
The Last Time Allen Ginsberg
walked the streets of Ithaca he and I were friends

remembering the last our paths had crossed—
I reminded him, friend of so many—had been 
maybe five years previous. “Of course,” 

in his baritone slightly nasal, unmistakable the voice 
like aged wood rubbed till the grain had risen 
both smoothed and roughened by the life of poetry, 
and asked if I still sat with Sasaki-roshi 

and we reminisced also about Kitkitdizze, how
his Bedrock Mortar cabin in the meadow 
had been shelter from Sierra summer storms 
for Mary and me (our camp under roofless sky) 

and then a joke about youth, about age—I told him 
I was fifty-two but didn’t like to show it 
—which seemed back then, eleven years ago 
on the April evening sidewalk of Seneca Street 

meeting before dinner at Moosewood like a long time 
into the future, though it’s tomorrow now, 
or the day after, and Allen dead yesterday 
is remembered everywhere. We went in 

sat at a long table, dinner having been arranged
by ardent student admirers who’d brought 
the living legend again to Ithaca, and Ginsberg 
abstemious, eating strawberries told us what 

his ailments had obviated, wanted to smoke, lit up
so we had to move out of doors, then in a caravan ' 
set off for his reading at I. C. where important for me 
introducing him, I could say thank you. J

Last time A.G. was here, Reagan bombed Libya.
And harmonium bard, the chanting poet 
accompanied on guitar by a blond-head college 
boy, improvised blues why the U.S. must kick war, 

was unabashed as ever praising acts of love
and not the fix of kicking ass, but tender, undefended 
hearts laid on the breasts of those we love 
“nipple to nipple” inimitable Ginsberg sang, risking 

openly as he had always, naturally, his homosexuality
his flower-power, he who’d been crowned King of May 
in 1965 Prague—you must read his poem—and 
expelled when communist culture chiefs objected.

(You must have read his poem. Krai Majales.)
Allen Ginsberg brave? That puckish, ranting, protestnik 
fairy, Buddhist poet brave? What didn’t he reveal, 
what body part and function didn’t he bless, 

nor truth not speak where justice needed names?
The last time here, last thing we did together 
after his reading was celebrate at Ragmann’s with 
a circle of young men to whom Allen explained 

beatnik never was a word until Life’s journalists
decided “beat as in beatitude” could use revision, 
that beat as in exhausted, beaten or distressed 
could use some gussying up by the press, who like 

the academics missed the beauty of the music
beaten out in vocables, spoken out like jazz, 
a music unimproved, disparaged till as Ginsberg put it 
modestly, Kerouac would prove them wrong.

“He sounds very convincing”—this when
on the barroom t.v. Reagan’s head was beaming 
victory, his mouth announcing why and when and 
how our U.S. forces had prevailed again.

Silence all around, reflective, doubtful, considering
we waited for Allen to call it a night and left 
to part as we had met on city pavement, 
the poet kissing mouths of gay young friends 

and giving Buddhist gassho-bow of thanks to me.
“Come back some day. Uncle Allen,” I replied 
and hugged him, who I’d later learn cooked breakfast 
for those guys and taught them meditation.
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Thoroughly Modern Mina

Mina Loy, passport photo, late 1920s
Reprinted from The Last Lunar Baedeker, Roger L. Conover, ed.; The Jargon Society, 1982

Becoming Modern: The Life of Mina Loy 
Carolyn Burke
New York, Farrar Straus Giroux, 1996 
493 pages; $35.00 hardcover

The Lost Lunar Baedeker: Poems of Mina 
Loy
Roger L. Conover, Editor
New York, Farrar Straus Giroux, 1996
236 pages; $22.00 hardcover

Susan Gilmore
In the Twenties, when rumors circulated in 

Paris that poet-artist-designer Mina Loy was 
not a real person but a hoax, Loy reputedly 
replied, “I assure you I am indeed a live being. 
But it is necessary to stay very unknown.” 
Loy’s verbal hide-and-seek offers a tantaliz
ing glimpse of the capricious persona that Loy 
felt it “necessary” to adopt, yet Loy’s claimed 
anonymity is belied by her once indisputable 
notoriety. The list of Loy’s associates and 
admirers reads like a who’s who of this centu
ry's literary, artistic, and political pioneers and 
includes Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein, Djuna 
Barnes, William Carlos Williams, the Italian 
Futurist F. T. Marinetti, Marcel Duchamp, 
Joseph Cornell, and Man Ray, whose 
provocative photograph of Loy features surre
al thermometers dangling from her ears. 
Sadly, Loy, whose career took the measure of 
her time, grew reclusive in the years following 
modernism’s heyday; her writings went out of 
print and her artwork slipped out of sight. 
Now two books from Farrar Straus Giroux, 
Carolyn Burke’s biography, Becoming Mod
em: The Life o f Mina Loy and The Lost Lunar 
Baedeker: Poems o f Mina Loy, selected and 
edited by Roger L. Conover, restore Loy’s life 
and work to view.

Conover’s title. The Lost Lunar Baedeker, 
makes sly reference to the Jargon Society’s 
now out-of-print 1982 collection of Loy’s 
works. The Last Lunar Baedeker, which 
Conover also edited, to Jonathan Williams’s 
Lunar Baedeker <£ Time-Tables, as well as to 
Loy’s original, much-abridged Lunar 
Baedecker, published by Contact in 1923. In 
his engaging introduction to the current edi
tion, Conover astutely notes that the voice 
emerging from Loy’s lunar travelogue was 
otherworldly indeed: “Her readers, like Dick
inson's, were wary of the sound of an alien 
voice. It was Loy’s ‘otherness’ that was 
noticed first and foremost by her contempo
raries.” For Burke, Lunar Baedeker suggests 
that Loy “saw herself as a cartographer of the 
imagination”—one who would eschew not 
only the preconceived itineraries of the popu
lar Baedeker guidebooks but also the Victori
an imperatives for which Loy perceived them 
to stand. Both Burke and Conover (through 
his lengthy but unobtrusive notes) trace Loy’s 
avant-garde aesthetics to her efforts to escape 
and overturn Victorian mores and the linger
ing psychic repression of a stifling and divi
sive childhood.

Loy, born Lowy in 1882, was the eldest

daughter of Sigmund, a Jewish dmigrd and 
enterprising tailor, and a Christian English 
mother, Julia, who was not only domineering 
and prudish but prone to theatrical swooning. 
Loy found herself tom between her bitterly 
feuding parents as well as the diametrically 
opposed cultures they represented. Perhaps 
Loy’s greatest work (one that Conover has 
regrettably omitted), her autobiographical 
long poem, “Anglo-Mongrels and the Rose” 
(1923-25), charts the cultural estrangement of 
the poem’s “Anglo-Mongrel” heroine, Loy’s 
alter-ego “Ova.” Burke provides ample quota
tions from this work, in which “Exodus Lord 
Israel” and “Ada, the English Rose” engage in 
a doomed and agonizing courtship:

She
simpering in her 
ideological pink 

He
loaded with Mosaic 
passions that amass 
like money

Loy portrays her mother as a “Rose of 
arrested impulses / self pruned” who serves, 
nonetheless, as the key to the Empire into 
which the assimilative Exodus wishes to 
gain entry:

Early English everlasting 
quadrate Rose 
paradox-imperial 

trimmed with some travestied flesh 
tinted with bloodless duties dewed 
with Upton's leas
Their “hot-house” union produces the 

mongrel, Ova, and threatens to abort her jour
neys toward self-discovery and self-determi
nation. Yet the identity of the “mongrel” 
affords transgressive freedom, and while 
Ova’s attempts to run away are thwarted, Loy 
fled from the Lowy household to art school 
and shunned both parents’ faiths to take up 
Christian Science. Conover has identified 
Loy’s revised nom de plume as an exemplary 
instance of her “pseudonymania.” Burke 
reports that the better-known actress Myma 
Loy derived her stage name from Mina—not 
the other way around as one might suppose. 
Yet Loy’s elision of her paternal name clear
ly indicates another disappearing act, howev
er incomplete. Burke’s account of Loy’s 
deep-seated ambivalence toward her father’s 
faith detects in Loy’s affection for her Jew- 
ish-bom son-in-law, Julien Levy, a lingering, 
wistful attraction to Judaism.

In art schools, first in London, then in Paris

and other continental salons, Loy sought the 
“prismatic” visions which figure in “Anglo- 
Mongrels and the Rose” as her childhood’s 
gleaming toys, teasingly proffered and with
drawn. Loy’s paintings would come to be 
widely exhibited in the salons and galleries of 
Europe and America, but underlying this suc
cess was Loy’s struggle to transform herself 
from artist’s model and mistress to artist. 
Burke documents the chauvinistic precepts of 
Loy’s teachers and colleagues such as Bernard 
Berenson, who conjures a combined art- and 
sex-object in declaring that “a work of art is 
like a woman; ‘il faut coucher avec.’” Loy’s 
own works satirized such gendered directives. 
Burke provocatively contrasts Manet’s 
De'jeuner sur I ’herbe with Loy’s “obvious 
reversal o f [its] sexual dynamics” in her 
L ‘amour dorlote' par les belle dames. This 
1906 drawing depicts a nude man reclining 
limply in the center of a circle of fully-clothed, 
prurient yet vaguely indifferent women. 
Burke’s biography includes reproductions of 
Loy’s artwork as well as a number of pho
tographs, including one of a young, exquisite
ly lithe Loy as a Pre-Raphaelite nude. This 
photo is the work of Loy’s first husband, 
Stephen Haweis, whom Loy came to despise 
and whom she depicts in “Anglo-Mongrels” as 
a spoiled “Infant Aesthete.” Burke chronicles 
Loy’s attempts to escape from the artist 
Haweis’s shadow and to channel her feelings 
o f entrapment and betrayal into art. The 
shaped poem “Parturition” depicts the dila
tions and contractions of childbirth in conjunc
tion with spasms of rage. Haweis was reputed 
to have pursued an adulterous liason while Loy 
was in labor with their first child, Oda Janet (a 
namesake for the poetic heroine “Ova”?), who 
would die of meningitis two days after her first 
birthday. The speaker of “Parturition” begins: 
“I am the centre /  Of a circle of pain.” 

Observing wryly that Loy has been “redis
covered and reforgotten for decades,” Burke 
characterizes Loy’s revival as one that pro
motes Loy chiefly as a “poet’s poet despite the 
academy’s dismissal of her as ‘minor,’ a pun 
she would have enjoyed.” Burke’s own survey 
rediscovers Loy’s experiments within and 
across a variety of literary genres. Loy’s play, 
The Pamperers, a satire of Dada pretenders 
and their patrons, initiated the 1920 “Modem 
Forms” section of The Dial; it opens with the 
“tag ends of overheard conversation” uttered 
by “somebody," "somebody else,” and other 
“picked people melted by a distinguished 
method among the upholstery.” Loy’s prose 
reveals a talent for Wildean aphorisms and 
acute social satire. Living among English and 
American expatriates in Florence in the years 
preceding World War I, Loy “watched the 
Anglo-Florentines rebuild their lives ‘upon the 
prejudices they had only momentarily mis
laid.’” Loy quipped that, thanks to favorable 
exchange rates, “ ‘the Anglo-Saxon religion of 
ancestral halls revived in the bosoms of poor 
relations among these towering pillars and

see Mirux Loy, page 3
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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.

Sunday■ May 4, 4:00 p.m.

Donna Bloom
Waterways of New York: A Literary Tour

For maximum pleasure on any trip, Donna Bloom, who frequently writes on 
travel for The Ithaca Journal, advises, "Read before you go." From a wide 
range of travel literature beyond the guide book, she'll entice you to visit the 
"Waterways of New York" from Niagara to the Hudson.

Friday, May 30, 8:00 p.m.

Hello, Old Friend!
Once again, take a leisurely break from the street-level celebration, come 
on upstairs, and join Irene Zahava and friends for their 4th Annual Ithaca 
Festival Reading at Off Campus at the Bookerv.

Sunday, June 15, 4:00 p.m.

John Marciano
will read from and discuss his controversial new book, Civic Illiteracy and 
Education: The Battle for the Hearts and Minds of American Youth, which 
challenges the dominant-elite view presented in our schools of the Vietnam 
War and the Persian Gulf War. A teacher at SU N Y Cortland, Marciano 
argues that education's basic purpose is an imposed ignorance that under
mines democratic citizenship and free thought.

The Bookery
DeWitt Building,

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

D on’t Forget

M°OoO oSoE° W°OoO°D
Open for Lunch 

and Dinner
(Dinner only Sunday)

Enjoy our innovative, international menu, 

plus delicious, savory pitas, hearty soups, 

fresh breads, tempting desserts, and an array 

of thirst-quenching beverages.

Monday through Sunday 

Dewitt Mall • 273-9610 
Fine Original Cuisine

Mina Lov
continued from page 2

vaulted ceilings carved with other people’s 
coats of arms.’”

Loy’s praise was equally pithy. Shortly after 
her arrival in the United States, Loy told an 
Evening Sun reporter that “no one who has not 
lived in New York has lived in the Modem 
world.” Assigned in 1917 to seek out Mina 
Loy as the quintessential New Woman, the 
Evening Sun reporter begins, “who is she, 
where is she, what is she—this ‘modern 
woman’ that people are always talking about.” 
The reporter fetes Loy’s modernity by way of 
a backhanded compliment. “Mina Loy, 
Painter, Poet and Playwright,” announces the 
headline, “Doesn’t Try to Express Her Person
ality by Wearing Odd Looking Draperies— 
Her Clothes Suggest the Smartest Shops, but 
Her Poems Would Have Puzzled Grandma.” 
In fact, Loy was determined to be puzzling in 
print and in person. In addition to playing 
opposite William Carlos Williams in Alfred 
Kreymborg’s domestic farce Lima Beans at 
the Provincetown Playhouse, Loy staged fem
inine parodies at bohemian balls, trading her 
chic homemade gowns for outlandish frocks 
and lampshade hats. Readers will be grateful 
to Burke for her lively and generous depictions 
of the Greenwich Village scene. Loy’s whim
sy was surpassed perhaps only by the 
Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, who 
often appeared at Dada soirees wearing a bird 
cage or a bustle fully equipped with a taillight.

Some of Loy’s most incisive and typo
graphically animated prose can be found in her 
Futurist and Feminist Manifestos, reprinted in 
Conover’s Lost Lunar Baedeker. Loy’s affilia
tion with the Futurist Marinetti led her to for
mulate her own “Aphorisms on Futurism” 
(1914). Here is just a brief sampling of Loy’s 
boisterous pronouncements:

DIE in the Past
Live in the Future.

YOU prefer to observe the past on which your 
eyes are already opened.

BUT the Future is only dark from outside.
Leap into it—and it EXPLODES with Light.

THE Futurist must leap from affirmative to 
affirmative, ignoring intermittent nega
tions— must spring from stepping-stone to 
stone of creative exploration; without slip
ping back into the turbid stream of accepted 
facts.

In time, Loy detected a turbid stream of sex
ism in the Futurist movement. Growing 
increasingly disenchanted with her mentor- 
lover Marinetti as well as Giovanni Papini, 
also Loy’s sometime lover and Marinetti’s 
Futurist rival, Loy mocked both as “Raminet- 
ti” and “Bapini” in her thinly-veiled satire 
“Lions’ Jaws,” a poem which also announces 
the debut of the anagrammatic “Nima Lyo, 
alias Anim Yol, alias /  Imna Oly / (secret ser
vice buffoon to the Woman’s Cause).” Loy 
appropriated Futurist forms and invective for 
her own ends in poems denouncing the fate of 
“Virgins . . .  Minus Dots” (without dowries) 
and in her “Feminist Manifesto,” which urges 
women to “Leave off looking to men to find 
out what you are not—seek within yourselves 
to found out what you a re  ” Extending the 
shock tactics of Futurism to combat the com
modification of virginity, Loy’s manifesto 
advocates “the unconditional surgical destruc
tion of virginity through-out the female popu
lation at puberty— .” Loy’s poetic tribute, 
“Gertrude Stein,” salutes Stein as

Curie
of the laboratory 
of vocabulary 

she crushed 
the tonmge 
of consciousness 
congealed to phrases 

to extract
a radium of the word
Loy might as easily have been describing 

her own explosive poetic practices. Conover 
faults Loy’s early critics for failing to under
stand that Loy “was building a Trojan verse— 
deliberately hijacking Victorian vocabulary 
and conceptual posturing in order to subvert 
the values and expose the mechanisms such 
constructions were meant to euphemize.” 

