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Editor’s Note

I H A D  N O  I D E A  T H A T  A N E W  M I L L E N N I U M  W O U L D  C R E -  

ate so many indiscriminate, self-inflicted changes in people’s 
lives. Not in the future, but immediately. Victims of the same cir
cumstance, we at Global City Review ran into this necessity to 
change without even knowing what it was. It has been both won
derful and terrible to move our office, switch to electronic print
ing, change managing editors, return to our twice a year publish
ing schedule, and to add so many new writers to our combined 
editorial/promotion/production/outreach staff. Determined to 
reward everyone including myself with overwork I ’ve added a 
new and ongoing section: City Notes is a new section of reviews, 
columns, and occasional pieces by staff writers.

C H A N G E S  P A R T  T W O :

Before I too was hit by the Millennium effect, I ’d thought of this 
issue as the thematic "future.” But when it came to actually 
soliciting for "Anything Can Happen,” I changed my mind. It 
seemed beside the point to consider what could happen— when 
what was happening right now, was its own big question mark. 
I thought of the moment near the end of Orlando, Virginia 
Woolfs meditation on time, history and the modern, where our 
hero/ine suddenly recognizes and represents the "newness” and 
"historicity” of the powerfully self-referential 20th century: "It 
was the eleventh of October. It was 1928. It was the present 
moment.” In that sense, defining the "presentness” of an era 
can’t help but hold "presentiments” of the future.

\V\



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

As for our own present moment, I ’m going to look at it again 
in twenty-eight years. But in the meantime there are ideas and 
ways of organizing thought in this issue that seemed to me 
indicative not of what time will unfold, but of who we are that 
will effect how it does. Re the future, there’s one prediction I 
will make: this century will be anything but self-referential. To 
anyone who woke up without a hangover on January ist, you 
couldn’t miss that life, which had featured a nice view from the 
top floor of a skyscraper, had been moved overnight to some
body’s virtual basement. The software for the rest of the build
ing is apparently wiped out.

It may be in part the role of technology that makes the unmedi
ated relationship between mind and the physical world such a 
riddle and so hard to think about. Not at the level of particle and 
wave, where it’s accepted that the viewer changes what’s seen by 
the act of viewing it— but in the world our own size. What 
defies the logic of perception we have a tendency either to write 
off or make into a new religion— I mean that literally— because 
explanations that aren’t causal, that suspend the immediate goal 
of an “answer,” are disturbing in their lack of closure. Still, 
there’s a descriptive reality that can be permeated, if not under
stood, by a suspension of logic. With this way of thinking in 
mind, I ’ve included personal narratives by two people who seem 
to exist in some differently defined continuum of mind and mat
ter from the rest of us: one is a psychic, or sensitive as she calls it, 
who can sense your uncle in the air (or not), and the other is 
someone to whom miracles happen derigueur. Are these aptitudes 
for a different kind of intention, statistical glitches in 
space/time, evolutionary traits? Who knows. Can you trigger a
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best possible outcome? Apparently. And at a more familiar 
angle on how reality is constructed, but one that’s unusually 
clear about the power with which subjectivity interacts with 
perception, Michael Klein writes about being a twin, with its 
social, psychological and biological imperatives— when as a 
teenager his induction into sex, internally, became concretely 
attached to his brother. Because of a hill.

As unfathomable and erratic as nature or mind, and their rela
tionship, the project of human culture lies behind and ahead of 
us. Writers and others whose work has to do with language, 
understand how powerfully it shapes and is shaped by discourse. 
In my life as a novelist I ’ve learned that a story is always more 
complicated the more of it you try to tell— it deepens exponen
tially. So as an editor I ’ve had an affinity for material that’s not 
simple to sum up, and forms that can accommodate indetermi
nacy. I think of the rest of the non-fiction in this issue as in one 
way or another doing that: First, a narrative that includes a half- 
dozen summary snapshots— or tales as the writers calls them—  
of two (Italian-American) sisters, their lives in New York with 
an expatriate Serbian husband and brother-in-law, and the inter
mediating relationships of kinship, country and the personal—  
organized against the backdrop of Milosevic’s march through 
Kosovo. And also a collaboration by writer E.M. Broner and psy
choanalyst Barbara Kane, where the text is the story of their dis
cussion.. .about how we construct stories in fiction and analysis, 
and the connection of both to myth. Their ingenious form enacts 
collaboration, not to mention their topic storytelling: instead 
of reading an edited, conclusive final draft the reader fol
lows how the discussion moves, in the process of articulating, 
rejecting, reclaiming and reinterpreting ideas. The piece is as

{ V ll }
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much about the dancing as the dance. As much as the story 
its the storytelling.

So, as usual, this issue of GCR is about stories. And stories in 
their truest sense— tales, conversations, dreams, art, memory, 
myth— are dynamic. Beyond carrying the discrete information 
of "what happens," the fuel for all curiosity, stories also result in 
an insistency of expression or meaning.

Three Girls Foregrounded, the only "imagined" writing in this 
issue, is a fiction project about meaning. Each writer included was 
sent a xerox of the photograph on page 47, with the caption "Any
thing Can Happen," and asked to write something short. These 
are personal, subjective responses influenced by circumstances, 
time and place— as we’ve been made endlessly aware in recent 
years and so may one day be released from saying— but the infor
mation they bring and assign to long hair, a body angle, bare 
trees, a stark stone house in a picture, enlivens it in a way we all 
recognize. The self is a hedge against meaninglessness/ there is no 
picture unless inflected by the personal.. .which is why writers 
like to write (when they do like it). And it ’s why people like to 
read or go to a real movie. Feelings (interpretations) are a form of 
attachment, like gravity, to what is. It’s the creation of "what is."

But the Girls project as a whole is meaningful, too. Not only 
as a potential space for the inclusion, exclusion, or inevitability 
of such preoccupations and predicaments as desire, triangular
ity, representation, the symbolic, youth, time, memory, g irl
hood, womanhood, daughtersfriendsmothersloversmentors- 
selves, identity, gender, reproduction, sexual politics. Etc. But 
also as a context: For example, that of the writers solicited only 
women responded. And for another, that a speaker outside the 
frame tells a categorically different story from what can be nar
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rated within— this is as true of a novel as it is of a photograph. 
And that every story or predicament (even an arrested moment) 
implies duration: time/change is our primary context. Etc.

As for the photograph, I first saw it in the guest bedroom of the 
house of one of my oldest friends, Reggie Elderman. She was the 
one who took it, in Connecticut, at a mill in the town where she 
moved from New York in 1986. This was probably a year 
later— I ’d taken that long to get around to visiting, and her sis
ter, the subject of the picture along with two friends, had been 
there earlier that same fall. It was a beautiful place— you can see 
that from the picture— but at the time the town’s main attrac
tions were a juvenile delinquent boy’s school, a Masonic home 
for the elderly, and a rehab center in a mansion built by a liquor 
baron.. .1 swear I ’m not making this up. They’re probably still 
the main attractions, but since Reggie moved back before I 
could be persuaded to buy another train ticket to the cure capi- 
tol of the human condition, I wouldn’t know.

I don’t remember the rest of my tour of the house, except that 
it was so old it was landmarked, with those wide floorboards not 
quite flush and ceilings you could reach on your toes. I do 
remember that the furnace sounded like a huge cat purring. And 
that back in the bedroom where the photo was and where I was 
sleeping, Reggie made me lie down to test the mattress, which 
she was afraid was too soft, and was. But which there was no gain 
in mentioning.

Reminds me of us about a million years agoy I said, lifting the sil
ver frame from the bureau after I ’d gotten to my feet. Reggie was 
twenty years older than her sister, in fact, so my comment was 
hardly an exaggeration. (I confess to this part not being an exact

{/*}
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transcript of a conversation and moment in 1987— I ’m taking 
poetic license.)

Or some Graham dancers. Reggie— she hasn’t used Regina, even 
on legal documents, since her mother died— raised a hand to her 
forehead in a dramatic though put-upon pose. Actually, that's how 
I feel about moving to Connecticut. I nodded as if  she hadn’t men
tioned this a hundred times before.. .which she had, all through 
the house-hunting, the packing and our ensuing interstate phone 
calls. The vocabulary of her displeasure after the move concerned 
the indignities of the Masonic Home: it was on the same road as 
the dump.. .dozens of spike-like trees blocked the sun from the 
windows.. .you never saw an old person outside. Etc.

So why Connecticut? As usual, there’s a complicated back- 
story, which briefly is: Her lover, a doctor, who I didn’t know 
that well then, became sober after a touch-and-go period both 
personally and professionally. As a recovering alcoholic she’d 
decided to make amends or restitution, or whatever they call it, 
by becoming the head of the rehab center. Reggie, who was 
never one for sanctimoniousness, said that if  Lisa really wanted 
to make amends she should have become the janitor. So much 
for the support of the beloved. On the other hand, I thought at 
the time, there Reggie was in Connecticut.

Meanwhile, she’d been teaching French as a volunteer at the 
reform school, which no one ever believes but was true. That town 
was hilarious.. .as long as you didn’t have to live there. But the 
funniest part was how many of the boys actually signed up. This 
was on top of courses like shop and “critical issues,” which Regina 
told me included health-food cooking, and how to get a mortgage 
for a house, both even more absurd than teaching them French.

