam War. Their intention was to 
destroy “hunting licenses for human 
beings,” to save the lives of 18-year-old 
American boys, and to resist the slaughter 
of the Vietnamese, Laotian, and Cambodi
an peoples. These actions were done in the 
spirit of non-violence. No insults were 
hurled, no weapons were carried, no one 
was humiliated or injured. The men and 
women who invaded draft boards at 
Catonsville, Camden, Milwaukee, and 
elsewhere, were acting not like the KKK, 
as Mr. Werner suggests, but in the spirit of 
Gandhi, Sojourner Truth, Martin Luther 
King, and Jesus.

Regarding Philip’s explanations for 
destroying draft records and disarming 
weapons of mass destruction, Werner 
writes, “That same mandate might have 
been used to cover the Inquisition or a 
bloody Crusade.” No careful reading of 
Berrrigan’s autobiography could lead one 
to this conclusion. On the contrary, Phil 
has spent years in prison for resisting the 
Vietnam War and the arms race. A Christ
ian pacifist, he refuses to pay war taxes, or 
support bloody crusades like the Gulf War 
and the U.S.-led embargo that is killing 
4,500 Iraqi children each month.

It is ironic that Werner charges Philip 
and Daniel Berrigan with having failed to 
achieve “consistency of principle,” 
because the Berrigans’ consistency—their 
unwavering witness for peace—explains 
why the U.S. government has repeatedly 
sent them to prison. Indeed, for more than 
a quarter century the Berrigans have been 
risking jail, physical injury, and even 
death to protest against the government’s 
building of first-strike atomic weapons. 
When boarding warships or hammering on 
missiles, they have been absolutely faith
ful to the principle: “Thou shall not kill”— 
not for the state, not for the church, never 
in the name of religion. Their message has 
never varied:

Building, testing, deploying, or preparing to 
use nuclear weapons violates international 
law, and God’s law. Nuclear weapons are no 
more proper than the gas chambers that 
destroyed the lives of millions of Jews in 
Auschwitz, Buchenwald, and other death 
camps. International law obligates citizens to 
resist preparations for wars of mass 
destruction.

Finally, Werner refers to “the madman

in the Vatican who took a hammer to 
Michaelangeo’s Pieta,” and compares this 
travesty to the Berrigans’ and friend’s 
action at Catonsville. Apparently, he fails 
to distinguish between a work of art that 
gives lasting pleasure and instruments 
designed to kill humans, between nuclear 
warheads and the creation of artistic 
genius. Surely, the Berrigans are not alone 
in making that distinction.

Werner writes that the “madman” who 
attacked the Pieta shouted “I am God.” 
Philip Berrigan, one of the most loving, 
modest, and self-effacing human beings I 
have ever met, would find your compari
son amusing. All-too human, he makes 
mistakes, says things that he regrets, occa
sionally allows his indignation to under
mine his good judgment. But he does not 
suffer from delusions; he knows he isn’t 
God.

If, as Werner insists, Philip Berrigan and 
friends incite insurrection, they are acting 
out of the noble tradition of Patrick Henry, 
Thomas Paine, and Thomas Jefferson. 
They are expressing the views of Jesus 
Christ, the greatest non-violent revolution
ary in history. Their message threatens a 
government that insists it has the divine 
right to squander hundreds of billions of 
taxpayers’ money on the military, while 
millions of homeless Americans wander 
our streets, and one out of every five 
American children goes to bed hungry at 
night.

Suggesting that the Berrigans are creat
ing civil disorder is like arguing that 
human rights activists are responsible for 
hate crimes. The national security state— 
Central Intelligence Agency, Federal 
Bureau of Investigation, National Security 
Agency—conspire to deny the American 
people, and people throughout the world, 
the opportunity to participate in genuine 
democracy. We should honor Philip Berri
gan for his willingness to risk ridicule, 
censorship, and prison, by speaking truth 
to power both in his words and his deeds.

—Fred A. Wilcox

•  •  •

To the Editor:

I imagine that Phil Berrigan would agree 
with several points made by Mr. Werner 
but would interpret them very differently. 
First and foremost, Phil is in no way a pas
sive resister. He sees non-violent resis
tance as an active, powerful force—a view 
shared by Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., 
and others. This is the reason the term 
“pacifist” has fallen out of favor with 
many resisters.

Secondly, he did break the law—so did 
the freedom riders, draft card burners, tax

see Letters page 4
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The World According to Bork

Scott Werder

Slouching Towards Gom orrah: 
M odern Liberalism and American 
Decline
by Robert H. Bork.
Regan Books/Harper Collins 1996, 
343 pp„ $25.00

Tom  M ates

In yet another example of our apparently 
endless fascination with the culture of the 
‘60s, Robert Bork has this to say:

The absence of economic pressure and the 
assumption that there would never be want 
in their futures led the young to boredom. 
Life stretched before them as a wasteland of 
suburbia and consumerism. One young idiot 
later said that “hell is growing up in Scars- 
dale.” Boredom is a much underrated emo
tion. The young, especially the very intelligent 
and vigorous, who have not yet found a path 
in life, are particularly susceptible to bore
dom’s relentless ache...[Technology...and 
entrepreneurs’ feel for a new mass market 
intensified the rebelliousness of the young.

You tell me: does Bork think that con
sumerism creates wastelands that intelli
gent and vigorous young people should 
despise, or are they “idiots” for despising 
them? Is the American Dream a good thing 
that has been fouled by a fringe liberal fac
tion, or is it inherently flawed? The remain
ing sixteen chapters of this exasperating 
book provide no answer. Other examples of 
its split-brained character abound: /

...only science, technology, and the economy 
may be said to be healthy today, and it is 
problematical how long that will last. Improb
able as it may seem, science and technology 
themselves are increasingly under attack, and 
it seems highly unlikely that a vigorous econ
omy can be sustained in an enfeebled, hedo
nistic culture...

This, combined with statements about 
how America needs to become more com
petitive, lead one to think that Bork finds 
technology and capitalism good, and the 
culture that opposes them bad. And yet on 
page 9 he delivers a frontal assault against 
entrepreneurs and technology; on page 22 
we learn of the corrosive effects of afflu
ence; on page 63 he says that he is con
cerned about the emptiness at the heart of 
democratic capitalism. Then again we learn 
that productivity, freedom, and luxury are 
valid goals (68, 69), and that affluence is 
good (271), as are free-market capitalism 
and prosperity. (312) As a final example of 
his ambivalence about the economy and 
how it causes us to behave, compare this:

[In response to a question about radical lib
eralism on campus] I pointed out that those 
graduates who went to Goldman Sachs 
would play little or no part in shaping the cul
ture. Some of them may continue counter- 
cultural drug-sniffing and sexual promiscuity 
in their off hours, but that is not the same 
thing as actively proselytizing for Sixties 
views.(52)

to this:

[This] bit of advice— "If it offends you don’t 
buy it”— is both lulling and destructive. 
Whether you buy it or not, you will be great
ly affected by those who do. The aesthetic 
and moral environment in which you and 
your family live will be coarsened and degrad
e d . ^ ! )

That the second quote is made regarding 
pornography and the first regarding sex and 
drugs doesn’t matter a whit; private vice 
either corrupts society or it doesn’t. The 
author is at sea.

Bork’s thesis is that liberalism was good 
until the 1960s, when its aim changed from 
equal opportunity for all, to equal outcomes

for all. Also he proposes that liberalism and 
individualism are valid and healthy ideals 
in a society tethered by religion, morality, 
law, and by hard physical work and the fear 
of want. But in a society not so tethered, 
liberalism and individualism can easily be 
carried too far, leading to decadence. These 
are at least arguable views, but they’ve 
been put forward many times before, and 
they don’t begin to explain, for example, 
why our moral environment is degraded by 
a neighbor who buys Playboy, but not by 
swinging investment bankers.

Several of the chapters amount to noth
ing more than Bork tossing himself soft- 
balls just for the fun of knocking them out 
of the park. The reader is treated to heaping 
portions of rhetoric about how bad the 
worst rap music is, how silly extremist fem
inists (the very few who denounce modem 
physics and medical science as “male”) are, 
how wrong it is that affirmative action puts 
less-qualified people ahead of those more 
qualified, and the folly of political correct
ness. This approach does give the author 
the chance to deliver some snappy anec
dotes, but we’ve heard these kinds of sto
ries a hundred times. To make matters 
worse, Bork undercuts his own credibility 
by comparing our society unfavorably with 
a gilt-framed, sepia-toned American past 
that simply never existed. In Bork’s 
scheme of things, the nineteenth and very 
early twentieth centuries were a peerless 
age of discipline and virtue, during which 
our modern industry and science (about 
whose present-day manifestations he else
where expresses so much ambivalence) 
gathered steam, and family ties and public 
civility were strong.

One has only to read Jacob Riis’ How the 
Other Half Lives to be reminded that tum- 
of-the-century New York was probably 
even more dangerous and depraved than it 
is now. In the early 1840s, Charles Dickens 
paid a visit to the United States, recorded in

his American Notes (1842). Dickens spent 
several days watching the Congress at 
work, and guess what he saw:

Despicable trickery at elections; underhand
ed tamperings with public officers; cowardly 
attacks upon opponents, with scurrilous 
newspapers for shields, and hired pens for 
daggers...aidings and abettings of every bad 
inclination in the popular mind....

Dickens even relates a story about one 
member of the House publicly threatening 
to cut another man’s throat “from ear to 
ear.” All this is simply history that Bork 
chooses to ignore in the service of his 
misty-eyed rendering of the past.

Bork, who grew up in the 1940s and 
began his professional career in the ‘50s, 
has taken the anomalous Cold War-inspired 
conformity and GI Bill-sponsored opti
mism of that period to be American history 
itself. The ‘60s were not so much a time of 
decay as of the stripping away of a veneer. 
The divorce rate in the ‘50s was already 
thirty percent; spousal and child abuse were 
common then, probably more common 
than they are now that women are publicly 
urged not to put up with abusive men.

Bork lumps his discussion of crime 
together with discussions of what he con
siders to be important roots of crime—wel
fare and illegitimacy—and he turns out to 
be one of those conservatives willing to 
consider seriously a big-govemment/social 
engineering approach to these problems. 
He mentions the important role that early- 
childhood programs like Head Start can 
play, and considers the possible usefulness 
of group homes for welfare recipients, 
where work requirements and strict rules of 
conduct are enforced. This is reminiscent 
of the Boy's Town approach once touted by 
Newt Gingrich.

Bork finds it “arguable” that our courts— 
particularly the Supreme Court—constitute

“the single most powerful force shaping 
our culture,” and because “the Court almost 
invariably advances the agenda of modem 
liberalism,” he thinks that we would benefit 
from a constitutional amendment making 
all federal and state court decisions subject 
to override by the Congress (a majority 
vote in each House). But he fails to tell us 
why Congressional decisions would be bet
ter, all things considered, than Court deci
sions. Is it simply because the former are 
more influenced by the public will? But I 
needn’t bother arguing with Bork, for once 
again he does a fine job of it himself. Dis
cussing pornography a few pages later, he 
argues that the judiciary’s views won’t 
change “until the culture to which the Court 
responds changes.” Why then would this 
“decadent” culture influence the Congress 
(over whom it has much more direct con
trol) more wholesomely than it does the 
Court?

Bork blames the rebelliousness of the 
young, “especially the very intelligent and 
vigorous,” on boredom, and he blames 
entrepreneurs for exploiting that feeling 
while capitalizing on the youth market. But 
it isn’t just boredom that has been bother
ing the very intelligent and vigorous for the 
last century and a half—from the Transcen- 
dentalists to the Beats to today’s “slack
ers”—it is also the dishonesty of an eco
nomic system that makes average people 
feel like losers by relentlessly re-defining 
wealth and needs upwards. Worst of all is 
the rat race that results, which keeps us 
from benefiting from technology’s one 
great potential benefit: freedom from toil— 
freedom that we could use to develop our
selves artistically and intellectually.

Bork yearns for the lifestyle that typified 
the mainstream of his earlier years, but why 
should the young feel inspired by what is or 
was our mainstream? How can they even 
make sense of it—understand the rules it is 
playing by? How can the same adults who 
watch television, on average, three to four 
hours per day, demand that children attend 
school? How, in a nation with such uneven
ly distributed excess (the “wasteland” of 
consumerism, as Bork himself calls it) can 
young people be inspired to emulate com
muters on their way to jobs that will pro
duce still more excess? Why should kids be 
enthusiastic about entering a working 
world that they can see their parents saving 
and investing to escape from as quickly and 
completely as possible?

Bork suggests that to clean up our econo
my we should boycott the smut and vio
lence that it markets as entertainment. But 
if we really wanted to clean it up, make it 
honest, we would go much further than 
that. We would boycott (and refuse to be 
involved in the production of) everything 
foolish and wasteful, and in so doing would 
probably reduce the size of our economy— 
and our own personal wealth—by well over 
half. We would have less money but more 
time, time for self-development, time for 
family, for conversation, time to acquire 
wisdom instead of just accumulating 
“information.” We would finally be putting 
our money where our mouth is regarding 
“family values.”

Typically, Bork’s consideration of these 
issues is confused, and not least by his pre
occupation with matters suggested by the 
title of his book. He will be seventy next 
year. The turning of the millennium comes 
three years after that. The first of these facts 
has Biblical significance, the second does 
not, but judging by the tone of this book, its 
author is far more under the spell of these 
two dates than a man who prides himself on 
intellectual rigor should be. That is his pre
rogative of course, and when I reach his age 
1 may become equally distracted by my 
own autumnal mythology; I just hope that 
I ’ll have the good sense to keep it to 
myself.

Tom Mates is a former chemist living in 
Ithaca.
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Off Campus

At The Bookery
This presentation is part of our ongoing 
series of readings and talks upstairs in 

the DeWitt Mall.

Friday, December 6, 12-1:30 p.m. 
in The Bookery II

David Margolis,
award-winning journalist and fiction writer will be signing copies of his 
new novel, The Stepman. Mr. Margolis received his MFA from Cornell Uni
versity and taught writing at Ithaca College. He now lives in Jerusalem with 
his wife and daughter. This book signing will take place in The Bookery II, 
not upstairs in the mall.

Sunday, December 8, 4:00 p.m.

An Afternoon of Poetry
Featuring

Paul Hamill, Director of Academic Funding and Adjunct Instructor of Eng
lish and writing at Ithaca College.
David McCann, Professor of Korean Literature in the Department of Asian 
Studies at Cornell University.
Introduced by: Gail Holst-Warhaft, Adjunct Professor of Comparative Lit
erature and Classics at Cornell University.

Monday, December 9, 8:00 p.m.

Sol Goldberg,
staff photographer for The Ithaca Journal from 1956 to 1965 and winner of 
85 national press and Associated Press awards, will present an evening of 
slides and discussion to celebrate the publication of his new book, Sol 
Goldberg's Ithaca: The Journal Years. Mr. Coldberg will be joined by the 
book's editor, John Marcham, past City Editor of The Ithaca Journal.

Sunday, January 26, 4:00 p.m.
Nina Revoyr,

w ill read from her com pelling first 
novel, The Necessary Hunger, which 
tells the story of two high-school girls in 
the 'hood, one Japanese-American, the 
other African-American, who hunger 
for basketball stardom and a life beyond 
South Central Los Angeles. Ms. Revoyr 
is a lecturer at Cornell University.

Sunday, February 2, 4:00 p.m.

Brian Hall,
author of the passionate, The Impossible 
Country: A Journey Through the Last 
Days o f Yugoslavia, will be reading from 
his much anticipated new novel, The 
Saskiad. Following his twelve-year-old 
heroine from a commune in upstate 
New York through the imaginary world 
of literature to a mysterious rendezvous 
with her enigmatic father, Hall weaves a 
compelling coming-of-age tale.

The Bookery
DeWitt Building,

215 North Cayuga St., Ithaca
For more information call (607) 273-5055

Letters
continued from page 2

resisters such as Thoreau, and any number 
of dissidents from different spiritual tra
ditions, including early Christians who 
refused to serve in the army or worship 
the emperor.

Berrigan conspired—yes, of course. He 
considers this a matter of fidelity to the 
gospels. How can a group of people com
mitted to social justice meet together to 
plan non-violent resistance, including 
civil disobedience, without conspiring? 
The root meaning of the word is to 
breathe together, in this case for discern
ment about the proper response to the 
atrocities of the Vietnam War and the 
nuclear arms race.

Symbolic action? Phil has never gone 
for the free speech defense in any of his 
actions by claiming they were “just sym
bolic.” He is Catholic in his insistence 
that symbol and reality are one. A piece of 
paper which authorized the transport of 
prisoners to a concentration camp in Nazi 
Germany may be said to be symbolic (of 
policy and intent) and real (it was actual
ly used to make things happen). The same 
point can be made about an incinerator, a 
draft file (crucial to implement war poli
cy), or a nuclear warhead (an instrument 
of mass terror, embodying our will to 
commit genocide if necessary). Someone 
who destroys such things and waits to be 
arrested is performing a symbolic action 
(i.e. is not focused on effectiveness and 
gaining political power) and a “real” 
action (there is one less nose cone to 
incinerate the enemy with). Phil is not 
interested in striking symbolic swords 
into symbolic plowshares. It’s real blood 
he throws on the Pentagon pillars.

All those who practice civil disobedi
ence are subject to the standard criticisms 
about violating the law, because law at its 
best helps to create community. But the 
law is also used as an instrument to 
destroy community and perpetuate injus
tice. The latter aspect of law is the focus 
of the great struggles for non-violent 
change. Mr. Werner sees certain histori
cal figures in this tradition as saintly and 
respectable, and the Berrigans as pariahs, 
primarily because he sees their destruc
tion of property as indicative of their arro
gance and lack of commitment to non
violence.

This point is addressed in Phil’s book 
and was debated within the community of 
those committed to non-violence from the 
time of the Berrigans’ action at 
Catonsville. Dorothy Day and Thomas 
Merton had reservations about this step, 
as Phil notes.

Three points are important about this 
debate. First, we should listen seriously to 
the argument that some property has no 
right to exist. Who decides that property 
meant for genocide or torture has a right

to exist? Usually governments do, and 
they often resort to war to enforce their 
views (that is where the true arrogance 
lies). An individual who acts as Phil did is 
well within the traditions of non-violence: 
he is absolute in his respect for human life 
and he submits to arrest—evidence of his 
acceptance of limits, which is to say, 
humility and trust in larger forces.

Second, from what perspective do we 
reflect on the “sacredness” of property? 
From the point of view of corporate and 
middle-class America, violence against 
property is a cardinal sin. From the per
spective of the inner city where Phil has 
lived for years, and our nation’s jails, 
where he has sat with men who have seen 
a disproportionate number of their neigh
bors come back in body bags from Viet
nam and who have borne for decades the 
brunt of our social policies of neglect, the 
idea of the sacredness of draft files is 
laughable.