Conover’s comparisons of Loy with Dick
inson make sense when we recall Dickinson’s 
famous craving for poetry that can make one 
“feel physically as if the top of [one’s] head 
were taken off.” According to Conover, Loy 
“broke every rule on the page, made up her 
own grammar, invented her own words—even 
improvised her own punctuation.” Burke 
observes that Loy “had always approached 
English as if it had to be reinvented. ‘I was try
ing to make a foreign language,’ [Loy] wrote, 
‘because English had already been used.’” 
Conover includes Loy’s essay, “Modem Poet
ry,” in which Loy attributes the rejuvenation of 
poetry to America’s vital linguistic collage:

It was inevitable that the renaissance of poetry 
should proceed out of America, Where latterly a 
thousand languages have been bom, and each 
one, for purposes of communication at least, 
English—English enriched and variegated with 
the grammatical structure and voice-inflection of 
many races, in novel alloy with the fundamental 
time-is-money idiom of the United States, dis
covered by the newspaper cartoonists.
This composite language is a very living language, 
it grows as you speak.

Conover suggests that Loy provoked scan
dal as much for the sexual taboos she violated 
as for the grammatical rules she dismissed: 
“Loy withheld traditional meter, rhyme, and 
syntax, and presented sex with the expediency 
of an invoice.” Loy’s “Love Songs” sequence, 
later entitled “Songs Joannes," opens with 
these graphic and humorously grotesque lines: 

Spawn of Fantasies 
Silting the appraisable 
Pig Cupid his rosy snout 
Rooting erotic garbage 
"Once upon a time"
Pulls a weed white star-lopped 
Among wild oats sown in mucous-mem

brane
When Kreymborg first published portions 

of Loy’s irreverent “Songs” in Others in 1915, 
Burke notes that letters to the editor 
denounced the work as “swill poetry” and 
“hoggerel” and complained that “to reduce 
eroticism to the sty was an outrage, and to do 
so without verbs, sentence structure, punctua
tion, even more offensive.” Burke informs us 
that Kreymborg suspected that the outcry 
came down to the fact that “the author of ‘Pig 
Cupid’ was female.” As Conover indicates, 
Loy’s “Songs” may have provoked scandal 
not only for their sly depictions of sexual 
jousts, as in the following excerpt,

Shuttle-cock and battle-door 
A little pink-love 
And feathers are strewn

but also for their ability to flatten sex to an 

see M ina Loy, page 5
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Jam es McConkey
Though he died in mid-February, I find it 

d ifficult to acknow ledge Peter K ahn’s 
death, partly because he’s so present in my 
memory and partly because I’m more than a 
thousand miles distant from the Trumans- 
burg area farmhouse that made my wife and 
me long-time country neighbors of Peter 
and his wife Ruth. Gladys and I have been 
away since the beginning of the year; but 
surely, when we return home in May, we’ll 
be visiting with Peter and Ruth, to look at 
the blossoms in the flower beds that Peter 
tends to, and maybe to have a slice of 
Ruth’s fresh rye bread as the four of us sit at 
the kitchen table, drinking coffee!

Not only were Peter and I the same age, 
but we first arrived in Ithaca within a year 
of each other—both of us newly appointed 
faculty members at Cornell. Over the years 
we’ve served together on committees con
cerned with the arts, taught courses together 
been fellow  members o f that venerable 
social organization for students and faculty, 
Book and Bowl; w e’ve traveled to New 
York City together, on one or another mis
sion (usually unsuccessful) to get financial 
support for the arts at Cornell; and frequent
ly visited at each other’s house—sometimes 
for parties celebrating several birthday 
anniversaries at once, sometimes to bring 
color and cheer to an otherwise overcast 
day or a long winter season.

Gladys and I heard of Peter’s unexpected 
death—the heart attack that took his life 
while he and other volunteers of the Tru- 
mansburg fire department were directing 
traffic at the scene of an accident— soon 
after it occurred. P e te r’s friends can be 
numbered in the legions, and maybe a half- 
dozen of them sent us messages of the loss 
by e-mail, fax, phone, and letter. A photo
graph of Peter accompanies the news story 
(“Prominent artist Kahn dies helping,” says 
the headline) that one of our correspondents 
had clipped from the Ithaca Journal. It is a 
fairly recent photograph, and is, I suppose, 
a good enough likeness; but i t ’s not the 
image of Peter that 1 hold in my memory. 
For that matter, the self-portrait that Peter 
made a number of years ago isn’t much bet
ter than the photograph in representing the 
portrait of him that I carry in my mind.

In the attempt to describe the Peter Kahn 
that I remember, I can recognize the diffi
culty any artist must have in achieving a 
successful portrait; the painting must cap
ture at once the physical characteristics of 
the person (that is, the notable features that 
anybody would recognize) and another 
dimension. This latter dimension is wholly 
subjective, more a personal response to a 
fellow human than a faithful rendering of 
hair length or skin color. It is an interpreta
tion that is the justification for undertaking 
the portrait in the first place.

When I am consciously attempting to see 
Peter in my mind, I capture first a feeling, a 
pervasive grouping of benign qualities, an 
emotional atmosphere. Part of it is auditory, 
the remembrance of the distinctive accent 
that abetted his gift for humor, and for me 
was most noticeable when he made a witty 
or ironic remark—one accompanied by a 
widening of his eyes and the raising of his 
eyebrows. And yes, there is a fragrance to 
this image as well—for I associate Peter not 
only with flowers but with the smell of 
spices and mushrooms in the various dishes 
he liked to prepare. My memory of him 
doesn’t contain the smell of the pigments he 
used in his painting, for his painting took 
place in his moments of solitude— those 
periods of creativity he must have found 
difficult to provide for himself, given the 
generosity of his response to the appeals 
and needs of others. (I include myself in the 
long list of Ithacans who took advantage of 
Peter’s generosity as well as his talent by 
requesting him to illustrate books and their 
jackets or provide the drawings and callig
raphy for posters— posters so beautifully

done that often they were taken from walls 
and bulletin boards and kiosks to become 
part of some admirer’s private collection 
almost as soon as they were put up.)

I once talked with a literary critic who 
said that a particular color attaches to all 
distinctive writers—a color that casts its 
special glow over every character they 
dream up, every paragraph or stanza they 
write. As for painters, one can certainly say 
that they favor certain colors, though these 
may change over a lifetime; and that such 
colors reflect the artist’s sensibility. The 
atmosphere that surrounds my mental image 
of Peter contains some reds and greens, but 
is primarily a deep blue. It is anything but 
the blue we associate with melancholy or 
sadness; this blue is serene and suggests the 
possibility of freedom, of fulfillment within 
a natural world.

If I were an artist, perhaps 1 could take 
my memory of Peter and turn it into some 
kind of artwork— a collage, perhaps, or a

Cubist rendition of a face, or a non-repre- 
sentational assem blage of textures and 
shapes. As a writer, though, I must rely on 
some highly selective verbal illustrations to 
represent the Peter Kahn who inhabits my 
memory as an emotional presence.

Item 1. Many decades ago, when the 
Kahn family lived in a farmhouse on the 
Dryden road, Peter bought a small tractor to 
plow and to cultivate the large area he had 
chosen for a vegetable garden. I arrived one 
afternoon soon after he had completed his 
plowing through the glacial till; Peter’s fur
rows were chiefly indentations in a very 
rocky ground with a thin topsoil. Peter 
picked up one of the rocks and looked at it 
cheerfully. “If you want to keep down the 
weeds, you can’t find a better mulch than 
this,” he said.

Item 2. Inviting us to an impromptu din
ner, Peter asked us to bring along our house 
guest— a well-known w riter from New 
York. The guest, who considered himself an

Remembering
intellectual, brought up a topic: something, 
perhaps, dealing with Wittgenstein, or sym
bolism , or maybe the latest fashionable 
noun preceded by “post.” In addition to his 
extensive insights into past and present 
artists, Peter knew far more about intellectu
al and aesthetic movements and the philo
sophical significance of specific figures 
than did I, or most people of my acquain
tance— including our house guest. I ’ve 
never met a less pretentious person than 
Peter; his lively intellectual curiosity was 
part of his enjoyment of life and of good 
conversation. I saw, with considerable 
uneasiness, that the writer we had brought 
was becoming defensive and argumentative, 
as if this dinner-table conversation was the 
contemporary intellectual equivalent of a 
gladiatorial combat in ancient Rome. My 
wife and I managed an earlier than usual 
departure with our house guest. I doubt if 
Peter, who liked talk for its own sake, 
whose generosity made him reluctant to

Grasmere, by Peter Kahn
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attribute such a motive as jealousy or 
resentm ent to another, ever noticed the 
emotional undercurrents. I’ve often remem
bered that evening as an illustration of the 
fact that ideas can he employed in social 
discourse in an open and creative way, or in 
an enclosed and destructive way.

Item 3. Peter arrived at our door one day 
when Gladys and I were examining the liv
ing room we had just papered, feeling a 
need for a painting on the longest, barest 
wall. “I think I have a painting that will just 
fit that space,” he said— and soon left, to 
return with his marvelous painting, the dip
tych he named “Trumansburg Flats.” Fif
teen-feet long, that diptych fits so snugly 
between wall corner and doorway frame 
that it barely needs to be suspended on its 
wires. We cherish it lor many reasons more 
profound than the neatness o f its fit: it 
reflects Peter’s love of the Finger Lakes 
region, his generosity (the painting was a 
gift; eventually, after I received some roy
alty money, we paid him at least a portion 
of the value the painting has for us), and 
the informal way that the two panels draw 
the viewer into the shapes and colors, the 
rectangles of land offset by the seeming 
lim itlessness o f sky and horizon— into, 
that is, a participation with the painter’s 
own way of seeing.

I could provide many more examples of 
what I’m emphasizing here. Over the years, 
as I’ve come out of a darkened auditorium to 
view the hills, trees, and houses of Ithaca 
after one or another of Peter’s illustrated lec
tures on painting, I have been struck by the 
marvelous richness of everything I see—a 
pleasure always unexpected, always the 
result of my ability to see the conventional 
.world in a fresh and creative perspective, as 
if through Peter’s eyes and sensibility.

The image of Peter I hold in my memory is 
a composite of his changing physical appear
ance over the decades, colored and shaped by 
the feelings and emotions I have come to 
associate with it. I guess I think of him above 
all as a person of remarkable talent, vitality, 
tolerance and good cheer, one who represents 
the life force as a benign and creative power. 
Surely a part of him will live on in everybody 
who admired and loved him.

James McConkey, an Emeritus Professor 
at Cornell University, is a .visiting writer at 
Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Ten
nessee fo r  the spring term. On Fire Police Duty, by Peter Kahn

Mina Loy
con tinued from page 3

“invoice.” When Pound praises Loy along 
with Marianne Moore as the two exceptional 
“girls” who had avoided “the stupidity 
beloved of the ‘lyric’ enthusiast,” he reveals 
the sexism that can lurk within modernist con
flations of gender and genre. Yet, despite his 
condescension, Pound essentially gets it right 
in describing Loy’s voice as issuing “a mind 
cry, more than a heart cry” and in adopting the 
term “logopoeia” to capture “the dance of the 
intellect among words” that he witnessed in 
Loy’s poetry. Loy’s poetry may often shock 
readers not because it is sensual but because it 
is chillingly cerebral.

Yet Loy’s tributes to her second husband, 
Arthur Craven, are far from dispassionate. 
Whereas Haweis surfaces in Loy’s accounts as 
that “odious dwarf,” Cravan is Loy’s “Colos
sus.” Cravan was known as a “poet-pugilist” 
for pursuing dual if erratic careers as a writer 
and a boxer. For a full account of Cravan’s 
life, readers will have to wait for the biography 
that Conover is currently writing. When Cra
van vanished mysteriously off the Mexican 
coast in 1918, Loy was plunged into perpetual 
mourning and doubt over Cravan’s uncertain 
fate. There is great pathos in Burke’s portrait 
of Loy, alone and pregnant with Cravan’s

daughter, “Fabienne,” desperately seeking the 
support of her distant mother-in-law. Years 
later, the Little Review asked Loy to answer a 
questionnaire which included the following 
query: “5. What has been the happiest moment 
of your life? The unhappiest? (if you care to 
tell).” Loy’s response is devastatingly terse: 
“5. Every moment I spent with Arthur Cravan. 
The rest of the time.” In her defiant eulogy, 
“Arthur Cravan is Alive!” Loy resurrects and 
exalts her dead husband: “Light— passed 
through the poet Cravan—became brilliance.” 
Among the poems included in Conover’s edi
tion, Loy’s “Letters of the Unliving” reveals a 
widow anguished and annihilated by her hus
band’s death:

No longer any you as addresser 
there is no addressee 
to dally with defunct reality

O leave me 
my final illiteracy 
of memory's languour

my preference 
to drift in lenient coma 
an older Ophelia 
on Lethe
Loy recovered something of her fanciful

ness and drive in her efforts to design and mar
ket celestial globe and calla lily lamps in Paris 
in the Twenties and a “Build Your Own Alpha
bet” toy to New York’s Schwarz toy merchants 
in the ‘40s (the toy was never manufactured, 
but designs for it survive in the Loy archive at 
Yale University’s Beinecke Library). Loy’s 
compassion for the Bowery “bums” she lived 
among in her later years surfaces in poems such 
as “Hot Cross Bum,” which witnesses “always 
on the troddenstreet /—the communal cot—,” 
and in the troubling yet transcendent assem
blages “Communal Cot,” “No Parking,” and 
‘Christ on a Clothesline.” Loy gathered materi
als for these works from Bowery dumpsters 
and back alleys. Like Loy’s exquisite lamps, 
her fragile assemblages have vanished. The 
photographs of these works that Burke pro
vides prove Loy a stirring visual artist whose 
work we must no sooner discover than miss.

Burke’s and Conover’s texts offer dedicated, 
meticulously researched, and clear- sighted 
assessments of Loy’s career. Burke makes no 
excuses for Loy’s years-long absences from 
her children. Conover recognizes that Loy is a 
“difficult” poet whose work “has never attract
ed casual readers.” “Mina Loy is not for every
one,” Conover acknowledges. “It is not by 
accident that her work has been misplaced.” 
Loy exempted no one, not even herself, from

her unflinching gaze. ‘ Docs your mirror Bedev
il you” the speaker in “An Aged Woman” 
taunts,

or is the impossible 
possible to senility 
enabling the erstwhile agile 
narrow silhouette of self 
to hold in huge reserve 
this excessive incognito 
of a Bulbous stranger 
only to be exorcised by death 
Loy’s piercing visions reflect within despair 

reserves of grace. They make sacred the 
abject—the aging, the Bowery bums, the 
pigeons who baptize whole cities “whitened 
with avalanches / of the innocent excrements / 
as if an angel had been sick.” Loy’s “mongrel- 
girl” heroine, Ova, triumphs when she learns to 
“coerce the shy / Spirit of beauty / from excre
ments and physic"— learns to make “moon- 
flowers out of muck.” Loy’s Baedeker guides 
us through a modernist moonscape to the 
redemptive ground beneath our feet.

Susan Gilmore is a visiting assistant professor 
o f English at Ithaca College. Her article on 
Mina Loy’s poetry and alphabet toy designs 
will appear in the forthcoming critical antholo
gy from the National Poetry Foundation, Mina 
Loy, Woman and Poet , , . . v .
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Taming the Markets
Everything For Sale: The Virtues and 
Limits of Markets
Robert Kuttner
Alfred A. Knopf, 1997
362 pages; $27.50 hardcover

Ruth M. Mahr
For a th irty -year period im m ediately 

following World War II, the U.S. econo
my performed in a manner unprecedented 
in the n a tio n ’s h istory . The facts are 
fam iliar. From  1950 to 1972, output 
expanded at an average rate of 4% per 
year; consumer prices rose by an average 
of only 2.6% per year; and unemployment 
was low, averaging 4.8%. From 1960 to 
1973, productivity, the basis for improved 
living standards, grew at a rate of 2.8% 
per year. Economic gains were substantial 
and w idespread. D isparities in incom e 
narrowed, thanks to increases in the work
ing wage and a sharply progressive feder
al income tax.

Those of us who lived during that time, 
and especially  those of us who studied 
econom ics in what John K enneth G al
braith has termed the “High Noon” of the 
profession, can perhaps be forgiven for 
thinking that growth and prosperity were 
both normal and enduring, and, further
more, that the economics profession itself 
would have an influential role in assuring 
that outcome. Little did we imagine that 
the particular historical-institutional con
text that made these gains possible would 
come unraveled within a very short period 
of time, producing changes not only in the 
above trends but a related, sharp turn to 
the right in American politics.

What was the particular historical-insti
tutional context within which these gains 
occurred? I will identify five ingredients 
that I think important. First, a significant 
fraction (35% in 1948) of the labor force 
worked in m anufacturing . (In 1996 it 
would be 15%.) Second, industria l 
em ploym ent m eant strong industria l 
unions capable of negotiating favorable 
wage contracts. Third, domestic produc
ers (of automobiles and steel, for exam 
ple) were largely free—at least in the ear
lier part o f this perio d — from  foreign  
competition. The combination of minimal 
competition in world markets and an oli
gopolistic m arket organization  (only a 
few large firm s) in dom estic m arkets 
meant that domestic producers had con
siderable price-setting power and ample 
opportunity to “earn” excess profits. But a 
unionized work force assured that a share 
of these profits would be bargained away 
and redistributed to workers.