It's enough to turn them to a permanent life of crime, she ended a

U)
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monologue that took us both a minute to recover from. La bourse 
ou la vie! she added, pointing her finger like a gun barrel. This 
cracked us up again, as she relieved me of the photo.

But then I considered what would become of those boys—  
nothing much unless fate intervened— while for Reggie, speak
ing French, for example, was just one residual talent women like 
her had a handful of, because of the opportunities of their youth. 
Not that any life is a free lunch. Or even a healthy lunch... 
though that’s beside the point.

So what was going on here? I asked, lifting the g irls’ picture 
from where she’d dropped it on the stubbly white bedspread. 
With Roz and her friends.

Who knows ? Reggie shrugged. They posed through a whole roll of 
33 exposures.. .saying something about posterity. ‘For posterity1 as if  
that were somebody's name. And for the ivhole rest of the weekend they 
wrote poetry... the only thing that got their attention in the rest of the 
house was meals.

She gestured grandly around the room— those Graham 
dancers again— as if implying vast space, and though the room 
was small, the fact that it had two outside walls composed 
entirely of windows had just that effect. Or maybe that was 
simply my sense of it, because I was thinking about girls and 
how their imaginations tend to fantastic and adventurous per
sonas in landscapes where anything can happen.. .because 
they’re in charge.

There’s nothing wrong with poetry, I said for obvious reasons. Was 
it any good? Not that Reggie would know.

They didn’t shm> it to me. Lisa liked it.. .She leveled her shoulders 
before lifting the frame from my hand to realign it on the bureau. 
She’d composed herself from the fluid physicality of the last few

I x i }
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minutes. Hardened herself, rather. The difference between Reg
gie as an adult woman and the Reggie of our youth? I wondered. 
By then I was totally fixated on the idea of girls.

My fixation must have been permanent because when I began 
to plan the “Anything Can Happen” issue I thought of that pic
ture, which I hadn’t seen since. Reggie gave it to me (to keep 
since it had made such an impression) a few months ago when 
we met for dinner, which is easier since her move back to New 
York not so long after she left...that whole thing with the 
reform school and the rehab center ancient history. Lisa too, I ’m 
sorry to say. In some ways Reggie has a cold heart, or at least a 
short attention span, which I ’m sure in retrospect is why her sis
ter Roz never showed her the poetry. And why Lisa sued her over 
some furniture they bought together for the house.

The funny thing is, now all of Connecticut exists in my mind 
in 1986 or ’87, or whatever the year was. Sort of like that town 
itself, hilarious but also enchanted: where everyone’s sober and 
where the only alcohol is cooking wine.. .at a branch of the Cor
don Bleu, attended by delinquents who will one day be the 
famous chefs of Europe. And where recently the senior Masons 
moved to the liquor baron’s mansion— for its abundant sun
shine but also to run a casino, whose proceeds will be used to 
close the dump and raze their former home.. .where at this site 
the offending tall trees will be toppled to create an open-air floor 
for their secret, ritualistic dances. Where nothing is hard but 
mattresses. Where French is the language of the land. Where 
reality makes amends for the entire past, Mon Dieul but only in 
the state of Connecticut. Where those three girls are living not 
for posterity but for themselves.
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This issue is dedicated to Janel Radtke and William Wilson, 
irreplaceable friends.

L i n s e y  A b r a m s

P.S. The photograph of the three girls is actually a composite 
self-portrait by Airyka Rockefeller. And this flight of fancy has 
been part of the project. (See inside page 47.)

{ x  i  i  'i }





Mr. Soito’s Peonies
Clyde Phillip Wachsberger

V I L L A G E  L A N E  R U N S  S O U T H  F R O M  T H E  M A I N  R O A D  

through the old part of the hamlet of Orient at the eastern tip of 
Long Island. It reaches almost to the bay but makes a sharp left 
and is then called King Street, all along bordered by eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century shingle and clapboard homes until it 
runs out into farmland. At the north end where the lane inter
sects the Main Road there is a Civil War Memorial, an obelisk 
on a triangular island. The inscription calls it “The War of the 
Rebellion.” The names of the dead sound familiar; their descen- 
dents can be found in the local telephone directory, some with 
addresses on Village Lane. Just opposite this memorial, on the 
north side of the Main Road, in its own grassy oval, is a huge 
buttonwood tree. A bronze plaque eye-level on the patchy trunk 
states the tree was standing at this site when the Declaration of 
Independence was signed. This tree, when it is mentioned 
locally either as a point of reference in giving directions to V il
lage Lane or because of storm damage, or for instance when a few 
years ago a tree-specialist was injured pruning it, is referred to 
simply as The Buttonwood Tree.

If you are travelling east on the Main Road, you make a right at 
The Buttonwood Tree onto Village Lane, at the Monument. There 
is a modern sign just before this turn which reads “Orient Busi
ness District.” This refers to the small Post Office and the General 
Store, then further along to a seasonal gift shop owned by a local
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farmer, and finally to a collection of early village buildings on both 
sides of tile lane that form the Oysterponds Historical Society, 
Oysterponds being a former name for Orient. Any other business 
must be attended to in Greenport, eight minutes west by car.

In 1983 I bought a house on Village Lane, near the Monu
ment. I had visited Orient regularly for a few years, staying with 
my friend Edwin in his eighteenth-century gambrel-roofed 
house on the Main Road by The Buttonwood Tree. My sister 
Freddie lived in a newer home out in the farmlands, a twenty- 
minute walk down Village Lane and out King Street. This walk 
took me past what I imagined was a vacant house, plain in 
design, close to the street but set back by a low privet hedge. 
Only one side of Village Lane has a sidewalk. The house was on 
the opposite side, so I could easily study it on my walks. I loved 
it for its unadorned facade, its weathered white shingles, and its 
two tiny eyebrow windows that suggested there might be a sec
ond story. My heart went out to it because it seemed abandoned.

One rainy winter day Edwin looked up from the New York 
Times and said, “I think this is that house on Village Lane you 
like so much!” It was odd that it was advertised in the Times and 
not the local paper. At any rate, I was in no position to buy a 
house. But it was pouring, so snooping around an old house 
seemed an entertaining way to spend the afternoon. We set up 
an appointment.

Rain was coming in through the roof in one room. Whether 
because of the gray day or because the rooms were small and not 
all of them had windows, the house seemed gloomy. In a few 
rooms the plaster ceilings were hanging in swags off the lath. But 
the house was much bigger than I had guessed from the other side 
of the Hedge, there were more rooms than I expected, and there

{ 2 }
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was indeed a second story with a view down onto Village Lane 
through the eyebrow windows. The real estate agent showed me 
hand-cut lath behind some broken plaster and told me the oldest 
part of the house dated from about 1700. My imagination ran 
with that. Behind the house, a flat field stretched to the next road 
and a little cemetery beyond, but only a small part was within the 
property lines. There were bare azaleas and a few other wintry 
shrubs close to the house, two old apple trees by the driveway, a 
garage, a shed, and a three-seater outhouse. My instinct was that 
if I didn’t buy this house, some day I would be sorry.

My mother gave me money towards the down payment. This 
surprised me. She was a generous woman but also fiercely pro
tective and possessive, resentful of anybody or anything that 
threatened to take up time her children might otherwise spend 
with her. She had been a widow for almost thirty years, never 
considered remarrying, and relied on us for company. I suspect 
she hoped we would someday move into the three-bedroom 
apartment she rented for herself in Manhattan. Outwardly she 
was supportive of my buying a house that might keep me three 
hours distant from her apartment.

I was running a trompe l ’oeil and mural-painting company in 
Manhattan at the time, and occasionally working as a scenic artist 
at the Metropolitan Opera so I could manage mortgage payments.

On the day of my closing, a mild March blue-sky day, my sister 
and two of her friends came to the house with crowbars and began 
knocking down loose plaster to make sure I didn’t procrastinate 
with my renovations. I wandered the property to see what might 
be poking through the ground and discovered a huge clump of 
peony shoots, dark red lipsticks breaking the wet black March 
earth. Peonies were at that time my favorite flower. I took this

(31
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serendipity as a good omen I would someday share this garden 
with someone special. I walked the real estate agent to his car and 
asked him what I should expect as a single gay man buying a 
house on Village Lane. “It’s a fishbowl,” he said, and drove off.

During the early 1980s, the trompe l ’oeil business thrived. I 
managed both my rent in Manhattan and my mortgage pay
ments for Orient, where I spent my weekends knocking down 
plaster and ripping up old linoleum. I began a garden that 
seemed appropriate to an eighteenth-century house, a cottage 
garden with many antique roses chosen from catalogues as much 
for their names as for their descriptions: Chapeau de Napoleon, 
Deuil de Paul Fontaine, Cardinal de Richelieu, Empress 
Josephine, and so on. The big clump of peonies turned out to be 
the famous Festiva Maxima, with huge fragrant crumpled white 
flowers flecked with red in their centers. As a child, I had learned 
to make these flowers by wadding Kleenex together, tearing 
them, brushing the torn edges with my mother’s lipstick, then 
unfurling the ball into an open blossom. It turned out that the 
former owner, Mr. Soito, had been a gardener and his peonies 
were famous in Orient. It also turned out that this house, my 
house, would always be known in Orient as “Mr. Soito’s House,” 
and the peonies would always be known as “Mr. Soito s peonies.”