Finally, I think it is important to note 
that people get ideological about non-vio
lent resistance, as they do about any other 
belief, and they begin to think there is only 
one way to do it. (Phil often seems to think 
this way too.) Non-violent action is a 
growing force in the world, and its princi
ples are constantly evolving. Practice 
evolves too. It can be something as small 
as a couple learning communication skills 
to reduce verbal violence, or as challeng
ing as peace activists working on reconcil
iation between Hutus and Tutsis (this is 
being sponsored by the Fellowship of Rec
onciliation in Europe). The tactics of non
violent action used in the Philippines are 
being taught in Myanmar. Each situation 
calls for something different.

What Thoreau did jn 19th-century New 
England—sitting in a jail and writing— 
will be right for some people, but not all. 
The place of the United States in the world 
has changed. Our destructiveness and 
power to destroy has increased immensely. 
The power of the media to absorb anything 
and render it trivial has also increased. The 
Berrigans have been creative in respond
ing to this, helping us to see the idolatry 
implicit in the arms race and the arrogance 
of our world dominance. The fact that their 
actions are directed at the instruments of 
war, not people, is consistent with their 
prophetic role and their faith.

What is unique about Phil Berrigan is 
his capacity to combine, over decades of 
his life, intense anger at injustice, absolute 
commitment to non-violence, and lack of 
fear. He has the rage of Malcolm X and the 
passionate commitment to Christian non
violence of Martin Luther King, Jr. No 
wonder Mr. Werner sees him as a mad
man. America’s pieties are not safe with 
Phil around. This is one definition of a 
prophet.

—Dan Finlay
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G ord on  T h e ise n

David Margolis’ immediate focus as a 
writer of fiction, both in his new novel The 
Stepman and in a couple of the more effec
tive stories in his recent collection The 
Time o f Wandering, is the plight of baby 
boomers in the ‘90s. The idealism and 
experimental lifestyles which had seemed 
to answer their needs in the ‘60s and early 
‘70s having come undone because of both 
basic long-term impracticality and the age 
of Reagan, the survivors find themselves 
having to settle uneasily into daily domes
ticity. Earning a living, arguing with their 
spouses and raising children, their roman
tic dreams and romantic self-images are 
put to rest or at least put on hold.

But Margolis’ more general focus is the 
sense of alienated dislocation common to 
all of us in modern times. “A great rest
lessness seems now to grip all classes of 
the social order,” he writes, “one that pro
ceeds from a deep inner irritation in soci
ety ...” This restlessness, he tells us, can 
be metaphorically embodied in the figure 
of the wandering Jew, and if most of his 
characters are Jewish, we might take their 
stories not as stories of what it means to be 
Jewish but “as tales of masters of wander
ing. For we are in America: It is America 
that has made us what we have become.”

The broadness of this metaphor, with a 
history extending far beyond the borders 
of the twentieth century, is not however a 
mistake, for, as Margolis implies, the idea 
that there was a time more stable than 
ours, as “we like to believe,” when com
munities of friends and family provided us 
with reliable support and more concrete 
guidance, may itself be a nostalgic and 
perhaps sentimental illusion, and the wan
derer the truer and more universal image 
of the human condition.

The narrator and protagonist of The 
Stepman, Abner Minsky, identifies him
self—or his earlier, pre-married self—as 
an ambitious Blakean poet responsible 
only to a muse named Cyna (a form I 
assume of cynic, indicating the character’s 
youthful assertion of the value of disinter
ested selfhood). He sees himself (in retro
spect) as the fool of this arguably inflated 
self-image, as, that is, a product of the 
‘60s counterculture. Locating this dual 
identity within two Jewish traditions, the 
Old Testament and vaudeville, he traces 
his lineage from the biblical warrior 
Abner, “King David’s general,” and the 
“burlesque king., the great Minsky,” com
bining these bloodlines in his own “bibli
cal burlesque,” as a poet.

This genealogy lends the ensuing narra
tive a kind of mythic import, further sug
gested by references not only to Blake (a 
poet particularly concerned with Old Tes
tament theology), but to Allen Ginsberg, 
himself both Jewish and Blakean, and to 
artists like Joyce and cummings. All of 
this, along with other details (Abner’s best 
friend’s name is Mars), forces the reader 
to wonder at the significance of Abner’s 
story, at its relationship to deeper mean
ings and problems, even as we come to 
know Abner as our contemporary, one of 
our own (or the Baby Boom ers’ own), 
enmeshed not in heroic battles of old but 
in the smaller-scale and, at least on the 
surface, humbler struggles of middle-class 
America.

Indeed, Abner’s story is not only a hum
ble qne but a lesson in humility for Abner 
himself, and one major question the book 
and Abner seem to be asking together is 
whether vestiges of his youthful and more 
grandiose self-image remain with him in 
spite of his discovery of his limits. Per
haps,. in spite.qf and unbeknownst to. him:

self, he may have achieved a truer form 
of heroism precisely because of his 
domestication, in providing and caring 
for those closest to him, his wife, 
stepchildren, and daughter.

We first meet Abner as a creative writ
ing instructor at a college in Athens (Itha
ca, I assume), New York, in the midst of 
a mid-life crisis and an ongoing feud with 
his wife, Lora, concerning household 
responsibilities. But more than mere 
housekeeping is bothering Abner, and he 
complains not only of his wife but of 
women generally in the wake of femi
nism, whose demands threaten his sense 
of autonomy.

The second part of the novel begins 
with a flashback to Abner’s early adult
hood out West during “the afterspill of 
the Sixties.” He experiments with com
munal living and promiscuity, smokes 
marijuana, hangs out with Mars, and 
eventually hooks up with Lora and her 
two young children. They decide to be 
artists together and try to remain uncon
ventional—Lora paints and keeps “the 
kids out of school so the System couldn’t 
make soldiers out of them,” Abner writes, 
and they agree not to get married. Even
tually Abner, tired of providing emotion
al and financial support for someone 
else’s children, feels the need for a 
greater commitment—marriage and a 
child of his own—to which Lora reluc
tantly agrees.

In part three, we return to Abner’s cur
rent domestic crisis, and to his decision 
to leave his wife for the summer in an 
effort to recover some aspect of his earli
er self and his connection with his muse. 
In the end he returns to Lora, wiser with 
regard to his limitations and the world in 
which he lives, if still somewhat uneasy 
about who and what he has become.

A serious weakness in the novel is 
Margolis’ attempt to evoke and represent 
post-Sixties culture. To a certain degree, 
this is a result of Abner’s character. He is 
not cut out to be a hippie, and this is why 
he hooks up with Lora and eventually 
insists that she marry him—he was des
tined for domesticity, really. But to a cer
tain degree this is also Margolis’ respon
sibility, for he fails to provide a context 
in which Abner’s desire for liberation 
would make sense, the undeniable attrac
tion of the type of freedom supposedly 
still available in “the afterspill.” The 
character who serves, by default, as the 
embodiment of this freedom, Lora’s ex- 
husband Al, is completely unsympathetic 
(one might compare him to the dangerous 
but charismatic ex-husband in Joan Did- 
ion’s The Book of Common Prayer), and 
one gets the feeling that Margolis has 
pre-judged, and dismissed the youthful 
aspirations of his protagonist, thereby 
reducing the character’s interest. Margo
lis is not, that is, someone like Hunter S. 
Thompson or Camille Paglia, both of 
whom offer insightful critiques of the 
romantic idealism we inherited from the 
‘60s, even while honoring the impulse 
behind it and lamenting its failure.

This is a problem with the narrative 
and thematic structure of the novel. If we 
don’t feel fully what Abner wanted in his 
youth, illusion though it may have been, 
then we don’t really understand his 
attempt to recapture what he never quite 
had, but may have understood as a living 
possibility. On a thematic level, whether 
“the afterspill” is a true or deceptive— 
and ultimately false—realm of mythopo
etic possibility, it still deserves more than 
the cursory and dism issive treatment 
M argolis provides. Likewise, if Mars 
represents the “warrior” side of Abner, 
this needs to be more specifically drama
tized for the reader, otherwise the dynam
ic between autonomous freedom and 
domesticity is pre-determined towards 
the latter, and neither the reader nor 
Abner is allowed to feel the conflict

Boomer
An Interview with David Margolis
David Margolis is the author o f two 
novels. The Stepman (Permanent 
Press 1996) and the forthcoming 
Change of Partners (Permanent Press, 
September, 1997.) A volume o f his 
short fiction, The Time of Wandering, 
was published in 1996 by Bright Idea 
Books (Jerusalem). He co-authored the 
Holocaust memoir The Muselmann, 
with survivor David Matzner (KTAV, 
1994) and was senior author o f the 
award-winning CD-ROM title ARTRA- 
GEOUS! THE WONDERFUL WORLD 
OF ART for The Learning Company.

Born in Brooklyn, Margolis holds a 
B.A. from San Francisco State Univer
sity and and an M .F.A. from Cornell 
University. He taught writing at Ithaca 
College from 7 979-83. A Fellow of the 
Center for Jewish Culture and Creativ
ity, he was writer-in-residence in 
1993 at the Arad Arts Project in Israel. 
He immigrated to Israel from Los 
Angeles in 1994 and now lives in 
Jerusalem with his wife and daughter.

BP: Why did you decide to emigrate to 
Israel?

Margolis: My family and I had been 
deeply involved in Jewish communal 
and religious life for many years. In 
1986, we visited Israel and it felt like 
home. I had never felt fully rooted any 
place I had lived, and once I felt the 
pull of Israel, anywhere else seemed 
temporary. In 1993, my wife Judith, an 
artist and book designer, and I both 
w o n  artists' re s id e n c ie s  in a p ro g ra m  
that allowed us to live in Israel for a 
year and feel out whether we wanted 
to stay. By that time, my grown step
son had made aliyah, was married and 
had a son of his own, and we also had 
a number of old friends in Israel 
(including some former Ithacans), so it 
felt even more like home. Living in 
Israel seemed a certain good that I 
could accomplish as a Jew. I some
times miss America a lot but, from 
Israel, America seems somehow on 
the periphery, far away from what 
really matters.

BP: In your writing you address the 
failure of the idealism of the 1960's. 
Why do you feel that idealism failed?

Margolis: All idealisms fail, don't 
they? That's the nature of ideals—they 
can't quite be met. And some of what 
seemed "ideal" in the Sixties was a 
mistake— an embrace of excess that 
left many people exhausted or dam
aged. But America was tremendously 
enlivened by the Sixties and changed 
for the better, I think. The "failure" 
teaches us how difficult the job is of 
creating a nourishing national com

munity and how easy it is to be delud
ed w hile trying to do it. But, you 
know, except for one story about a 
communal reunion, there's not much 
specific to the Sixties in either The 
Time of Wandering or The Stepman. 
The short stories are about people 
who are lost in one way or another, or 
who can't get where they want to go. 
Many of the stories, as well as The 
Stepman, are about the strains and 
fo llies of romantic relationships, 
about fam ily conflict, and about 
being an artist. The Sixties is an occa
sional backdrop, not primary subject 
matter.

BP: I am struck by the fact that 
although you have strong ideals that 
reflect your connection to Judaism in 
your life, in these particular books 
(The Stepman, The Time of Wander-
ing) you o n ly  lightly, if at all, to u ch  on 
Jewish themes. Am I correct in assum
ing this, and if so, why have you cho
sen to be only obliquely Jewish in 
your writing?

Margolis: The Stepman is only tan
gentially "Jewish," that's true— it 
deals prim arily with other issues, 
though the protagonist and many of 
the other characters are Jews. That in 
itself may be a statement about the 
condition of Jews in America. But sev
eral of the stories in The Time of Wan
dering have specifically Jewish con
tent, and I think that most of the other 
stories are deeply Jewish in their sen
sib ility. Over the last eight or ten 
years, I have written a lot about Jews 
and Jewish community as a journalist, 
so my Jewish concerns have had an 
outlet. The novel I'm working on 
now, The Community, is about Jewish 
community, and the one I'm taking 
notes for after that is set in Israel. 
Maybe I'm easing into it. My long
term plan is to be the next Important 
American Jewish Novelist.

Linda Myers-Gutman & Cara Ben- 
Yaacov.

between the two in its full complexity and 
depth. Despite this, over the course of the 
novel I became involved with Abner’s 
problems, perhaps because of how pre
cisely and convincingly Margolis is able 
to render his troubled relationship with 
Lora, so that while I don’t always like 
Abner, I found myself drawn into his 
drama and forced to empathize with his 
character.

By contrast, in The Time of Wandering, 
Margolis’ two stories “The Reunion” and 
“M atchstick,” deal with ‘60s idealism, 
communal living, and sexual promiscuity 
more insightfully than parallel sections of 
The Stepman—expressing both the charm 
of such, a. l.ifcstj.le. and .whatM argo]i.s

seems to see as the sadness and even 
emptiness at its heart. In this collection 
we are also treated to a number of ver
sions of wandering, as the well-imagined 
characters search for their identities in art, 
creative writing, sexual affairs, psychosis, 
and death. Some simply wander, mysteri
ously, away from family, from their well- 
established lives, from themselves, for no 
other reason than that to wander is a con
stant temptation for human beings, fulfill
ing a need which Margolis describes with
out trying to explain away or too simply 
judge. This is Margolis at his best.

Gordon Theisen is a graduate student in 
English Literature at Suny Binghamton.
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Jam es M cConkey

Despite the brave talk about the next cen
tury in the campaigns that preceded the 
recent election, most Americans remain 
worried about the future of their country. 
Campaign oratory rarely touched upon cru
cial domestic issues, such as the growing 
wealth of the already rich and the declining 
opportunities (whatever the recent economic 
upturn) for the middle class. Neither presi
dential candidate raised the critical question 
of what will likely happen to the truly poor, 
the majority of whom are children, once 
their welfare benefits are terminated. An 
underlying anxiety about our spiritual as 
well as economic health makes some people 
increasingly inflexible in their convictions; 
others, while less dogmatic, can still get 
pretty wrought up by the inadequacies they 
perceive in anybody else’s agenda for solv
ing our nation’s problems. My own concern 
with our current political direction —one so 
committed to conservative positions that 
“liberal” has become a pejorative word— 
has led me to think of politics in a way I 
never have before. To be concerned with 
politics is, I suppose, to be engaged in con
troversy, and tends to lead to a confronta
tional state of mind. Confrontation is so for
eign to my own nature that in the past—even 
during the Vietnam War—I avoided speak
ing out on political issues as much as I 
could, choosing instead simply to lend my 
support, as a physical presence, to those cit
izen groups with views similar to my own. 
To the best of my knowledge, no viable 
group of this sort exists today. And so—as a 
citizen who cherishes democracy—I feel the 
need to speak out now, in as responsible and 
unquarrelsome manner as I can. I will begin 
with some statements that are factual enough 
to be beyond any argument I can presently 
imagine.

• • •
The positions espoused by conservatives 

and liberals—as well as their party labels— 
vary in accordance with time and circum
stance. Ever since I studied European and 
American history as a college undergradu
ate, I’ve been aware that the terms were used 
to characterize the difference between the 
two political parties once dominant in Eng
land, the Whigs and Tories; and that during 
the American Revolution the Tories (or con
servatives) supported the English cause, 
while the Whigs (or liberals) espoused 
American independence, thus making liber
als of all our Founding Fathers, most of 
whom were identified with the propertied 
class. One of them, Jefferson, was both a 
slave owner and an anti-Federalist—like 
conservatives today, he looked with suspi
cion upon the notion of a strong central gov
ernment, and supported greater power to the 
individual states. The Whig party in Ameri
ca eventually saw itself as a conservative 
ideology, advocating—as present-day con
servatives obviously do not—a protective 
tariff for industry, and limitations on the 
power of the executive branch.

The slipperiness of political labels and 
what, over the years, they come to signify 
can be bewildering to one like me, who as an 
undergraduate chose to major not in political 
science or government but in English, hav
ing as an eventual goal a career in writing 
and literature. The Whigs were succeeded 
by the Republican Party—which was orga
nized in 1854 to oppose the extension of 
slavery, taking its name from the party first 
formed by Jefferson, in lineage, though, the 
Democratic Party can claim a closer rela
tionship to him, since it is actually the 
descendent—by way of the Democratic- 
Republican Party!—of Jefferson’s Republi
cans. Present-day Republicans are proud of 
their conservative heritage, while Democ
rats have become so evasive about the liber
alism still attached in the public mind to 
their party that President Clinton, in his sue-

Conservatives, Liberals, and Chekhov
cessful bid for reelection, did his best to 
prove that the word has no application to 
him. Before one asks if either party is correct 
in its arrogant or timorous attitude toward 
itself, or if either truly represents the citizen
ry, one should probably consider the etymol
ogy of the terms “conservative” and “liber
al” on the assumption that they have always 
reflected fundamental, even antithetical, atti
tudes that underlie all the variations in their 
use.

In examining the definitions of each term 
in The Oxford English Dictionary, that 
exhaustive compendium which gives exam
ples of the way a specific word has been used 
over the centuries, I was more surprised than 
I should have been to discover that “liberal” 
occupies three-and-a-half densely-packed 
columns, while “conservative” requires less 
than half that space. As an adjective, “con
servative” has held pretty much to its root in 
the Latin conservat- (to conserve); the rela
tive brevity of the OED listing for the word, 
then, has something to do with the consisten
cy with which it has been applied. What 
would a conservative conserve? Historically, 
the conservative impulse in England has 
been limited to “the maintenance of existing 
institutions, political and ecclesiastical,” 
though the meaning has been “extended to 
characterize a similar spirit in the political 
movements of other countries or times, in 
religious inquiry, criticism, business enter
prises, etc.”

“Liberal,” as an adjective, has had a far 
greater range of application. Its root is the 
Latin liber, “free;” liberalis, “pertaining to a 
free man,” originally was “the distinctive 
epithet of those ‘arts’ and ‘sciences’ consid
ered worthy of a free man”— a meaning that 
has been preserved over time. The wider 
range of meanings ascribed to “liberal” 
mainly begin with “free”—’’free in bestow
ing” ( a phrase amplified by such words as 
“generous” and “open-hearted”), “free from 
restraint” (a characteristic “inclining to laxi
ty and indulgence”), “free from bigotry or 
unreasonable prejudice” (and hence “open to 
the reception of new ideas or proposals of 
reform.”) In religion, this last meaning has 
led to the application of the word “as a party 
designation to those members of a church or 
religious sect who hold opinions ‘broader’ or 
‘more advanced’ than those in accordance 
with commonly accepted standards of ortho
doxy;” in politics, that meaning has come to 
characterize opinions “favorable to constitu
tional changes and legal or administrative 
reforms tending in the direction of freedom 
or democracy.”