A fourth important feature of this peri
od was that, as a legacy o f the G reat 
Depression and the New Deal, govern
ment overtly assumed an expanded role in 
economic affairs. Government interven
tion in the economy occurred on a number 
of fronts: regulation in some industries 
(like banking and airlines); socialization 
of the risks of unem ploym ent, old age, 
and su rv ivorsh ip  through governm ent 
insurance programs; and, for the first time 
in our h istory , overt prom otion of full 
em ploym ent through governm ent fiscal 
and monetary policies.

The fifth ingredient is the economics 
profession itself, which, then as now, pro
vided the necessary intellectual basis for 
government policies. W hile econom ists 
may have been divided on the merits of 
some forms of direct economic regulation 
in some markets, the majority of the pro
fession em braced K eynes’ D epression
time analysis and his conclusion that a 
market economy, left to its own devices, 
would not necessarily  prom ote full 
employment. Econom ists 1 knew at that 
tim e also supported  New Deal social 
insurance program s and a progressive

income tax. Although these can be justi
fied on theoretical grounds, to an extent 
such program s involve d istribu tional 
questions and hence value judgm ents 
based on fairness, compassion, and ju s 
tice. In sum, although the profession 
would rem ain less than unanim ous on 
some issues regarding regulation, main
stream economists provided the necessary 
intellectual basis for the policy regime of 
this period. Clearly, mainstream econo
mists of the time would have been charac
terized as “Liberal,” writ large.

I spell all this out in order to make an 
important point—a point fundamental to 
Robert Kuttner’s latest book, Everything 
fo r  Sale: The Virtues and Limits o f  M ar
kets'. policy initiatives and policy regimes 
draw their validation from ideas. If main
stream  econom ists during the ‘50s and 
‘60s provided the intellectual basis for an 
in tervention ist state, the current m ain
stream provides the intellectual basis for a 
non-interventionist state. Three conclu
sions emerge: (1) ideas are important; (2) 
there has been a massive paradigm shift in 
economics; (3) establishing a progressive 
agenda will require, as a necessary condi
tion, a successful attack on the new, con
servative paradigm. Kuttner’s book pro
vides such an attack.

The paradigm shift within economics 
coincided with the unraveling of the his
torical-institutional context of the imme
diate post-W orld War II period and the 
resulting cessation and even reversal in 
the favorable econom ic trends noted 
above. The heyday of American capital
ism, that I have characterized statistically 
and institutionally, came to an abrupt halt 
in the decade of the ‘70s. Again, statistics 
are instructive. U nem ploym ent, which 
had averaged 4.6% of the workforce in the 
two previous decades, rose to an average 
of 6.2% in the ‘70s. Inflation— in defiance 
of Keynesians, who viewed inflation and 
unemployment as obverse phenomena— 
instead of falling when unem ploym ent 
increased, rose from an average rate of 
2.4% in the ‘60s to 7.1%  in the ‘70s. 
G row th in productiv ity  slow ed or 
stopped. And neither government—one of 
the heroes of the previous era of prosperi
ty— nor its ideo logical support group, 
professional economists of the Keynesian, 
liberal, persuasion appeared to have solu
tions. Government became the whipping 
boy for the problems that emerged in the 
‘70s, and m ainstream  econom ists were 
routed and supplanted by a new, conserv
ative core advocating renewed entrepre- 
neurism and individualism within a con
text of dim inished state in tervention . 
G overnm ent, it was said, could not 
improve on the market.

Not only has an entire generation of 
Americans matured under a blatantly pro

market, anti-government political regime, 
but an entire generation of economists has 
been schooled in the intellectual beauty of 
an economy steered by unimpeded mar
kets. There has been little resistance to the 
onslaught— neither within the polity nor 
w ithin the profession. Indeed, it is a 
Democratic president who has completed 
the work that Ronald Reagan could not 
have accom plished: a balanced budget 
proposal, a punitive welfare reform bill, 
and NAFTA.

In Everything fo r  Sale, Robert Kuttner 
provides an antidote: an attack  on the 
ideas that have brought us banking and 
airline deregulation, increased com peti
tion in labor m arkets and in the health 
care delivery system, an attack on envi
ronmental regulation, and calls for priva
tization of the postal service and penal 
institutions (and—not so coincidentally— 
widening disparity in income distribution 
and increased concentration of wealth, 
income, and power). Kuttner is co-editor, 
with Paul Starr, of the avowedly liberal 
policy magazine, The American Prospect. 
He is well-versed in economics and poli
cy analysis. In his book, Kuttner skillful
ly explains neoclassical economics— the 
intellectual basis of the new, conservative 
orthodoxy. He lays out the prem ises of 
the m odel, dem onstrates that they are 
rarely met in practice, and, using case 
studies, shows the mischief that may be 
done— and has already been accom 
plished—by pro-competitive, pro-market, 
anti-in terventionist strategies aimed at 
markets that depart— necessarily in the 
modern economy—significantly from the 
competitive ideal.

Kuttner’s thesis is that it is impossible 
to prove that pro-competitive/pro-market 
strategies applied to inherently non-com
petitive markets will make outcomes bet
ter; in fact, they are likely to make them 
worse. The conclusion is that political 
intervention often results in outcomes that 
are superior to non-in terventionist, i.e. 
market, outcomes. It is not a question of 
whether government should intervene in 
these markets, but how. Further, the mer
its of intervention and the nature of that 
intervention are best established not from 
a blanket, theoretical argument, but on a 
case-by-case basis.

Kuttner stages his attack on the conser
vative agenda from within the neoclassi
cal paradigm by demonstrating that, under 
circum stances com m on to the modern 
economic system, the theory collapses on 
itself. What emerges from his book is a 
devastating critique of the ideology that 
serves the conservative agenda.

The promise of laissez-faire policies is 
that com petitive m arkets, left to them 
selves, produce “e ff ic ien t” outcom es. 
Kuttner identifies three kinds of efficien

cy, w hich he term s Sm ithian , Schum 
peterian, and Keynesian. Of these, neo
c lassica l econom ics em phasizes— and 
builds its strongest case on— Sm ithian 
efficiency (from Adam Smith, the origi
nal advocate of a laissez-faire economy). 
Under Smithian efficiency, competitive 
m arkets a llocate  availab le  resources 
among alternative uses in a way that max
imizes the value of a society’s productive 
output. This being the assumed goal of 
the socie ty , governm ent in terven tion  
through the po litica l system  cannot 
improve on what individuals accomplish 
through m arkets. L aissez-faire! W hile 
Sm ithian efficiency applies to the here 
and now, Schum peterian  effic iency  
(nam ed for the A ustrian  econom ist 
Joseph Schumpeter) refers to the dynam
ic, or the growth-producing capability, of 
markets. Schumpeter doubted that com
petitive m arkets, required for Smithian 
efficiency, could produce the investment 
in research and developm ent necessary 
for a dynamic, innovative, growing econ
omy. This immediately suggests an obvi
ous case in which laissez-faire policies 
could be hostile to the public interest and 
in w hich public in terven tion  could 
improve on private outcomes. The third 
type of efficiency, Keynesian, requires 
that Smithian efficiency be achieved with 
full employment. As noted above, John 
M. Keynes dispelled that myth during the 
Great Depression and, in so doing, pro
vided another clear case for government 
intervention.

O f these th ree e ffic ien cies , K uttner 
confines his analysis to Sm ithian and 
Schumpeterian efficiency. He devotes one 
very good chapter (Chapter 6: Markets, 
Innovation, and Growth) to the trade-off 
between Smithian efficiency and Schum
peterian efficiency. Here Kuttner argues 
that the market, left to its own devices, 
will systematically underinvest in innova
tion , m aking governm ent in tervention  
necessary to promote research and devel
opment. The bulk of the remainder of the 
book is devoted to an exposition of the 
requirements for Smithian efficiency and 
a carefully argued attack on the notion 
that removing government from markets 
that stray from the Smithian ideal—sub
stituting private economic forces for gov
ernm ent in te rv en tio n — w ill resu lt in 
improved outcomes.

K uttner’s argum ent here rests on the 
fact that most markets do not fulfill the 
requirements necessary for Smithian effi
ciency. These requirements are specific, 
rigorous, and v irtua lly  incapable of 
achievement in the modem economy. The 
question, then, is whether society is better 
off initiating laissez-faire policies, requir-

continued on page 7

JACQUES
J A C QUE S  LACAN

L A C A N

ELISABETH R I I I I N E S C I

"A riveting and illuminating account o f the life 
and thought o f  Freud's most controversial 
posthumous rival. ”

—Denis Hollier, Yale University

“ Roudinesco is the leading historian o f psycho
analysis in France, and a scholar o f prodigious 
learning. She is an admirer o f Lacan’s intellectu
al achievement, but one who brings intense 
scrutiny to bear upon certain aspects o f  his 
career and legacy. For anyone seeking to under
stand what is distinctive about the French psy
choanalytic tradition, this book is simply indis- 
pensible."

—Malcolm Bowie, Oxford University

Elisabeth Roudinesco teaches at the Ecole des 
Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris. She 
is the author of many books, including Jacques 
Lacan & Co.: A History o f Psychoanalysis in 
France, 1925-1985.

Jacques Lacan, one of the foremost intel
lectuals of the century—and one of the most 
controversial— fought to remake psycho
analysis. Throughout a brilliant, unorthodox 
career, he reshaped many areas of modern 
thought and culture in ways that still resonate 
today, fifteen years after his death.

Historian, psychoanalyst, and a close mem
ber of Lacan’s inner circle, Elisabeth Roudi
nesco is perfectly positioned to tell the story of 
so complicated an intellect and so contentious a 
personality. This book tells the story of the 
young man from the provinces determined to 
leave his family’s fortune and old-fashioned 
values behind, and of the young doctor in Paris 
who set out to reinvent psychoanalysis.

This monumental work is much more than 
a fascinating portrait of an extraordinary life: 
it is also an illum inating explication of 
Lacan’s unorthodox, often perplexing, ideas 
and theoretical concepts and a uniquely infor
mative chronicle of one of the most influential 
French intellectuals of the twentieth century.

442 pages • $36.95 • AVAILABLE I COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY PR ESS
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continued from page 6

ing (hat these markets, such as health care 
and air transport, become more competi
tive; or whether it is better off intervening 
po litically  in these same m arkets. The 
conservative position is that government 
can never improve on the market. Kuttner 
argues that it can—and often does.

For his argum ent, K uttner relies on a 
construct of neoclassical theory itself: the 
theory of second best, which holds that, 
lacking som e or all o f the cond itions 
required for perfection, an attempt by pol
icy makers (i.e. conservatives) to move 
markets toward the competitive ideal (e.g. 
by eliminating some banking regulations, 
or by encouraging physicians and hospi
tals to behave in a more competitive con
tex t) w ill not necessarily  im prove the 
result. It could, in fact, move society to a 
less desirable position, as Kuttner illus
tra tes in a num ber o f w ell-researched , 
well-presented case studies.

By undercutting the conservative case 
for decreased political intervention, Kut
tner provides progressives with the argu
ments needed to refute the conservative 
agenda. Nevertheless, K uttner’s book is 
not a polemic; its tightly-argued first two 
chapters provide a theoretical basis for the 
follow ing chapters of case studies that 
include labor markets, health care, money 
m arkets, a irlines, telecom m unications, 
and electric power generation and distrib
ution. In addition, there is a chapter on 
environmental and safety regulation and 
^mother on innovation and the market. The 
concluding chapter is on public choice 
theory— an ex tension  o f  neoclassical 
analysis to politics and government.

Though not easy read ing , K u ttn e r’s 
book should be read by all who care about 
renewing progressive politics. Those who 
make their way through the first two chap
ters on economics and economists will be 
rewarded by the case studies, which pro
vide interesting h istorical m aterial that 
most readers will find new and informa
tive. These chapters clearly establish Kut
tner’s point that economic theory does not 
support the conservative dem and for a 
more laissez-faire approach to the econo
my. Progressives have caved in to argu
ments that are fundamentally very weak.

Those readers who persevere to the last 
chapter will find that it alone is worth the 
price of the book. In it, Kuttner provides 
an analysis o f politics, government, and 
democracy, and he explores the implica
tions o f the ex tension  o f neoclassical 
thought (by way of public choice theory) 
to political science. The implications are 
profound. The conservative argument that 
government cannot improve on the market 
is an argum ent in favor o f a m inim alist 
governm ent, with m arkets and a market

m entality taking on an ever-expanding 
role in society . U nder a conservative 
regim e, those with m ost pow er, most 
income, and most voice in the economy 
would govern both the m arket and the 
polity. This is, of course, already happen
ing. Public choice theory underw rites 
these anti-democratic tendencies.

Public choice theorists were ubiquitous 
in Eastern Europe after the downfall of 
communist regimes, where they advocat
ed minimalist states and a rapid conver
sion to m arkets. T heir m isch ief in the 
speedy conversion of the Eastern Euro
pean econom ies to cap ita lis t m arket 
economies without first building the nec
essary institutional context, including the 
necessary state building, is amply evident 
in Russia. In the U.S., rapid changes in 
incom e and the d istribu tion  of wealth 
since the conservative revolution (coupled 
with a propensity of the poor to abstain 
from voting), serve as indicators that the 
conservative economic strategy is leading 
us away from our democratic ideals and 
toward the entrenchment of a plutocracy. 
W hile it may be up to the people in a 
dem ocracy to dem and a change in this 
course, the ability to do so assumes the 
possibility for a genuine debate on these 
issues. But the involvem ent of money, 
corporate power, and TV cam paigning 
makes such a dem ocratic conversation 
increasing ly  d ifficu lt. The resu lt is a 
growing anti-governm ent cynicism  that 
benefits those who have the most to gain 
from a minimalist state.

Robert K uttner has taken the lead in 
providing a necessary beginning toward 
the reconstruction of a progressive agen
da: a demonstration of how and why con
servative thought is flaw ed and why it 
cannot support the conten tion  that the 
nation is better o ff with a laissez-faire, 
pro-market, minimalist state. For Kuttner, 
the weak state that emerges from an exten
sion of conservative economic thought to 
politics invites a tyranny of the wealthy. 
Conversely, in this century, “the expan
sion of state constraints on the market and 
the expansion of the province of personal 
liberties have gone hand in hand.” Citing 
political scientist Benjamin Barber, Kut
tner notes “that the ‘thin dem ocracy’ of 
radically  indiv idualist liberalism  [read 
“ libertarian ism ”] is too weak a reed to 
defend against either tyranny, passivity, 
or the predations of markets.” Restoration 
of a progressive agenda will require both a 
strong democracy and a strong state—one 
with the will and the ability to intervene in 
markets when necessary in order to define 
and to promote the public interest.

R uth  M ahr taught econom ics fo r  many 
years in the Ithaca area. She is now a 
free-lance writer and editor.

Gary Kass
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The Cult of Ineptitude
K enneth Evett

Philadelphia Museum o f Art: Purchased urith the W.P. Wilstach Fund  

The Large Bathers (Les Grands Baigneuses), by Paul Cezanne

The recent C ezanne exh ib ition  at the 
Philadelphia Museum rounded out a full 
century o f displays of the a rtis t’s work. 
During that span of time, the human race 
committed acts of monstrous evil, but also 
produced marvels of scientific and techno
logical invention and created revolutionary 
art forms to match the ironic ambiguities of 
the time. The work of Cezanne embodied 
the paradoxical strains between anarchy 
and order in 20th-century life, and eventu
ally led to a wild proliferation of creative 
modes that ran a gamut from the nonobjec
tive geometry of Mondrian to the anti-art 
japes of Duchamp to the gestural outpour
ings of Pollock, finally arriving at two con
trary approaches to the creation of visual 
arts in our century: the pursuit of formal 
purity on one hand, and the practice  of 
“anything goes” on the other.

A com prehensive show o f C ezanne’s 
entire output reveals that initially he was 
inept, his drawing crude and melodramatic, 
his co lor muddy, and his com positions 
naive. Yet, from the outset, he projected a 
spirit of energy and steadfast devotion to 
the craft of painting. As a student in Paris, 
he poured over the masterworks of Western 
painting in the Louvre, responded to the 
emancipating color theories of the Impres
sionists and adopted their method of work
ing directly from nature. When he devel
oped his own distinctive practices of geo
metric simplification and contemplation of 
the give-and-take between volum es and 
voids, he began a lifetim e endeavor of 
learning to see. That search led him to the 
discovery of subtle nuances of color which 
he then delineated in full-strength 19th-cen
tury French oil pigments and eventually 
produced a body of work that stands as an 
irreducible statement of grave finality and 
classic repose. Yet, coexistent with this 
aura of authority, a quality of appealing 
awkwardness remained in Cezanne’s work, 
and when, late in life, he abandoned his 
habit of painting directly  from still-life  
setups, living models, and outdoor land
scapes (his greatest sources of inspiration), 
and tried to concoct a painting out of his 
head that would compare to the great salon- 
scale works of Courbet or Delacroix, his 
earlier bad habits returned. An example is 
the large “B athers” at the Philadelphia 
Museum. In this overrated work, there are 
all the trappings of narrative art but no 
comprehensible story; the gestures of the 
figures are inane, the contour rhythms per
functory, the axial movements contrived, 
and the pyramidal composition banal.