By the mid-eighties, AIDS had become an omnipresent 
threat in New York. Friends died. I was afraid to date. During 
those same years, my mother gradually became senile— she may 
have had a minor stroke. At first neither my sister nor I recog
nized the problem. My mother had always been forgetful, and 
now that she was in her eighties we were not surprised by her 
lapses. But it soon became apparent she was not eating, not 
bathing, and not able to care for herself. Nevertheless, she

( 4 )
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refused to allow my sister or me to hire a nurse or helper. Each 
evening I left my trompe Toeil studio, went across and uptown 
to her apartment to try to feed and bathe her, then back across to 
my apartment further uptown. She had no short-term memory, 
so she would call me repeatedly, sometimes right after we had 
hung up, sometimes throughout the night. Her two closest sis
ters, my aunts Penny and Edna, also living in Manhattan, 
became ill and died. Penny had never married; Edna had 
remained a widow since the 19 30 ’s. I had to settle their modest 
estates and close up their apartments.

Penny had lived with my other maiden aunt Tessie, my 
unmarried uncle Allie, and their mother (my grandmother, wid
owed before I was born) until their deaths. Those lives spent sin
gle, without the companionship of a lover, saddened and trou
bled me. I worried the tendency might run in the family. I did 
not want to spend my life alone.

But family responsibilities preoccupied me. The trompe 
I ’oeil business began failing as the economy headed towards a 
recession. I went through the motions of living, but concerned 
about AIDS, consumed with caring for my mother and acutely 
worried about my income, I couldn’t think about dating.

Weekends on Village Lane were my solace. We hired full
time help for my mother, who was no longer in a position to 
refuse. This was an additional drain on my dwindling income 
but allowed me two days to myself alone in my garden with Mr. 
Soito’s peonies. Over time I created a lush, romantic garden that 
became famous in Orient. Too many years passed with stressful 
workdays in the city followed by tortured daily visits with my 
failing mother, followed by solitary weekends in my garden. 
Somewhere during these years, I would not be able to say exactly

( 5 1
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when, and it may not even have been just one epiphanic 
moment, I tacitly accepted I would be alone the rest of my life.

It wasn’t that I did not believe in miracles. Far from it. Since 
childhood my life had been seasoned with startling remarkable 
incidents that could not be labelled coincidence. For some rea
son I always accepted these miracles as a natural and even neces
sary part of the normal progression of events, even if  they left 
friends staring in amazement.

There was the time I bought Metropolitan Opera tickets for 
three friends arriving from out of town. It was one of those pecu
liarly mild New York City winter days following a major snow
fall. I was dressed in a tee shirt and jeans, walking down Broad
way past piles of sparkling snow. I bought four tickets for that 
evening. I remember they were dark magenta. I put them in my 
back pocket, took the 66th Street Crosstown from Lincoln Cen
ter, then walked up 3rd Avenue to visit my mother before tak
ing the 79th Street Crosstown to Broadway. I walked home to 
my apartment where I discovered I had lost the tickets. The idea 
of telling my friends, who were arriving in a couple of hours, was 
unthinkable. I wondered if  the tickets had fallen out of my 
pocket while I sat on the bus so I called and was told that Lost- 
and-Found items would not be available until the next day. I 
decided to retrace my steps. The tickets were not at my mother’s 
apartment. I walked down 3rd Avenue feeling frenzied. After 
just two blocks I saw across the street four magenta strips pok
ing out of a glittering snow pile. I was not startled or surprised 
or amazed by this. It seemed the only possible outcome because 
the thought of losing the tickets was not acceptable. That night, 
we all went to the opera.

“A miracle!” my friends said of the tame hummingbird that
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visited my garden one summer. I was watering with my hose 
when the ruby-throat zoomed right into the spray close to my 
hand. Startled, I jerked away, but he followed, staying inches 
from my fingers. I watched him bathe and drink for long min
utes. When I told David and Betsy, two new friends, they 
wanted to see. They made themselves comfortable on my lawn 
expecting a long wait. I turned on the hose and immediately the 
hummingbird flew into the spray. David and Betsy watched 
wide-eyed as I gave the bird a shower. Eventually I nick-named 
him Dinger, short for humdinger, and he didn’t disappoint any
one who came to see him that summer.

The incident of the shooting star startled two other friends. 
One night as I closed my back porch door I glanced up at the 
sky, as was my custom. At that very moment a shooting star 
trailed across the sky over my house. O f course I made a wish, 
confident it would come true. The next night I was telling my 
two visitors about this as we stood on my back path, near the 
porch. ‘‘And a shooting star trailed across the whole sky right 
there!” I said, jabbing my finger up at the blackness. As if from 
my fingertip another shooting star blazed across the night.

“How did you do that?” they gasped.
Such events were remarkable to friends who witnessed them, 

but they amused rather than amazed me. I was much more pro
foundly affected by a miracle that happened to my friend Mar- 
tile Rowland. By the late 1970s, Martile had given up her long
time dream of performing in opera. She had moved to Colorado 
Springs with her husband, and channeled her talent into teach
ing voice. Then in 1990, while she was in New York, a remark
able series of events, operatic in themselves, led to her Carnegie 
Hall debut on five hours notice, replacing an Italian soprano in
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the leading dramatic coloratura role of Elisabetta in Donizettis 
Roberto Devereux. A few months later, she made her Metropolitan 
Opera debut in the lead soprano role of Elvira in Bellini s I Puri
tanic replacing the ailing scheduled soprano during the first 
intermission without a stage or orchestra rehearsal. Within a few 
years she had sung leading dramatic soprano roles— Lucia, 
Norma, Violetta, Anna Bolena, Turandot— in France, Germany, 
and South America, including at the legendary Teatro Colon in 
Buenos Aires and the exquisite Palacio de Bellas Artes in Mex
ico City. She returned regularly to perform at Carnegie Hall.

Martile s success coming so late and after she had seemingly 
given up hope heartened me. I ’d been alone for ten years, and 
was at the point in my life where I had more past than future. 
Sobered by the deaths of so many men younger than myself, I 
decided to make some changes before it truly was too late.

In 1992 , 1 sold my New York apartment, gave up my trompe 
1 ’oeil studio, paid off my mortgage, and moved full-time to Vil
lage Lane. My sister and I eventually found a nursing home a 
forty-minute drive from Orient for my mother who was now 
bedridden and no longer recognized us as her children. I got a 
job at a local nursery to meet expenses. My enjoyment came 
from working in my garden, reading plant catalogues, writing, 
listening to the tapes Martile sent of her European and South 
American performances, and occasionally traveling to see her on 
stage. As a single middle-aged gay man living in the time of 
AIDS in a fishbowl on Village Lane, I did not any longer expect 
to meet someone to share my life. My mother and aunts had set a 
precedent of long lonely lives. I made peace with loneliness.

In 1995, for my fiftieth birthday, my friends sent me to San 
Diego to hear Martile sing Lucia. “Mad Lucy” was at that time her
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signature role, and I wanted to go, but leaving Orient even for a 
short trip, even for an overnight in New York, had all become 
painful. I never wanted to stray from my garden, which had some
thing blooming twelve months of the year, and which gave me 
solace and comfort. Whenever I was away, I longed to return. But 
during my week in San Diego something changed inside me. To 
save money I was staying with a friend of a friend, someone I ’d 
not met before. He was an older single gay man, lonely and bitter, 
entirely unpleasant to be around. I found myself thinking: This is 
me in twenty years. The idea horrified me. I loved my home and 
garden in Orient. I had wonderful friends there. But my friends 
were couples, straight and gay. I was the single man at dinner, at 
parties, at the beach. This role had worn me down without my 
realizing it. I dreaded what I might turn into if I went back to my 
solitary life in Orient. I obsessed about becoming a lonely, bitter 
old man. Neither San Diego’s warm clear weather nor its rustling 
palms, not the fragrant eucalyptus, not even Martile’s perfor
mances cheered me. Lucia’s Mad Scene was fluff compared to my 
own drama. At least Lucia had had a husband, even if she did kill 
him. Every day I stormed through the lush, tropical public park, 
oblivious to the beauty, unable to sort out my emotions. One of 
those six-lane California freeways ran through the park spanned 
by a pedestrian bridge. One day I leaned over the railing, looked 
down at thousands of speeding cars, and realized that I would 
rather jump off than return to Village Lane.

O f course I had to return. I couldn’t walk away from my home 
and garden. I did think about moving, talked about it with 
friends. They were horrified at the idea. I settled back into my 
solitary ways on Village Lane.

Exactly a year after I had returned from San Diego, in January
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of 1996, my friend Steve brought me the Personals from a Long 
Island newspaper. "I think you should answer this ad,” he said, 
indicating one that read simply: East End gay man, 50’s. Steve 
lived at the other end of Village Lane, just before it turns into 
King Street, with his partner Mark. They are about twenty years 
younger than I but we’d become good friends. There was noth
ing about this ad that appealed to me. I didn’t even think it 
could be called “personal.” In fact, I was resentful that just 
because there was another single gay man in his fifties on the 
East End of Long Island was enough of a reason for Steve to think 
I should meet him. On the same page was a longer, more per
sonal ad. Among other things, this ad mentioned interests in 
art, literature, music, and horticulture. My instinct was that if I 
didn’t answer this ad, someday I ’d be sorry.