Such a comparison of etymologies may 
not seem to offer us something we didn’t 
already know: the conservative would assert 
the status quo, as exemplified in stable insti
tutions, while the liberal is more receptive to 
change made in the name of individual free
dom. In principle, the former is working 
toward closure, the latter toward openness, 
in an already established system: neither, 
then, represents radicalism, which would 
overthrow the system itself. But how do we 
account for the apparent anomalies between 
the long-standing definitions of the two 
terms and their present usage (loose as it 
may be) in America, in which liberalism is 
identified with a strong central government 
while conservatism is identified with free
dom and change, including even the advoca
cy of new constitutional amendments? The 
answer, which is as simple as its widely 
accepted, suggests the difficulties which can 
confront liberalism when it becomes more 
than a gadfly to the status quo. For decades 
after the Great Depression, liberalism was in 
the ascendancy, strengthening the federal 
government in order to institute those social 
reforms that would alleviate “bigotry or 
unreasonable prejudice” while making the 
individual citizen as free as possible from 
want and medical neglect. Its success never 
has been more than partial: the problems 
were (and remain) complex, ever-growing

Don Karr
and seemingly intractable, with the attempt
ed solutions sometimes resulting in bureau
cratic mismanagement and corruption as 
well as an array of rules and regulations that, 
while intended to protect the welfare of 
minority groups as well as that of any indi
vidual citizen, have interfered with free 
enterprise. Liberals have come to represent 
paralysis rather than change, and all the 
charges leveled against them when they 
were healthier—that they support laxity and 
indulgence, and have contributed to a 
decline in religious values—are now used to 
attack those reforms they have managed to 
gain. But it is liberal government, not gov
ernment as such, that conservatives are 
attacking so vigorously, for they continue to 
support institutions so long as institutions 
reflect interests which all along have had a 
basis in class privilege and economics. The 
old definitions of “conservative” say little 
about capitalism as an institution, making 
only a passing reference to “business inter
ests” while emphasizing politics and reli
gion; but surely it is the institution of capi
talism that conservatives would shore up.

The failure of liberal reforms to revitalize 
America has coincided with the downfall of 
Communism in Russia. While no totalitarian 
regime can conceivably fit any definition of 
“liberal,” Marxism, as philosophy, fits many 
of them. The disrepute accorded to Marxism 
for its refusal to acknowledge the impor
tance of competitiveness to economic health 
has helped to give conservative ideologues 
an open field—a situation that any person 
suspicious of all ideologies is bound to find 
appalling: for the sake of competitiveness 
itself, if for no other reason. How does one 
counter such a dangerous situation? A writer

of fiction, autobiography, and literary criti
cism who is also such a veteran teacher of 
literature that he has vanished into the vast 
country of professors emeriti has only one 
recourse.

• • •
In the late 1970’s, the late George P. 

Elliott, an American fiction writer and critic, 
came to Cornell as a participant in a year
long festival entitled “Chekhov and Our 
Age.” In his lecture, he remarked, “In 
Chekhov, better than in any other writer of 
any age or nation, including our own, we 
can see what educated, cultivated, enlight
ened Americans now are essentially like.” 
While Elliott acknowledged that his was “an 
extreme position,” I find it valid for myself, 
however “enlightened” I may or may not be: 
at various moments—both difficult and 
happy ones—of my own life, I have thought 
of Anton Chekhov, finding in him that kind 
of mirror that enables me to see myself more 
clearly than does the one I shave by, since it 
reveals an inner rather than an outer 
image—one undistorted by the differences 
in culture or historical events as well as 
physiognomy.

In a much-quoted letter that he wrote an 
acquaintance in 1888, Chekhov says of him
self, “I am neither liberal, nor conservative, 
nor gradualist, nor monk, nor indifferen- 
tist__I look upon tags and labels as preju
dices. My holy of holies is the human body, 
health, intelligence, talent, inspiration, love 
and the most absolute freedom imaginable, 
freedom from violence and lies, no matter 
what form the latter two take. Such is the 
program I would adhere to if 1 were a major 
artist.”

Despite his protestations, most of

Chekhov’s biographers have tagged him as a 
liberal, basing the judgment on a variety of 
grounds, such as his active concern for the 
health and the education of the poor; his 
opposition to brutal governmental repres
sion, including the treatment of convicts; the 
protests he makes (if indirectly, through his 
characters) against the ruthless leveling of 
forests as well as other environmental degra
dations; and the admiration he felt toward 
the French writer Emile Zola for the latters 
vigorous championing of Alfred Dreyfus, 
the French officer whose secret court-martial 
and imprisonment, defended by conserva
tives in Russia as well as France, was actual
ly an anti-Semitic frame-up. And, whatever 
his denials, the emphasis Chekhov places on 
freedom in his letter would seem to reflect 
the major quality of the etymology of “liber
al,” including its religious application— 
though his personal attitudes went beyond its 
conventional use as a “broadening” force or 
opinion within an established religion. He 
was attracted to Orthodox rituals, including 
the chants; and he wrote with sympathetic 
insight about clerics, theological students, 
and grieving individuals to whom religion 
was a solace. But he himself considered 
Christianity in late nineteenth-century Rus
sia as a remnant from an earlier time, a belief 
so superstitious that he wondered at its 
acceptance by otherwise intelligent people.

Anybody like me (that is, anybody who so 
admires Chekhov’s stories and plays that he 
or she has gone on to read everything else by 
or about him available in English—-his 
longest work, the non-fictional Sakhalin 
Island', the various collections of his letters, 
and all the biographies devoted to him) is 
aware, though, that his nature contains con

servative as well as liberal elements. For that 
matter, one could write a persuasive essay 
demonstrating how certain shadings of such 
labels as “gradualist,” “monk,” and “indif- 
ferentist” can also be applied to him: he 
believed in the eventual progress of humani
ty, he evaded marriage until his last years, 
and even his closest friends complained of 
an elusive detachment or remove in him.

He was the grandson of a serf, the son of a 
pious and authoritarian small-town merchant 
ever in search of social status; Chekhov’s 
own university education and professional 
achievements—as a doctor as well as a 
writer—would never have been made possi
ble, as he realized, without those reforms 
instituted at roughly the time of his birth by 
Czar Alexander II that liberated serfs and 
permitted worthy applicants other than aris
tocrats to enter the institutions of higher 
learning. His own conservative tendencies 
prevented him, in high school and at the uni
versity, from joining in the liberal protests 
against the continuing authoritarianism of 
the regime. Though differing attitudes 
toward the Dreyfus Affair brought distance 
to the relationship, Chekhov was first a kind 
of protege and then such a friend of the influ
ential conservative publisher Alexis Suvorin 
that Chekhov’s liberal detractors—and there 
were many—attacked him as Suvorin’s 
“kept woman.” In a letter to Suvorin written 
some years after he had left the university in 
Moscow, Chekhov reveals the extent of his 
distaste for the continuing student disor
ders—protests that actually were made in the 
name of the very freedom that Chekhov so 
valued for himself. (In the letter, he lists the 
student demands, which include academic 
freedom, free admission to the university

“without regard to religion, nationality, sex, 
or social status,” and so on.) But unruly mass 
movements implied, if not outright violence, 
at least its possibility. Chekhov’s lifelong 
abhorrence of violence was a consequence, 
one of his brothers said, of the gentleness of 
their mother “who instilled into her children 
a hatred of brutality” as well as “a feeling of 
regard for all who were in an inferior posi
tion and for birds and animals.”

Quite late in life, he dismayed a young 
admirer of his work by a blatant and utterly 
conservative remark. According to that 
admirer, an engineering student who later 
became a writer himself, Chekhov said, 
‘The reason students are rebelling is to make 
themselves look like heroes and have an eas
ier time with the young ladies.” Such a sar
donic attack becomes only slightly less 
offensive to liberal ears when made part of 
the context in which it was given: his irri
tability throughout an ill-advised stay—for 
he was not well—with a wealthy philan
thropist who was a major backer of the 
Moscow Art Theater, a landowner and 
industrialist whom Chekhov referred to as “a 
Russian Rockefeller.”1 

Generosity and liberalism coexist with a 
conservative self-interest in nearly all of 
us—Chekhov saw such an interplay in his 
genial “Russian Rockefeller,” whose 
espousal of liberal causes permitted him, as 
Chekhov ungenerously observed to the stu
dent out of the hearing of their host, to 
indulge in “the revolutionary game” while 
remaining blind to the unwholesome envi
ronment and long hours to which he subject
ed his workers. While Chekhov here is criti
cizing both aspects of his host’s character, 
the cautionary note implied in the reference 
to this philanthropist’s playing of “the revo
lutionary game” is similar to a warning 
recounted in Vladimir Nabokov’s Speak, 
Memory, one made by his grandmother of 
his'patrician father’s liberal leanings shortly 
before the Russian revolution. (As a retired 
Cornell professor, I am hardly to be com
pared with patricians, financiers, and indus
trialists with their parks and mansions and 
philanthropies, but I reflect a mixture of atti
tudes, too. For example, my liberal leanings 
were certainly brought up short when the 
woods and farmland adjoining our extensive 
Finger Lakes acreage recently were divided 
into lots and put up for auction: to prevent 
the further spread of trailers and cheap pre
manufactured building units in my scenic 
but unzoned township, I outbid all of the 
poorer folk—middle-aged laborers and cou
ples too young to possess much of a nest- 
egg—who yearned for life in the country.)

In periods of doubt and economic stress, 
politicians will appeal either to the liberal 
generosity or the self-concern of the voting 
public. Despite the hatred expressed for him 
by certain conservatives and the groups that 
represented them, such as the National Asso
ciation of Manufacturers, Franklin D. Roo
sevelt was able to engender massive public 
support for liberal reforms during the Great 
Depression because by and large the majori
ty of people (including my father, a busi
nessman and Republican) were quickly 
drawn together, all victims of a sudden 
Crash; the mutual deprivation unified the

■Personal experience causes me to identify 
with that young idealist. My first book dealt 
with the novels of E.M. Forster; he liked it 
enough to send me a warm note, and said 
that he hoped that we might meet. The actu
al encounter, which took place at Cambridge 
when he was in his early eighties and recov
ering from a heart attack, was not the kind of 
meeting I had envisioned. He told me, for 
example, that as a young man he had trusted 
people too much. This from the exponent of 
liberalism and personal relationships, the 
writer who had used “Only connect...” as 
the epigraph of a famous novel! I was so dis
mayed that for years I kept this revelation to 
myself.

nation, leading to many individual acts of 
generosity. The present material decline of 
the middle class has been a subtler affair, 
like the slow ebbing of a tide in which any 
number of fertile pools remain, at least tem
porarily: present anxiety is accompanied by 
fear for the future. It is much easier for con
servatives to attack all liberal programs since 
the Depression than it is confront the actual 
causes of the decline, difficult to remedy as 
those causes are and to which their own ide
ology is a contributing partner. Given the 
innuendoes, veiled appeals to racial or social 
prejudice, half-truths, and outright lies that 
accompany any political attempt to marshal 
voters into outrage at, and rejection of, an 
opposing Ideology, Chekhov’s view of all 
political labels as prejudicial to his freedom 
is understandable. Over and over again in his 
letters, he confesses he has no answers, 
either to political or metaphysical questions; 
anyway, the writer’s true duty is to be “an 
unbiased witness.”

And yet he has been of inestimable service 
to me—as citizen, husband and father, writer 
and teacher—for his unobtrusive insistence 
upon a freedom beyond our political and 
religious institutions that yet casts an illumi
nation upon them necessary to any informed 
judgment. Freedom, I judge from reading 
him, is a basic human need, underlying our 
selfish as well as altruistic desires, some
times entangling both desires at once. As for 
himself, as he says in that famous letter to 
Suvorin, he desires “the most absolute free
dom imaginable,” and one assumes it would 
encompass all of the other qualities which 
constitute the list of his “holy of holies.” His 
desire for such freedom, which seems to me 
innate, accounts for the attraction that vast 
natural vistas always held for him. In those 
stories in which he muses upon the hope for 
a freedom in his characters that obviously is 
beyond their reach, he finds it either inex
plicable or an expression of our genetic 
memories—of the life within an unbounded 
nature known to our distant ancestors. His 
view that all of us want a happiness and free
dom obviously beyond attainment is crucial 
both to his seeming objectivity (the detach
ment that led critics on both the right and left 
to denounce him) and to the compassion—a 
quality that his biographers attribute to his 
liberalism—that lies within his depiction of 
even those characters who strike the reader 
as deserving their sufferings. In Chekhov’s 
play “Three Sisters,” the reiterated cry for 
“Moscow!” is simply a manifestation of 
what all of us want, but cannot possess.

• • •
As a septuagenarian, I have come to find 

that my own nature is best understood as a 
tension between body and soul—the old 
antithesis that in our mainly secular age 
seems to be used without embarrassment 
only by those who are unusually devout. 
Still, I think that those terms offer me a 
greater insight into my own complexities 
than do all the terms of psychiatry. I have 
also come to believe that the separation that 
Christianity and other religions make 
between body and soul probably predates 
any specific religion, constituting an ancient 
awareness of the antithesis contained within 
each of us—the necessary concern for self- 
interest and the equally necessary concern 
for all that lies outside of the self that possi
bly can justify our individual existence and 
provide us an encompassing meaning. In a 
philosophical as well as a purely religious 
sense, the first of these ancient terms has 
everything to do with being, the second with 
becoming.

In reading Chekhov, I am aware of the 
applicability of this antithesis to the comic as 
well as tragic confusions, contradictions, 
and aspirations of his characters. His own 
desire for freedom is, of course, spiritual in 
nature, the desire itself allied with becom
ing; but we most assuredly exist as bodies—

continued on page 8
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as a practicing physician, nobody could be 
more aware of that simple fact than 
Chekhov—and so are a mixture of physical 
and spiritual warnings. The former, unlike 
the latter, are capable of fulfillment, and we 
should delight particularly in the sensuous 
and sensual aspects of life: Chekhov’s “holy 
of holies,” after all, includes the healthy 
human body, and I find nothing in his letters 
or life indicative of repression or sexual 
guilt—of that strain of Puritanism that once 
marked the American character and still 
lingers in some of us. Nevertheless, his 
awareness of a freedom beyond attainment 
gives to his writings the sense we have of a 
moral basis in this rigorously non-judgmen- 
tal writer. That is to say, our self-deceptions, 
our petty resentments and other entrapments 
of the ego, our expedient hypocritical perfor
mances, the brutalities and social injustices 
of any given society, the hurt and violence 
we inflict on others—all of these can be per
ceived as obstacles preventing the limited 
(but no less precious) freedom that is avail
able to any one of us.

In only one story that I know of— 
’’Gusev”—does Chekhov offer us a glimpse 
into an apparently immutable truth, the truth 
that for him must lie within or beyond our 
warnings. “Gusev” was written while 
Chekhov was aboard the ship returning him 
to Russia following his quite extraordinary 
overland trip across Siberia to, and investiga
tion of, the prison colony on Sakhalin 
Island—a therapeutic experience for a writer 
who for a number of reasons had been 
depressed, suffering from a social and per
sonal alienation so severe that (according to 
his biographers) he was in danger of a break
down. The story depends on his observation 
at sea of two of his fellow passengers, who 
are transferred by Chekhov’s imagination 
into antithetical characters that bear some 
analogy to the oppositions of his own nature. 
(It is not his only story to do so: “Gooseber
ries” is an equally marvelous example.

More than is the case with “Gooseberries” 
and other stories that occur to me, ‘Gusev” 
approaches parable or allegory in that the two 
characters are so sharply drawn, as opposing 
qualities.) Except for his irrational dislike of 
all Chinese, the title character, a simple peas
ant, is reminiscent of the nature of the soul in 
his longings and acceptance; to his opposite, 
an embittered radical, Chekhov gives much 
of his own recent alienation. (That radical 
malcontent, so ostensibly concerned with 
social justice, is as self-centered and as con
cerned—his envy and hubris reveal it—with 
his own status as the most extreme of conser
vatives can be: does such an ironic awareness 
come from Chekhov’s earlier view of student 
radicals as well as his detached insight into 
his own recent emotional disturbance with all 
of its resentments?) Both characters die; both 
are dumped after brief ceremonies into the 
sea. As the title indicates, Chekhov is more

interested in his peasant. The end of the story 
employs a double vision: we see Gusev’s 
body sinking ever deeper, and being attacked 
by a shark, while watching the sun setting 
above the expanse of water. I know of no 
other depiction, in fiction or poetry or essay, 
that so manages to convey both the transcen
dent glory of the natural world and its com
plete indifference to the death and dissolution 
of its individual inhabitants, destined as they 
are to return to their origins within that world. 
We are presented with the terrifying beauty of 
the merger of water and sky at sunset (I don’t 
think it too fanciful to consider it—in human 
terms—a fusion of body and soul), a moment 
of such splendor and union that “it is hard to 
find a name” for it, as the final line says, “in 
the language of man.” Is this vision—and it 
surely is as spiritual a vision as the one 
depicted in his Confessions that Augustine 
and his mother achieve shortly before the lat- 
ters death, a mutual insight into the nature of 
Truth made possible only through an exten
sive paring away of their mortal identities, 
including their kinship as son and mother— 
prophetic of the goal that underlies the human 
search for happiness and pure freedom? I 
imagine so, and can accept it as such. And 
Walt Whitman—that most American, that 
most democratic of writers—shares some
thing with Chekhov here, in his view of death 
as returning us to the unity of our natural ori
gins in sea and grass.

• • •
Chekhov’s emphasis on freedom is one that 

Americans have always shared with him: we 
too would make that freedom as limitless as 
possible, we too perceive freedom as a spiri
tual value. But here I should stress what has 
already been implied or said: for Chekhov, 
true freedom is beyond conscious reach, and 
so remains a desire—an expression, surely, of 
what we term the soul. Opposed to any tag 
that would label and hence restrict him, 
Chekhov would undoubtedly also oppose any 
attempt to schematize his vision. How impos
sible it is to schematize any belief based on 
something so intangible as the soul’s desire 
for pure freedom! Still, any careful reading of 
his work makes it clear that for him such a 
metaphysical desire does enter into, and 
inform, our daily human affairs. In its desire 
for freedom and unity, the soul (we can infer) 
wants an ultimate release from the human 
world and yet is inexorably drawn back to 
it—in compassion, yes, but also to savor the 
degree of good and unity to be found there, 
while never ignoring the tendency of humans 
to cripple the measure of freedom available to 
themselves as well as to others. Chekhov’s 
knowledge that we want what we can’t truly 
possess is essential to his insight into our fol
lies and dreams—into the impure mixture of 
conservative and liberal impulses, of self con
cern and concern for others, of body and soul, 
that characterizes our human race.

It seems to me that American citizens in 
general typify the material and spiritual con
fusions and contradictions that mark so many

of Chekhov’s characters. They do represent 
our entanglements as we struggle for free
dom*—even as Chekhov’s own detached 
insight into the impossibility of its pure, or 
spiritual, attainment stands as a corrective to 
our naivete. For, until quite recently, we in 
America have thought that true freedom 
could be obtained in our lifetimes, right here 
on Earth. Like the Russia of Chekhov’s time, 
America once seemed a vast expanse; but the 
Russian vastness never gave Chekhov the 
innocent beliefs that ours gave us. For us, the 
magnitude and richness of our land was such 
that it was capable of absorbing as many peo
ple as wished to find in its resources an amal
gam of their material hopes and spiritual 
desires; our nation’s spiritual optimism was 
nourished by, and depended upon, our whol
ly material possibilities and achievements. 
That observation is anything but original: 
ever since Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, his 
title character, who thought his spiritual 
warnings could be satiated in the material 
world, has been the most enduring fictional 
representation of what we—in our ignorant 
nobility, in our innocent crassness—once 
were and apparently still want to be.