Unfortunately, this work by a revered 
and otherwise masterful artist became the 
precursor of a perverse aesthetic dogma in 
which traditional standards of craft and 
control were turned upside down. The 
charms of honest incompetence, primitive

innocence, titilla ting  m adness, and the 
deliberate flaunting of convention were 
regarded as proof of “m odernity”— that 
obsessive preoccupation of fashionable 
tastemakers in 20th-century Western cul
ture. Given this sanctioned license, Matisse 
created the gross uninflected curves of his 
“D ancers,” to be followed by the sopho- 
moric jokes of American Pop artists, pro
moted by flippant art historians as philoso
phy or serious social comment. Schnabel’s 
huge stained and dirty industrial tarpaulins, 
daubed with a few swipes of color, were 
acquired as significant modern work by 
provincial museums, such as the San Fran
cisco Museum of Modem Art. Other exces
sive modes (earth art, body art, and comput
er art) of this dehumanizing drift of mod
ernism finally reached an apex—or nadir— 
in the work of an elephant in the San Diego 
Zoo. This pachydermic artist, functioning as 
a tool of human intelligence, but without the 
dexterity of the human hand, submitted to 
the control of a mahout who induced the 
creature to step on a patch of paint and then 
put its clump of a foot on a laid-out piece of 
material, thus producing a collectible by the 
symbolic animal of the Grand Old Party that 
could be sold to the art-loving delegates of 
the Republican National Convention.

If it seems a little far-fetched that anyone 
could connect this bizarre cultural event to 
the legacy of Cezanne’s art, blame it on the 
art critics and historians who have condi
tioned us to look for lines of influence and 
continuity between one artist or period and 
another. While the discovery of these con
nections is very useful for artists who want 
to learn the dependable techniques, as well

as the higher-level insights of their prede
cessors, and even though the detective 
story search for the origins, the stylistic 
classifications, the constructs of relevant 
societal milieus, and the arbitrary rankings 
of art historical practice may be informa
tive and diverting, they are peripheral to 
the mysterious reality of the work itself. 
Even an elementary comprehension of the 
art of painting requires a cultivated aware
ness of the immanent components of the 
genre: proportion, symmetry and asymme
try, contour sequences, axial lines of 
force, tonality, and geom etric m otifs as 
they generate a struc tu re  of form s in 
space. These abstract qualities may be of 
primary concern to artists, but apparently 
not to art historians.

The wrong-headed verdicts and fluctuat
ing certitudes of art-establishment opinion 
are well known (the neglect and belated 
recognition of El G reco’s achievements, 
Ruskin’s blindness to the work of Whistler, 
opposition to the Impressionists by the old 
fogies of the 19th-century French Acade
my), yet a current crew of entrenched art 
experts goes right on being confidently 
wrong. So now we have the spectacle of 
writers for The New Yorker presuming to 
define the nature of contemporary reality, 
and then passing judgments on an artist’s 
work on the basis of whether or not it con
forms to their cultural preconceptions. 
Simon Schama, a professional historian, 
expands the scope of his interest and influ
ence in an article intended to convince us 
that a mediocre British realist named Stan
ley Spencer is a m ajor modern painter. 
Calvin Tom kins, having w ritten a book

about Duchamp, proclaims that the famous 
chess-playing non-artist is “the most influ
ential artist of the 20th century.” But to cap 
that appalling superficiality, Adam Gop- 
nik, in a revisionist review of P icasso’s 
work that suffers from a virulent animus 
toward the artist, his biographer, and the 
very notion of individual artistic eminence, 
m aintains that P icasso becam e a mere 
“curator o f con tinu ities.” He condemns 
Picasso for his treatment of the women in 
his life and dismisses his potent abstract 
portraits of those d istinctive fem ales 
because they lack the “honest Medusa head 
ugliness of modernism.” Whatever is for
mally elegant and articulate in Picasso’s 
work is d iscounted because Gopnik 
believes: “In the tw entieth century, it is 
possible only to stam m er your way into 
greatness or to splash your way into it, or 
joke your way into it.” Having passed on 
these clever interpretations of the hallowed 
platitudes of American instant-art-history 
books, he ends his review with a knockout 
blow: “And if Picasso is the modem Ingres, 
who then is the modem Picasso? We never 
had one. It is what makes us m odern .” 
While the odd reasoning of this utterance is 
obscure, it is certainly the kind of judgment 
that could have come only from a true 
believer in the values of a culture that is 
besotted by the com pulsion to be up-to- 
date. Abandoning the standards of craft and 
control that formerly obtained, the new cri
teria as laid down by the New Yorker critics 
are whether a work is bad, mad, inept, or 
irresponsible enough to qualify as “mod
em.” In the long record of human creativi
ty, most o f the artifacts that we treasure 
were done without the benefit of such art- 
historical labels, and any effort to set up 
one more rigid construct for evaluating art 
in our day is a useless distraction.

The function o f h isto ries, great and 
small, is to provide the comforting illusion 
of abiding significance to an ego-driven 
species that exists on a foredoomed planet 
as it sails on in the infinite abyss of space. 
To make that trip more bearable, we need 
the moments of transcendent involvement 
that we get from games, where the outcome 
is in doubt, and from the arts, where a con
summate resolution of conflicting forces is 
possible. The spectator watching a hockey 
player fly down the ice toward the goal, the 
listener lost in the ineffable unfolding 
sounds of Mozart’s Cosi Fan Tutte, the art 
lover fo llow ing the visual record of 
Cezanne’s searching gaze, and the reader 
discovering Thomas Mann’s revelation of 
the soul of Felix Krull can all experience 
immediate escape from the prison of self 
into a realm that exists beyond the limits of 
history, time, place, and the parochial stric
tures of New Yorker art market experts.

Work by Emeritus Professor Kenneth Evett 
will be included in the members exhibition 
at the National Academy o f Design in May.
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Infertility
Julie Schumacher

My nam e is Aaron B ishop, and I 
have been told more than once that I 
am a very particular man. Life is short, 
I have found; the less d isorder and 
confusion in it, the better. An individ
ual day, at its best, should mimic the 
sym m etry and flow  that we expect 
from the revolution of the planets. No 
surprises, no upheavals. No regrets. 
My wife, Caroline, left me, which was 
no surprise to the friends who encour
aged her, probably cheered her, as she 
aired her complaints over coffee at the

ment at what was taken to be another’s 
imperfection.

Roland was probably seventeen. He 
was C aro line’s youngest brother, a 
premature runt-of-the-litter kind bom 
a decade later than the rest. He looked 
as if he’d been raised in a hothouse, 
like an orchid.

“W hy did you come to see me, 
Roland?” I asked. His family lived in 
W isconsin. I was in Syracuse, New 
York.

He smiled again, shrugging. All the 
m em bers o f C aro line’s fam ily are 
small and thin, but Roland seemed

I rinsed out his mug in the kitchen, I 
heard the water running in the bath
room down the hall.

I work at hom e, on a free-lance 
basis, as a medical illustrator for mag
azines. I went through two years of 
m edical school, leaving when my 
father died and my m other needed 
medical care herself, and am largely 
self-taught as an artist, though I have 
taken several classes here and there. I 
do consider myself an artist. Though 
my job is to reproduce faithfully and, 
some would say, without imagination,

clav icles and vertebra were visible 
through the skin. From  the back, in 
fact, he might have been his sister.

“ I ’m air d ry ing ,” Roland said. “I 
couldn’t find any towels.”

“T hey’re in the wash. You should 
have called. There are more in here.” I 
took a towel from the closet and hand
ed it to him. He held it but didn’t cover 
himself at all.

“ I don’t want to hurry you,” I said, 
“but I assume that you’re eager to get 
to the cabin. You’re welcome to stay as 
long as Caroline will have you. I can 
lend you money if you need it.” I used

C. Wolf

houses she was invited to alone. I hold 
no grudges. She had been trying to get 
pregnant for almost three years.

I had never spent much time with her 
family nor she with mine, and so when 
I opened the door of our duplex one 
morning about three weeks after she left 
and found a man— a boy— sitting on 
the step, I had no idea at first that he was 
Caroline’s brother. I get up early, with 
the sun, and the first thing I noticed that 
day were the thin rays of light illumi
nating the face of this sleeping person 
on my porch. He wore thin faded jeans 
and a flannel shirt, and trembled slight
ly in his sleep. He breathed with his 
mouth partly open like an asthmatic 
child, his head thrown back against the 
wall. He seemed a poor imitation of 
some divine, ecstatic pilgrim. His crew- 
cut and his feet were wet with dew.

“Aaron,” he said, with his eyes still 
partly closed. “I came to see you.”

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t sure whom 
I would be addressing.

The boy had brilliant blue eyes in a 
lu n a tic ’s face: he could  have been 
fourteen or forty-five. He smiled. He 
sensed that I d id n ’t know him, and 
assumed therefore some kind of supe
riority. But looking at that smile I sud
denly recognized my wife. She used it, 
too— a sm ile betraying certain ty , a 
curling of the lips expressing amuse-

emaciated; he probably didn’t weigh 
much more than a huhdred pounds.

Because he didn’t answer I let him 
in, handing him the afghan from the 
couch. It was early September, but the 
mornings were cool.

“I’m sure that you know that your 
sister isn’t here,” I said.

Roland nodded. “Can I have some 
coffee?”

I looked at the clock. Six-fifteen. I 
usually didn’t make coffee until after
noon, when the work at my desk sud
denly seemed less interesting, more 
tiring.

“Or tea,” he said. “Whatever you’ve 
got.”

I m ade coffee and brought him a 
mug in the living room.

“You aren’t having any?” he asked.
I said I wasn’t. “What inspired you 

to v isit? You knew your sister was 
away. She’s up at the lake.”

“I know.” He looked irritated, as if I 
were bothering him.

“I’m surprised you didn’t call first,” 
I said.

“I lost the num ber.” He drank his 
coffee scalding hot, the way I drink 
mine. “Do you mind if I take a show
er?” he asked.

I paused. “T here’s more coffee in 
the kitchen. I made a whole pot.”

“I don’t want it,” Roland said. While

I take great pains to instill in my work 
a sense of the loveliness inherent in the 
body as mechanism. There is nothing 
more beautiful to me than the human 
heart, though my wife has often 
accused me of being heartless.

I cannot work if I am often interrupt
ed. From  seven-th irty  until noon I 
unplug the phone and get my best work 
done. After lunch I make any neces
sary calls and run my errands; then I 
polish the m orning’s efforts in the 
afternoon. Roland had probably 
arrived without any money. In order to 
send him to his sister, I would have to 
cash a check, then drive him to the bus 
station in the hope that there would be 
a bus to Old Forge, one of the gateways 
to the Adirondacks, where my family 
has kept a cabin since 1910. Optimisti
cally, I would lose half the day. It 
wasn’t easy to contact Caroline; we 
had no phone in the cabin and in emer
gencies relied on the general store.

Half an hour after he’d shut off the 
water, Roland hadn ’t appeared. I 
knocked at the bathroom.

“Okay,” Roland said.
“Does that m ean, ‘com e in ’?” I 

asked, opening the door. Roland was 
sitting on the edge of the tub with his 
feet by the drain. He was-naked and 
seemed perfectly dry.

“Did you shower?” I asked. Roland’s

the word lend deliberately, though I 
didn’t expect to get the money back.

Roland turned around, and I noticed 
that his eyebrows were just the color of 
his skin. Caroline had always dark
ened hers with pencil.

“Why did she leave you?” he asked.
“That’s complicated,” I said.
“Were you cheating on her? Screw

ing around?”
“T hat’s none of your business,” I 

said. “I wasn’t. Maybe you imagine us 
screaming and throwing things at each 
other. I suppose that would be roman
tic. The truth would probably disap
point you.”

“Well, I ’m ready for the truth,” he 
said, in a monotone.

“I’m sure you are. I ’ll get you some 
clothes.” I brought him a t-shirt and a 
pair of Caroline’s old jeans that I knew 
would fit him. She had used to wear 
them when she gardened, which wasn’t 
often. The yard, unless I took care of it, 
looked like a hodge-podge o f dying 
flowers and creeping charlie. He put 
them on. The resemblance to Caroline 
was increasing.

“So she left you stuck here,” he said. 
“Planted.”

“ I d o n ’t consider m yself stuck, 
Roland.”

continued on page 2
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“Yeah, well, she’s up at your cabin 
and y o u ’re in th is g lued-together 
building...”

“It’s a duplex,” I told him. “Use the 
name. Caroline and I are separated. It 
makes sense for her to stay up at the 
cabin; she’s between jobs, anyway. Do 
you know what the bus schedule is to 
Old Forge?”

“I don’t give a flying fuck about Old 
Forge,” Roland answered. I felt the sec
ond half of my day begin to disappear.

Caroline and I first met when she 
was tw en ty -fou r and I was th irty - 
five. F riends advised  her, she told 
me later, that a man my age who had 
never been “ involved” in a serious 
rela tionship  would be trouble. She 
found it touching, though, she said— 
the idea tha t I had w aited , that in 
some sense I had been saving myself 
for her. T hat was p robab ly  true . I 
never had been in love before, and I 
fell in love with C aroline not only 
because of her beauty (her hands are 
as clean and exact and delicate as a 
surgeon’s), but because o f her ten
dency  to look  fo rw ard , her o p ti
mism. I think she initially approved, 
though she made fun of, the several 
schema I devised for our life togeth
er: a given num ber o f years to save 
for a house, a given number of vaca
tions, the approximate date on which 
our first child would be born. Caro
line was surprised that I wanted chil
dren. She wanted them  herself, but 
she used to wonder aloud whether I 
w ould be ab le  to w ith stan d  th e ir  
noise and messes.

“Look at you,” she said to me in the 
bedroom, when I picked up her things. 
“Tidying up, c lean ing  up, putting  
things back where they belong. Stasis 
is your only hobby. Why can’t we ever 
let things go? Why do we have to live 
in this—cleanliness all the time?”

“You almost said ‘sterility,’” I told 
her, and at that she started  crying, 
familiar tears.

“N othing w orks out the way we 
want it to,” she said.

I told her that she needed to hold 
on, that things still m ight work out 
eventually.

“I don’t want to wait for eventual
ly,” she said. A few weeks later, she 
was gone.

R oland  d id  ca ll the bus sta tion  
after breakfast. He found out that the 
only bus to O ld Forge had left an 
hour earlier.

“Sorry,” he said, without sounding 
sorry in the slightest. He settled him
self in front of the tv.

“I’m going to work in my study,” I 
said, hoping he would keep the vol
ume down.

Roland didn’t answer; I wondered 
how his parents tolerated him at home.

I’d been drawing a series of simple 
brain diagrams for an encyclopedia—

the tran sv erse  fissu re , the pineal 
body, the corpus callosum, the optic 
chiasma— which had turned out well. 
Illustrators often sketch a cross-sec
tion of the brain and head, including a 
side-view  outline of the nose, chin 
and neck. I went a step further, 
adding small details to the flesh— the 
lips curved slightly upward, a more 
d istinct, individual nose, a higher- 
than-norm al forehead. There was a 
person housing the brain, a person I 
im agined still ticking and walking, 
still using that three pound superviso
ry center of the body for emotion and 
thought. I im agined the person as 
Caroline. I drew her thinking of me, 
up at the cabin by the lake, thinking 
she w ould like to com e home and 
begin again.

At dinner that night (I fixed Roland a 
sandwich for lunch, and brought one 
for m yself into the study),
Roland pushed his salad 
around on his plate and said, 
“A ctually, I heard she left 
because she cou ldn’t have a 
baby.”

I decided not to answer.
“ How com e you d idn ’t 

adopt one?”
I sipped my water. Roland 

was silent. “That w asn’t the 
only reason that she left,” I 
said. “That was part o f it. It 
added to the stress.”

“So you thought of adopt
ing,” he said.

I finished my salad. It was six-thirty. 
I wondered what time I could politely 
go to bed. “We discussed it.”

“M akes you think o f a bunch of 
Asian kids dressed a like ,” Roland 
said. “Is that the problem?”

I got up to wash the dishes. Roland 
got up, too. “Stay where you are,” I 
told him. “I’ll do this alone.”

“Dangerous work, huh?” He held up 
his hands as if I were getting ready to 
shoot him.

“W hat’s the theory behind your 
coming here?” I asked. “Are you sent 
by your parents to cheer Caroline up? 
Or did they take a longer view and ask 
you to pressure her to divorce me?”

Roland continued holding his hands 
up.