I had long ago lost interest in the ritual of dating. My idea of 
romance was to come home and find someone sitting on the liv
ing room couch who’d been there for years, his clothes already in 
the closets. The process of getting to know someone was not 
alluring. But now and then I saw those speeding cars on the six- 
lane highway below.

I called the number. The voice on the recorded message was 
resonant, with a hint of the South. It spoke of art and of garden
ing, of an apartment on the upper East Side, of work at a restau
rant. I left my own message, trying to make my own voice sound 
as deep. I spoke of my trompe 1 ’oeil work, my eighteenth-cen
tury house, my cottage garden.

Charles called back within a day. We talked comfortably for 
an hour or so, about those things each of us thought might be 
attractive to the other. We agreed the conversation had been 
delightful. “What I don’t understand,” Charles said finally, “ is

{ 1 0 }



W A C H S B E R G E R  • M R .  S O I T O ’ S P E O N I E S

why you answered my ad, with you all the way out on the east 
end of Long Island and me here in Manhattan. How would we 

ever get together?”
“Well, then why did you put an ad in a Long Island paper?”
“I didn’t.” Charles answered.
He had placed his ad in The Native, a New York City paper. 

The Long Island paper must have gleaned ads at random to fill 
their page. The one time Steve brought over the Personals just 
happened to be the page that randomly included Charles’s ad. 
The odds of this happening being too remarkable to ignore, we 
set up a date.

On February 13th, 1996, a mild blue-sky day, I met Charles at 
his apartment on 79th between 2nd and 3rd, exactly one block 
south of where my mother’s apartment had been on 80th. All dur
ing those last years of her decline, while she was still living at 
home with around-the-clock care and I made my tortuous visits, I 
would tell myself that someday I would never have to come back 
to this neighborhood and its painful associations. My sister and I 
had moved her to the nursing home over a year before, and in fact, 
I had not returned until this day. But now as I walked to Charles’ 
building, the neighborhood seemed purged of its bad memories. 
I had been planning to be in New York on the 1 3th anyway. It was 
Martile’s birthday and I was spending the night with a mutual 
friend so that we could call her together in Colorado Springs to 
sing Happy Birthday. For Charles it was convenient to meet for 
lunch, as he works evenings at the Carlyle, a few blocks away. The 
doorman buzzed me in, seemingly expecting me. Charles was at 
his door. Tall, handsome, with sparkling dark eyes and a flexible 
smile, a touch of southern magnolias in his speech, he immedi
ately put me at ease. We walked to a Vietnamese restaurant
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around the corner, where we sat under a papier mache banana tree 
and told each other everything. Charles later confessed he was 
scraping for garden-related anecdotes to prove his credentials. He 
had gardened in Ithaca while he was a maitre d’ there; had spent 
time in Barbados with a close friend who ran the Botanical Gar
den; he gardened the two tree-pits outside his building on 79th 
Street. Back upstairs in his apartment, he showed me pho
tographs of the tree-pit gardens in spring, blazing with tulips, 
and in summer, lush with tropical elephant ears, caladiums, and 
cannas. He spoke of a sister, Frieda. I spoke of my sister, Freddie. 
He had a brother, Bill, who he was not as close to. I have a brother 
Bill who I am not as close to. Over tea by his south-facing win
dow, we talked of long-ago relationships that hadn’t worked, and 
why. I told of Martile’s amazing career. I was planning a trip to 
Atlanta shortly to hear her in Trovatore.

“Let’s go see it !” Charles said. “My brother B ill lives in 
Atlanta. We can stay with him.”

This didn’t sound improbable, even though I ’d known 
Charles for maybe two hours. In fact, it seemed the logical thing 
to do. Just before I left Charles said, “You have such pretty blue 
eyes! Are they really yours?”

I didn’t tell him that I ’d positioned myself at his table so the 
that sky would be reflected in my eyes. I was playing all my 
cards, it seems.

That night, Martile and I laughed about that over the phone. 
She and our mutual friend were both excited I had met someone. 
But I began thinking: Here’s an attractive man, a maitre d’ in one 
of the best restaurants in New York, who must meet thousands of 
people. Why would he be interested in me out on eastern Long 
Island? I thought: Chances are I will never hear from him.
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Charles did call the next day. “I ’m coming out to Orient this 
weekend,” he said.

We’d been having mild winters, and were to have mild winters 
again, but that winter of 1996 was one of the snowiest. I was late 
picking Charles up from the bus. As I drove into the parking lot, 
I saw him at the far end, an isolated windblown figure dark 
against the snow and cold gray sky, carrying a huge bunch of red 
roses. I made up my mind never to be late to pick him up again. 
We drove the eight-minute trip from Greenport to Orient as if it 
were an old routine. Charles walked into my living room, sat on 
my couch, and looked as if he had been there for years.

“When I come out next weekend,” he said, “I ’m going to 
bring you something I have that would look perfect in this 
room, hanging over this couch.”

It turned out to be a gorgeous early-eighteenth-century 
hooked rug, its colors all the colors of my living room.

The next Christmas he found me a card showing a little boy 
in a snowstorm in shades of blacks, grays, and whites, carrying a 
bouquet of red roses. By then Charles’ clothes were hanging in 
my closets.

Charles wanted to meet my mother. She was ninety-three 
then. I warned him as we drove the forty minutes to her nursing 
home that she would be non-communicative, perhaps not even 
open her eyes. She had been like that for some years. Her nurses 
were fond of her, but sometimes they confided they didn’t know 
what she was hanging on for, what kept her alive.

My sister and I had always joked that because she worried 
about us all her life she probably wanted to see her three chil
dren safely dead and buried, so that no further harm might befall 
us. Only then might she rest in peace. As I drove, I remembered
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how before her senility she had become resentful that I spent 
weekends in Orient. One Mothers Day I sent her a bouquet of 
red roses, but when I called she was crying.

“All those roses arrived with their buds snapped off,” she 
sobbed. “You wasted your hard-earned money. You should call 
that florist and complain!”

I did. He told me he had personally packed the box.
“Sir, if  those buds were broken off, then your mother did 

that herself.”
I knew he was right. She had probably been furious I wasn’t 

there in person to wish her a happy Mother’s Day. Remember
ing, I sighed. Charles patted my arm, believing I was anticipat
ing the visit. I had been going regularly to the nursing home, to 
sit by her bed, hold her hand, and talk to her, even though I 
could not tell if she understood or even heard me. I repeated over 
and over that she had been a good mother, that we were all 
healthy and happy and she didn’t have to worry anymore, that 
she could go to sleep now and rest peacefully. Sometimes I sang 
favorite songs to her, songs she had sung to me when I was little, 
mostly Kate Smith tunes. There was rarely a flicker of response 
in her eyes. I tried to prepare Charles for this.

We walked into her room. She opened her eyes and saw Charles.
“What a handsome man!” she said in a strong voice that I 

hadn’t heard for years. “Come here and give me a kiss!”
Charles bent over and kissed her cheek. Then he and my 

mother had a nice chat. They talked animatedly, about me, 
about my sister and brother, about the times I took her to the 
old Metropolitan Opera House. I listened in amazement.

My mother died not long after that.
Charles and I soon inspired each others’ gardens. He loved my
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spring display of fragrant daffodils and began mixing them in 
with his tulips. Perennials and shrubs gained important posi
tions in his tree-pits; cannas, elephant ears and other tropicals 
appeared on Village Lane. Charles had grown a cucumber mag
nolia from seed he’d collected from a magnificent specimen in 
Bluehill, Maine. A friend was growing it for him because 
Charles didn’t have a garden of his own.

“Now you do,” I said, and we moved the tree to Orient, along
side the driveway. Charles tells people this was the most roman
tic thing I ’d ever said to him.

Our routine is for Charles to come out from Manhattan on 
Friday. I leave the car for him at the bus stop in Greenport, or 
pick him up. He must be at work early Sunday, so I take him to 
the eight o’clock morning bus. The last stop happens to be on 
his corner at 79th Street, within sight of his tree-pit gardens. 
Every February 13th, we call Martile to wish her a happy birth
day, and she wishes us a happy anniversary.

Over the years, our summer garden in Orient has become 
tropical, filled with bananas, tibouchinas, hibiscus, brugman- 
sias, and plumbago, all plants Charles had to give up in his city 
tree-pits because of continuing thefts, and plants I probably 
would never have considered for Village Lane if he had not intro
duced me to them. The flat field that used to stretch to the next 
road has been left to grow into woods, obscuring the view of the 
old cemetery but providing a dramatic backdrop to our garden. 
We work side by side. Charles has taken on the role of control
ling rampant plants I might otherwise let go wild.

One day we were sitting on our couch turning pages of a pic
ture book of English gardens. Most were named for the famous 
houses they were associated with.
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“I love the names of these gardens,” I said.
“Ours should have a name!” Charles answered.
“It already does: it’s 4Mr. Soito’s House’.”
“No, we should come up with our own name for it. What 

should we call it?”
“Adsworthy,” I suggested, “Because we met through an ad.”
“Adsworthy House Garden,” Charles agreed.
That Sunday, when Charles returned to the city and to work, I 

sent him home with an armload of Festiva Maxima peonies from 
Adsworthy House Gardens. The hostess on the bus to New York 
that morning was Cleo, an Orient old-timer. She recognized the 
flowers.