Actually, this refusal to separate the mate
rial from the spiritual seems to have existed 
from our beginnings as a democracy—a term 
which in itself is a spiritual concept. Of all 
the statements that accompanied the estab
lishment of this democracy, none has had a 
more profound influence upon us than one 
sentence in the Declaration of Independence: 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that 
all men are created equal, and that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.” In 
this initial call for freedom (one reinforced in 
our memories by its echo in Lincoln’s “Get
tysburg Address”), each person is said to be 
“equal” to the others—a word that, given our 
physical and social differences, must carry a 
simple and wholly spiritual meaning: one 
soul is no more nor no less valuable than 
another. Our lives are our own, apparently to 
do with what we will in our “pursuit of hap
piness,” but nothing is said about the nature 
of happiness. I assume the word here has 
both material and spiritual implications, with 
the weight given the latter (as is suggested by 
the very word “pursuit,” which is something 
quite different from “achievement,” a word 
that could apply to the pleasure provided my 
wife and me by the new dishwasher we just 
bought, or by our recent vacation in expen
sive London.)

But the most obvious example of the 
attempted melding of the material spiritual 
division in our national character as well as 
in our politics lies in the fact that we are a 
capitalistic democracy—one apparently 
advocating the equal primacy of tangible pri
vate possession and the intangible but univer
sal qualities found in each human soul. Offi
cially, of course, the latter is given the edge, 
to the degree that both houses of Congress

have their chaplains, representative of a 
variety of faiths and useful for opening cer
emonies; and by the fact that our Chief 
Executive, whether liberal or conservative, 
typically invokes God to assist us in our 
national purpose whenever we’re in an 
emergency. (In praying to God, our presi
dents probably have the Christian deity in 
mind, at least in a generalized way. As Ulti
mate Authority in the Old Testament sense, 
God seems a fearsome physical presence, 
and can be said to represent a fixed or con
servative principle if ever there was one; on 
the other hand, Christ, who mediates 
between God and us, is representative, in his 
role of service to humanity, of the purest lib
eralism.)

Only in the ideological split that charac
terizes—or at least once characterized—our 
two major parties is there a recognition of 
the material and spiritual oppositions that 
America has aspired to meld, in the name of 
freedom. For surely the antithesis between 
conservatives and liberals today, between 
the conservative majority (Democrats as 
well as Republicans) and the small number 
of avowedly liberal Democrats, lies in their 
respective appeals to one or the other of the 
oppositions contained in that old antithesis 
between body and soul—between material 
and spiritual concerns, between self-interest 
and the communal interest, between being 
and becoming. It is not surprising, though, 
that politicians of either persuasion would 
want to ignore such an obvious analogy. 
Conservatives certainly don’t want to be 
identified with a position in diametrical 
opposition to the spiritual values they claim 
to uphold, preferring to assume, perhaps, 
that the soul gains comfort from materiality, 
as if God approves of possessions and social 
well-being. (Capitalism, like communism, is 
a kind of materialistic theology; the waning 
of communism has permitted capitalism to 
take on the guise of a triumphant spiritual 
mission.) Liberals, on the other hand, cer
tainly wouldn’t get much political mileage 
as members of the party in defense of the 
human soul and the inherent selflessness 
that “soul” represents. Besides that, the 
word puts a stronger religious coloration on 
what they stand for than in general they are 
willing to admit.

Surely the present moment in America is 
proof enough that our spiritual nature—the 
quality within us that gives us generosity to 
others, that connects one soul to other 
souls—has depended all along upon materi
al benefits and aspirations.

The precipitous decline in liberalism has 
been occasioned, I think, for reasons beyond 
its failures to redeem an underclass. For the 
world that permitted Gatsby his generous 
confusions and grandiose spiritual expecta
tions was vanishing even as Fitzgerald was 
describing him, and now is mainly memory. 
Our sense of freedom has become circum-
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scribed, and with it has come an anger not at 
the true causes of the new limitations, but at 
those very people whose freedom has been 
the most grievously circumscribed. That 
they have not benefited, morally or spiritual
ly, from the benefits bestowed upon them 
through liberal policies—that despite wel
fare they remain far less well-off than the 
rest of us, struggling to get along though we 
feel that we are—has caused many of us not 
only to renounce liberalism but to blame our 
increasing lack of material opportunities 
upon those who have been ghettoized. Our 
problems have little or nothing to do with 
big government or handouts to the poor; nor 
can the idealized past be regained by 
increasing our police forces, building more 
prisons, and increasing the severity of pun
ishment to those incarcerated in them 
through (for example) chaining them togeth
er for work details, denying them whatever 
educational opportunities that once existed 
in prison as an encouragement to rehabilita
tion, or putting them to death for their own 
acts of violence.

Though Chekhov had no answers to any 
particular political or metaphysical problem, 
he knew enough about human nature to 
understand (or so I surmise, trying to imag
ine him alive today) how we managed to get 
ourselves into such a trap. Given his insight 
into the nature of freedom, wouldn’t he also 
have known the wrong-headedness of deci
sions like these?

• • •
Those of us old enough to remember the 

optimism of the New York World’s Fair in 
1939-40—the Flushing Meadows celebra
tion of the World of Tomorrow—may also 
remember, as do I, the prophecies of the 
pundits active at the time. In the next millen
nium (the one now almost upon us) advanc
ing technology would provide us freedom 
for culture, education, and leisure; for the 
average American worker would need to 
devote no more than a few hours of each day 
to her or his job in house, office, or factory. 
Such widely-accepted prognostications took 
into account neither human nature nor the 
exigencies of the capitalistic system itself, 
especially those of a globally-based market 
in which corporations, for their survival and 
the prosperity of their investors, must free 
their present employees from any work at all 
while giving the smallest pay possible to 
laborers in Singapore, Calcutta, and Mexico 
City. Surely free trade agreements, like 
NAFTA, can only intensify the ever-grow
ing disparity in America between the rich 
and a middle class moving toward the condi
tions of the poor—unless such agreements 
are accompanied by internationally enforced 
standards in wages and working conditions. 
To achieve such standards, though, we 
would need to increase the authority of the 
United Nations or some other international 
body. In the flush of the quick victory over
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Iraq in the Gulf War, George Bush, then our 
president, spoke impetuously—at least for a 
conservative—of a “New World O rder/’ 
That vague phrase almost immediately was 
perceived by those to his right as a threat to 
their personal freedom and to our national 
autonomy; and yet in that direction would 
seem to lie the kind of freedom, and even the 
happiness, to be made available to us in the 
future. The civilization in which—through 
technology and capitalism itself—we are 
now so embedded certainly seems headed 
that way.

And those optimistic prognosticators of a 
half century ago—much like Chekhov him
self, acquiescing as he did in the widespread 
belief in human progress that marked the last 
part of the nineteenth century—didn’t take 
into account the manifold deleterious effects 
of an unchecked population expansion. So 
far as I know, no critic of government has 
ever wondered if the growth of the federal 
bureaucracy has any connection with the 
grave problems that have accompanied the 
growth of our population, which was less 
than 120 million when I was a child. It 
should appeal to our selfishness and generos
ity alike were we, as a nation, to assume the 
role we have quite consciously avoided, that 
of leadership in curbing our hemispheric, 
indeed the global, population increase—the 
growth that is mirrored in the ever-growing 
size and misery of many of our barrios and 
ghettoes, whose members (for technological 
as well as social reasons that include a preju
dice powerful enough to damage their trust 
in their own souls) have far fewer expecta
tions than the rest of us. Those ghettoes are a 
simple physical fact, as obvious as those in 
any third world country, and are an indica
tion that population growth—once a stimu
lus to an economic system that apparently 
itself requires growth for its own health—is 
now becoming a hindrance to the capitalistic 
enterprise it long has nourished.

To deny assistance to infants born to 
unmarried women on welfare—as inhumane 
a proposal as any that has been made, and yet 
one implicit in the welfare reform bill that 
now has been signed into law—can only 
intensify the underlying social problems 

• connected to population increase that lead to 
violence; actually, it shares an uncomfort
able affinity with the attitude of the worth
lessness of life that so shocks us when we 
find its manifestations in certain ghetto ado
lescents. Starting Points, the 1994 report of 
the Carnegie Task Force on Meeting the 
Needs of Young Children, marshals all the 
objective evidence (from the research of 
neuroscientists, behaviorists, and others) we 
should need to perceive the degree to which 
the early development of our children is 
stunted by abuse and neglect, extreme pover
ty, malnourishment, a threatening and vio
lent environment, drugs, fetal alcohol syn
drome, and so on. Though it has attracted lit
tle attention in the two years since its publi
cation, Starting Points is a clear and desper
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ate statement of what all of us should know— 
for personal insight, for the way we treat our 
own children, and for the amelioration of 
those conditions which, impairing the mental 
and physical growth of so many children, are 
the immediate cause of much of our contem
porary social decay. Our growing national 
debt is a matter of concern, despite the 
decline in its rale of increase; still, the con
servative call to balance the budget in a given 
number of years—a call opposed by only a 
scattering of liberal voices—can be seen as a 
convenient way to ignore those social prob
lems whose ultimate solution is a require
ment to any possible future prosperity capa
ble of decreasing that debt while preserving 
the democratic ideals so crucial to our view 
of ourselves as a nation.

• • •
During some difficult Depression years of 

my own often-troubled adolescence, I lived 
with an uncle and aunt whose generosity and 
affection as my surrogate parents helped to 
give me security and the confidence in myself 
that I needed. Following the death of her hus
band, and nearing the end of her own life, my 
always kindly aunt, having contributed to the 
Republican party, decided that in the interests 
of fairness she should give an equal amount 
to the Democrats—a practice she continued 
until her younger daughter, who lived nearby, 
discovered it while trying to balance her 
mother’s checkbook. Her daughter con
vinced my aunt that she could achieve the 
same kind of fairness by giving nothing to 
either party. Such a policy of withholding 
funds to any political party seems fair enough 
to an increasing number of citizens, whose 
disenchantment with both parties also causes 
them to stay away from the polls. I suppose 
the fundraisers for both Republicans and 
Democrats want the votes that they think a 
small contribution to their party conceivably 
could bring; their coffers actually depend far 
more on the major contributions that influen
tial political action committees and other 
interest groups, through their lobbyists, are 
eager to offer. Surely any attempt to bring 
efficiency to big government—to end corrup
tion and to reduce national indebtedness— 
would include, as its first requirement, the 
necessary election reforms that would pre
clude such obvious bribery. While the leaders 
of our two political parties give respectful lip 
service to such reforms, they apparently con
sider voters too cynical or indifferent to care 
about such a crucial issue, preferring instead 
to join forces in ending the long-standing 
guarantee of federal assistance to the poor 
without instituting those other reforms so 
necessary to the alleviation of poverty.

In contemplating the writing of this essay, 
I thought my motives pure, my ideas clear. 
For the most conservative of reasons—our 
preservation and well-being as a democratic 
nation—I wanted to expose the conservative 
fallacy of discounting the liberal impulse, 
since today we are in more need of it than 
perhaps at any other time in our history. In

suggesting that the antithesis between conser
vative and liberal has its basis in the tradition
al dichotomy of body and soul. I was working, 
with the assistance of my favorite writer, from 
self-knowledge; initially, I hoped to present 
that kind of knowledge with all of Chekhov’s 
apparent detachment, all of his famous objec
tivity. But I realize that at heart I am as resent
ful as any other living American, since I am 
beginning to overhear in my own remarks the 
bitterness of the malcontent in Chekhov’s 
“Gusev,” the spite of Ivan the veterinarian in 
his “Gooseberries”—that character whose 
sense of human injustice and suffering is so 
strong that he would like to deny happiness to 
any well-fed and reasonably contented fellow 
human being. Thus does idealism, a quality of 
the soul, degenerate into the vindictiveness 
belonging to the body—in Ivan, in the terror
ists who bomb abortion clinics and kill doc
tors, in all of us bom without a sainted sim
plicity and innocence. We are, the majority of 
us, impure mixtures of spiritual and material 
warnings, as Chekhov realized; political ideo
logues—and probably a majority of politi
cians—are like opposing attorneys in a tele
vised law case, interested more in public 
exposure than in the truth as they make their 
appeal to one aspect or the other of the antithe
sis that defines human nature.

Has materialism with all of its inherent self
ishness defeated the spiritual element within 
the American character, winning this particu
lar and crucially important case? Are we head
ed toward a police state that will guard the rich 
from the growing poor? Or a quasi-religious 
state, in which a particular dogma will be 
enforced to keep us in line despite the inequal
ities that separate us? I think not, for a belief in 
democracy remains staunch within us. To 
repress the liberalism that is part of our char
acter is to distort and cripple everything that 
we are, everything capable of giving us a 
value beyond our material possessions. 
Enlightened self-interest informs us that 
democracy, empty of its spiritual element— 
devoid of the simple awareness that each soul 
is as valuable as any other—cannot endure. 
Materially, we remain so far better off than a 
majority of nations that an American, return
ing home from a stay in a poverty-stricken 
nation, is liable to think of our middle-class 
complaints as the most miserable kind of self- 
pity. It is more the future than the present that 
worries most of us. To meet that future with 
any measure of success, we need to recognize, 
with Chekhov, that the full attainment of free
dom—the freedom and happiness that the soul 
aspires to—is and always has been beyond 
achievement, and that any moral judgment 
about our national character must take into 
account those decisions of ours that either 
increase or decrease the amount of freedom 
available to our fellows.

James McConkey is a Goldwin Smith Profes
sor of English Literature Emeritus at Cornell 
University. He will be a visiting writer at Van
derbilt University in the spring.
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continued, from page 1

Leaning back in the chair, glancing at the 
cracks in the ceiling, I remember visiting 
the house where Whitman was born, sur
prised to find it loafing on a quiet street in 
Huntington, Long Island, like an oasis 
tucked into the desert of suburban sprawl. It 
must have been a large rambling farmhouse 
in 1810, covered with natural cedar shakes 
that undulated and swelled and cracked as 
they dried to the color of stale blood. Whit
man’s father, a carpenter, had built the 
house himself, and it bears many of his styl
istic quirks, like the Dutch doors, corbeled 
chimneys, and especially the battalion of 
extravagant windows, recklessly uneco
nomical, through which sunlight gushes.

Inside, the house erupts with motion, 
from the oak stairs on which knots are care
fully arranged right at the lip, to the blue
berry stain trimming the whitewashed walls 
as well as the mantels and doorways and the 
doors themselves. A house that outside 
wears the twisted wood of trees inside 
breathes with sunlight and the colors of the 
nearby ocean—a froth of white walls and 
the pounded, gunmetal blue of the sea. The 
oak-plank floors are studded with black- 
smithed nails, but the attic beams are 
pegged. In Whitman’s day, settlers some
times went so far as to burn down their 
homes and collect the nails when they 
moved. Timber was plentiful, handwrought 
metal rare as radium.

I discovered that most rooms have two or 
three tall windows, with twelve handblown 
panes of glass over eight, each pane quarto- 
size, as was Whitman’s first edition of 
Leaves o f Grass. The original panes are 
delicately Hawed and lenslike; they gave 
off a visual vapor when I peered through 
them, imagining how he had cooled his 
head there in summer.

When I stood outside, looking into the 
soul of the house through its windows, all 
was blackness. There was no Whitman any
where, not the fresh lonely boy who col
lected eels and gull eggs by the shore, not 
the sensitive lonely man who, in his note
books, kept a tally of his lovers, noting their 
facial features, ages, and interests, as if he 
feared there might come a time in his life 
when he would forget that he had loved and 
been loved. Not the free-thinking hothead 
who held dozens of jobs as teacher, printer, 
and reporter, and who founded newspapers 
himself. Not the omnivorous reader and 
poet blessed with passion who, years before 
Darwin’s Origin o f Species wrote about 
evolution, as well as “the ancestor-conti
nents away group’d together.” Not the 
health fanatic, who took cold-water plunges 
everyday. Not the Civil War nurse, who 
traveled among battlefield hospitals and 
became one of the finest war correspon
dents who ever lived, while caring for the 
sick and dying with a saint’s conviction. 
But when I looked out through the same

windows, the world quivered into focus, 
became a pageant of color, vitality, and 

' '  detail, as it was for Whitman. It was much 
easier to look out of the house than into it, 
knowing so little about the man, but caring 
deeply for his vision.

America had many poets before Walt 
Whitman, but there was never an American 
poet before he held the country in the sea- 
to-sea embrace of his imagination, named 
its wonders like a latter-day Adam, pro
claimed its common men and women to 
have lives of beauty and dignity, blessed it 
as good, and then revealed it to itself in all 
its bustling, fidgeting, trailblazing, huck
stering, big, booming, melting-pot panora
ma. He especially loved America’s social 
“turbulence,” which was its lifeblood and 
the perfect parallel to its wild unbridled 
landscapes. Whitman’s portrait of America 
was rich with sensations and unnervingly 
complex, but he also saw it whole, as one 
democratic fabric, where a great personal 
deed had room to grow.

Because there was a new breed of Amer
ican surfacing in the fast waters of the nine
teenth century. Whitman decided to invent 
a radically new poetic language, translating 
the revved-up mosaic of the daily newspa
per into a poetry full of street talk and 
everyday events, a poetry so plural it 
sought to sum up America, a poetry aggres
sively intimate that buttonholes the reader, 
cries with the reader, woos the reader, a 
poetry written in a breathless, ecstatic style, 
through which Hows the electric of his vast 
athletic vision, a poetry that celebrates the 
human body in frank sexual detail, a poetry 
of catalogues and parading images, a poet
ry that drastically changed the idiom of 
poetry by bringing into it all sorts of untra- 
ditional things like astronomy, Egyptology, 
carpentry, opera, Hindu epics, census 
reports: the whole big buzzing confusion of 
life.

Whitman was the first American poet 
that the Universe didn’t scare. He took it 
literally—as one verse—and wanted to 
touch and be touched by and leave his mark 
on all of it. Voluptuously in love with life, 
his mind was unquenchable and nomadic, 
always pitching the tent of its curiosity 
someplace new. He believed the poet’s 
duty was to change people’s lives by teach
ing them how to see, by throwing a bucket
ful of light onto the commonest things. And 
he believed that perfecting his own life was 
essential to perfecting his art. Indeed, he 
became the embodiment of the nineteenth 
century’s ideal, the “self-made man,” and 
was self-reliant, robust, obsessed with the 
physical; Leaves o f Grass is, among other 
things, a journey of self-discovery whose 
message is that you can change your per
sonality, change your fate, invent the self 
you want.

The central event in Whitman’s life was 
the Civil War. In 1863, he visited his 
wounded brother in a makeshift hospital,

and the first sight he saw was a heap of 
amputated limbs. Rigid with horror but 
boldly compassionate, he began his work of 
visiting war hospitals every day, to tend the 
young soldiers as they died. “I have never 
before had my feelings so thoroughly and 
permanently absorbed,” he once wrote, “as 
by these huge swarms of dear, wounded, 
sick, dying boys.” At night, he would 
migrate from bed to bed, writing letters for 
them, or giving them spoonfuls of stewed 
fruit or jam. But most of all he brought his 
extraordinary presence: a large, healthy, 
magnetic man charged with energy, white- 
bearded like the God of the Old Testament. 
He held their hands and kissed them. Some
times he told a dying boy that he, Walt, was 
Death incarnate, and not to be afraid. What 
an extraordinary act of mercy, to make 
death physical and kind for the dying. Yes, 
I think, letting my eyes follow the ceiling 
cracks to where they gather like lines in a 
palm, waiting to be read, that’s where he 
really got to know the America that figured 
in his poems, through the mainly adoles
cent boys torn out of their hometowns to 
fight one another. For a while, he was a 
hospice worker, a death’s-door counselor.