“We could call the general store and 
leave her a m essage,” I said. “She’d 
probably get it in the morning if she 
goes there to buy some coffee or a 
paper.” Caroline never bought enough 
coffee to last more than a week; we 
used to run out o f it all the time. “I 
don’t want it to go stale,” she used to 
say. And: “There’s more to life than 
efficiency, Aaron.” I dried my hands 
on a towel and pointed to the number 
on the pad of paper by the phone. 
“That way you can warn her that 
you’re coming.”

“T hat’s okay,” Roland said. “For
get it.”

“How about calling your parents, 
then?”

Silence behind me.
“Jesus, R oland,” I said. “Do they 

know where you are?”
“They might figure it out,” he said.
I turned off the water and left the sil

verware in the sink. “W hat are you 
doing here?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. He had an 
expression— part stubbornness, part 
anger, part despair— that I’d come to 
miss on Caroline’s face. There was a 
poignancy about it that I had tried and 
failed to capture with a pen.

“Tell me,” I said. “Or I’ll call your 
parents.”

“T hey’re in B erm uda,” he said. 
“Doing their bourgeois vacation.”

If I were a d ifferen t man I m ight 
have put my hand on his shoulder. He 
had com e to me and I owed him 
something. “Roland,” I said. “W hat 
happened? You can tell me. What did 
you do?”

I have to confess to certain 
eccentric  habits. C aroline 
used to berate me. “Why does 
the tv. remote control have to 
be perpendicular to the table? 
Who in hell folds their dirty 
laundry before it goes in the 
machine?” I didn’t bother to 
dispute her, but said I would 
allow  her to have her own 
unusual habits as long as they 
d idn ’t in terfere w ith m ine. 
“You’re my eccentric habit,” 
she said to me once.

An unspoken habit that I never con
fessed to her is this: after observing a 
person’s character I often im agine 
what internal organ they would corre
spond to, what their physical function 
within the human body would be. Car
oline I imagined as the vestibule of the 
inner ear, the labyrinth in which equi
librium was delicately and precarious
ly maintained. I ’ve imagined myself 
as a kidney, separating salt from toxin, 
w ater from  waste. So far Roland 
seemed more difficult to classify: he 
was a wild card, a vims, a lymph node 
out of control. I made up the living 
room couch as a bed for him that night 
and went to sleep reviewing our con
versation, asking myself what, in the 
morning, I was going to do.

In the morning Roland had a fever. 
He had thrown off the blankets and 
was sweating as though exposed to a 
tropical sun.

I put my hand on his forehead. “You 
should have told me you d idn’t feel 
well.”

“I don’t feel well,” Roland mumbled.
The thermometer registered 103. I 

brought him a bottle of aspirin, a cool 
wet washcloth, and an extra quilt.

“What time does my bus leave?” he 
asked.

“You can’t take a bus when you’re 
sick.” I wondered if his illness could 
be deliberate.

“You could pack me in ice cubes; I’ll 
be fine.”

Duly noting Roland’s first attempt at 
humor, I thought o f my desk in the 
other room, the unfinished cerebrum. I 
considered Caroline’s reaction when 
she saw her brother borne on a stretch
er through the woods. “You’ll stay in 
bed. I’ll call and leave her a message.”

“Do you want her to come here?” 
Roland asked. “And hover around 
over her baby brother?”

I hesitated. In truth I d idn ’t want 
Caroline to come home unless she was 
ready. Unless she wanted to see me.

“Better wait,” Roland said. “If you 
tell her I’m sick, she’ll come. Blood’s 
thicker than water. I’ll just lie here on 
the couch. You can call tomorrow.”

I opened the door to get the morning 
paper.

“Do you have any je llo ?” Roland 
called.

“No. Do you need some?”
“W ell, how about ju ice. And a tv. 

guide.”
I went into the kitchen.
“And some crackers and an extra 

pillow. If they’re handy,” Roland said.
I brought him  the p illow  and 

arranged the juice and crackers on a 
tray. “Anything else?”

“No, I guess that’s it for now.” He 
turned the tv. on with the remote con
trol. “Call if you need me,” I said. “I’ll 
leave the study door open.” “Yeah, 
great,” Roland said. “You can call if 
you need me, too.”

It was difficult to work. First, as I 
said, I don’t like interruptions; the tv. 
noise was distracting. And then there 
was R oland h im self. W hat he had 
to ld  me the n ight befo re  deserved  
more thought than I had yet given it. 
I had p ressed  him  for in form ation  
and he had delivered. He had a girl
frien d , he said . L aura. At f irs t he 
hadn’t liked her very much but then 
she broke off with him and he loved 
her. He loved her so much, he said, 
tha t he had bu rn t up her p a re n ts ’ 
front lawn and made three hundred 
calls to their answering machine. He 
loved her so much that he had sliced 
her car tires and then set out to find 
me w hen the po lice  arrived  at his 
parents’ door. We were two spurned 
men together, though he didn’t label 
us as such. “ I still do love her,” he 
said. “But I don’t know why.” “That 
isn’t love,” I said. H e’d gone to the 
re fr ig e ra to r  and go tten  a beer. He 
raised  his eyebrow s in a question . 
“ But d o n ’t ask  m e to define  i t ,” I 
sa id . “You know  you a re n ’t old 
enough  to d r in k .” “Then i t ’s very 
irresponsible of you to keep alcohol 
in the house when a m inor is v isit
ing.” He popped the top. I got a wine 
glass from the cabinet and opened a 
bottle of chardonnay. “I still love her 
but I want to strangle her,” Roland 
said . “You know  w hat I m ean .” “ I 
d o n ’t w ant to strangle C aro line,” I 
sa id . He rubbed  a hand ov er his 
c rew cu t. “T here  she is up at your 
c ab in , on your p iece  o f  property , 
when she’s the one who wanted out.”

“You don’t look good, R oland.” I 
should have felt a responsibility  to 
his family; I should have called them. 
I may have decided  not to do it to 
prove to m yself that I’m a sympathet
ic man.

Roland fin ished  his beer and got 
another. “You look like shit, too.”

During the years that she was try
ing to conceive, we went through the 
s ta n d a rd  p ro ced u res  and tes ts . 
Charting her period. Taking her tem
perature every day. Sperm count and 
motility. U ltrasound. Then the tests 
go t m ore in v as iv e . C a ro lin e  is 
squeamish. One o f the strategies we 
resorted to involved my giving her 
d a ily  in je c tio n s  o f  P e rg o n al ju s t 
b e fo re  in te rc o u rse . I w as to ld  to 
practice on oranges, and when Caro
line saw  me jab b in g  into the fru it 
with a hypodermic she started to cry. 
The first tim e I gave her the injec
tion my hand shook, which surprised 
me. C aro line  locked h e rse lf in the 
bathroom when our amorous adven
ture was over and done.

I ’m sure she never suspected that I 
dream t up our children. I saw their 
faces; it was their bodies I sketched

continued on page 3
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when I did my work. I know she imag
ined that she craved ch ildren  more 
than I did, that her desire to be a moth
er was more essential, more biologi
cal, than my desire to be a father. I 
didn’t talk about my desire. Since our 
barrenness technically lay with her, 
w ithin her body, I co u ld n ’t openly 
express the force or extent of my own 
craving; that would have been blam
ing her, em phasizing her failure to 
conceive. In the end, not knowing a 
better alternative, I let her pine for our 
children, for our first scheduled child, 
all alone.

Caroline called early the next morn
ing. I had unplugged the phone but, 
since I ’d left the study door open to 
listen  for R oland, heard her voice 
leaving a message on the answering 
machine. She had heard from her par
ents: Roland was in trouble. If there 
was any chance he had been in con
tact, would I please leave her a mes
sage at the store.

Roland heard it, too. He came into 
the bedroom where I was listening to 
the m essage fo r the second tim e. 
“Your parents are back from Bermu
da,” I said.

“Yup,” said Roland.
“They might appreciate a call.”
Roland shrugged. He hadn’t been 

into the bedroom before. He seemed 
surprised that C aroline had left her 
jewelry, and that the top of her dresser 
was strew n with scarves, lipsticks, 
hair fasteners and other odds and ends. 
I had c leaned  noth ing . I hadn’t 
touched it. D ust was beginning  to 
build up among her things.

“W hat are you holding there?” 
Roland asked.

I looked down at the drawing in my 
hand. It wasn’t work; it was something 
I drew between other efforts. Some
times I doodled sm aller versions on 
scraps of paper, unaware.

“Let me see.” Roland took it from 
me and held it, turning on the light to 
study it better. By the expression on 
his face I suspected that, unlike Caro
line, unlike most people who appreci
ated my ta len t, Roland saw the art 
behind the draftsmanship. He studied 
the illustra tion  for qu ite  a w hile. 
“W hat’s this part?” he asked.

“T h a t’s the b ladder.” I had shad
owed it in.

“T ha t’s the w om b,” Roland said. 
“T hat m uch I know. W hatever the 
word is.”

“Uterus,” I said.
“Is this realistic?”
“ B asica lly . I t ’s s ty lized . I took 

some small creative license here and 
th e re .” T ogether we looked  at the 
drawing. I had begun it during one of 
the long evenings when Caroline was 
crying in the bathroom down the hall. 
Two small ovals east and west, then a 
pair of wilted tulips, the petals droop
ing ju s t above the ovals , left and 
right. The stems of the tulips led to a 
large, am orphous blob in the center 
o f the page. I had colored it a dark 
eggp lan t. I im agined  it stark  and 
lonely, asymm etrical, like the conti
nent o f Africa in shape.

“I think it’s the best of all your draw
ings— the ones I’ve seen,” Roland said.

I agreed, though obviously it wasn’t 
sa leable . “T hese are the ovaries, 
where the eggs are, and these are fal
lopian tubes.” With my finger I traced 
the path of an imaginary egg. It pushed 
off from an ovary island, traveling east 
through the Atlantic in a graceful arc, 
as if following a tide. I lifted my finger 
before it reached the Ivory C oast.

What a cruel distance, I often thought. 
What an intimate geography.

I stuffed my hand into my pocket. 
Whenever I looked at the drawing too 
long I felt an anger like Roland’s, a 
love so close to fury I was afraid to 
allow myself to speak.

“W hy d o n ’t you drive up to the 
cabin?” Roland was still studying the 
illustration. “It belongs to you. I t’s 
yours.”

“I can ’t,” I said. I had suggested,

passive into dreams while I reviewed 
the things we’d said, revised our con
versations and our plans. My nights 
were full o f nervous watching: lives 
went w rong and cam e undone, and 
even as you held your arms out as a 
net, the things that you loved m ost 
were falling through. “Quite a saddle,” 
Roland said, within a dream. I left the 
light burning in the hall.

The note he left was short. “Thanks,”

C. Wolf

when she wanted to leave me, that 
Caroline stay at the cabin for a while. 
She d id n ’t like  the idea at firs t 
because the cabin itse lf was a sore 
point: we had rarely visited it togeth
er. I am my parents’ only child. If I 
do not will the cabin and the seven 
acres of land it sits on to a daughter 
or son, it will revert to the Adiron
dack land trust. I wanted Caroline on 
Bishop property like a seed, a sym
bol of insemination. Caroline proba
bly w ouldn’t believe me capable of 
such faith in symbolism, such trust in 
the interrelationship of things.

“This is her right here,” Roland said. 
“This is Caroline in this drawing, isn’t 
it?” “What are your plans, Roland?” I 
asked, putting the illustration down. “I 
don’t have any,” Roland said.

We agreed to wait another day. Car
oline called again that evening but we 
d id n ’t pick up the phone. We were 
playing cards in the living room. I had 
limited Roland to only one beer. “Call 
me either way,” she said in the mes
sage. “Whether you’ve seen Roland or 
not. I’ll be at the store by nine-fifteen.” 
“I guess I’ll call her tomorrow,” I said. 
“Good idea.” “Do you think you ’ll 
w ant to talk  to her?” I asked. “ I 
might.” “What about Laura?” Roland 
shrugged. “I need to stay away from 
there for a little while.”

That night I had trouble sleeping. In 
fac t I got out o f bed and watched 
Roland sleep, remembering the nights 
when I used to watch Caroline as she 
slept. Even right before she left she 
slept so easily and well; she glided

it said. “R.” I drank some coffee with 
my breakfast and waited an hour before 
picking up a pencil by the phone. I 
could tell Caroline that I got her mes
sage late the night before, that Roland 
had made up a fabulous story and dis
appeared before I had a chance to call. 
But I am not a convincing liar. I could 
drive up to the cabin, too. I could try to 
explain to my wife that I am better and 
more than she imagines, and that her 
desires are very fervently my own.

The te lephone rang. I im agined  
R oland stand ing  on the h ighw ay 
sticking out his thumb, the money I 
had given him wadded up, obvious, in 
his pocket. I would worry about him 
from that moment on. That was pre
sumably the nature o f children: their 
guardians were inflicted with worry 
and trouble, affection and chaos and 
un tid iness and apprehension . As I 
heard Caroline’s voice on the answer
ing m achine in the other room, this 
time high-pitched with concern, I put 
my hand on the receiver, all my sens
es flooding  w ith love. I c losed  my 
eyes and saw our cabin full of chil
dren. I saw m yse lf runn ing  up the 
rough d irt road tow ard  the lovely 
shelter; I saw my children crossing 
the threshold and running toward me, 
imperfect and unfinished as any art, 
but welcome, welcome.

Julie Schumacher holds an MFA from 
Cornell University and lives in St. Paul, 
Minnesota. Her first novel, The Body is 
Water, was short-listed fo r  the 
PEN/Hemingway Award. Her collec
tion o f stories, from which "Infertility" 
comes, was published by Soho this year.

Elegy for the Luminous

After centuries,
pink roses remain dewy—a few  

weighed down
by headiness. You 'd like to inhale the 

golden-orange freesias: not a scent

o f turpentine. Crocuses open beaklike, 
snowdrops droop, 

colors swirl up Rembrandt tulips, 
persimmon lilies arc

backward in the vase aswarm with 
flowers

o f every season—combinations 
no gardener ever saw.

In your garden one loveliness 
replaces another

or shoots drown in their roots in an 
eyesore

patch o f earth you can V paint over.

Winter gessoes your canvas white.
You sketch on it with a stick 
and dream o f seeds—their hidden 

pigment. Eternally pink

petals collect at the bottom 
o f this Dutch Still Life, 
where grape hyacinths spike up, and 

higher—star delphiniums.

Poised leaflike on a stem, the subtle 
butterfly’s beyond delirium.

Despite the museum window’s darken
ing landscape,

despite the pithy insights on the paint
ing ’s placard,

you don’t notice—farther down the 
wall—

the framed timepiece, mirror, skull,

but admire the lushness o f the peony, 
he creamy yellow strokes o f composite, 
the unblinking delft verbena.

The lizard
lolling in the shadow, deepened by age, 
takes in the viewer who, forgetting the 

reaper, gleans

the moment, and wanting all bounty, all 
seasons

at once, loses sight 
o f the heavy frame.

— Laura Glenn

Laura Glenn i  poems have appeared 
in numerous magazines. Her illustra
tions have appeared in The Bookpress 
Quarterly. She works as a freelance 
editor in Ithaca, where she lives with 
her husband and son.
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G. Pedefson-Kraig

Lisa Harris

I love my father mote than an Arizona 
sky, and despite how angry I have been at 
him for twenty-nine years, I will love 
him until I die. I love my father as much 
as I love secrets, maple syrup, and the 
smell of ink. I loved his sharp blue eyes, 
his handsomely crooked teeth, his one 
bow leg, and the way he manicured his 
hands. In late autumn he burned leaves 
daily in an old oil dram which he set in 
the center of a pit. I miss him—both what 
I remember of him and who I imagine he 
would have been in his late eighties, the 
age he would be now. I see myself dri
ving up to the house he built for my 
mother and for the children he imagined 
he would have.

The Hudson Valley fills with fog most 
autumn mornings, and the fog holds the 
smell of burned leaves the way I hold my 
love and anger for my father; the fog 
holds the smokey smell tightly within its 
moist folds. I hold one thousand images 
of my father behind my eyes in boxes of 
all different shapes. There are images 
inside each box, memories that I want but 
cannot always have. Sometimes I can 
open them and other times I find myself 
under water where the ribbons slip from 
my fingers and the box floats away. 
Smoke, water, fog and a fire that bums—  
elements of my love for him.

I asked my father where he would live 
when he grew old. “Will you come and 
live with me, Daddy? By then I will have 
my own house, three children, and a 
puppy. I’ll make you oyster stew and 
home fries. I’ll play ‘Autumn Leaves’ on 
the piano and rub your shoulders.”

At first I think he hasn’t heard me 
because he does not answer, instead he 
stares out through the kitchen window.

“Daddy?”
“Yes, Eliza, I heard you. When I am an 

old man, I’ll visit you, but I won’t stay 
long. Fish and company go bad after 
three days. And when it is my time to die, 
a time I know will come, I will walk up 
over the hill into the deepest part of the 
forest where I will sit under a tree and 
wait for death.”