“Oh, look!” she said, “You’ve got ‘Mr. Soito’s peonies!” ’



Constructing 
Stories in Fiction and 
Psychoanalysis

E.M. Broner and Barbara S. Kane

T H E  T W O  P R O F E S S I O N S

In contemplating the common ground between psychoanalysis 
and literature, we realize that both draw from elements of the 
mythic. What is the difference, then, between literature and 
psychoanalysis in the telling of the story?

In the literary form, says the writer, stories present them
selves. The author rejects some of the story ideas and feels other 
stories reach further, go deeper or are more immediate.

Ah, says the psychoanalyst, people come and don’t realize that 
what they have to tell is a story. I don’t select but provide a frame 
for the hearing. One of the reasons we analysts like to see people 
several times a week is because the constructed story breaks down 
and other stories come tumbling out. We hear stories through the 
unconscious: dreaming, slips, negations, anxieties. Ultimately, 
the analyst is the Hearer of stories and the Namer. As the human 
(Adam) named the creatures in the Garden of Eden, so the analyst 
names, as words endow experience with meaning.

The writer says, As the writer is the Teller.
With me, there is an internal hearing of the different stories. 

There is constructing and deconstructing. A presentation is
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made and taken apart. The fiction writer contains within herself 
the whole setting and all the voices.

The analyst demurs, In the analyst’s chair there is no setting 
but the setting of the heart. Memory is the setting, not of trees 
and water, of sky or color. It is the setting of a tale told, of interac
tion. As for characters, the analyst says, the analysand has bit 
players along the way who are not fully developed. Bit players 
mean that we see little of who people are, just the bits of them. 
Even the main characters may not, at first sight, be full people but 
shaped to the analyst’s needs in the tale-telling. It is precisely as 
these bit players evolve dimensionality that the cure begins.

The writer speaks of the changing role of characters in her fic
tion. There are similarities here with analysis. The bit players 
role may enlarge. The major actor may be diminished in impor
tance. It all has to do with how they add to the story.

II.  T H E  M Y T H I C

The writer speaks of the settings in the Jewish Testament: the 
cities, the desert, the water, the mountain tops, the plains. The 
stories are almost always destructive, she says. God destroys the 
setting three times: in Sodom and Gomorrah, the Tower of Babel 
and with the Flood. From the luscious Garden of Eden God expels 
the human inhabitants to another, more barren setting.

Violence, the writer continues, is interwoven in many of the 
tales, as terrible consequence of sinning or disobeying divine 
orders. Sometimes the violence is quite casual, offhanded, as 
when God has a wager with Satan about Job. Violence is 
endemic between God and humans, ruler and subjects, conquer
ing army and civilians, brother and brother. The birth of the 
people is in violence.



The analyst says, Something is torn apart for something new 
to emerge. There are the same themes, of course, in everyday life. 
These stories are not strange to me. We hear about annihilation, 
terror, revenge, deadly rivalries as part of our psychic grammar. 
As an analyst I teach my patients an alphabet of psychic life with 
a different language created for the many selves we have within.

I I I .  M Y T H I C — G I A N T S  O N  T H E  E A R T H

Speaking of myths, says the writer, what about other-worldly 
creatures? What is their purpose? The Jewish Testament has a 
curious section on giants, one of the many stories that somehow 
survived the redactors in reduced form:
In Genesis 5:4:

“The giants were on earth in those days/and afterward as 
well/when the divine beings came in to the human women/ 
and they bore them children/they were the heroes who 
were of former ages, the men of name.” (Trans. Everett Fox, 
The Five Books of Moses, Schocken.)

The psychoanalyst says, We believe those stories because of our 
own projections, our own internal stories, the parents as giants 
to the baby, the baby as midget, the Divine Mother, the Terrible 
Witch, the Frightening Father. Such stories are not strange to 
the psychoanalyst. So long as they are myths they are safe sto
ries. But, when they are enacted, the personal myth becomes a 
nightmare. The world is often abusive. In telling the story, the 
analyst links the nightmare to internal experiencing, hoping to 
make the unbearable bearable.

But in fiction we need the horror, says the writer, that thun
dering step, the fie fei fo fum. We need terror to grip the reader.

B R O N E R  & K A N E  • C O N S T R U C T I N G  S T O R I E S
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We need the symbols of our terror. For instance, our giant sto
ries come from Norway where the mountains are the giants, 
looming, dark, overshadowing the tiny people, and winter never 
ends. What is the story that nature makes them tell?

The analyst says, Giants are the monstrous or megalomani- 
acal side of those we love. Dwarves are the anxious midgets we 
all too often feel we are. The potential story is how, in analysis, 
we learn to keep the extremes in balance.

Yes, agrees the writer. But in fiction, you need the overblown 
character, the larger than life persona, against whom you mea
sure the other characters.

And in the Biblical, of course, the variation in size also cre
ated national, mythic tales, like the battle against the 
Philistines, symbolized by small, tender David and his sling
shot against Goliath, the giant. Perhaps it is the invocation of 
giants, the analyst says, that makes the setting of safety so 
important. The analyst must create a refuge of reliability, time, 
date, continuity, evenness of mood so that the character, the 
patient, doesn’t have to think about the structure. It is precisely 
because the analyst “holds” the outside that the patient is free to 
know the inside story.

It is quite different in fiction, says the writer. The purpose is 
to create a setting out of balance, which the author, in her arro
gance and skill, then balances.

Both the writers of this paper laugh in recognition.
The writer continues, the reader needs to be kept off-balance. 

Only the writer knows the character inside and outside. Yet she 
must make the character mysterious to the reader.

The writer and analyst have recently read James Joyce’s The 
Dubliners. They speak of the story “The Dead,” and the scene
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where the main character, Gabriel, regards himself in the mir
ror, his stiff white shirt gleaming. The character is unaware of 
how stiffish he is from the other side of the mirror.

The analyst can sense Gabriel’s inner story, the teeming 
urgency of his emotional world. She knows he’s lost the ability 
to link himself deeply with those he loves.

IV.  M Y T H I C  — T H E  A R K

What of the Flood? asks the writer. The Flood is a prevailing 
Mesopotamian myth, picked up by the authors of the Jewish 
Testament. Why do they need the flood? She answers the rhetor
ical question. As a warning that one can be destroyed and also as 
comfort (Noah’s name means comfort) that we will never again 
be expelled or destroyed. We are given the ark to save us. We are 
given signs— the dove, the raven— to tell us that once again it is 
safe to venture out upon the earth.

So, says the writer, the Flood is borrowed from an earlier 
ancient culture, as are giants.

The analyst says, The Creator, God, is the Giant, who con
tains a multitude. I am also reminded of the poet Walt W hit
man, who wrote, “We contain multitudes.” The analytic process 
itself becomes a container of the multitudinous selves.

The writer says, As in the Jewish Testament, literature cre
ates an ark of a tale that contains all the characters. The Bible 
does not necessarily tell you about all the characters or their fates 
(except in such major actors as the liberator Moses, dreamer 
Joseph, or King David). There is no literary concept of begin
ning, middle and end.

The psychoanalyst reflects on the ark: The analytic setting is

B R O N E R  & K A N E  • C O N S T R U C T I N G  S T O R I E S
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the ark that contains all the potential, all that floats on chaos. 
You don’t know when the dove is coming, if  there is a dove and 
how we will live in the meantime, surviving ourselves and each 
other in this crowded setting, filled with strange creatures. This 
is called “analytic faith.”

The analyst thinks about the psychic story. One begins at the 
end and the beginning, hearing a complicated tale and one 
becomes aware of the complexity within. We exist in many 
dimensions simultaneously, the analyst listening for the sound
ings, the signals that the patient has moved from one set of inner 
experiences to another; i.e., the ambitious self becomes the anx
ious self. Together we develop the sensitivity to bring forth the 
needed solace.

As for the ark, the analyst continues, the therapy itself is the 
ark, the place away in the world, floating on chaos. Is the thera
pist the captain of the ark? Sometimes the patient can let down 
defenses and float secure that the waters will support her 
through the psychic storms. Sometimes we, the analyst and 
analysand, both drown.

The writer thinks of the ark as an overall structure. Like 
Noah, the writer builds the ark, the containing vehicle for the 
story; the writer structures the tale, as well as delineates the pas
sengers selected for refuge. In the Flood story, the author has the 
characters speak their lines, tell their tales, while waiting out 
the forty days on the sea.

The analyst speaks of time and safety and the ark. Therapy 
gives one time to come through the fullness of an experience, to 
listen to one’s self and others. Where else can a person take the 
time every week to come together with another to wrestle with 
psychic truth and reality?

Much is made of the concept of analytic space, the therapy



office, says the analyst, but it is the time dimension that is criti
cal. We unfold and emerge in time, and we must take the time.

V. L A N G U A G E

There is also the language of literature, of myth and of analysis, 
says the writer.

In the language of the Bible, there is a bardic sound, much 
repetition, as if the repeats would fasten down the story.