Working on the crisis line sometimes 
feels like a battlefield, too, with callers 
caught up in their own civil wars. They 
often create a kind of poetry in their calls, 
dramatic monologues spoken heart to heart. 
They do not mean to be poetic, do not try to 
be exquisitely, heartbreakingly human. 
They cannot help themselves. What they’ve 
taught me is bound to influence the poems I 
will write, even the poems not about them, 
and has already widened my sense of suf
fering, courage, and nobility.

Whitman really only wrote one poem, 
although he added to it lifelong, and some
times made separate books of it. It was a 
great poem of being, a great epic of life in 
America in the nineteenth century, in the 
solar system, in the Milky Way, in the infi
nite reaches of space. He began with an eye 
like a microscope, focused on the beauty of 
the lowliest miracle, say a leaf of grass, and 
then stretched his eye out to the beauty of 
the farthest nebulae. He was not a church
goer, but deeply religious. If there is no 
choired Heaven in his poems, there is also 
no death: “I bequeath myself to the dirt to 
grow from the grass I love, / If you want me 
again look for me under your bootsoles.” 
He taught his contemporaries, and latter- 
day children such as Loren Eiseley and me, 
a new way of prayer.

A shocker in his day, when Victorian 
prudery gagged at his evangelism of the 
body and his sensuous relationship with the 
Universe, he electrified the country’s 
notion of its humdrum self. Not long after 
his death, schoolchildren were given 
Leaves o f Grass to read as a sacred Ameri
can text about the essential goodness of

continued on page 11
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people, the dignity of the common person, 
the holiness of the human body viewed 
naked and up close, the need to forge one’s 
own destiny, and the duty of all to discover 
the world anew, by living in a state of ram
pant amazement at the endless pocket-sized 
miracles one encounters every day. He 
reminded us that “A mouse is miracle 
enough to stagger sextillions of infidels.” 
Even now, Whitman’s vision is one chil
dren are taught in schools, one we cherish 
as a great opera of American life. Taking 
the coastlines and canyons and mountain 
ranges and farmlands and cities, he stitched 
them together into one sweeping vista that 
begins and ends with the self. What must it 
be like, I wonder, to create a mental land
scape in which your neighbors, fellow 
countrymen, and even future generations 
feel expressed and at home?

How sad that he felt obliged to change 
the sex of his lovers when he wrote about 
them in his diaries, writing “he” only to 
erase it and replace it with “she,” erasing 
that, reinstating “he,” then “she,” and so on. 
If he lived here in town, he might well be 
one of our callers, many of whom grapple 
with sexual identity issues. Married men 
afraid to reveal that they’re bisexual, single 
men afraid they might lose their jobs if peo
ple knew they were gay, men and women 
confused about the first stirrings of homo
sexuality, or how best to deal with their 
families, and a long list of relationship 
problems of miscellaneous sorts. If he 
called with the problem of his diaries, 
which clearly worried him, feeling ambiva
lent or unsafe about his homosexuality, 
how would I regard him? If I recognized his 
voice or his story, would I need to keep in 
mind that he was Walt Whitman, because 
you can’t disentangle an artist from his 
life? Or would being his admirer make it 
harder for me to help him? How could he 
feel understood, appreciated, taken serious
ly, if I didn’t convey my powerful faith in 
his unique talent and vision? Or would that 
be a mistake, because the heart wears no 
label or costume, and a lonely banker is just 
as lonely as a lonely poet? Should I think of 
his creativity as a job like any other job, 
important to the journeyman but, during a 
call, irrelevant to his grief? If I ignored his 
creativity, would he at last be the Everyman 
he personified and loved? An artist hides 
much of his private self beneath his public 
self by trade, which can lead to a sense of 
fakery, a self-doubting, “if-only-they- 
knew-the-truth-about-me” feeling, a belief 
that he’s composed of disjointed selves, 
one public and admirable, one private and 
deplorable. So, shouldn’t I regard the 
whole man, the creative core and the knot
ted bundle of turmoil, as a single, authentic, 
troubled yet triumphant, thickly woven uni
verse of mind and matter?

In a town filled with artists, artisans, and 
performers, we often hear from creative 
people, and those callers sometimes pose 
special problems for me. I can’t reveal how 
intimately I understand their struggles, or 
how fascinating I might find their minds. 
When writers call, it’s tempting to advise 
them, though of course I mustn’t. For 
example, a college freshman phoned whose 
parents were hounding him to go into med
icine, but he loved writing and wanted 
somehow to work in the arts and sciences 
simultaneously, but wasn’t sure if that was 
even possible. A frustrating call, that. Of 
course, I wanted to say, I believe Diane 
Ackerman lives in town. Why don't you 
phone her and ask her advice? After all, I 
could share my own experiences with him, 
make suggestions for courses to take and 
interdisciplinary paths to explore. It was 
hard to resist guiding him. But he wasn’t 
calling for my professional advice, he was 
calling because he felt dread, shame, and 
anxiety, among other emotions. He was 
calling to vent his frustrations, sadness, and 
fears, and so we talked about how it felt let
ting his parents down, and the best way to 
handle their upcoming visit and the 
inevitable confrontation. Although I did 
finally steer him gently toward an interdis
ciplinary department at his college, when 
we hung up I felt thwarted. All the knowl
edge and experience I couldn’t share with 
him! It’s astonishing how solidly one’s ego 
can get in the way. I remember Nina Miller 
(first director of the agency, and also a fic
tion writer) advising counselors in training 
that “There are times when you talk to 
somebody, and the connection is so pure 
that it’s hard not to feel, Oh, is this person 
lucky I happen to be on shift now, because 
look how we’re connecting. I once was in 
the middle of that kind of call,” she admit
ted, “being terribly self-congratulatory with 
this very articulate, literary type, and he 
quoted a line of poetry and before I could 
censor myself, I said, ‘Oh, that’s Keats,’ or 
something like that. And I lost the call. He 
stopped talking about what he called for, 
what he painfully needed to talk about, 
because of my own ego need. That’s why 
you have to be very leery about sharing any 
kind of personal information. A caller is not 
calling to find out about the counselor.”

It has taken me a long while to appreciate 
what Nina meant. A natural urge to con
nect, to prove that you understand, can 
tempt you to reveal experiences you’ve had 
that are similar to a caller’s. Then the iden
tity you’ve managed so successfully to 
shelve starts to slide off the shelf like the 
slippery fabric it is.

Diane Ackerman is a poet, essayist, and 
naturalist living in Ithaca, New York. She is 
the author of thirteen books of poetry and 
non-fiction, including A Natural History of 
the Senses.
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The writer Walter Benjamin emerged out 
of the head-on collision  o f an idealistic  
youth movement and the First World War, 
which Benjam in and his close friends 
thought immoral. He walked away from the 
wreck scarred yet determined “to he con
sidered as the principal critic o f German 
literature.” But the scene as he found it was 
dominated by “talented fakes,” so— to use 
his w ords— ’’only a terrorist cam paign  
[would] suffice” to effect radical change. 
This hook offers the record of the first 
phase of that campaign, culminating with 
“One-Way Street,” one of the most signifi
cant products of the German avante-garde 
of the Tw enties. Against conform ism , 
homogeneity, and gentrification of all life 
into a new world order, Benjamin made the 
word his sword.
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On Mohonk Mountain

On Mohonk Mountain, by Kenneth Evett

K enneth Evett

I once saw a photograph of the rocks 
and lake at the Mohonk Mountain Resort 
and longed to go there to paint watercol- 
ors of that landscape, but upon learning 
how much it cost to stay there, I hastily 
discarded the idea. Recently, however, an 
ad appeared in the Ithaca Journal for a 
DeWitt H istorical Society tour of the 
Hudson River Valley that included a two- 
night stay at Mohonk, and having just 
sold a couple of paintings and thereby 
feeling flush, I persuaded my wife that 
we should sign up for the trip. The itiner
ary included a drive to see the Huguenot 
houses at New Paltz, a visit to the Loeb 
Art Center at Vassar, a day for painting 
watercolors or walking on the mountain 
trails at Mohonk, and a stop on our way 
home at Olana, the bizarre architectural 
fantasy of painter Frederick Church that 
occupies high ground overlooking the 
Hudson River south of Albany.

We pilgrims assembled in a parking lot 
at the Pyramid Mall where we were met 
by a cool and competent tour guide who 
would herd her flock of antiquaries with 
dispatch, getting us off the bus at rest 
stops and back on without losing a single 
stray. Except for one pretty young 
woman with dark hair who came along to 
attend an equally attractive elderly 
woman with pure white hair, most of us 
C(tine in shades of grey. We all brought 
with us our time-worn egos and preju
dices, as well as anecdotes for use in the 
travel-bragging contests that occur on 
such tours.

The ride from Ithaca to New Paltz 
offers visions of the best and worst fea
tures of the upstate New York landscape. 
Grand vistas of rolling tree-covered hills 
contrasted with green, open fields were 
interspersed with urban sights of the 
ubiquitous modern mobile homes, digni
fied neo-classical or Victorian mansions, 
sad little houses adorned with plantings 
of flowers or yard ornaments (silver 
globes, ducks, deer, contraptions that 
whirl frenetically with the wind) and, 
inevitably, the spectacle of the desolate, 
treeless, car-filled parking lots of the 
malls that m inister to our consumer 
needs.

After a scenic interlude riding along 
the west bank of the Hudson, we spent a 
weary time getting through the New Paltz 
version of malls and trashy contemporary 
buildings until the bus turned off onto a 
quiet riverside street lined by old houses 
constructed by a colony of French 
Huguenots between 1678 and 1712. The 
sight of these solid, w ell-built stone 
structures elicited a nostalgic sense of 
our past architectural probity, even 
though common sense suggested that the 
interior spaces might be dark and chilly 
when compared with the rooms of a typi
cal American mobile home.

After lunch we crossed the river to 
Poughkeepsie, where we drove through 
more scenes of urban blight on our way 
to the privileged enclave of Vassar Col
lege and the Loeb Art Center. At first 
glance, architect Pell’s handsome build
ing seemed to be strangely embraced by 
an earlier neo-Gothic structure that dis
couraged any effort to see the entire exte
rior form of the building, but the interior

spaces are admirable. Based on the tran
quil geometric form of the square, the 
galleries invite a leisurely pace for look
ing at art. The main body of the Loeb col
lection derives from Mediterranean tradi
tions and is chronologically arranged. 
Progress through the exhibitions begins 
in a gallery that contains artifacts of the 
classical world, including an elegant 5th- 
century BC black-on-red Greek pot, and 
since I regard that form of art as a tri
umph of the human race, I felt well dis
posed toward the rest of the Loeb hold
ings. Most of the items turned out to be 
respectable but undistinguished exam
ples of familiar Western modes.

Eventually, I arrived at a room that 
contained 19th-century American paint
ing, and then proceeded inward to a large 
central gallery of 20th-century European 
and American work. Coming from a 
room full of mediocre Hudson River 
School paintings in which the color was 
dull and the design timid (the forms 
clinging to the outer limits of the rectan
gle), the collection of modern art looked 
remarkably vital. Works by Picasso, De 
Kooning, M atisse, Miro, and Balthus 
offered a convincing display of the range 
and variety of contemporary art, and to 
my surprise, the conventional usages of 
modernism (ambiguous iconography and 
space, animation of the entire surface of 
the picture plane, and dependence on ran
dom effects) that I had come to regard as 
academic and restrictive, suddenly 
seemed viable. It occurred to me that the

artists who lived and worked in our
wicked century, deprived of the certitude 
and innocence of their 19th-century pre
decessors, had still managed to fulfill the 
creative artist’s obligation to produce 
images of order and beauty.

The Mohonk Mountain Resort is a 
witty and sensible example of 19th-centu
ry American resort architecture. It was 
created for the enjoyment of nature, and 
is a model of intelligent site planning. 
Poised on a stony mountain ridge that 
borders on a small, elongated lake on one 
side and the prospect of a vast valley and 
distant mountains on the other, the 
Mohonk complex abounds in opportuni
ties to contemplate the surrounding 
scenery. Large public spaces and small 
parlors open to outdoor paths that lead to 
fanciful wooden pagodas and rest areas 
for relaxed observation of the surround
ings. All the rooms have balconies 
equipped with old-fashioned rocking 
chairs that evoke a sense of 19th-century 
ease, but the rambling collage-like nature 
of the place, the shifts in direction in the 
halls, and the slight change of floor levels 
give the hotel an air of fashionable post
modern improvisation.

The food at Mohonk doesn’t measure 
up to the environment. That culinary 
abomination of the “hospitality indus
try,” the buffet table, is used at breakfast 
(big trays of rubbery scrambled eggs and 
tepid sausage) and an extravagant array 
of warmed over vittles for lunch. Dinner 
is served in a civilized way by an agree

able staff of young people, but the cui
sine seems to be the product of that glob
al cabal of cooks who work for expensive 
tours and use system atized shortcut 
methods to create their art.

The physical beauty at Mohonk met 
my expectations, and while my wife went 
off to climb a mountain, I gave up my 
treasured afternoon nap and painted 
watercolors all day, using the French 
plein air method—a demanding process 
on a day of quixotic weather, with the 
temperature, light, and color constantly 
changing. Nonetheless, in old age I 
approach the act of painting watercolors 
outdoors with something like the antici
pation I felt as a child at the prospect of 
going fishing for brook trout in Black 
Canyon Creek near my grandfather’s 
summer place in Estes Park, Colorado; 
the same search for a likely spot, the 
same period of absorbed concentration 
and resolution, and the same satisfaction 
in bringing back a trophy, whether small 
fishes or little watercolors. In this case 
the trophy consisted of two on-the-spot 
paintings that satisfied my compulsive 
need to discover and record the geomet
ric forces and abstract connections that 
are true to the color, structure, and space 
of a particular place.

As we approached Olana next day, the 
building could be seen riding on its hill
top site across the river, giving promise 
of a significant architectural experience, 
like LeCorbusier’s chapel on a hill above 
Ronchamp, or the Greek temple at Bas- 
sae, or Jefferson’s M onticello in V ir
ginia.

When I first visited the place some 
years ago I was burdened by arrogant 
conventional modernist theories of 
design that limited my capacity to appre
ciate Church’s eclectic creation. Eventu
ally, it dawned on me that Olana was an 
example of inspired site planning, that 
the sequences of spaces in the house were 
surprising yet lucid, that the extravagant 
ornamentation and the artist’s own paint
ings and pack-rat collection of objects 
d'art all added richness to the scene.

On this trip, our group was processed 
through the house along narrow roped- 
off corridors; captives of a local guide, 
we listened to her pre-cooked spiel as we 
trudged on past forbidden chairs that 
might have eased my arthritic bones. By 
the time we reached a room full of dubi
ous, dirty-looking European painting, I 
was ready to go. Even so, I still regard 
Olana as a monument to an artist’s busi
ness acumen, creative passion, and talent.

When we came home to the Pyramid 
Mall to retrieve our car, I realized that the 
Hudson River Valley is not the only 
region to be despoiled by modern com
mercial enterprise. But even though the 
northern area of our town is ju st one 
more example of an endemic national 
blight, we still have nearby state parks 
and the Cornell Plantations to assure us 
that intelligent care and planning can pre
serve whatever remains of our part of the 
“natural paradise” that the artists of the 
Hudson River School once loved.

Kenneth Evett Five Decades o f Oils, 
Watercolors, and Sumi Ink Paintings At 
Period Prices will be shown from Decem
ber 3-28 in the Upstairs Gallery in the 
Dewitt Mall.

THE
GOURMET FARM STORE

the m ost unique fa rm  market 
in the county

OPEN 365 DAYS A YEAR 
9 A. M. -9 P.M.

1552 HANSHAW ROAD • 257 - 1765

Fresh Cut Flowers
Gourmet Specialty Foods 
Coffee Beans 
Local Baked Goods 
Beans, Rice, Grains, Nuts 
Dried Fruit & Specialty Flours 
Fresh, Organic Fruits & Vegetables

LUDGATE
PRODUCE

ITHACA,N.Y.
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One

Now

They only look at me sometimes. 
To push the tray of food in or for 
medicine every three or four hours.

Then each day, I think, maybe 
every second or third day, Father 
Curran comes along and they take 
me to the room where I talk to him. 
Plastic chairs, and no windows, and 
the table that looks like wood but is 
really just something made to look 
that way.

They have the belt around my mid
dle and the cuffs chained to the belt, 
and more chains on my ankles, so 
my arms and legs won’t move too 
much. And maybe that’s how I will 
be when they come for me not long 
after midnight, when they say, Okay, 
you. It’s time now. And all of us— 
Father Curran and two or three or 
four of them—will walk down the 
concrete halls. Moving slowly and 
for the last time.

Father Curran has watery blue 
eyes that are yellow around the 
edges like nicotine stains, and skin 
that is tired and wrinkled. He puts 
his hand on my shoulder and calls 
me Son. Let us pray, he says, and he 
looks in my eyes and then down at 
his lap.

He wears a gray sweater over his 
black shirt, and has the white collar 
in front. There is a small brown stain 
on the arm of the sweater, like rust or 
dried blood or something.

Perpetual light shine upon them, 
he says, his lips moving almost 
silently, and the words hiss and 
whisper, soft like that.

There are long tubes of light over
head, and the sounds don’t echo so 
much in here the way they do every
where else.

Our father who art in heaven, he 
whispers, and his tired eyes are 
closed and resting, and on the eye
lids there are faint red and blue veins 
like a road map. Father Curran has 
traveled a long way to be here, over 
hills, past rivers and farms.

As it was in the beginning, he 
whispers, is now and ever shall be, 
and his voice is like water lapping in 
a bath, the room full of steam and the 
tiles sweating, and everything calm 
like sleep and quiet and a soft pillow.

Time, a man says, and we stand up, 
and walk slowly out and down the 
hall.

I ’m light as air by now and very 
very tired, and I would not be here if 
it was not meant to be. These places 
are not full of Boy Scouts and altar 
boys and innocent men, so I 
shouldn’t begin to think that way.

The concrete is gray like a battle
ship, and somewhere, a long time

ago, something bad happened. 
Something very terrible and bad.

If I say what it was and ask for
giveness and accept into my heart the 
kingdom, the day and time, then all 
things can be as one once again.

And back in here I lie down still 
again—for more hours and days and 
nights. They will bring a second 
white pill and a green pill and a tan 
capsule. The lights are out for a 
while—and once, a long time ago, 
there was someone who said, Jack, 
so soft in my ear, and I could feel her 
breath, and then we were laughing, 
then everything was quiet.