He reaches out for the top of my head 
like a priest at confirm ation, and the 
touch of his hand silences me. It is the 
first time I fear the future, and I fear it 
because I do not know for how long he 
will be a part of it. It is not a reasonable 
fear, whatever that is.

To cross the Hudson River is fairly 
easy to do since there is a series of 
bridges to choose from, and I have 
crossed it at every place where there is a 
bridge. But the bridge I love because it 
signals home to me is the Kingston- 
Rhinecliff Bridge in all its silver glory 
letting me swing out over the river in an 
arch that makes my breath feel weighted 
with joy — like a good ring on my finger, 
like a lover’s lips on my own.

Home is where I live now, on the east 
bank of the Hudson River in Rhinecliff, 
New York, I make my living as a teach
ing adjunct at several of the area’s col
leges. I have four children instead of 
three, an old dog who was once a puppy, 
a bird, three cats, and a sometimes hus
band who is a lawyer in the city and 
comes home to us when he can. I have 
grown accustomed to absence and 
silence from men, and I am thankful that 
my husband is willing to go into a city 
that used to seem exotic to me, but now 
only seems foreign, that he will go daily 
into a place I will only go if dragged, and 
he willingly wheels and deals for the kind 
of money I will never make, the kind of 
money that pays for braces and summer 
camp, the kind of money that was able to 
buy our house outright and makes it pos
sible for me to spurn tenure, prevents me 
from having to teach in a public or pri

vate high school, and allows me to keep 
my diaries, dreams, and gardens in order.

I am usually pleased to see him when 
he comes home. We live close enough 
to the train station that he can walk 
when the weather is good. And it is 
good most of the time. My husband is a 
man who prepares for all conditions; he 
travels with an umbrella and rubbers in 
the rainy season from March until July 
and from September through Novem
ber. In the winter he wears boots, heavy 
gloves, dense coats and a hat. He has 
only phoned me for a ride four times in 
five years, and only once was I not 
home to fetch him. That time he took a 
cab which worked quite well because it 
turned out that the cab driver also 
moonlighted as a gardener and land
scaper, and, yes, he knew how to recon
struct stone walls and clear away the ivy 
that covered our house.

My husband may not be home very 
much, but when he is, he is perfect. He 
knows our children’s idiosyncrasies and 
can gauge their moods. He knows which 
presents to bring them. Nick, our first 
bom, sees life as a series of problems, 
discreet and finite. For him my husband 
provides puzzles—concrete and abstract, 
jigsaw  and mathematical, easy and 
daunting. For our second child, Zoe, my 
husband gathers antique toys, buttons, 
and books. Zoe keeps all the gifts from 
her father in a five-shelved cupboard 
where they have been arranged chrono
logically. Jane is our third child and we 
supposed she would be our last. She is 
dark haired like my family and dark eyed 
like her father’s. To this child my hus
band brings candy— hard candies—sour 
and strong which she sucks while he 
holds her on his lap in the old nursing 
rocker that was my grandmother’s. Jane, 
who is no longer our youngest child, con
tinues to be her father’s baby. Our 
youngest child, Matt, is the hardest child 
for my husband because they are most 
alike. My husband brings Matt gadgets, 
electronic devices that are somehow dif
ficult to use, easy to break, and dependent 
upon batteries.

My husband, Elliot Matthew Friday, 
Esquire, seldom brings me presents, but 
when he does, he brings me potted plants 
and diamonds—begonias, violas, mums 
and poinsettias— earrings, rings, 
bracelets, and necklaces. Elliot is nothing 
like my father which helps me to feel 
safe. Maybe he will outlive me. Maybe 
his children will only be angry at him for 
small things and for shoit pci iuds of Lime.

The Hudson Valley, filled with myste

rious fog most mornings, is also near 
enough to the Catskills that when I am 
homesick for the Alleghenies, I can still 
see mountains on the clear days. And on 
other days, if the fog stays thick and low 
to the ground, at least I can drive away 
from the river, across the bridge, and into 
the mountains— their great heads and 
shoulders insisting on permanence, 
insisting upon eternity.

I don’t go back to Pennsylvania much 
anymore. Why should I? The people I 
visit are cordoned into a small plot of 
land in A skey’s Cemetery, the head
stones are either gray or brown— the 
names are usual for the area, and for 
years and years they were the names spo
ken frequently in the town: Henson, 
Schankley, Mothergat, and Saft. The 
names are English and German and the 
soil where they lie is hard scrabble, too 
poor to grow anything on—  which is 
partly how it became a cemetery. The 
other reason it was chosen was for its 
view, an irony, of course.

If you dig at the gravesites to plant 
flowers or trees, take a strong man with 
you to help with the rocks, take a sharp 
shovel to cut through the clay. “When I 
die, I may not go to heaven, I don’t know 
if they’ll let me in, but if they don’t, send 
me back to Pine Glen, and let me lie 
among my next of kin,” my adaptation of 
Tanya Tucker, a song I sometimes hum.

When Elliot and I drew up our wills, he 
spent a lot of time detailing our funerals. 
We would be cremated and put in ceram
ic urns. We would have no wake, no call
ing hours, no service, no hymns. Our 
children, when it would be convenient 
for them, would gather in the back gar
den at Rhinecliff to tell their best and 
worst memory of each of us over cham
pagne, and then walk in a group down to 
the train station where they would throw 
our ashes into the Hudson. After he had 
written this all out, he read it back to me 
and was surprised at my objections.

My plan is to be taken in my casket to 
Askey’s Cemetery and to be laid in one 
of the remaining plots among the Hen
sons, Schankleys, M othergats, and 
Safts after there have been calling 
hours in Rhinecliff and a full-fledged 
Methodist funeral filled with the voices 
of my friends joining in song— singing 
“Amazing Grace,” “Blessed Be the Tie 
That Binds,” and “Texas is as Close as 
I Been.” I’ll also expect the women’s 
ritual group of which I am a member to 
sing “We Circle Around” and “We are 
The Ebb.”

Of all these songs, “Amazing Grace”

has been with me the longest— a song 
about epiphany, revelation, and how to 
join with the invisible. Think about it: 
being gone ten thousand years, bright 
shining as the sun.

The children may tell their best and 
funniest stories about me, but I’d just as 
soon their worst stories were told later 
privately among the four of them or that 
they were never told and died with me, 
instead. And I want Elliot to be buried 
there with me—either his ashes or his 
corpse. I won’t insist, either way will be 
all right with me. But I want us fixed in 
time and space together, and I want us to 
be home. Home is always going to be 
central Pennsylvania where all my ances
tors are, underground, forever.

After days of discussion, Elliot agreed 
to be buried beside me in Pennsylva
nia— not his body but his ashes, and he 
promised that if I died first, he would 
make sure I got the full Methodist and 
pagan treatment. And when I pushed him 
to have some formal version of God for 
himself, he agreed to a rabbi and Kad- 
dish. He thinks I am too concerned with 
the dead and dying, that I’d be better off 
thinking about our children’s study habits 
and which colleges they will attend, that 
if I want to write, I should do grant pro
posals or edit manuscripts. “What’s the 
point of keeping diaries, all those notes 
about your life? Who for? Is it for the 
children, none of whom have a curious 
bone in their bodies? Is it to blackmail 
me with in case I ever leave you? Who 
are those diaries for, Eliza?’

And, of course, I do not answer him. 
The diaries are for no one and for every
one. The diaries are written for the world 
and for myself; they are the record of my 
having lived. How I wish my father and 
grandfather, my mother and grandmoth
er had kept diaries, because then I would 
know them more and differently. I 
would know what they thought and felt 
instead of having to imagine them. And 
I would have more of my father, the per
son I knew the least of the four of them 
and the person whom I search for in the 
boxes in my dreams, the boxes under 
water where the ribbons slip from my 
hands before I can untie them and let the 
memories I have of him float out and 
free to the surface, the way I imagined 
Elliot’s and my ashes floating on the sur
face of the Hudson River when he read 
his funeral plan to me.

I am struck by my own contradic
tion—of wanting the close tight air of the 
casket for myself, while I resent my 
father tied up in gift store boxes with 
fancy ribbons, boxes under the water of 
memory, instead of boxes under earth. 
Now that he has escaped the container of 
his body, why do I expect him to be all in 
one place and transparent to me?

So I do not explain who the diaries are 
for; I do not defend who I am, I put the lid 
on the box that is me and remain quiet in 
that containment. I find talking, especial
ly explaining what seems obvious, very 
tiring. I used to think I was lazy when it 
came to talking, but it is not laziness; it is 
a fatigue bom of my certain belief that 
very few people will understand my 
explanation. Of the few who understand, 
even fewer will accept it, and so I am bet
ter off not to talk. No, I am not a lazy 
communicator, but a realist.

1 am lazy in love and it is a laziness 
bom out of fear. I am afraid to roll in the 
green grass of my love, but I will walk 
across the sharp rocks of doubt, letting 
myself feel loss and anguish, practicing 
what they will feel like, anticipating 
them. I protect myself from joy the way I 
have protected myself from many of my 
needs. As a child I was often thirsty, a 
great thirst made out o f camels and

continued on page 5
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Splitting Sticks
continued from page 4

deserts, but when I went to the pump 
behind the dairy porch, I only allowed 
myself one half-cup of water in the tin. I 
drank it slowly— sip, sip, sip— parched. 
And the parched part of me waited for the 
water as if awaiting a miracle, hoping the 
cup would return to my lips and that each 
time there would still be water within it. 
Waiting, my virtue, rewarded by the mir
acle of water.

I am no longer frugal about water, but I 
continue to be frugal when I consume 
love. I buy quarts of chilled water at gas 
stations, convenience stores, the gro
cery— wherever I see it for sale, and I 
drink it in great gulps. It is how I want to 
take in love, drinking and drinking until I 
am filled. I want to love better and be 
more joyful in that love— I want to be 
more loving in my joy.

When I was a girl growing up in Penn
sylvania, it seemed like such a normal 
state: one of the first thirteen colonies, a 
commonwealth with a lot of land mass, 
the boundaries making the shape of a 
scotch terrier’s head. In Pennsylvania 
people get misty-eyed over the Nittany 
Lions and the Pittsburgh Steelers, the 
Philadelphia Eagles and the Pirates, over 
limestone quarries and coal mines, over 
sporting events and at Lions’ Club din
ners where the national anthem is sung 
off-key. To a New Englander’s ear, many 
Pennsylvanians sound southern, but to a 
southerner’s ear, they sound Yankee 
through and through. There is a slowness 
to the landscape and to the language 
where endings are dropped off words, 
where sentences are left to hand unfin
ished. I still talk this way even though I 
left the state years ago. The borders of 
another state surround me now, but my

Ground Control to Shannon Lucid
The hospital television blares the news.
1 am smoothing lotion onto my mother's long, brittle feet.
1 must be careful with her translucent skin and skinny bones: 
so frail, she can crack a rib with a cough, 
can turn in bed and crumble a vertebra.
Her thin skin bruises with the least pressure.
I run my slick hands along her feet and up her calves and thighs, 
following the clear map o f blue veins, leading towards her heart. 
Though she has shrunk four inches, her feet remain wide, bony boats, 
as if they were still needed, as if she could lurch 
from this angled bed; rise and walk with her once-wide stride.
She is vertiginous from valium and calls me her best friend’s name.

Shannon Lucid has already broken 
the American space endurance record, 
yet still remains on Mir.
One hundred sixty-nine days 
have passed, and nineteen more 
to go before she lands on Earth.
She will have traveled 
sixty-seven million, 
four hundred fifty-four 
thousand, eight hundred 
and forty-one nautical miles 
by her return, circling the earth 
three thousand and eight times.
Her family has gathered in Cape Canaveral, 
(husband, son, and two grown daughters) 
where they await her descent from the sky.

I take the stairs to the basement cafeteria,
spooked by that elevator feeling o f falling while standing still.
My fashionably heavy heels clatter. I pass her elusive doctor: 
he climbs rapidly, two steps at a time, and catches my eye.
“Lift some weights, ” he says as he turns the curve, out o f my sight. 
"Bones absorb more calcium under pressure... "floats down.

Yuri and Yuri, Lucid’s Russian
cosmonaut partners, went
for a space walk. Before they left,
they placed red tape over
the communication panel controls.
Lucid tells People Magazine 
“1 would have done the same 
i f  it had been my ship. ”
Once, she scared them by shouting 
“Let’s fire the engines and head for Mars!” 
She had to say she was kidding.
She politely changes the subject.
“My calluses have disappeared.
We ’re near zero g. ’’

Tonight, all she will touch is chicken, a skinned breast, overbaked and dry. 
She ’s awkward, hunched, balancing the plate on her belly grown huge.
As she loses height, she gains girth, her stomach, intestines, and heart 
pushing forward for space, like a tumor or a fetus.
She looks pregnant, like a freak show lady, gray and wrinkled, 
yet still fecund, but all that’s inside her is her, no more.
She is delicate with the bird, removed,
dreamy and intent as i f  she was painting a landscape,
peeling each string o f dry meat away, leaving
the lucent, purple, impossibly thin, strong webs o f tendon,
and the knob cuff o f bone where the bird’s wing has been wrenched away.

After six months in zero g,
Lucid may have lost 
twenty-five to eighty percent 
o f extensor muscle mass 
in her calves and thighs.

while the gray and purple of reflected 
stone are amplified.

When I left Central Pennsylvania, I 
could not take the purple mountains with 
me even though I wanted to. But, of 
course, I was not leaving without my 
eyes. Even in the anthracite region of 
W ilkes-Barre and the orchards of the 
Hudson River Valley, my irises continue 
their game of changing with the weather 
and my moods. There is no more purple 
stone to reflect, but somehow my stub
born eyes cling to their own purple- 
streaked grayness, carrying the history of 
the land my ancestors claimed from the 
Delawares in the 1740s. Maybe I wish 
my eyes held some piece of those moun
tains when, in fact, there is no purple in 
them at all—just the gray of overcast 
skies and the dark part of limestone.

— Lisa Harris

Her cardiac muscle has atrophied, 
and calcium has leached from her bones.
Everyone who travels into space 
loses about one percent 
of bone mass every month.
“There is some evidence 
that bone loss cannot he reversed, ” 
says osteoresearcher 
Christine Snow o f Oregon State.

By the time l  reach the gift shop. I ’ve forgotten what she asked me to get, 
distracted and confused by the endless, similar, antiseptic, halls.
I borrow the house phone and dial upstairs.
When she doesn’t answer, I take a deep breath and remind myself 
it takes a long time to get from bed to bathroom and back, 
maneuvering a wheelchair, trying not to tangle her long oxygen cord.
I pace for ten minutes and call back. She answers but the connection is bad. 
“Who is this?” she says, her voice weak over the necessary hiss o f oxygen, 
“1 can hardly hear you. Honestly. This is no good. ”

Lucid is a biochemist
and is studying the growth o f embryos
in space, using quail eggs. At night,
while the tiny birds grow inside
their fragile shells, she lies
on the floor o f her lab and reads Dickens.
Sometimes she e-mails her kids.
Also, combustion experiments: 
how does a candle burn in space?
She is setting the stage for the future 
babies o f Mars, or, at least, their 
romantic, candlelit conceptions.

I am driving the rental car down to Ithaca, luxuriously alone in the dark.
On the stretch o f 13 South between Cortland and Dryden, 
there are no streetlights, and the sky is autumnal cloudy.
If there was a moon to see, l could not see it here.
I glance at the dashboard: /  am doing seventy.
I flip off the headlights and drive down the long, curving hill 
foot on the gas, navigating the half-ellipse from memory.

This is it, my bad craziness, my moral weightlessness,
my body gravid with no child or religion,
the racing pulse that my mother feels when she grabs my wrist
with her bony fingers and asks me not to leave her
for this long drive towards the empty, fireless house I call home.
But Mom, I am sitting still yet moving so fast! Look, no hands!

She was born Shannon Wells,
in Shanghai, 1943,
daughter of Baptist missionaries.
They were interned by invading 
Japanese for her first year.
Released, they stayed in China 
until 1949,
when Mao took power 
and drove them back 
to Bethany, Oklahoma.
“My mother was so happy 
we were staying in one place, ” 
said Lucid. “And I kept saying 
‘When are we going to move 
again?”’

— Bridget Meeds

mind is boundaried by Pennsylvania, the 
rim of the blue line on a map, the jagged 
edge of the mountains in my dreams. 
Pennsylvania’s slowness comes from 
wanting and waiting, from leaving things 
unsaid. It is not the slowness of Alabama, 
Georgia, or M ississippi made of the 
intrepid heat, of swamps and of sorghum.