For instance, in the Noah story (Fox’s translation):
Genesis 7 :17 : “The waters swelled and increased exceedingly 

upon the earth.”
7 :19 : (Ibid) “When the water had swelled exceedingly, yes 

exceedingly over the earth, all high mountains.. .that was under 
the heavens were covered.”

7:24: “ the water swelled upon the earth for hundred and 
fifty days.”

8:3: “the waters returned from upon the earth and the waters 
diminished.”

8:5: “the waters continued to advance and diminish.”

What happens in the Biblical telling, in bardic telling, is the 
repeat, she says again— the waters that swell exceedingly, the 
presence of the earth and mountains, and they swell and they are 
diminished and they advance and they are diminished. Repeti
tion makes for a cadence, a surety, a sense that the teller believes 
the tale. One thinks of Beowolf, the rhythm of the poem like the 
striking of a drum, the alliterative repetition enforcing it.

In analysis, says the psychoanalyst, the very phrase, repetition 
compulsion, is bedrock to understanding the psychoanalysand. 
We irrationally repeat until the story is fully understood.
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Then, says the writer, one must think of the patient as the 
bard of the self.

Also, continues the writer, in creating a story, it is the voice 
that counts.

In the Bible, it is the thundering voice of God, that limitless 
power. In the story that the writer creates, there is the tone of 
the voice, the tune it will sing.

V I .  T E L L E R S  O F  T H E  T A L E

The writer continues, As God establishes a covenant with the 
characters of the Bible so the writer establishes a covenant with 
the reader: The reader will be in suspense; the reader will iden
tify with the fate of the characters, the story will take the reader 
somewhere he/she has not been, inside of someone they have not 
known. And through that, there is knowledge. And through 
knowledge, growth. The growth is on the part of the reader and 
the writer, as well, for she has thrown a concept, flung wide with 
her throwing arm, as far afield as she can, and then runs after 
it, hoping to capture the action and the character in a net 
of knowing.

The writer alludes to the Noah story, Between the hard covers 
of the book, there is the ark of suspended disbelief. It is the writer 
at the tiller who keeps the reader afloat in dangerous water and 
yet curious enough about the seascape to stay for the voyage.

The analyst says, I could say the same.
The two authors of this particular tale laugh again. They are 

competing for setting and the drama, the trauma of the voyage.
The writer adds, about the Biblical and its style, You have 

skips, perhaps deletions by the redactors, unfinished tales, the



abrupt disappearance of characters. This may not be instructive 
to the contemporary tale-teller who wants to know the charac
ters and for them to finish their stories.

What are the elements of the story, the writer asks snidely 
about the analytic approach, something beyond the couch, above 
the pillow and ones somnambulistic visions? The analyst replies 
dryly: Above and beyond the couch is one thing, but, like Jacob 
wrestling with the angel, the analyst must grapple with the every
day so that living becomes fervent. Like the cry of the Hebrews: 
“With all my heart, with all my soul, with all my might.”

There are the stories of how we live through the past, contin
ues the analyst, that make the present what it is. The stories in 
analysis are always potential, never set in stone. The more one 
looks forward, the more one looks back differently. The witches 
and monsters finally become ordinary and the ordinary joins the 
mythic dimension.

The writer then lists elements of the literary tale:
It is awareness of every person and all sides of that person you 

are creating.
It is awareness of the setting at its most tactile, sensory, 

luminous.
It is awareness of tension, of keeping the reader subject to the 

sound of the authors voice spinning the tale.
The writer continues:
There is awareness of morality, but not necessarily.
There is the sense of power and powerlessness, of the charac

ters being in control or controlled by the narrative.
There is the expec tation of an end: Will the end be as spectac

ular as the rainbow over the heavens, as God writes the conclu
sion of the Flood?

B R O N E R  & K A N E  • C O N S T R U C T I N G  S T O R I E S
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On the other hand, there will be no signs or portents, no col
orful ending provided by the writer for the postmodern reader. 
The conclusion, therefore, of the contemporary work may be 
inconclusive.

The analyst speaks on the language of analysis. Stories come 
through memories and associations. For instance:

P A T I E N T :  She ignored me.

A N A L Y S T :  Tell me more. What was that like? Blow it up. 
Turn it over. Exaggerate it. How did that make you feel?

P A T I E N T :  I d i d n ’t feel a n y th in g .

a n a l y s t : What’s the story about? Did I upset you? Do you 
feel quizzed, defensive, shut down?

A N A L Y S T :  (I think to myself: Maybe something just hap
pened between me and my patient that begins to tell the 
story. Is she rebuffed? Am I her father? Her mother? But 
maybe, I think, my patient just never talked about a feel
ing before. Maybe there was no story but an empty space 
where a story should have been.)

The analyst also speaks of the analysis providing a frame for the 
analysand’s stories. She must remain attuned to her patient’s 
story but is listening, also, for other stories told through inflec
tion, rhythms of speech, movement of body, told in the pattern 
of response to the analyst herself. New stories begin, says the 
analyst, to be co-created. The very pattern of the interaction that 
emerges will contain the story the patient knows but has not yet 
thought. What is really exciting are the stories that the ana- 
lyst/patient pair come to construct together.
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The analyst says, The purpose of analysis is reshaping the 
self. You read stories not to be changed but then you find your
self changed.

The writer says, The self is porous. As you read you go some
where else, into another time, not necessarily into yourself. 
Reading is private. Analysis is interpretive requiring two.

The analyst says, All of us are porous and perhaps the main ana
lytic action is osmotic. The analyst brings herself to the analy- 
sand s story as that story permeates and alters her. Because she is 
changed the story begins to shift. She can give back a new version 
which can open the heart. True analysis is all about opening.

In a way, adds the writer, the mythic also opens, from the nar
row event to the legend that shadows the event. Literature also 
shares with analysis the fact that a whole story may not be told, 
but a piece of one, and that both analysis and the biblical need 
midrashim (commentary).

V I I .  T H E  D I F F I C U L T  S T O R Y

The analyst speaks of why people come to analysis. Because their 
stories have stopped or become too painful. Analysis offers the pos
sibility of a new relationship in which the story can mutate, evolve.

The writer refers again to Joyce’s story, to the character 
Gabriel looking at himself. There is a purity of literary vision 
here. There is no false weighting when the writer can see both 
inside and outside.

The analyst says, Analysis is always impure, contaminated 
with our own unconscious processes. It is a relief to find sanctu
ary for impurity.
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V I I I .  L O V E

The analyst says that there is something that she calls “psycho
analytic faith,” a faith that we are all evolving towards ultimate 
good. When we can look into ourselves and comprehend the 
behemoths and leviathans within, the lusts and rages, the adul
terous thoughts, then we are no longer slave to our urges but can 
creatively transform them.

There is more, the analyst says, and the writer agrees. There 
is love.

Love, caring, concern are the qualities that help the analysand 
and the writing student transform into more mature, more com
plete beings.

The analyst says, The psychoanalytic story is always a love 
story. But what is love? For me if the analyst and patient are not 
in love it doesn’t work. But even if the patient and analyst don’t 
particularly care for each other, love emerges as a result of the 
shared labor of the joint struggle. It is a love that springs from 
gratitude. The patient comes to love the process and the haven 
the therapy provides: that shared solitude with another who 
knows how, when and what to “jiggle” into aliveness and when 
not to. The analyst’s love springs from appreciation of the 
patient’s opening up. The sensitive self at last has a voice.

The writer concludes, love is knowing how to rest a light 
hand. The work cannot be critiqued to death or the teacher 
becomes more important than the student. For me, it is a mater
nal love. I open my arms to the possibility that this struggling 
person will emerge with a story told fully, expressively, honestly. 
And that student knows that I will hear the tale.



Tales Around My Sister
Susan D'Aloia

P R O L O G U E

We do end up venturing to Serbia. Two months after NATO stops 
bombing, the three of us go to Belgrade; Jovan, my older sister 
Deanne and I. We arrive by mini-van from Budapest. We’re wel
comed. We eat. We go to a soccer game between Croatia and 
Yugoslavia and escape tear gas that no one else seems to notice. We 
go to a demonstration. (We argue.) We vacation and then we sepa
rate. My sister returns to New York. Jovan goes to the coast. And I 
stay in Belgrade where I walk, roam, and meet a few people. (We 
argue.) Jovan and I leave. (We argue.) We are glad we went.

* * *

I meet her on the street by Cocojna, near the green patinae statue 
of a horse in front of the museum in downtown Belgrade. She 
falls at a fork in the road. I help her up with both hands. She 
pushes back her white hair, styled on par with Sam Adams from 
the beer logo. After I use the five expressions I have learned in 
Serbo-Croation, she switches to English— a broken English con
crete enough to fix the conversation. I tell her I am from New 
York. She then asks me to personally deliver an envelope of pic
tures to her son back in New York. I promise her I will. I 
promise her, again, that I will.

Last night when I got off work at the bar it was -3  degrees
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Fahrenheit. A cold three am is an opportune time to find empty 
aisles at the grocery. Walking home with a carton of eggs in such 
bitter cold made my apartment seem hot when it was only 
warm. I cooked the eggs and then washed the dishes by candle
light since the overhead kitchen lamp had been out for two days. 
The heat shut down at around seven in the morning. And maybe 
that’s why I ’m not cold this afternoon sitting on the steps of the 
main branch of Manhattan’s public library. Because now it ’s 
gone up to 20 degrees.