Maybe there were pine trees sway

ing over us in the breeze. Maybe 
wind in the branches, and the stars 
far away beyond the very top of the 
trees and the sky. More stars than 
we had ever seen.

This is how we will be, she said. 
Her name was Ellen. It was Jessica 
and Alison and Jodie.

Then a dog was barking, and for a 
long time something was terribly 
wrong. Someone was very angry. 
Someone had an urge. A strong 
strong urge to do something. And 
the air would get quiet and the urge 
wouldn’t go away.

So I was out at night. Sipping 
from a pint bottle of gin or rum. So 
much heat in the chest, in the belly, 
going down, then spreading all over. 
And seeing the streets in Newton, 
M assachusetts, in the neighbor
hoods with big houses.

Put down everything, Father Cur
ran said. From as far back and no 
matter how unimportant and every 
scrap and shred and shard. And from 
that, piece by piece by piece— 
maybe something, some pattern or 
picture or thing will begin to 
emerge.

Like something you heard whis
pered way back, or some smell of 
bread as you walked past the bakery 
on a winter morning on your way to 
church.

Because what happens in May, 
what they will do after we walk 
slowly down the halls, and through 
metal doors, past people who look 
on with a kind of awe, and into a 
room with blinds on the windows 
and seats on the other side for peo
ple to sit and watch—what they will 
do is erase all of that and there will 
be nothing here for us anymore. 
Only a long silence. A great loneli
ness.

But first the man hands in the 
small white cup with a tan capsule, 
and I swallow that, and he does not 
look at me at all. Just down at my 
hands. Then he goes away.

continued on page 2
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continued from page 1

This is what I have. Two boxes of 
books. Eight notebooks, three pen
cils, slippers, a metal toilet and mir
ror, the cot that is attached to the 
wall. It has a blanket, a pillow, a 
thin mattress covered with rubber.

There are my hands and they 
tremble and move when I try to keep 
them steady, then nothing.

Write a prayer down, if nothing 
else, he said. Write, Our father who 
art in heaven. Or something like 
that.

Hallowed be, and so forth.
Sometimes there are veils in front 

of my face, and bits of smoke and 
fog. There are curtains I can’t quite 
see through. I see a shadow some
times, and I lie down and hold my 
head in my hands, and I can feel all 
the heat in there, like wheels and 
belts and pistons, going so fast, and 
no oil left, and all of it getting hotter 
and hotter until smoke seems to rise 
from my head.

Once upon a time, I start, in a 
place a long way from here, in a 
time that few remember, there was a 
little boy. A boy in a dreamy place. 
That is how so many stories begin.

Two

Long Time Ago

They hovered over him like whis
pers and dreams. They moved with
out walking. They had blond hair 
and black hair and hair that was 
almost red. They spoke so softly he 
often wondered if he had really 
heard them.

Little boy, they said. Sweet little 
boy.

They called him, Peanut. Pump
kin. Possum.

They wore white uniforms, and 
some of them wore blue or green or 
red cardigan sweaters over their 
uniforms. They had watches and 
stethoscopes, and they touched his 
wrist, his forehead, the side of his 
face.

You’ll be fine, they said. A little 
while longer.

Hold on, they told him.
Their voices were a warm breeze, 

a song, a blanket at night.
He never moved 

except to open and 
close his eyes, and to 
lick his lips, and every 
once in a while to 
move his fingers or his 
toes.

First it was night and 
then day. It was early 
in the morning and 
then mid-afternoon, 
and he thought there was sun out
side, or clouds, or the moon and 
stars.

There were blips and pings and 
faint dripping sounds. Maybe it-was 
raining out, and he imagined the 
millions of drops of rain falling 
everywhere, drumming on roofs and 
in gutters, and slapping the leaves 
on bushes and trees, and then rain 
falling in the streets of the city very 
late at night.

The whole world shines, he 
thought. Everything glistens like 
stores at Christmas.

Then he blinked his eyes and the 
one with brown hair was standing 
there. She wore glasses that made 
her face look like the headlights of a 
car, and her hair was falling forward 
and swaying, and there were hints of 
red in her hair.

She lifted his arm in her hands and

said, This will be cold. You’ll feel 
something like ice on the inside of 
your elbow.

She touched him there with cot
ton, and it was cold. It was snow, 
only it was just a feeling.

Now you’ll feel a pinch, she said, 
and it did pinch, and then it was 
something sharp and hot. Something 
almost pulling at his vein.

Okay, she said. There you go, 
buddy, she said.

The needle was out of his arm, 
and she put a cap on the point of the 
needle, and she felt at the inside of 
his wrist.

She looked at her watch, and he 
could tell she was counting.

His arm still hurt, still pinched 
and stung, but it was like a car back
firing two streets over. He could 
hear it, but it was somewhere else 
too.

She said, Today is Sunday. I want 
you to know that.

She wrote something on a clip
board.

I t’s twelve-twenty-three in the 
afternoon, she said.

She put the back of her fingers on 
his cheek.

This is February thirteen, and out
side it’s about thirty degrees and 
there’s a lot of snow on the ground.

I want you to know that, pal, she 
said. It’s Sunday, she said again. It’s 
February thirteen.

Then he was off in some ocean. 
He was drifting and floating. The 
top of his brain was very cold. It 
was air and ice and far far stars. He 
was twirling slowly around, and he 
thought he heard voices saying, 
Jackie.

Jackie, c’mere, they said, and then 
someone was laughing.

An old lady like Gramma was 
there with her thick glasses and her 
big hands. She held him by the wrist 
and she was saying, You’re a good 
boy, Jackie. You’re a good boy.

What’s happened to you? she said, 
and an old man like Grandpa was 
sitting in his rocking chair on the 
front porch, and he was sucking on 
his pipe. It smelled like burning 
leaves. He wore reading glasses, 
and he had a tooth missing.

A voice on an intercom said, Dr. 
Bruce, line two-nine-nine, please.

Dr. Bruce, line two- 
nine-nine.

A man wearing a tie 
was standing over him, 
and the man tapped his 
chest and pressed at 
his belly, and felt at the 
sides of his neck and 
then along the top and 
back of his head.

They put a pillow 
under his head. The pillow was cool 
at first, but later it was warm, and 
they put another blanket over him.

Then a woman with blond hair 
was sitting on the side of the bed, 
and she was holding a cup with a 
straw to his mouth, and it was 
orange juice and was very sweet.

It took a long time to drink the 
juice. There was ice in the cup, and 
the juice kept dribbling down the 
side of his mouth, and the lady with 
blond hair said, That’s okay, pos
sum.

He could stay quiet a long time. 
He didn’t have to move ever again.

Nobody could come in and tell 
him to move or do anything for a 
long while.

He could be as still as a dead per
son on television. As still as a cat he 
saw on the side of the road, blood 
dripping from its mouth.

Hail Mary, full of grace, he whis
pered to himself. Blessed art Thou.

Now and at the hour of our death, 
he thought.

Just quiet and careful all the time, 
he thought.

He was in a car, and someone was 
driving. Maybe it was a young beau
tiful lady or maybe it was an old 
lady. Maybe it was someone he 
didn’t know or see at all. They were 
driving fast, and the car was shak
ing, and he watched 
the dial go from thir
ty to forty to fifty to 
sixty to seventy, and 
he said, Please, 
please, please, and 
she was laughing.

The young lady, 
his mom, was laugh
ing or the old lady, 
his gramma, was 
laughing, and then he was in the 
bedroom, he was hiding under the 
bed. In the next room music was 
playing. Perry Como was singing, 
and the walls were dark, and Mom 
was laughing and Dad was laugh
ing.

Dad had red hair, and his breath 
was minty, and he liked to come 
home from work and sit in a chair at 
the kitchen table and read the news
paper in peace.

You be quiet, Jack, Mom said. 
You just try to keep it down, young 
man, Mom said.

They were sitting on the back 
porch and the night was thick and 
slow. So hot you could fry an egg on 
the sidewalk, Dad said.

Dad said, When I was your age I 
used to deliver newspapers to help 
my mom out. I used to sweep floors 
and find bottles because they were 
worth two cents. We were happy 
when we found a few bottles. We 
bought red hots and fire balls and 
giant pretzels.

Mom sipped and Dad sipped, and 
the crickets were in the grass mak
ing noise.

If you tried hard and were good, 
then Jesus and God and everyone 
else would love you very much.

How come? he asked, and Mom 
said, Because God wants only 
what’s good for you.

Dad said, This, that, whatever.
So many things happened so fast 

he didn’t know what was what, or 
where anything began or ended, and 
they were coming up to him when 
he was asleep. They pulled the cov
ers up to his neck, and he could feel 
them looking at him, and he pressed 
his eyelids even more tightly closed.

The woman in white said she was 
very very sorry.

Her eyes were wet, and she said 
she was so terribly sorry.

Gramma had big glasses, and she 
was Dad’s mother, and she had 
hands like the roots of a tree. She 
was standing in the doorway, and 
she said, Where did you come from? 
And Grandpa, the old man, was 
smiling, sitting at the kitchen table.

He was blowing a smoke ring at 
the light in the ceiling.

Gramma put her hand on his 
shoulder, and she said, Sometimes I 
look up and there you are, like an 
Indian. Quiet as an Indian.

Pumpkin, the woman in the blue 
cardigan said, and she leaned close 
to the side of his face and said, 
Hush.

Shhh, she whispered. Nobody will 
hurt you. Nobody will touch you.

So now he was quiet as night, and 
he wouldn’t say anything, and no 
matter what they said or did he’d lie

there, and nobody could come near 
him anymore. Not with lights or 
needles or anything.

He opened his eyes and saw white 
tubes of light on the ceiling, and 
tiles that had tiny holes in them. He 
counted seven rows of tile, and then 
he began to count the holes, and he 
wondered if there were as many 
holes in the tiles as stars in the sky 
and grains of sand in the sandbox at 
the park.

The park was sur
rounded by tall trees, 
and the sunlight couldn’t 
fall down through the 
leaves. He always tried 
to look up, and the high
est branches were nearly 
in heaven, up close to 
the sun and the white 
puffs of clouds. It made 
him dizzy to lean so far 

back and look for so long. He felt he 
would spin around and around, and 
he would become sick.

Something went by in the hall, 
and when he turned to look, it was 
already gone, and he needed to 
scratch his side, and his leg, right 
above the knee.

Then they were wheeling him 
down a hallway, and all the people 
they passed were tall as trees. They 
smiled at him, and a woman with 
gray hair patted his arm.

Nice little boy, she said, and then 
Mom was saying, Jackie. Sweet
heart. Honey.

They would fix what was wrong 
inside him.

There was a rupture and there was 
infection.

That meant there were germs run
ning all around in his belly, like an 
army, and that was why he didn’t 
feel so good.

Dr. Heath would fix him. Dr. 
Kaplan would help too.

Farly tomorrow morning, Mom 
said. Before the birds are even 
awake. They would take him to the 
special room. They would put him 
to sleep, and he wouldn’t feel a 
thing.

Don’t be afraid, the woman with 
black hair said. Don’t worry about a 
thing.

There was another cold spot and a 
pinch, this time on his upper arm, 
near the shoulder, and everything 
was very cold.

He could lie there and be more 
quiet than an Indian. Gramma 
wouldn’t even know he was there.

Floating on water was like float
ing across the sky. Like clouds mov
ing so slowly that he couldn’t even 
tell they were moving. Like lying in 
bed at night, and all of the darkness 
surrounding him, and the snow 
falling outside and making a blanket 
to cover the earth.

Or when he went for a walk with 
Grandpa, in the streets of the neigh
borhood. Everybody they saw 
smiled at them. People sitting on 
porches, and people walking by. 
One man was cutting his grass, and 
that smelled nice. That smelled like 
summer.

But when it got cold outside he 
couldn’t walk so far with Grandpa. 
There was too much ice and snow, 
and one time Grandpa slipped on 
the ice and broke his ankle, and that 
was no fun. That was no fun at all.

So he would have to be patient. 
He would have to learn to sit still 
and wait.

He tried to turn over, but he 
couldn’t, and then a woman with a

continued on page 3
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red face and glasses was wiping his 
forehead with a damp cloth. Then 
the cloth was on his cheeks and 
eyes, and it went over his mouth 
too.

His mouth was dry as dust. He 
couldn’t drink anything or eat any
thing because they would have to 
put him to sleep soon, and having 
even a little  something to eat or 
drink could cause problems. So he 
would need patience.

And then it would be over and he 
would feel better.

So how come? he wanted to ask. 
So what was that for? Why did he 
get sick? And why did everything 
feel like pins and needles?

He could see clear as a bell. A bell 
rang loud and clear, and the sound 
hung in the air.

Like the frost in the morning, 
when the leaves were falling from 
the trees. And he went out to the 
backyard and he ran around and 
around the tree, and the garage spun 
past, and the house next door raced 
by, and the house behind their 
house—it seemed to float up.

Little boy, they said. Sick little 
boy.

A fever made you hot all over. A 
fever was like a fire inside of you. A 
fever made things kind of funny, so 
he wasn’t too sure what was what.

He thought maybe it was very late 
at night, like when he woke up at 
home, and heard a single clock tick
ing and tocking and ticking and 
tocking. He d idn’t know what 
would happen if he had to get out of 
bed and go to the bathroom.

The light from the moon made 
milky squares on the floor, and 
later, on the wall. A car passed by 
out on the street and he could hear 
the car for a long time, as it got far
ther and farther away.

But then it was very early, and he 
was in the hospital, where you went 
when you got very sick. And maybe 
it was three or four in the morning, 
and a woman in white came, and a 
thin man with pale blue pajamas on, 
and a cap over his hair, and they had 
masks like bank robbers on televi
sion.

They lifted him to a thin bed that 
had wheels, and, oh, oh, that hurt so 
bad in his belly.

That was knives and fire all at 
once.

They put a sheet over him, and he 
watched the ceiling. He saw tiles 
and tubes of light and speakers and 
the tops of door frames.

• r »
*  • V l i l f

Then they stood in front of doors 
and pushed a button and waited.

I’m Dr. Perkins, a man behind a 
mask said, and he had a very quiet 
voice. He had a voice that was like a 
dream. He said, I’ll help you go to 
sleep, and then in a little while, after 
you’re all fixed up, I ’ll help you 
wake up.

At first you won’t feel so good, 
Dr. Perkins said, but then you’ll feel 
a little better and a little better still.

Your mom and your dad will be 
here when you wake up, and you 
can have something to drink before 
too long.

First there was a needle in his 
behind to relax, and he could almost 
go to sleep already. They were in a 
white room, with the biggest lights 
in the world all over the ceiling. 
They were silver and white, and 
everyone wore green and blue paja
mas, and they were nice to him.

They put his arm bn a board, and 
Dr. Perkins said, You’ll feel a pinch, 
and they put a tube just under his 
nose for extra air.

He would see God and the angels 
and they would all have gold circles 
over their heads. There would be 
sunshine and fields and flowers. 
And music all the time. Wavering 
angel music.

Listen to me count backwards, 
someone said. A lady with a quiet 
voice. Count with me if you can. 
But listen as I count backwards, she 
said again.

Everyone would be there in heav
en. The priest and all the people 
from church. The people wearing 
hats and long dark coats and shiny 
shoes.

One hundred, she said.
Ninety-nine, ninety-eight.
Blip and beep, and something 

hissed somewhere far away.
When you’re gone, someone said.
Far far away.
N inety-three, ninety-two, she 

said.
Where the air is clear and birds 

fly. Where they soar among fleecy 
clouds.

Fleece as white as snow, and he 
would be still and quiet, and nobody 
would do anything anymore to him, 
and it would not hurt.

Everyone was nice, and Mom and 
Dad, Gramma and Grandpa, the 
nice lady with red hair—they were 
there too. He didn’t mind. He was 
quiet. He was still as stone.

Paul C ody’s third novel. So Far 
Gone, will be published by Picador 
USA next year.

Illustrations by:
J.M. Barranger, Laura Glenn, 

Catharine O’ Neilll, & George Rhoads

Rite

She has been pursuing that accelerating demon, 

that overgrown T-shirt stencilled “ILLUSION”, 

that toothpick whirling on a lost horizon.

He’s endowed—brutality, 

slim heels—if he entered he’d win, 

but they won’t let him in.

Even on board he sprints around deck 

so swiftly the cantain

can’t take hold and quits,

sobbing, stalled. Oh we’re all after him—

men, women, any age—all

we want is a coupling, to feel

something inalienable—an eyelash, not much. 

Anyhow it’s her turn to drop out

and she hasn’t caught up. “Hurry,” he says, then

with glottal stop: “it’s dime, it’s dime.” “Oh shut up” 

she’d reply, if she could, to that bee-thrum

drilled into her ears and brain, her crumbling

constitution: “It’s dime, it’s dime.”

Oh dear tour-group it’s time to say 

goodbye to the isle of weeping

beech and dangling moon, firefly with zoom 

lens, shingled cottage, the frail, illuminated

room we have visited for so brief a lovely time.

—Phyllis Janowitz
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The Saskiad
by Brian Hall

This is where she is now: a Greek 
island, low and away, last of all on the 
water toward the dark. Ithaca lies 
between two ridges at the head of a 
long crooked bay. No automobiles 
desecrate the silent streets. The mod
em world has been rubbed out like a 
mistake. The great stone clock tower 
on the eastern slope chimes the hour, 
its triad of gongs shimmering in the 
gelatinous air.

The sun is motionless, huge. How 
deliciously she can feel the heat on 
her arms! She peels off her 
clothes, and her skin is golden 
like the sun. Her arms and legs 
glide, buttery at the joints. She 
can feel quite distinctly the dirt 
under her bare feet. She glides 
between the clapboard houses 
with their wrap-around porch
es, their nested gables and tow
ers. Beautiful homes like 
carved chests containing fine 
things: all the people she does 
not know.

But here is an incongruity amid 
classical Ithacan order and repose. 
Her own house: the sway-backed 
porch, the three floors of mismatched 
windows, the white paint so indecent
ly peeled that only splotches remain 
like lichen on the rotting shingles. 
Rising from the shallow roof is a 
belvedere, a small room with win
dows all around. A Captain’s room.

There is nothing she wants so much 
as to get up into that room. She would 
be able to judge the weather up there. 
She would pace undisturbed, lost in 
thought, unaware how much her men 
admired and loved her.

She bounds excitedly onto the 
porch and tries the door. Locked. She 
grips the knob and pulls, confident of 
the swelling strength in her hands. 
But the door holds firm, indifferent to 
it.

As always, she wakes early, think
ing, thinking. The new girl will be in 
school today. She saw her sitting in 
the Vice Principal’s office. The new 
girl!

She listens. Quiet.
The sky is empty of stars. She turns 

on the light by her bed. Blind black
ness presses against her window. How 
frightening! But when she turns out 
the light, her faithful stars have come 
out to cheer her: Orion in the north
west, and directly overhead the Big 
Dipper, which travelers call the 
Wagon because it wheels, never stop
ping, never sinking into the wash of 
the ocean. A supernova blazes in late- 
setting Bootes, the Herdsman, who 
herded Odysseus home. And the 
Moon, her planet, is a wind-filled sail 
racing along the ecliptic, waxing, 
always waxing, toward some fullness, 
some completion she can hardly wait 
for, but cannot foresee.