Much of my joy has been tainted by 
loss—the shadow of clouds on a mead
ow. And when I see the meadow, I see the 
shadow of the cloud upon it and the 
storm within the cloud as it pushes 
against joy. On stormy days my eyes 
change from blue-green to a gray that has 
just a hint of purple in it; it is the same 
gray-purple of stone that makes Snow 
Shoe Mountain. Great machines cut 
through that rock and exposed the bone 
and vein of stone. It is the way weather 
cuts into me. Each incision leaves its 
mark on the blue-green of my irises,

Bridget Meeds’ long poem “Light" will appear in Wild Workshop, a trio anthology 
forthcoming from Faber & Faber, Ltd. o f London, in Autumn 1997.
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Lisa Harris

Stones are used to build retaining walls 
in central Pennsylvania— red, orange, 
white, purple, and gray. The stone walls 
make homes for chipmunks, snakes, and 
salamanders. Sometimes toads and spi
ders seek the safety of their crevices, too. 
My father could not lay the stones well 
enough to build good walls, but he did 
know how to select them to bring back to 
town for building walls. He drove a red 
Chevy pickup with a rusted tailgate 
when he went out past Pine Glen to the 
deep woods around Quehanna; there he 
picked the rocks to build his own and his 
neighbors’ walls. M ost stones were 
about two-inches thick and about a foot 
across. When he selected the rocks, he 
also considered the effect they would 
have when they were combined into a 
wall: sizes, colors, shapes. He wore 
heavy cloth gloves to protect his hands 
and a green felt cap because he disliked 
his curly black hair. He had often wished 
he had his sister’s hair and she had his. 
Hers was brown and straight, not note
worthy except for its shine.

I think my father liked the suspense of 
lifting the rocks. He named what lay 
under them in his stories— millipedes, 
centipedes, potato bugs, and nameless 
semi-formed things living in their own 
world, a world of dark dampness that 
was their sustenance and their haven. He 
carried an old Maxwell House coffee can 
with him half filled with dirt, and it was 
in there that he put the best-looking 
worms for his fishing trips.

He had come close to being struck by 
big diamond timber rattlers that loved 
the coolness found in pits. He never 
tried catching snakes; he tried to leave 
them be in the same way that he did not 
kill the insects he found under the stone. 
In the ten years he spent gathering stone 
for his and other people’s walls, he only 
killed one snake— a copperhead, 
ancistmn confortrix.

It was not one he found under a stone, 
but one he thought had been watching 
him for months, maybe years, from the 
periphery of the pit. Copperheads are 
gregarious and impressionable, with the 
ability to remember. About a year before 
my dad killed the copperhead, some line
men for the electric company had killed 
two and then nailed them to a pine tree 
up near the access road. Dad figured the 
snake he killed was kin to them—a child, 
a parent, a cousin, or maybe an aunt 
seeking revenge. And just as Dad didn’t 
know what one snake’s relationship was 
to another’s, he figured the snake didn’t 
know Dad’s relationship to the linemen. 
The striking, then, was not personal, but 
linked instead to how like mixes with 
like, and in that mixing how boundaries 
are set and allegiances formed. He was 
man; they were snake. The linemen were 
men; the copperheads were snakes. Nei
ther one holding any share in the other.

I didn’t see it that way. I felt a kinship 
with the snakes and the centipedes, the 
rocks and the creatures underneath them, 
a kinship and an alienation that was as 
strong as what I felt with the linemen and 
most of the people in the town. I was a 
chameleon, an actress, a shape-shifter.

Perhaps my father was a shape-shifter, 
as well, but he chose to shift and change 
in death, greeting me in pieces from the 
boxes in my dreams. While I knew him, 
he seemed solid as a tree, permanent as 
stone. He was a man who called things as 
he saw them, who used words as if they 
cost him money, but who listened with 
the same care and concern, as if he had to 
pay for the words from the other person’s 
mouth, and that he would have to pay up 
at the end of the story. He listened with 
care, and he tried not to judge harshly, 
because judge he would, judge he must

Lifting
to make sense of what was said, to make 
sense of the world around him.

My dad, so the story goes, had loaded 
all but the last of his purple and red stones 
into his truck when he saw the copper
head coil to strike. “I must have smelled 
the snake first—that odd blend of cucum
ber and wet oak leaves coming from the 
air of a pine forest,” he said. “My nose 
saved me. It helped me to move quickly 
enough to drop the big rock I still held in 
my hand on the snake’s head.”

I am opening a very small box. It has 
no wrapping paper, but it is tied with a 
red satin ribbon, and when I touch it, the 
red dye bleeds onto my fingertips; it is 
the red o f blood, but I do not know 
whose blood it is. It may be an animal’s, 
a fish’s, or a snake’s. It may be human 
blood or the blood of God. It may only 
be ribbon dye and mean nothing. Blood 
is my teacher. It became my teacher 
despite other plans I might have had. I 
mean I preferred the kind of teachers I 
was used to— gentle ones like the gar
den that taught me about growth and 
reproduction and harvest. I didn’t think 
of the harvest as death, but instead I saw 
it as completion.

I listened to the 
teaching of the ele
m ents, checking 
thermometers to see 
which coat to wear, 
looking out the win
dow in spring and 
fall to see if I need
ed an umbrella or a 
scarf. I remembered 
the teachers who 
taught me kickball 
and gym nastics as 
well as the ones 
who sunk their fin
gernails into my tender scalp. Indiffer
ent teachers blurred together into name
less, pale beings who could not remem
ber my name.

An early lesson in blood was a cheap 
one, a tom knee— the soft container of 
my skin ripped off by the blacktop and 
the speed with which I fell from my bike. 
Other lessons came to me with blood as 
the teacher. Some I could anticipate, and 
in my anticipation I could shield myself, 
sometimes. My classmate falling on the 
gym floor, bones protruding through the 
skin of his leg; my girlfriend landing on 
her face on the basketball floor and her 
teeth lying there beside her.

Blood arrived between my thighs when 
I was eleven and my mother announced 
that it was normal and meant I was a 
woman. Every month from then until 
now, the blood has come to remind me of 
this part of who I am.

When my hymen broke, blood came 
again to tell me what I had lost, what had 
changed, in what way I had opened up. 
And I knew I was glad to be rid of the 
encumbrance o f my value and sad to 
have let someone in I didn’t care about— 
someone I picked right off the street in a 
moment of disillusionment.

W hen the blood stopped for nine 
months, I celebrated its surcease and lis
tened with my heart to who lay in my 
belly. I felt the flutter, the hiccough, 
elbows, knees, and head.

The first time I saw blood when other 
people did not was on the battlefield of 
Gettysburg. It was my sixth-grade class 
trip, and we arrived amidst a stream of 
yellow school buses for the educational 
tour. Almost everyone else was thinking 
ahead to the fun part: a trip to the Her- 
shey chocolate factory and then plenty of 
time to spend at the amusement park. 
And the boy I loved, Richard Morris, 
wasn’t looking at me. So I concentrated 
on the tour guide’s words and the battle 
he was describing.

Stones
“On the m orning o f July 1, 1863, 

John B uford’s Federal cavalry was 
patrolling the roads northwest of Get
tysburg, on the lookout for rebels. The 
quiet market town of Gettysburg which 
you see on the panorama in front of you 
accidentally became a battleground 
when Harry H eth’s Rebels, seeking 
shoes there, ran into Buford’s Union 
cavalry.” Confederates, a long way 
from home, walking barefoot.
. “Bufurd’s men were soon in trouble, 

and he called on John Reynold’s I Corps 
for infantry support. Shouting, ‘For
ward! for God’s sake, forward!”’ That’s 
when I began to see and smell blood. We 
had moved outside so the tour guide 
could gesture more broadly over the 
landscape, away from the safety of the 
panorama and into the real world: 
Devil’s Den, Little Roundtop, the Peach 
Orchard and the Wheat Field, the Trostle 
Farm, Cemetery Hill, and finally, the 
Angle, the focal point of Picket’s Charge. 
It is early June and the breeze is cool, the 
dew still wet upon the grass, but I am 
feeling so hot that I remove my jacket. 
July hot mixing with spilled blood, new 

blood. It is the tor
tured heat of the 
July battlefield, 
with no water and 
no shade. The 
more the guide 
talks, the stronger 
the blood smell 
becomes, and now 
I hear the agony of 
the wounded.

Mrs. Bangor is 
kneeling over me, 
and I am con
fused. I have been 

removed from the battlefield and am 
lying in an office. Mrs. Bangor is coo
ing at me and patting my hand. “We 
were just getting ready to call your par
ents, Eliza. Are you all right, dear?”

“Where have they taken the wound
ed?” I asked.

Mrs. Bangor looked at me nervously 
and then away, to the wall and ceiling, as 
if they would know what I was talking 
about. But I knew where the Confederate 
wounded were— riding southward on 
springless wagons for seventeen miles. I 
could hear their distant crying. And the 
Union men’s groans remained loud in 
my ears, close at hand. A harmony and a 
discordant sound of brothers, cousins, 
uncles, fathers, sons— men, noble in 
spirit, fighting for land that spoke to 
them about their roots as well as their 
futures. In the non-language of pain, I 
understood everything that their echoing 
cries named: honor, loss, love, death, 
courage, strength, and departure.

I don’t remember going to the amuse
ment park. My friends told me I rode the 
Ferris Wheel with Richard and that he 
held my hand on the bus ride home. 
They say I sang along with the rest of the 
kids on the bus, sang "The Battle Hymn 
of the Republic” with gusto and “My 
Country ‘Tis of Thee” with tears on my 
face, but I doubt them. I was not feeling 
patriotic or musical. I was feeling the 
weight of the stone walls that divided the 
battle field and the heft of the grave
stones covering seventeen acres with one 
out of every three graves marked 
“unknown.”

I thought about Lee wanting Harris
burg because of its railroads, and how 
he had to plot and plan to get the corn
fields between him and there in order to 
get there where he never arrived. I 
thought about how Gettysburg had not 
been planned, but the battle at Anti- 
etam had been. Lee and the Army of 
Northern Virginia. Lee and Order No. 
191, the order that someone dropped

Bill Parsons’ Farm

Tom from branches, leaves rattle 
over fields, snag
in brambled hedgerows. Cold rain 

begins.
You 'll never sell, our neighbors 

promised,
though your brother
scalawaged south,
left you to harvest, paint the bam.
On a ridge wizened heads o f clover 
that ducked spinning blades.
Tired o f frost and drought, 
your father smoldered to plant 
perfect rows o f cookie-cut homes.
You fought his silence, would have lost 
i f  not fo r his liver.
Small lavender is a gift 
as is the creased light topping 
a stand o f walnuts. No doubt 
your callused hands smell o f loam 
and your desk stuffed 
with generous letters from Mormons 
holding woods to the east, this farm 
a buffer against subdivisions.
Truffle. Grouse. So much evades us.
I t’s been rumored wild turkeys 
walk at night among your clover, 
feed corn snapped at the neck.
On two legs or four,
what keeps its patience persists.
Not quite. The truth is
glacial talus and clay, test after test
the fields wouldn't perk.
Red Parsons cursed each engineer, 
called you Absalom, Cain.
There’s little money in clover 
and days when the wind 
brings its black overcoat.
Though we haven't learned the name 
o f your cross-eyed mutt, 
the difference between winnow 
and thresh, even when the fields 
are smothered white 
we ’ll hear the hum o f your tractor in 

our sleep.

— Thom  Ward

Thom Ward is Editor/Development 
Director fo r  BOA Editions. His poems 
have been published in many journals, 
anthologies, and newspapers, including 
The Atlantic Monthly, The Christian 
Science M onitor, Tar River Poetry, 
Chelsea, Poetry Northwest, and Yan
kee. He lives in Palmyra, N. Y.

and two Union enlisted men found, the 
order that tipped McClellan. An order 
identified as authentic because Lee’s 
assistant adjutant general’s handwriting 
was recognized by one of McClellan’s 
men from their days together at West 
Point, before the war. The order that 
exposed the division of Lee’s troop by 
Lee: one part of the Army of Northern 
V irginia under L ongstreet who had 
been sent to Hagerstown, M aryland; 
one part under Hill at Turner’s Gap in 
South M ountain; and the third part 
divided three more ways under Jackson 
with the mission of capturing Harpers 
Ferry. M cClellan took action slowly, 
but he did attack the division at South 
Mountain which forced Lee to concen
trate his fragmented troops at Sharps- 
burg, seventeen m iles from Harpers 
Ferry, on Antietam Creek, September 
17, 1862, the bloodiest one-day battle, 
24,000 dead men. Seventeen acres, 
seventeen miles, September 17. Farmer 
M iller’s Cornfield, the 40-acre Holo
caust, with men falling dead between 
the rows o f corn, with men falling 
w ounded am ong the dead between 
rows of corn. M ajor General Joseph 
Hooker, fair-haired and light-eyed in

continued on page 7
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the photo portrait of him, has a furrow 
between his brows. History has quoted 
him as saying, “ ...Every stalk ...w as 
cut as closely as could have been done 
with a knife”— his brow, the field.

In a photograph taken by Alexander 
Gardner, the Southern dead lay fallen 
like all men seem to fall when killed in 
uniform. No faces are visible, but six 
hands and one raised knee can be seen 
''■•long the fifteen bodies. To the right is 
the split-rail fence, four rails high, and to 
the left a road, leading toward Harris
burg if traveled north, leading to Vir
ginia if traveled south. If the photograph 
in my history book had not had a cap
tion, I might have placed the battle in 
another time period— 1917 and on the 
Western Front or 1936 in Poland. Noth
ing in the picture makes it clear that it is 
1862 in a cornfield in Maryland. What is 
clear is that these men are dead. They 
are the fallen.

For years after the Gettysburg trip, I 
laid in bed at night and heard the hum of 
the Earth where the dead had fallen. The 
hum moved up through the ground, up 
through the basement, through the floor 
of my bed chamber and into the bed- 
frame— a vibration that traveled some
times from south-central Pennsylvania 
up to the ridges and valleys until it found 
me, a listener, waiting. I was not fright
ened by the sound, but I did not tell peo
ple about it either.

When I married Elliott and agreed to 
move to New York state with him, I wor
ried about leaving my mother alone in 
the house my father had built for her and 
his children, who turned out to be only 
me. I worried also about losing my hear
ing, the one that let me hear the messages 
I received from the fallen, from the 
Earth, and from beyond.

I did remember the blood from my 
father’s murder. I had been sprayed by 
it. The blood outside him instead of in, 
the blood dripping from the bullet 
wound, the blood leaking from his lips. 
My mother bled, too, from the bullet 
wound that killed him, except she bled 
inside—under her skin until she was one 
large bruise.

Rhinecliff, New York is made up of a 
few streets and a few houses, finite 
enough to tally if I were ever to take the 
time. It is also a town on A m trak’s 
north/south route. When we looked for 
our house, I not only looked— I lis
tened, hoping to hear the hum of my pri
vate telegraph system. Trains make a 
sound quite sim ilar to the E arth ’s 
sounds of movement marking life and 
death, coming from within the Earth 
and from  on it, com ing through— a 
vibration that we come from and to 
which we return. Ashes to ashes, per
haps, but certainly silence to sound and 
sound to silence.

In a Christmas photo taken when I was 
two, my father is holding me on his knee, 
his big well-tended hands are crossed 
over my stomach and his chin is resting 
on my thick dark hair, making a stacked 
totem of our heads: mouth nose eyes, 
mouth nose eyes. We are a two-headed, 
four-handed being with twice the poten
tial of a human. We are staring openly 
into the eye of the camera, our four 
eyes— looking.

I have another shot of us at a big fami
ly Halloween party in my mother’s din
ing room. I am six or seven, which 
makes him almost fifty. All of us are 
wearing orange half masks, pointed 
black party hats, but the picture shows 
only my father and me— the Lone 
Ranger and a little raccoon. These two 
photos are well thumbed from my hands. 
For years I have been handling them, try-

The Unfinished Girls In Pink

“Manipulating memories has proved so suc
cessful that he now also offers Digital Reunion, 
in which he inserts relatives who just happened 
to miss that not-to-be-missed gathering.”— The 
New York Times Magazine, on the services of 
an innovative photographic entrepreneur

marquisette clutch their bouquets 
and tilt apart, shy o f the bridal

i.

axis. Eight and ten, they are 
spinning, gussied, skirted, overskirted,

underskirted, hooped, ready to roll, 
ruffled, wired bonnets set for all

the world like inverted tarts spilling 
meringues o f bow. Oh, how that banana-

curled girl I was ate up every cake 
that spelled forever! Now they tell me 

photos

o f my backyard, al fresco wedding years 
later can be digitized, repeopled

like a Renaissance masterpiece, Madonna 
and Child positioned carefully among

saints and chosen members o f the family 
o f so-and-so. As usual she’d have

nothing to wear. She’d spend the night 
turning up a hem, jumbo pink

rollers logjammed on her head.

ing to discern who he was and who I was, 
trying to figure out how I became who I 
am and trying to imagine who he would 
have been if he had lived. When I have 
considered all this for as long as I can, I try 
next to realize who we would have been 
as adults— a father and his daughter—the 
power of one mind, one heart, one soul 
doubled.