I ’m surprised this recent blast of cold weather did not botch 
up the plans Tristan and I made. I ’ve been trying to get together 
with him since I got back from my Serbian vacation, four 
months ago, in September. We’ve set up countless dates, only to 
cancel them because of some unexpected shift in the day. Plans 
to meet for coffee didn’t work, so I suggested we have a drink. 
But always there was some reason, a new real estate client for
him, a change in my work schedule, his wife Yelena falling ill__
It’s gotten so that I now expect to hear his messages of cancella
tion on the machine. Our inability to get together has stretched 
into habit. One I was sure I could break in November, when I 
insisted that he and his wife Yelena come to Slava.

Every December, my older sister Deanne puts together a 
spread for the Serbian family celebration of the patron Saint 
Nicholas. An Orthodox priest comes over to the house and we 
have mass in the living room. Afterwards he blesses a Slava cake 
made from wheat, grains, honey and walnuts— and everybody 
eats. My sister and I do not come from a Serbian background; 
we’re Italian-American. It ’s Jovan, her husband of ten years, 
who’s a Serb-born and raised in Belgrade.

Tristan seemed delighted to come since he had not been to a
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Slava since he left Belgrade in 1992. But on the day of the party 
he phoned me.

“ .. .you see Yelena is not comfortable because she can’t smoke 
in the house,” he said.

“She can smoke in the foyer,” I said, regretting I had men
tioned anything about the matter. “The smokers do that every 
year,” I added.

“Well she thinks that when Americans do this no-smoking 
rule, well, she feels she will not really be welcome at the party,” 
Tristan explained.

“Everybody wants Yelena to come. People from many differ
ent backgrounds, Americans included. I assure you we all want 
Yelena to be there.” By this point I was practically pleading. I 
had promised his mother I would personally deliver him a small 
package that’s been sitting on my desk for four months.

*  *  *

One night I learned that my sister Deanne’s husband was some
thing other than a mild-mannered European who showed up 
properly belted on all the right occasions. Something more than 
a soccer fanatic who worked at a bank. More than a foreigner 
with a Slavic accent. More than a guy who lived in Astoria, hung 
out with Greek soccer players and drank Frappes. And more 
than a Yugoslav immigrant who over used the word crazy— the 
party was cray-zee. traffic was cray-zee, we ate so much it was cray-zee. 
hes buying things like cray-zee...

Thanksgiving night, nine years ago, after feasting at our 
cousins’ house, Deanne and I had an extemporaneous bout of 
arguing. We went at it during the drive back to where my par
ents live in upstate New York. Riding in their glossy Honda
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Civic, (they were not present) we cursed, yelled and accused one 
another. We brought up fights that happened ten years before, 
when she was a college student and I was a kid. She lifted her 
right hand from the steering wheel in the form of a karate chop 
and demanded I get out of the car and walk the remaining sixty 
miles or she’d kill me. Or was I the one who said that? The ori
gins of the squabble elude me now. But I do remember that it 
was Jovan, who put a stop to it.

“Enough! E-nuff\ Man! I don’t understand you people. Man! 
I mean, come on man, you’re suppose to love each other! Man!” 
he yelled.

The simplicity of his command shut us both up. Embar
rassed, we rode the rest of the way home in a silence that intensi
fied how stuffed my stomach was. For the first time Jovan had 
zipped up our chatter— a new skill, or perhaps just one I had 
never been the object of or seen before. In one second he had 
spun himself tighter into the Italian-American family he’d mar
ried into. Perhaps in the subsequent second he thought, I ’m not 
nearly as smitten about all this as you two might be.

Epiphanies happen in the course of a second. You drop into 
love, only to collapse into the realization that it will never be 
mutual. One note then becomes nestled in the beat that follows.

Once during a visit with my parents and their lives, I felt glee 
in the budding relationship between my father who is a bar
tender at Saratoga Racetrack and his new porter from Mexico. 
Over coffee my father told me he bought him a cake for his fifti
eth birthday. A year later in a mood of dopey idealism I asked 
about the porter only for my dad to tell me the guy stole his reg
ister money, got fired and was deported. Such over-fuelled possi
bility squashed by incident.
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How random dad, I had said. In all my years of being in the restau
rant business I have only known Mexicans who just work and work and
work__But he and I weren’t going to have a conversation about
it. It happened and it was done.

* * *

She’s ten years older than I am, my sister Deanne. Five years before 
she married Jovan she studied a year abroad. When she returned 
she brought me back buttons from Ireland that said Take the toys 
away from the boys, a biography of Simone DeBeauvoir and two jars 
of Nutella. Ten years later, when I came back from my stint of 
study and work in Europe, she was the one who picked me up from 
the airport. It was the last part of the worst summer heat wave of 
’93— NATO had nearly decided to strike against the Bosnian Serb 
front, the New York Times Magazine came out with a play-by-play 
of every slick and dirty deed from Russia’s new Gen X, and David 
Dinkins’ attempt at running New York was in trouble.

I had not wanted to leave England, or the space that had come 
between me and my of family of origin. I did not want to stop 
living from the five am window light of a one-night stand, to the 
dawn of another. And I had not seen my sister in one year, nor 
lived with her for ten.

After flying, moving your legs brings comfort regardless of 
what’s next on your itinerary. But as I picked up my luggage the 
comfort was gone. A joke was in order. I stepped into an airport 
bathroom and plucked out a leftover balloon from my purse. I 
blew it up and put it under my shirt to simulate being with 
child. Wobbling out of the bathroom, I massaged my feigned 
six-month pregnancy while balancing a cart of luggage. I 
walked until I saw my sister standing by a chrome gate. She
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stared in my direction. I smiled and waved. Deanne looked back 
at me, stone serious. I noticed her curly hair was a few inches 
longer. She stood fifteen feet away from me and still did not react 
to my inflated stomach. She looked right through me. And then, 
slowly lifted her hand like a marionette being maneuvered by a 
doped-up puppeteer. The look on her face, so actively unexpres- 
sive, tipped me into uncertainty. Watching her, I stepped into 
sobriety. My free fall life suddenly ended. Over, it was done. I 
lifted my shirt then pressed two fingernails together to prick the 
balloon and abort the joke.

“You have no idea whats going on this city,” Deanne said as she 
shifted the gear of the 1984 blue Datsun she shared with Jovan, 
“Shit. Move. Mooooowwe. Alright, you want to be the asshole 
now?” She yelled at a burgundy Camrey and a white mini-van. 
She maneuvered us away from the clog of cars and out of the 
overcrowded JF K  parking lot.

“Hard to keep up when you’re a continent away. Certainly 
possible, though. Newspapers, computers,” I said and then 
paused. “What’s going on in New York?”

“Dinkins is not going to make it ,” she answered. “Crown 
Heights.”

We didn’t say anything for a few minutes. I stared out the 
window and became refamiliarized with larger cars. She turned 
the radio on to a Spanish station that played Dominican-style 
merengue.

“So what was your favorite city in Europe?” she asked.
I would not tell her the truth. The look on her face from back 

at the airport proved to be a strike against the happiness I had 
found while away.
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"Barcelona,” I said.
"Why?" she asked.
"Because in Barcelona I learned that the song Cielito Undo is 

an actual song, and not just a television jingle to sell tortillas, as 
I knew it to be. Do you remember that ad?"

"No, I don’t," she answered.
"I guess that gem came from my youthful nights of being 

glued to the TV.  You were already gone. Anyway, I learned it's a 
Mexican song. They sang it for hours after Barcelona won a soc
cer match against Madrid."

"Who’s they?"
"Spaniards. Europeans. Everyone that knew that the words 

weren’t Hay, Hay, Hay, new Mexican taste from Buenos."
"Did you see the soccer game?" she wanted to know.
"Unfortunately no," I answered. "But the streets were mad 

the whole night through. A Brazilian girl who stayed in the 
room next to me had arrived smack in the middle of it. She 
thought there had been a coup."

"A happy coup," Deannc added, "a happy, singing, Hag wav
ing, coup."

When we got back to their home, which was the top floor of a 
walk-up in Astoria, Queens, Jovan greeted me and kissed me 
three times, alternately on each check. A soccer game was play
ing on an Italian television station.

"Here you are. Do you want to wash up? Let her take a shower, 
Deannc. Come on man, let her take a shower. Then we’ll get 
some food," he chimed.

In the bathroom, I ran water in the pale blue free-standing 
sink which resembled the bodice of a svelte woman. In the mir
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ror I looked at my unibrow that crossed the top half of my face. 
The London-brow. Trade mark from the city that had actually 
been my favorite.

In London, a base player named Kwami, who I took aimless 
walks with throughout Camden town, had suggested I let my 
eyebrows grow into one arch. I did, and now I wanted to get rid 
of it. Having a unibrow took a natural audacity that I lost when 
the plane landed. In wake of the contemporary allure of Frida 
Kahlo, the look was somewhat fashionable. But it’s one thing to 
admire on a Mexican icon. Another, to see such wildness on your 
own face. I plucked— first making a trail down the middle, 
defining a space between the two brows, and then forging over 
the brow bone. Because of the heat, the hairs were wet, the skin 
open and therefore the job less painful. I was half-way finished 
when Deanne called after me.