Could it have something to do with 
the new girl? She is so beautiful.

The stars are fading. She is the only 
one to keep a safe eye on the cunning 
dark, to help bleed this bljnd black to 
gray. No one else thinks of these 
things. Perhaps the new girl will. The 
beautiful new girl.

When she catches the first glimmer 
of the lake, she slips quietly down and

pulls on rubber boots in the back hall. 
Outside is the sodden snow of a Tyler- 
ian January.

In the bam Marilyn lumbers, steam
ing, to her feet, the back up first on 
splayed legs, the udder swaying huge
ly. Saskia dumps a scoop of pellets in 
the trough and shovels muck into the 
bin, then squats to rub the furry udder, 
coaxing the coo into letting down. 
Marilyn never lies in her own muck. 
She is a good coo with a clean udder, 
a pleasure to rub. Saskia works white 
ointment into the rear teats, and the 
udder-veins bulge, the teats swell. 
She fires into the bucket a long 
sequence of pump-action double-bar

reled blasting. She has the strongest 
hands of anyone in her grade. At the 
Ithacan Carnival last summer she 
pushed the dial on the grip machine 
up to “Bonecrusher.” Afterward, 
Marilyn is rewarded with a pile of hay 
and a hug as wide as two arms can 
reach. Saskia delights in the hot bris
tle against her cheek. When Saskia 
was little, an earlier coo pushed her 
against the wall, making her cry. 
Thomas ran to rescue her, his brown 
robe flapping. He lifted her a mile 
high and kissed her.

In the coop, the chickens mince 
around her feet like bathers crossing 
hot sand. She leaves three eggs on the 
sideboard in the kitchen and pours a 
saucer of milk for Gorgon, who sidles 
her fat black body up to the dish with 
a grunt-like purr. It is a Discipline to 
love Gorgon, who bites and claws, 
and squats furtively in comers to do 
her business along the baseboards. 
Saskia once wrote and illustrated a 
reader for the crew that started, “Fat 
cat, black cat! What cat? That cat!” 
Pirates threatened, but Gorgon even
tually saved the day. A rather pathetic 
fallacy.

Back upstairs, Saskia picks a skirt 
and shawl for school. No need for a 
shower. The caramel smell of Marilyn 
in her hair is better than any soap. 
There’s a flush of aqua along the east
ern ridge. Time to raise the crew. Bar
ring a rescue by the new girl—swing
ing down on a rope with a Tarzan 
yell?—the best part of her day is over.

Across the hall, her boatswain is 
still asleep, damn her eyes! “Get up,

you scroundrel! The wind freshen
ing, and a falling glass — no telling 
what the day will bring!” A lazy dog, 
yes. But she’s damn comely. A 
hoogily thing. “Come on, Mim, it’s 
almost seven.” Saskia rummages 
through the pile of stuffed animals.

“I’m up!” Mim bubbles up, ani
mals tumbling. “Where’s horsey?” 

Saskia picks it off the floor. Good 
God, what the Admiralty sends her. 
On the lower deck she rouses the rest 
of the crew—Austin, Shannon, Quin- 
ny—to the usual accompaniment of 
grumbling. Poor devils, it must be 
hell to be pressed into this service. 
Weevily food, never enough sleep. 

And where does it end? 
Beheaded by a cannon ball, or 
sent shrieking under the sur
geon’s knife. “Don’t blame 
me,” she always tells them, 
when they cry. “Blame 
Bonev.” They straggle off to 
the latrine. (Or is that the loo? 
Perhaps the ship has no such 
thing. Simply off the side? Not 
on this ship.) Quinny takes his 
sheet with him. “Your 
hygiene!” she bellows after 

them. “I’ll be checking!”
Tall, capable Lauren is in the 

kitchen brewing coffee which, like 
the Captain, she thinks of as soon as 
her eyes open. She is columnesque in 
her nightgown, her ton of hair 
unbound. Saskia reports to her back: 
“Quinny wet his bed again.” 

Lauren’s shoulders sigh. “You 
stripped it?”

“He does it himself now.”
“Well at least he’s doing some

thing.” She turns to face Saskia, her 
eyes still cushioned with sleep. “How 
old is he, anyway?”

“Seven.”
“Ridiculous!” She bangs closed the 

freezer door on her fancy Ithacan 
coffee. “Get him to make the bed up 
himself, too. If he’s going to do that 
like a baby—”

“I’m working on that.”
“How did he get to be seven years 

old?”
Saskia assumes that’s a rhetorical 

question. “It’s not a big deal.”
“Teach him to do the laundry. Then 

he can wet his bed all he wants.”
“It’s no big deal,” Saskia insists. 

You really shouldn’t bother Lauren 
before she has had her coffee.

“Don’t be a martyr, Saskia. 
Nobody likes a martyr.” The coffee 
machine lets out a Bronx cheer. Lau
ren fills a mug. Hurry up and drink it, 
you crabby old thing! She sips, 
smacking at the heat. “If you want to 
be Quinny’s servant go right ahead. 
I’m getting dressed.” As if getting 
dressed is the way not to be Quinny’s 
servant. Lauren sips again and closes 
her eyes appreciatively. What is it 
about coffee? The Captain fights a 
battle in a gale off a lee shore and 
never changes expression. But give 
him a cup of the real thing after a 
month of burnt bread swill at sea and 
the sparkle in his eyes is a lovely 
sight.

“You’re a good girl, Saskia,” Lau
ren says, seeming to reconsider. 

“Woof!” she says testily.
Lauren shrugs. “All right, you’re 

not a good girl.” She goes up to 
dress.

Saskia scrambles eggs for the crew 
and sets out M arilyn’s milk along 
with tots of fresh-squeezed rum. 
Shannon and Austin are sent back to 
wash their hands. Austin bops Quin
ny and Quinny blubbers. In the Judg-

continued on page 5

Daphne Unbound

She stumbles upon a blacksmith— 

frog courtship area 

the rain forest around her, 

the moon

nearly full.

She can hear only 

cling gling cling gling.

A message making clear 

such revelries

are not for her.

She rises over treetops.

She would be a voyeur.

She suffers from a pathetic 

fallacy

thinking she can think

without gravity.

Stars fall on 

her shoulders.

She brushes them off.

She thinks:

This

is the universe.

This

is eternity, 

and there is

so much 

unoccupied space 

so much

room for expansion, 

plenty of airy clearances

where a person could

stand on a few bare 

toes and spin free from 

weather conditions, 

no snow or other terrestrial

disturbances,

subject only to 

the elements of travel 

facilitating

disconnections

—Phyllis Janowitz
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continued from page 4

ment Book, Austin has eight demerits., 
Mim three, Shannon two, and Quinny 
twenty-six. When you reach ten 
demerits you clean out the latrines, or 
swab the deck, or when it’s hot you 
fan Saskia and Marco with wicker 
platters and feed them peeled grapes. 
But Quinny is under a different sys
tem. Discipline, in Quinny’s case, has 
proven counter-productive, no matter 
what Lauren says.

Saskia fills lunch boxes, checks 
bookbags and clothing, tucks a wad of 
tissue paper in Quinny’s back pocket. 
She wipes his slobbery chin. Lauren 
reappears in her greenhouse clothes to 
dispense regal kisses.

The bus jolts down the last treacher
ous slope and nearly takes out the 
fence by Lauren’s field as the driver, a 
real toby, backs and fills in the turn
around.

“Morning, Chief.” (His daily witti
cism is to call her Chief.)

“Morning, Toby.”
They rattle through the bedraggled 

Tylerian landscape, under dirt-soup 
skies, picking up dregs and pigs. 
Saskia sits in the front to keep a safe 
eye on the Toby, and Quinny huddles 
next to her for protection. Austin and 
Shannon sit in the back and holler for 
the short cut, an especially mogully 
“seasonal” road— basically a 
streambed—the Toby will take now 
and then when he fancies himself a 
nice guy. The back of the bus whips 
on that road, sending barns flying. 
Mim always sits over the rear wheel 
casing. The seat is saved for her, 
because everybody likes her and not 
even the dregs hide it. Two pigs who 
get on near town sit with her, and they 
are as quiet and good and neat as she 
is, although not so furry. The three of 
them hold their books on their laps 
and gaze at each other with long- 
lashed eyes. Saskia wonders what 
they talk about. When they laugh, 
they sound like forest mammals, 
laughing knowingly about mammally 
things.

The oldest bams get off at the high 
school. Tyler Junior is next. “You 
can’t come with me, Quinny.” He may 
start blubbering. “I ’ll be on the bus 
this afternoon.”

“Have a nice day, Chief!”
Her last seconds of freedom are the 

time it takes her to walk up the con
crete path, through the fortified 
quadruple doors, each with its one 
baleful eye of netted glass, into the 
tiled gloom, the bang of lockers, the 
shouting and pushing and sneering 
and blubbering. Count off! Baa-aa-aa!

5
The new girl’s name is Jane Sing. 

Ms. Plebetsky calls it out in English 
and directs the class to welcome her.

Sing! The new girl nods, acknowl
edging the praise. She is tall and slen
der, with skin as brown as Saskia’s 
brown eyes and yards of black hair as 
straight and glossy as an ironed 
horse’s tail. She turns back toward the 
Plebe, so that her face is away from 
Saskia, the hair a satin veil between 
them. Can Saskia make her pull the 
veil aside? She bores with her eyes 
into the back of the new girl’s head. 
Calling Jane Sing. The hum of her 
heart, the glowing ring of a glass as 
she rubs her finger on the rim. 
Sinnnggg . . . Sinnnggg . . . Turn 
Sing. Turn Jane Sing.

Jane Sing turns. Her eyes run 
quickly over the faces, glittering as 
they search for Saskia, and when they

find her they pause, they light like 
blackbirds on their rightful perch, 
home.

In gym her locker is far away 
among the afterthoughts, beyond the 
next grade’s Y’s and Z’s. Hurriedly 
putting on her uniform, Saskia tries 
to see Jane Sing through the crush of 
pigs, but by the time she pushes 
down to the end, Jane is already 
dressed, her hair pulled behind her in 
a pony tail, showing her chocolate 
wafer ears, which Saskia stares at. 
Jane looks up. Saskia panics and 
hurries past.

Her arms and legs glow in the 
bright gym lights. Her round brown 
knees are a blur between the shorts 
and the socks, she handles the ball 
well. She runs at Saskia bouncing 
the ball, Saskia watches her beauti
ful legs, her willowy arms feinting 
right and left, she watches her flit 
past and jump for a basket.

“Sheez louise, Saskia! What are 
you doing? Quit day-dreaming!”

Back in the locker room Saskia 
pretends to read notices on the bul
letin board while Jane undresses a 
few feet away. Walking to the show
er in her underclothes, Jane passes 
Saskia with another sidelong glance, 
as if to say, “When will you have the 
courage? Only ask me.”

Saskia wraps a towel tightly over 
her underwear. Her skin is not dark 
or beautiful. Yellowish, it looks ter
rible when sweaty, pale and buttery, 
like something grown in the cellar. 
Jane’s bra and undies hang over a 
hook outside a stall. The undies are 
edged with a pretty scalloped pat
tern. The bra is a yoke of patches. Of 
course willows don’t have breasts. 
Saskia can imagine Jane’s torso in 
the shower, the lines of it as straight 
and pure as her limbs. In her own 
stall, she bares herself, and immedi
ately covers herself again with steam 
clouds. When Saskia is bare, she is 
really bare. After two years of 
mooniness she still has practically 
no body hair. Even on the triangle 
there’s only a few scraggly hairs like 
a revolting bunch of insect antennas. 
The hair on her head is cobwebby. 
With their inimitable charm, dregs 
run up and blow on it, as though she 
were a dandelion gone to seed. Mim 
is furry and mammally. Jane Sing is 
a gazelle. Lauren has silky hairs all 
down her floor-length legs. But there 
is something reptilian about Saskia, 
something lizardy.
Hairless skin, watch
ful eyes that don’t 
blink.

And she has 
breasts. No willow, 
but a stumpy lumpy 
apple tree. “Cross- 
your-heart bra!” the 
dregs yell. “Over the shoulder boul
der holder!” Saskia has read books in 
which heroines long for breasts, in 
which they bare their fronts to the 
moonlight to make them grow. But 
that cannot be right. No real person 
would be happy to see the first 
mushy stirrings of the pink blobs, the 
swelling in the flesh around them 
like some dreadful allergic reaction. 
And yet here they come. Udders! 
Soon they will be swaying hugely 
and getting in the way. And there is 
nothing you can do about it, not a 
thing.

6

Ms. Rosenblatt spells it on the 
board, and there is an “h” hanging on 
the end: Singh. But you still pro-

Coming Round

The oar squeaks 

a dash sound like 

moon-hustle on the river:

reeds

trap and ease the 

boat slow

to ripple-tilting sanddown:

the night, a

bubble,

hangs two hundred 

thousand miles by 

a moon-filament:

I tie up, head for the single 

windowlight:

I cut the moon free.

nounce it Sing. The “h” is hanging 
breathless, Saskia thinks. That’s a 
pun. In her notebook she writes, 
“Saskia Sing.”

“Jane’s family comes originally 
from India,” Ms. Rosenblatt is say
ing with a phony wide-eyed expres
sion. “That’s a very long way away!”

Jane Sing keeps her gaze straight 
ahead. Saskia would be embar
rassed, too. The Blatt always talks as 
if this were the first grade: “Ooh, a 
vewwy wong way away!” She hov
ers next to the world map with her 
pool cue. “Does anyone know where 

India is?”
“Beautiful place, 

India,” Marco grunts. 
“So you’ve said.” 
“They’re all idol

aters. They worship 
cows.” He snorts.

“I worship cows, 
too.”

“No you don’t.” He gives her a 
noogie. “You milk cows, Aiyaruk. 
That’s not the same.” How nice it is 
to have friends who know everything 
about you from the first moment! 
There are no disappointments, no 
embarrassing discoveries.

“No one has a guess?” The Blatt is 
wilting. Saskia raises her hand. “Yes, 
Saskia?”

“India is that thing hanging down 
below Cathay.”

“Cathay?”
“China, stupido,” Marco whispers.
“China. I t’s that thing hanging 

below, there.” Like an udder, with 
only one teat. Perhaps that’s why 
they worship cows.

“Yes, very good, Saskia.”
‘“ Yes, very good, Saskia,” ’ sim

pers Marco. “The old cow doesn’t 
even know what Cathay is.”

Weathering Here

Rain has worn my umbrella clear, 

so dis-waxed and de-fibered 

it’s even a poor para sol:

I can think of no use for it

atmosphere justifies: on the way

out of town, I might believe it a sieve,

if there’s a river or pond around:

closed, its steel point (rain-shined sharp)

could suggest, rain or shine,

intentions undisclosable: stripped

it could be a kind of sculpture mocking

itself: it still sheds some rain:

two such umbrellas might be as good

as one new one: but how can I

collapse two’s rags and ribs into one stalk?

) i \ i ssbi
—A R. Ammons

“Are all the women in India as 
beautiful as Jane?”

“All the maidens are. Their flesh is 
hard. For a penny, they’ll allow a 
man to pinch them as hard as he can. 
But there is nothing to pinch.”

“I guess not.” If anyone pinched 
Saskia, they would get something, all 
right.

“They all go around naked. 
Because it’s amazingly hot.”

“And they’re hard and brown?” 
“Like mahogany. Even their 

breasts.”
“Jane doesn’t have those.”
“She will.”
Not swaying hugely, but as much a 

part of the clean lines as the curve of 
the hips, the curve of the grain in the 
wood. “It sounds beautiful, that 
way.”

“Oh it is, my lass.” Marco gazes at 
Jane for a long moment. “A man 
could lose his mind altogether over a 
maiden like that.”

Marco is kind of a sex fiend.
But here comes the Blatt down the 

row with hand-outs. “We have to 
hurry through this unit if we’re going 
to get to Rome by March,” she says 
querulously. The hand-out is a list of 
dates and headings. Heroic age . . . 
Periclean Athens . . . greatest artistic 
flowering . . . cradle of Western civi
lization, blah blah. Only the Blatt 
could make Greek history dull. Sask
ia writes in her notebook: “Rome by 
March! We March on Rome! Beware 
the Ides of March!” She wishes she 
had a lean and hungry look. That is 
partly what makes Jane so beautiful: 
a lurking hunger. For what? For a 
friend, of course.

She tunes out the Blatt. Counting

continued on page 6
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syllables on her fingers, she writes a 
haiku:

Lovely limber limbs
Skip past to make a basket —
The coach yells at me

7
In the tiled gloom, on the way to 

her bus, Saskia has a last chance. 
Jane Sing is at her locker. Saskia has 
thought of so many things to say— 
advice, something friendly, some
thing special between the two of 
them, something Jane alone would 
understand and know was meant for 
her alone. But Saskia suddenly real
izes how impossible they all are. 
Dumb, bamish ideas.

Jane is arranging things in her 
locker, intent. She does not see Sask
ia. She will not glance coolly and 
say, “Are you ready now, at last?” 
and turn with Saskia, to walk out into 
the sunshine with her. She is too tall, 
too beautiful, too mature. She comes 
from India. Saskia is going to walk 
past her without a word, hating her
self.

“Hey scuz, look out!” Some
one shoves her. Her books skit
ter off the ends of her chasing 
fingers and fall. Laughter. A 
pair of dregs splits and passes to 
either side, happily surveying 
the scatter. “Pretty clumsy, 
scuz!” And they are gone in the 
crowd before she can do any
thing except stare dumbfound
ed, think of anything except 
running and hiding. In front of 
Jane Sing! She gathers her stuff 
in the gloom, down among the 
scissoring legs. Her poor rum
pled books! Two stupid dregs, 
their heads torn off, stuffed into 
garbage bags, their brainless 
laughter drained into horror and 
fear and begging for forgiveness 
as the bags are thrown into the back 
of the truck and cackling she pulls 
the lever that brings down the 
hydraulic crusher, so lonngg . . .! Her 
eyes bulge. She can’t believe it, she 
is going to cry right here.

“Fucking idiots,” Jane Sing says, 
from high above.

F— Even that word is all right, cra
dled in her lovely voice. What is it, 
that voice? Smooth-sided, spoken 
out of a cedar box. The page with the 
haiku is in Saskia’s hand, ripped at 
the bottom. It is coming, she has no 
time . . . “This is for you,” she says 
with her awful squeak, like some
thing getting stepped on. She thrusts 
the page. “My name is Saskia.” Jane 
Sing’s mouth begins to open and 
Saskia glimpses a pink tongue point
ed like a felt-tip marker. But she runs 
away. She hides in the opium den, 
barely making it into a stall before 
the lightning cracks across her fore
head, her eyes tumble out, and the 
rain pours.

8
In th‘ dark time, propped up in bed 

beneati her lamp, she labors over her 
autobiography, which begins:

Like all real people, I go under sev
eral names. To the laconic Captain, I 
am simply “Lieutenant," and proud 
to bear that humble title under his 
wise command. Marco calls me

Aiyaruk, which means “Bright 
Moon” in the Tartar tongue. By 
Odysseus’s side I am Saskion Mono- 
geneia. Lastly, the Novamundians, 
with their typical lack of imagina
tion, call me Saskia White.