Underneath the blacks, whites, and 
grays of the photos, I can hear the sounds 
of our family, smell the wood smoke 
drifting up the chimney that my father 
built— because although he could not lay 
stone, he knew how to lay brick— the 
wisp of smoke sneaking into the sky on 
this windless day. I hear the sounds of my 
mother in the kitchen—chopping celery 
and onions for the stuffing she is making 
to go in the freshly dressed chicken. She 
holds a piece of bread between her teeth 
to prevent herself from crying. I sit on my 
father’s lap in front of the black and white 
TV watching the Yankees play another 
team. The shortcomings of memory, the 
shortcom ings of photographs, partial 
pieces of truth, illusory.

I also watch my friends whose fathers 
lived, and as I observe them, I try to gauge 
what is sim ilar and what is different 
between the relationship of my friends 
and their dads and the imagined relation
ship of myself and my father. The closest 
Frances can come to joining in this discus
sion with me is by including her memo
ries of her grandfather and what her moth
er, Golda, has told her about the relation
ship she had with him. Mostly Frances 
doesn’t want to talk about it. She thinks I 
am unproductively obsessive when it 
comes to this, and she may be right. But it 
is something I have to explore. It is my 
history. “And,” I remind her, “my obses
sion, if it is that, with my father, is no 
stranger than your passion for the War 
Between the States.” I am a good friend, 
so I do not bring up all the silence which 
surrounds her love life or her sort of 
adopting all the children who stare at us 
from her refrigerator.

I think I’d let her slip in by the day

lilies, a teapot of a woman 
poised forever steeping first flush

memories. Might as well, while I’m at it, 
decolorize my pink-flowered lawn

wedding dress, wrap it in a cloud 
of lace. Might as well make the cake

a corniced wonder, iced facade festooned 
with swags and dotted with dragees

of expectation. Well, I expect 
I ’m finished now, photos put away

unchanged. Not to be changed. A mixed 
bouquet is what it is, the past imperfect

as the present, where the dead are with us 
differently. Hear them in their tissue-

lined boxes, the way they fret and rustle 
and course for all the world like that

river no one steps away from.
After pictures, there were toasts and cake

and jordan almonds. Everyone held on 
to someone as the world began to spin

off flowers and finger sandwiches and 
promises 

not to be kept.

— Nancy Vieira Couto

I cannot gauge what my relationship 
with my father would have been. It’s 
like asking, “W hat would the United 
State be today if the Confederacy had 
won?” The answer is, of course, who 
knows? “W hat if O rder 191 had not 
been dropped from my soldier’s hands 
and picked up by another’s?”

So I think, “Get over it. Get past it. 
Live in the present, it is all you have any
way. What can you do with memories 
and imagination?”

So I stop what I am doing wherever I 
am and look around at what presents 
itself to me. Today when I practiced 
looking at now, when I practiced living, 
what I saw first were the blades of grass 
rising around my sneakers while I 
stretched to run. Lying upon the blades 
of grass were snails and drops of dew 
the size of pennies. While I ran, I saw 
nothing because I forgot to look, but I 
heard the wind through my hair and as it 
came in my mouth and out through my 
lungs. On my drive to work, I saw a 
gray-haired man stretching at the side
walk’s edge and when our eyes met, we 
acknowledged our mortality, and in that 
moment, life.

My best friend, Frances, tells me to 
stop feeling sorry for m yself for not 
having a father. “You had him for fif
teen years. He married your mother, 
built a house, worked a job, and held 
you on his knees. T ha t’s five more 
things than my father did, the man my 
mother refused to marry.

“Get over it, Eliza. You’re forty-three 
years old. He’s been dead twenty-nine 
years. Worse things have happened. 
Get over it.”

We are working in the backyard at her 
house. I am trying to show her how to 
lift stones and stack them to rebuild a 
wall, a small wall, not running for acres 
like the ones do on the Gettysburg bat
tlefield. I listen carefully to Frances who 
knows different things than I do.

Poem In The Letters Of 
The Mohawk Alphabet

who she is she wants to know 
on Water Street in the stone store 

where she is she knows she wants 
no worse to wear on Water Street 

in the stone store oh roar her heart 
oh hear her north the snow she 
shines

her sharks are near her store is sorrow 
she who knows she is no saint 

is heat is show is taste is thirst 
on Water Street in the stone store 

is torn is worn is art is arrow 
is near the shore oh stone the oar 

oh nearer to thee oh see oh we 
who know no sin who throws the 
stone

on Water Street in the stone store

The Mohawk dialect of the Iroquois uses 
only eleven letters (A, E, H, I, K, N, 0, R, S, 
T, and W).

— Nancy Vieira Couto

Nancy Vieira Couto is the author o f 
The Face in the Water, a collection of 
poetry published by University o f  
Pittsburg Press. She lives in Ithaca, 
New York.

“You’d be better o ff never having 
known your dad— like me— if all you 
are going to do is focus on his murder. 
Rem em ber him before he got shot. 
Remember that you loved him. In some 
ways, I figure I am lucky. I can’t miss 
something I never had.”

I wonder if she really believes what she 
is telling me, and so I wait for her to rise 
from where she is kneeling on the 
ground, I wait for her to rise and see me 
eye to eye. Her eyes are a very light 
green, extracted from a new maple leaf. 
They do not change with the weather. 
They do not change with her mood. Yes, 
she believes what she is saying. “Memo
ry is important, Eliza, but it is also an 
enormous waste of time, dragging you 
back to times and places that no longer 
exist and over which you have no control. 

“Hand me another stone, please.”
We work silently. A mosquito buzzes 

around my head— solitary and insis
tent. I circle around Frances—insistent 
and solitary.

Lisa Harris, who has lived in Trumans- 
burg for thirteen years, won the 1996 
Bright Hall Fiction Award fo r  Low 
Country Stories. “Splitting Sticks" and 
"Lifting Stones" are excerpts from her 
novel-in-progress, Boxes.
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The Palmieri Secrets
Anthony Caputi ______

It might have been called a palazzo. 
Strictly speaking, it was an enormous 
rectangular apartment house now suf
ficiently faded and peeling to look like 
a palazzo, and it seemed to move out 
in all directions from M att’s bed, like 
Rome, on all sides rolling out into a 
honeycom b o f streets and quarters, 
ruins and monuments of the past. And 
into tim e as well, an ocean wearing 
away at the shores o f the p resent, 
receding into unthinkable depths.

W hen M att said  goodn igh t and 
picked up the flash ligh t that was to 
light him  dow n to the bathroom  at 
night, he was tired but still aglow from 
the spaghetti alia carbonara, frascati, 
and images of Stefania. She was some
where in the house, down the central 
staircase to the third floor, around the 
comer of the ell and along the corridor. 
Had she squeezed his hand when shak
ing it the second time?

He placed the flashlight on the table 
alongside the bed and settled down in 
the dark. After all that had happened 
that day, he must try to orient himself: 
to his father, whom he called Lysander, 
to Rebecca, and to the rooms below, 
the wing abu tting  theirs with the 
Palmieri apartment on one side and the 
extensive apartment of General Orsini 
on the other running around to the short 
side where it met Rom eterna and its 
offices and workrooms.

So many room s, spaces designed 
and re-designed, adapted and readapt
ed, layered so that past uses seem to 
deliquesce  into p resen t ones, past 
inhab itan ts  into p resen t ones. His 
room  began at the O rsin i wall and 
once had been the bedroom  of one, 
m aybe tw o, se rvan t g irls , p each 
cheeked signorine from  the castelli 
romani or som e p lace with ancien t 
echoes like Sabina. The Rom eterna 
extension along the street, Signor Pas- 
care, estate agent, had explained, had 
been small apartments housing teach
ers, shopkeepers, and clerks. There 
had probably been strict rules in those 
days about hanging out laundry across 
from the posh terraces of the Palmieris 
and Orsinis.

Realizing that he would not sleep 
soon, he tu rned  on the lam p and 
opened his notebook with the words 
and idioms he had copied from Man- 
zoni’s The Betrothed. He had read the 
book once before in a class at Cornell, 
and now he w as re-read in g  it w ith  
special attention to the language. That 
d idn ’t make it any easier, he found, 
because he was con tinua lly  tak ing  
down words and phrases, so many, in 
fact, that reading was often more dis
couraging than reassuring. But he was 
de te rm ined . P eop le  did learn  lan 
guages. Lysander had. And he must if 
he was ever to get inside the skin of 
th is peop le . A nd so he studied  on, 
pronouncing the words and phrases in 
a voice ju s t louder than a w hisper, 
pausing between them to screw their 
meaning into his head, listening in the 
silence to the house asleep w ith its 
newest cargo of the living. At last his 
eyes grew heavy and he turned off the 
lamp. For a tim e he drifted in a tw i
light of sleep and waking. He thought 
he heard noises and low wails. Then 
he slept. He thought he heard foot
steps on the s ta ir  to the ro o f ju s t 
beyond his w all. A voice. Then he 
slept again.

He had no idea how long he had 
slept when with a start he awoke with 
a chilling sense that he was not alone. 
He waited. A soft swishing, like cur
tains sw aying. Then soft steps. His 
eyes were w ide open but it was .too

dark to see. Even the round window 
was only the dimmest of eyes looking 
at him. Then he felt som eone or 
som ething near him. An odor? The 
warmth of a body? Now a face was 
quite near his own, and he could feel 
breath on his forehead. A voice said 
softly , “Dormi, fig lio lo .” F ingers, 
warm and smooth as satin, touched 
his cheek, and the words were repeat
ed: “Dormi figliolo .”

He m anaged to sit up slow ly and 
light the lamp. Standing over him was 
an old woman in a nightgown, white 
hair loose on her shoulders, her face a 
m ask o f gen tleness and pain . She 
spoke again with a sing-song intona
tion, but very softly; in his excitement 
he did not catch a word. She seemed 
to be p leading  som ething with an 
urgency suggesting she had been at it 
for some hours. He caught the state
m ent, “Hanno ammazzato mio 
m arito ,” which he thought meant 
“T h ey ’ve killed my husband.” But 
that was madness! She took his hand 
and repeated the line several times. At 
last he got out o f bed slow ly and 
stum bling ly  asked, “Sua camera, 
d o v 'eT  (“Your room, where is it?”). 
She looked at him  for several 
moments still holding his hand, then 
led him— after he had stopped to pick 
up his flashlight— into the hall, past 
the stairway to the roof and the central 
stairway to the lower floors, around 
the comer and into the Palmieri attic. 
They passed a series of rooms which 
looked like storerooms. The second 
from the end was hers. He stopped at 
the doorway, lighted her in, and said 
“Buona notte." She dutifully got into 
bed. Retracing his steps to his room, 
he glimpsed in the beam of his flash
light the pale outlines of figures in the 
fading wallpaper hung along the cor
ridor many years before.

Sitting on his bed, he waited in the 
dark. There was no sound, nothing 
but his breathing. He looked up the 
word “ammazzare." It did mean “to 
kill.” “They have killed my husband!”

M att was aw akened by Rebecca 
ca lling , “ Are you com ing down to 
breakfast, M att?” He lay for several 
minutes reassembling himself. In the 
morning light the visitation of the pre
vious night seemed a dream. He got 
out of bed and went to the corridor, 
then to his left past the narrow stair
way to the roof to the corner where 
the Palmieri attic began. At the sight 
o f a wom an who had apparently  
stopped at the sound of his approach, 
he drew up short. She was middle-

aged and slender, and she was carry
ing a tray. She looked at him calmly, 
not nearly as surprised as he was, and 
after a b rie f silence said , “Sono 
Matilde.” Matt answered that he was 
Signor Holt, the son of the professor. 
She smiled easily and started down 
the central stairway. Conscious that 
he had no business there , he w ent 
back to this room. But he had seen 
again what he had seen in the light of 
the flashlight as he had led the old 
woman to her room.

In the s itting -d in ing  room  two 
flights down Lysander was already 
stirring hot milk into his coffee and 
Rebecca, still in her bathrobe, was 
going into the kitchen to make more, 
urging that they were going to need a 
larger pot. Their breakfast was to con
sist of fresh cornetti, a flaky, gleam
ing half-dozen of which nestled in a 
napkin-lined basket. Lysander and 
Rebecca seemed particularly exhila
rated by the promise of the morning.

Matt waited until they had finished 
before telling  them  what had hap
pened. No one said anything for sev
eral minutes. Rebecca went into the 
k itchen  and re tu rned ; L ysander 
gazed fixedly at M att, as if waiting 
fo r m ore in fo rm ation . Then they 
slowly began to raise questions. “But 
who was sh e?” “W hy had the 
Palm ieris said nothing about her?” 
“What was she doing sleeping in an 
a ttic  room ?” “ And w hat did she 
mean about her husband?”

Lysander at last reasoned that she 
was p robably  S ignor P a lm ie ri’s 
mother. S ignor Pascarelli had told 
them  that S ignor P a lm ieri’s father 
had died a year ago, and it appeared 
that he and the present Palmieris had 
shared their apartment before the new 
one had been c rea ted . T h is, then, 
m ust be the m other. Perhaps they 
h a d n 't m entioned her because she 
had becom e senile , and they dealt 
with that by putting her in an attic 
room where she is looked after by the 
Matilde whom Matt had seen on the 
stairs. “Certainly a gentler solution 
than putting her in a nursing home,” 
Lysander concluded.

R ebecca w asn’t so sure. N ursing 
homes w eren’t necessarily bad, she 
said, particu larly  for patien ts who 
scarcely  know where they are. “ It 
could be that they didn’t mention her 
not because they’re em barrassed by 
her cond ition , but because th ey ’re 
em barrassed about the way th ey ’re 
handling it.”

“ But why would she say th ey ’ve 
k illed  her husband? W ho are the

‘they’?” Matt asked.
“It could be her husband’s doctors 

in the hospital he died in,” Lysander 
proposed. “It could be his business 
rivals, or the world at large. It could 
even be his fam ily , though that 
seems unlikely.”

Rebecca squinted in the grips of a 
new thought. “Suppose that the idea 
o f k illing  is really  a m etaphor for 
what she feels the fam ily’s doing to 
her! By ex ten s io n  she p ro jec ts  it 
back onto the loss o f her husband. 
That was probably a terrible trauma 
for her.”

M att and Lysander looked uncon
vinced. She went on. “Look, it’s not 
so far-fe tched  as all that. W omen 
know about this kind of killing that 
puts you in a room  and keeps you 
there. This woman, given her age, is 
probably  very trad itio n a l. She 
wouldn’t speak against her condition 
ever. W ouldn’t even admit it to her
self. But let a general kind of freeing 
up occur like what we call senility, 
and a deeper truth surfaces. She sees 
it for what it is— killing.”

Lysander waited for a few moments 
before replying. “That’s very interest
ing— and it’s possible. You’re always 
interesting,” he smiled.

“D on’t patronize me! Listen for a 
ch an g e!” Suddenly  her face was 
flushed and her voice sharp and trem
bling. But she checked an impulse to 
go on.

“I’m not patronizing you, dear. You 
know better than that. The truth is we 
d o n ’t know w hat she m eant. I t ’s a 
remarkable statement. It could mean 
anything. She could be talking about 
her father and not her husband.”

Matt waited for him to go on, and, 
when he didn’t, said: “But suppose it 
means quite simply what it says, that 
somebody killed her husband? That 
could explain her derangement.”

“But w ho’s the ‘they’?” Lysander 
answered.

“The family?” Matt offered.
“N ot likely. Do they look like a 

fam ily  o f p a rr ic id es?” Lysander 
spoke v igorously  now. “No. The 
sta tem ent tu rns on som e kind o f 
transference. The traum a of losing 
her husband was and is so painful for 
her that it becomes a killing. That is, 
if it’s her husband she’s talking about. 
And it’s im possible for us to know 
that for sure.”

“Well, I think you’re both ignoring 
a key fact when you ignore that this is 
a woman who’s saying this,” Rebecca 
said , having regained  her poise. 
“When Matt says it could be the fam
ily, it could  be. It usually  is. And 
when y o u ,” and here she gestured 
tow ard L ysander, “say the idea of 
k illing  involves a transference , 
you ’re probably right too. But you 
both miss the boat in failing to see 
that she’s probably not talking about 
her husband at all, but herself.” She 
paused as if reviewing what she had 
ju s t said. “Now I ’ve got to get 
dressed,” she added and, with a the
atrical sweep o f her robe, rose and 
started  o ff  tow ard th e ir bedroom  
above. Lysander and Matt continued 
to sit for a few minutes, diddling with 
knives and spoons. Then Lysander 
fo llow ed her. T hrough  the garden 
window-doors Matt could just catch a 
partial view of the Palmieri terrace. It 
was empty.

Anthony Caputi is a retired professor 
o f literature who lives and writes in 
Ithaca. His novels include Loving 
Easy and  S torm s in Front. “The 
Palmieri Secrets ” is an excerpt from  
a novel-in-progre_ss.