My personal color is white, for the 
obvious reason. Thus, my planet is 
the Moon and my metal is silver. My 
armorial bearing is sable, a baston 
sinister, argent, between a crescent, 
argent, and sol, or.

The sable background is the night, 
held at bay by the silver light her eyes 
shine on it. The baston sinister signi
fies bastardy. The crescent on the left 
is herself, while the sol on the right is 
the one whom she would follow, if 
only she found one worthy: the Cap
tain to her faithful Lieutenancy, the 
perfection of gold to which near-per
fect silver aspires.

Lauren and I have a farm in Nova- 
mundus. Ours is a goodly land, fertile 
and yielding to the plow. It lies on the 
western shore of mighty Cayuga 
Lake, along both sides of fast-flow
ing White Creek. The farm is now 
known by the name “White-on-the- 
Water,” although it was not always 

thus.

Actually, Saskia is the only 
one who calls it “White-on- 
the-Water.” She loves geo
graphical names, and English 
ones seem especially deli
cious, like sandwiches: Strat
ford-upon-Avon; Stourport- 
on-Severn. Lauren calls 
White-on-the-Water simply 
“The Place,” or if she is feel
ing eloquent, “The Old 
Place.”

Lauren is Plant-master at 
White-on-the-Water and her 
store of wisdom in this matter 
is great. With the help of silent 
spells and incantations she 
causes wondrous things to 

grow. I am the Animal Keeper. I tend 
to Marilyn and I encourage the chick
ens in their laying of eggs. In summer 
I cut Marilyn’s timothy with my per
sonal scimitar. Lowly jobs, some 
would say, sneering. But I do them 
willingly and well.

Marilyn and the chickens are at 
White-on-the-Water only for milk 
and eggs. Saskia knows the Nova- 
mundian practice: chasing the chick
en, swinging it like a noise-maker to 
stop its noise. Or hoisting the coo by 
the hind leg at the end of the fifth 
milking year, the wave of blood 
splashing from the throat into the 
trough. Lauren and Saskia don’t 
allow any of that barbarity at White- 
on-the-Water. The chickens mince 
and dither until they keel over from 
tiny heart attacks. Marilyn will expe
rience a sudden massive stroke in her 
meadow on a sunny spring day and 
collapse in a patch of clover so lush 
and loving it will lower her gently to 
the ground. Such care is ordained. If 
you do not treat the things around 
you with the proper respect, they will 
not be good to you. You will not have 
earned their goodness.

9
Down, she floats down, deeper, 

pulling down with her the precious

continued on page 7

Making the Film
• J  *- 

>» v o u u  ;.

Three fingers of sun on the far shore: 

shallow beach, steep green to the ridge, trees 

black against the last light;

It is the shaft moving slowly on the shore that you watch.

A spotlight, leading a camera,

it tends southeast, holding briefly each cottage

and cluster of boats,

letting you savor the film’s beginning,

where it will unfold, what land it has to do with,

what you will remember when the tale ends, poorly,

or with hope.

Soon the man with the trumpet will begin to play, 

will open the song that leads not to forgetting, 

but remembering what is gone.

Each night he sits alone on the dock, hears the water 

slapping the pilings beneath his chair, 

sucking the stiff wood.

He lifts a golden arm into the dark.

Perhaps it is about this man.

On the opposite shore the houses dim, then glitter: 

channel lights marking the shallows and points of safety. 

They are so few.

Already, you can see what there is, 

what there will be in the last frame.

—Kathleen Gemmell
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consciousness, a trapped bubble, that 
she is going down. She monitors her 
breathing and the slow dissolution of 
blankets, the confusion of place. 
Koan: I am in two places at once. 
This is what it is like. Remember.

A Greek island. No people, no 
cars. The clock tower chimes the 
gelatinous hour. She peels off her 
clothes, feeling the delicious heat. 
She walks between the beautiful 
houses, and her own house is there, 
itself and not itself, the Captain’s 
room rising from the roof. She 
bounds onto the porch. The door is 
locked.

But she is getting better. She 
remembers the crucial fact: she 
brought a key. It lies solidly on her 
palm. She turns the key in the lock, 
and the door opens. How laughably 
easy! The inside of the house is 
exactly as she knows it. She climbs 
the stairs, passing Lauren’s room and 
the crew’s quarters and continuing 
up until she emerges in the top hall, 
her cabin to one side, Mim’s berth to 
the other. There are no more stairs. 
The attic is nothing but a crawl 
space, reachable by means of a fold
ing ladder bolted to a panel in the 
ceiling. But that is no way to get to a 
Captain’s room.

Looking down, she realizes she is 
still naked. Strange that she could 
have forgotten that. The thought of 
her loose in the house naked, her 
bare flank rubbing against the bristly 
wallpaper, makes her feel buttery all 
over, as if she could shrug off her 
arms and legs as painlessly as kick
ing off shoes. She opens the door to 
her cabin. She is standing on the 
threshold of an enormous room. 
Thrones backed against the walls are 
upholstered in rich cloths and furs: 
brocade, damask, vair. Saskia runs 
her fingers over the cloths and along 
the polished curves of the mahogany. 
She sits in the thrones one by one, 
luxuriating in the touch of rough and 
smooth.

A bard is strumming 
a lyre and singing of 
heroic deeds. Men sit at 
long tables, feasting noisi
ly. Saskia joins them. Noth
ing could be more right or 
proper. She has bathed and 
been anointed with olive 
oil, she wears a tunic as 
sheer and soft as the skin of an 
onion, shining as the sun shines. One 
of the men spies her and calls out in 
greeting, “Help yourself to the food 
and welcome, and after you have 
tasted dinner, we will ask you who 
among women you are.” A maidser
vant brings water for her to wash her 
hands in, pouring it from a golden 
pitcher into a silver basin. A grave 
housekeeper brings in the bread and 
serves it to her, adding good things, 
generous with her provisions. She 
puts her hand to the good things that 
lie ready before her.

This is how it has always been and 
always will be. The maidservant will 
always pour from a golden pitcher to 
a silver basin. The housekeeper will 
always be grave, and generous with 
her provisions. Odysseus has com
plained that young people fail often 
to act properly when custom 
demands a thing. “For always, the 
younger people are careless,” he has 
said. But not all. Saskia strives 
always to do the proper thing, as you 
could never have hoped for in a 
young person. So she puts her hand

to the good things that lie ready 
before her as she has done countless 
times before in exactly this way, so 
exactly this way that each instance is 
not a repetition of an occurrence but 
the same occurrence returned to, like 
a dream. She can no more do some
thing different than she can change 
what she has already done. In this 
unbreakable web of the done, there is 
a small, still space into which Saskia 
fits perfectly.

When she has put away her desire 
for eating and drinking, the man who 
spoke to her before says, “Come 
now, recite us the tale of your sor
rows, and tell us this too, tell us truly, 
so that we may know it: What 
woman are you and whence? Where 
is your city? Your parents?”

The men are turned to her, waiting. 
They would wait forever if neces
sary, with their goblets empty at their 
elbows. They would wait, deathless, 
their grave w arrior’s eyes turned 
toward the space into which she fits 
perfectly. She stands, hooking her 
thumbs in her copper belt and tossing 
back a thick mane of hair. “See, I 
will accurately answer all that you 
ask me.” The warriors catch each 
other’s eyes, nodding approval. As 
you could never have hoped for in a 
young person. She begins: “Like all 
real people, I go under several names

10
Today is the day on which Saskia 

and Jane will become best friends. In 
the tiled gloom, Saskia proposes to 
herself a test: she gave Jane the haiku 
at her locker, so that is their special 
place now. If Jane is at her locker 
now, that means she is waiting for 
Saskia.

She pushes through the fire door 
and scans the crowd. Of course if 
Jane is not there, it doesn’t necessar
ily mean anything. Her math class 

might have run over. She might 
be hurrying there at this very 

moment, glancing anxiously at her 
watch, praying that Saskia has 
waited for her. Of course Saskia 

would wait!
But Jane is already 

there. She is peering into a 
notebook and twiddling the 

lock. One leg is lifted, the foot 
flat against the inner thigh of 

the other leg, which is locked 
back, curved like a bow. Saskia 
catches her breath. She has never 
seen anything so graceful. Storks 
stand that way, resting for a moment 
on their long migrations. So do 
nomads, like the mysterious Masai 
who go on safaris with Denys Finch- 
Hatton, or the Australian aborigines 
that Bligh saw from his open boat, 
after the mutiny. The Masai run for 
hundreds of miles across the African 
desert, no one knows why or where. 
The Aborigines cross and recross 
their outback, recognizing no bound
aries, singing their magic songs. The 
lifted leg is like a folded wing. If 
Saskia tried to stand that way, she 
would keel over.

Yet she knows she can speak to 
Jane Sing now. Jane is a veldt- 
roamer, but Jane is also waiting for 
her. The Masai allowed Finch-Hat- 
ton to travel with them. Jane must 
have loved the haiku. “Hi!” It feels 
so easy, all of a sudden.

“Hello.” She takes the leg down

continued on page 8

Meditation

Two geese skid into the water 

on the raised webs of their feet, 

the water coming into them, 

wings coming down.

I knew a barefoot skier once.

He had but this one trick in life. He loved the water

and the way it held his feet,

how it filled the arch and pressed against the sole.

Day after day he dug in, skiing far back on the rope 

so it seemed as if there were no boat at all, 

as if there were only the slim body angled above water 

and only muscle and will held him aloft.

I think how tender the muscle, the tendon

beneath the soles of feet. Of how in parts of the world

it is an early zone of torture

by fire, or with a simple club,

of how the foot curls in around the pain

and is crippled long after the ordeal ends.

Limitless, the body’s landscape of pain 

and of pleasure, nearly the same, 

bounded most by imagination and will.

I think of how a lover who means to love 

for hours, for years, will begin here, 

farthest from the heart, will give first 

the humblest of gifts,

lay the Achilles tendon in the bowl of his lap

and begin with the heel, its rough edge

and the mound in the middle,

learn the first arch of a body with his hands,

let his thumbs uncurl each toe,

hold the foot like a bird he would not lose.

And of how the wealthy Chinese lord

would have his mistress prepared,

how the women-in-waiting would tap her soles

with soft rubber bells on sticks,

how stress would melt from the chosen body,

and a deep tremor of pleasure

spread upward through the groin.

All this from feet.

—Kathleen Gemmell
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and opens the locker.
“My name is Saskia.”
“I remember.”
Of course she remembers, stupido. 

“What were you looking at in your 
notebook?”

“My locker combination.”
Jane is so tall she can see right onto 

the top shelf of her locker. “You 
shouldn’t write it there. The dregs 
look for them in notebooks and steal 
your stuff.”

“Who?”
“The dregs. The boys.”
“It hasn’t happened to me before,” 

Jane says doubtfully.
“Dregs in India probably aren’t 

like the stupid dregs here.”
“I’ve never been to school in 

India,” Jane says coolly. Saskia can 
feel her face heating up. Did she 
offend Jane Sing? “I mustn’t be late 
for class,” Jane says, turning.

Saskia turns with her. “We’re in the 
same one.”

“That’s true.”
Jane Sing sounds marvelously 

'mature, doesn’t she? “I remember.” 
“That’s true.” It suits her smooth
sided voice, flowing out of its cedar 
box. She is from Vastamundus, even 
if not from India. (Saskia doesn’t 
understand that, the Blatt said she 
was.) Saskia doesn’t say judicious 
things like “That’s true,” and it 
shows what a small-town barn she is. 
“Have you gotten to know anyone 
yet?”

“Not yet.”
They pass under the big clock. 

“The V.P. designed the schedule,” 
Saskia says, “and it’s the most cun
ning thing you ever saw. Some class
es are forty-eight minutes, some are 
fifty-one. Lunch is twenty-nine! It’s 
all carefully planned to confuse you 
so they can pile on the demerits and 
get slave labor in the afternoons. 
English starts at 9:13! How can any 
self-respecting class start at 9:13?” 

You’re babbling. Stop babbling. 
“The V.P. is the Vice Principal?” 
“Yeah. The Very Putrid. The 

Vicious Pupil-hater. The Virtually 
Pandemic.” Saskia once spent an 
enjoyable afternoon with a dictio
nary, making a list. “The Vitally Pol
luted. The Vitriolic Pusball.” Jane 
glances side-long at Saskia, who 
shrugs, adding, “There’s a rumor 
going around that he’s the Anti- 
Christ.” How big are his shoes? 
Saskia never thought to look.

“And what about the Principal?” 
She asks questions so reasonably! 

She merely wants information, like a 
mature person: Ah yes, and what 
about. . .? Do tell me about. . .

“That’s the P. The Pusillanimous. 
Did you see him your first day here? 
I saw you in the V.P.’s office.” The 
folksen she was sitting with must 
have been her moor.

“Just for a second.”
“Yeah, you hardly ever see him. 

It’s pretty sad, actually. He’s got lep
rosy.”

“He—what?”
“We see him once a year, when he 

gives a speech at the opening assem
bly. They prop him up behind this 
podium that’s mainly there to hide 
his hideous deformities. You can’t 
understand a word he says. They say 
that’s not uncommon with lepers. 
They keep his office dark and they 
incense it to hide the smell.”

Jane Sing turns her gazelle eyes 
full and wide on Saskia. She bites her 
lip. “You’re joking.” The bell rings. 

“Oh, shit,” Saskia tosses off as
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calmly as she can. “Come on!” They 
run the last straightaway to English 
and slide in just as the Plebe is swing
ing the door shut.

On the way to French Saskia says, 
“Actually I think he’s just shy, or 
something.”

“The Principal, you mean.”
Note how they are already on the 

same wavelength. “He’s pretty old. I 
was sent to his office once when the 
V.P. was out on a rampage rifling 
lockers and mugging students and so 
on, and he sat the whole time behind 
his desk leaning way back and hold
ing his hands out in front of him like 
he was trying to ward me off.” Mum
ble mumble shouldn’t mumble try to 
mumble and those two old white 
palms up and out saying noo please 
go away noo don’t come nearer! 
Saskia felt like a leper.

“So where should I write my locker 
combination?” Jane is asking.

Advice! Jane Sing wants advice! 
“Don’t write it anywhere. Just 
remember it.”

“Numbers don’t stay in my head.” 
“You need a trick, that’s all. What’s 

your combination?” Jane hesitates. 
No this cannot be right, they cannot 
have secrets from each other. “Mine 
is 20-9-1. The trick is, if you switch 
the nine and the one you get nineteen, 
and nineteen is one less than twenty.” 

Jane Sing looks in her notebook. 
She hesitated because she couldn’t 
remember it, not because she doesn’t 
trust Saskia. She was waiting for her 
at the locker, it is their locker now, 
she trusts her. “21-3-12.”

“That’s easy! They’re all multiples 
of three.”

“I’m not good at math.”
“That’s not math, that’s just num

bers.” Jane shakes her head impa
tiently. “OK, twenty-one minus three 
squared is twelve. Even better, the 
whole thing’s a palindrome.”

“I said I’m not good at math!”
Will you just stop showing off? I’m 

not showing off, I ’m trying to be 
helpful. Jane doesn’t think so, she’ll 
decide you’re a drip and you’ll only 
deserve it.

But at lunch magnanimous Jane sits 
with show-off Saskia, anyway. A 
long silence drags by. Don’t babble. 
Don’t be a drip.

Three dregs at the next table have 
stolen a smaller dreg’s cap and are 
keeping it away from him, braying as 
he pleads with them tearfully to give 
it back. Yah! Yah! A shout in your 
ear. A rubber band aimed at your eye. 
A thumb tack on your seat. Saskia 
shrinks, hoping they won’t notice 
her. She wishes dregs would all dis
appear. Nothing bloody, nothing 
mean. Just a quiet, gender-wide ceas- 
ing-to-exist. “What rawholes,” she 
finally says, cowardly quiet.

“What?”
Saskia takes a roll o. shredded 

wheat stuffed with Vermillion sliced 
almonds and chartreuse cottage 
cheese out of her lunch bag. “I said, 
‘What rawholes.’ Those dregs.” 

“What’s that?”
“What?”
“That!”
“This? I t’s a millet roll with 

tamarind seeds and camel’s milk. I 
make them myself.” Saskia takes a

Clear Creek

Here the water bends at the hip, and again.

It fills a curve in the earth and makes one want 

to bend like that, like ground and water.

Again I have taken you to bed 

and you slip through me,

The ground has felt the water move like a fish in its belly, 

like a lood.

It has felt the whole body of water freeze 

and splinter with loss.

And water knows how to enter land 

and make a living thing of it, soft and slick; 

signing my body 

with your bright calligraphy:

The water will take all the ground will give, 

and move it again, and lift itself 

into the air and come again to ground.

Ankle, wrist. Shoulder, knee 

and all the soft ground between.

—Kathleen Gemmell

dainty bite. “They eat this all over 
the Mongolian Empire. Camel’s milk 
keeps better in the desert than coo’s 
milk. Higher fat content. You want to 
try some?” Jane just stares at it. 
Saskia holds it out. “Go ahead. I’ve 
got plenty.”

After looking it over slowly, Jane 
nibbles one end. “I t’s cottage 
cheese.”

“Yeah, it’s similar. You like it?” 
Jane doesn’t answer. “Well, it’s not 
for everybody.”

The next class is Technology. “Mr. 
Brandt is a big dumb lug,” Saskia 
explains to Jane. Actually, he’s the 
only teacher she sort of likes. He 
spot-welds metal bands around his 
biceps and pops them off as he points 
the way to Muscle Beach. His coffee 
floats a rainbow sheen, which proves 
it’s really high grade machine oil. 
“We’re in the middle of a unit, so he 
probably wants you to double up 
with someone. You can do my pro
ject with me, everybody else is just 
making candlesticks.”

“What are you making?”
“A sextant.” The Captain lost his 

overboard in the horse latitudes and 
he has a birthday coming up.

Sure enough, after attendance Mr. 
Brandt comes over and raises the 
question of Jane’s project. “She can 
work with me,” Saskia says instant
ly-

“OK by me,” he says, boring med
itatively into an ear with a parsnip
sized pinkie. He doesn’t give a hoot 
about projects, as long as you watch

him pop armbands. “OK by you?” he 
asks Jane.

Of course she wants to work with 
Saskia. She loved the haiku, she was 
at her locker, she asked for informa
tion on principals and locker combi
nations. Saskia bores a hole in her 
cheek. Yes. Yes.

“Sure. Sounds like fun.”
Saskia’s heartwarmth erupts and 

spreads. Suddenly, Jane Sing gig
gles. “Big dumb lug,” she says, after 
Mr. Brandt has lumbered off. The tall 
dark willow from Vastamundus gig
gles with the stumpy apple tree from 
hicksville. Not believable, after all. 
Yet Jane’s coffee eyes sparkle 
unmistakably. She has found a 
friend, Saskia whispers to herself. 
Me! She shivers and hugs herself, 
she is so very big blooming warm 
from her stomach lungs heart out to 
the tips of her fingers and toes 
HAPPY.
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