‘‘What the hell are you doing in there?”
“I ’m washing up,” I yelled through the closed door.
“Well how dirty are you? You been in there awhile,” she 

barked.
“I ’m fucking filthy. I ’m really just full of filth,” I shot back.

* * *

But if you’re going to take a dirty look so seriously, it might be a 
good idea to examine why. Is the expression separable from the 
woman who wears it?

When I came back, I lived rent-free with them for two 
months. I forgot to buy toilet paper, ruined a tape of the Croat
ian pop star Doris Dragovic, and managed to smell up their 
house when I cooked my sardines, before I found a room of my 
own in Manhattan.
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I got a job at a store run by an Indian who sold skinny wooden 
giraffes imported from Africa. Rudy was elected mayor of New 
York. And Deanne developed an obsession with me not walking 
down East 4th street, the locale of the office she worked out of.

Deanne worked for a city-funded agency with a mission to 
convert abandoned buildings into affordable housing. The 
agency’s efforts sparked debate and pissed people off from many 
angles— new building buyers with fresh money and an agenda 
to gentrify, squatters who claimed they had made a home on 
sweat equity, and long-term renters who paid as little as fifty 
dollars a month. With such a lot of opposition, the office 
received letters of criticism and even threats of bodily harm. 
Sometimes hit lists circulated around the neighborhood with 
specific names as targets. And since Deanne ran the agency, she 
was often a highlighted target.

My sister feared that because we looked somewhat alike, we 
both have brown curly hair and brown eyes, someone might 
mistake me for her and attack.

“Don’t be walking down 4th Street. It ’s getting hot around 
here again,” she’d call me from home and tell me. “Just don’t 
come near the place.”

“What’s going on down there?” I would ask. I lived uptown.
“You know, we shouldn’t even be talking about this! Really. 

Just listen to me. The less you know, the better. Don’t walk 
down East 4th Street.”

And so I didn’t. It was hard for me to determine how much 
risk there actually was since I could only pull vague information 
out of her. On occasion, people did get killed in that neighbor
hood: the doorman was shot in the elevator, a construction 
worker attacked, a local activist beat to death. The fear and con
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cern were real to a point. But save a few casual visits to her office, 
I never had the habit of loitering downtown. Still she continu
ally gave me these crisp warnings. And yet we could never man
age to discuss the actual problem. Although I gathered what was 
happening— conflicted interests: a new Republican agenda, a 
few hotheads, perhaps some drug operations in jeopardy...I 
wondered where the buzz really was.

“I ’m telling you, I don’t want you coming down to 4th 
Street.”

“And I just told you I was going to a party up in the Bronx, 
why the hell would I suddenly decide to go to 4th Street?” 
I asked.

“Look,” she answered, “plans change.”

* * *

Besides forewarning danger, Deanne also calls me to tell me she’s 
bought me things. Or she calls while preparing truffles or un
rolling phylo dough. Or she calls to invite me over to watch TV.

“I picked you up a girdle. There was a market in my neigh
borhood. I know you don’t need to wear one but it’s actually this 
dark shade of beige. Brown really. You could use them as bike 
shorts or as part of a swim suit,” she says with optimism.

Or sometimes she’ll give me a whole bag of stuff: a gauzy 
Indian print skirt, pouches of Mexican coffee from Chiapas, 
metallic hair clips, a tape of Roma music from the soundtrack to 
the movie Underground, a second hand Joseph Campbell book 
she had no use for anymore__

Jovan, Deanne and I sit around to check out the new doctor 
that’s replaced George Clooney’s character Doug on the hospital 
drama ER.
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Deanne’s excited, sitting next to me on the couch and Jovan 
stands nearby as we wait for him to come on.

“His name is Luka,” she says in anticipation.
“Oh give me a break,” I rebuff.
“What do you mean?” she shoots back quickly.
“They’re already trying to stir us up, not only by using a 

pretty Slavic name but a name synonymous with abused child,” 
I say.

“What are you talking about?” Jovan asks me.
I begin to sing my name is Luka, I live on the second floor. I live 

upstairs from you, yes I think you ve seen me before.
“Oh yes, yes, I know that song. Yes. I had just come here,” 

Jovan says. His accent has flattened but he still elongates his 
vowels and pronounces his s’s as z’s.

“No you had not just come here. We had been dating already 
for two years. Don’t you remember we ate at that Polish place on 
the Lower East Side and I said, ‘Look, that’s Suzanne Vega walk
ing down the street, that woman, the woman that sings the song 
about the boy?” ’ Deanne says in a tone to pump his memory.

“A h...w ell, I think...N o. Actually, I have no idea what 
you’re talking about,” he says turning to her.

A man comes on the screen. He’s loosely put together but not 
a slob. He walks outside towards the entrance of the hospital. 
He has a face that looks as if he has just winked though I don’t 
catch his character doing it. Deanne gets rolling. “There’s Luka. 
He’s Croatian but no one knows that really. He’s been through
hell but now he’s working as an adjunct__But some doctors
resent him.”

“Because of his superior medical expertise?” I ask.
“Because he’s a babe,” she answers.
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I look at him buttoning up his shirt before casually walking 
into the hospital. We watch him pick up a child and spend a 
moment making her smile.

“He seems like a nice guy. A good looking man. I ’m sure he’ll 
make an interesting character,” Jovan contributes.

“He’s used to having no supplies.. .you know, forced to cut a 
lot of corners,” Deanne explains.

“Yea, I know, I have one of those doctors myself,” I say.
We watch him perform stitches on a little girl with Dutch 

boy bangs. We look at the TV as if  we’re sitting around a camp 
fire. And ‘Luka’ who now softly jokes with the girl because of his 
funny accent, plays the guitar for our relaxation.

“Oh come on! I can’t even hear an accent. This guy barely even 
has one!” I say.

“That’s just because you’re used to listening to him,” Deanne 
says, nodding towards her husband.

“Oh I just can’t stand it,” I mutter.
“What’s the matter? I like him,” my sister says with a smile 

on her face.
“They just couldn’t wait to weave in a little war story,” I say, 

pretending to be far more irritated than I actually am.
“How many car accidents and overdoses can you watch after a 

while?” Deanne asks.
“W ell. . .” Jovan begins with what is to be his final analysis, 

“Clooney wanted to leave and make his movies— and he was the 
main guy really.. .the big man who could be good with the kids 
and get all the dates with the ladies and they couldn’t find 
another American good enough to replace him. So they had no 
other choice but to get a Yugoslav. ”
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* * *

My sister’s general premonitions of danger came to full fruition 
just prior to the official war in Kosovo. That conflict that cap
tured the heartbeat of America for a couple of minutes in 1999. 
When NATO executed air strikes against what’s left of 
Yugoslavia for the stated reason of intervening on behalf of civil
ians being brutalized, my sister calls me at once, “I told you so! I 
told you. Now what am I supposed to do? What am I going to 
with him for the duration of this one? Here we go again.”

The people in the photographs on the mantel in their apart
ment substantiate the concern. Jovan’s family in Belgrade. The 
black and white ones are of his parents as a young couple hold
ing hands in Belgrade after W W II, and one from the sixties of 
Dragan, his super skinny brother chasing black pigeons on the 
coast of Montenegro. The color ones, sent by mail, remain 
frameless. There’s one of Dragan’s four-year-old daughter, Anna, 
in front of the building Jovan grew up in, in downtown Bel
grade. And another of his eighty year-old father toasting who
ever the photographer was. His mother preoccupied with peel
ing peppers leans against the shot of her husband. Such a 
problem for Jovan, this bombing. His problem, my sister shares 
it, I watch.

When miserable Jovan manages to reach his mother on the 
phone she cries hysterically. When he speaks to his brother, Dra
gan mentions that despite bombs that go off every day, he con
tinues to run his business trading sneakers and ski jackets. Once 
he calls during a raid so Jovan can hear the sound of the siren.

Miserable, Jovan loses weight, swears, and wears Stop the
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Bombing pins. He writes a ten-page platform demanding an end 
to all fighting, a removal of Milosevic in hope of a democratic 
leadership, and a more inclusive parliment that can better repre
sent the many different peoples who still live in Yugoslavia. Its 
a pity he is not running things.

Ramsey Clark, the former Attorney General and proponent 
of the Vietnam War turned defender of accused terrorists, such 
as those implicated as being the mastermind behind the bomb
ing of The World Trade Center, supports a myriad of anti-US 
government causes. Beginning in March, Clark’s organization 
stages a series of demonstrations against NATO’s attacks on Ser
bia and Montenegro.

Once at a demonstration I see a young teenage girl wearing a 
pin with a picture of Arkan, the now dead paramilitary leader 
notorious for murder and promoting rape. Although I am gen
uinely against the bombing campaign I feel nauseated to be 
walking ‘with’ her and I tell my sister immediately.

“I know. It ’s disgusting,” she says, ‘‘but I can’t do anything 
about it right now.”

Here are some of the other posters and signs I see during four 
months of anti-NATO demonstrations:

Stop the Bombing— Stop the War; Kosovo is Serbia, Her name is 
Ana— not collateral damage, Free Puerto Rico, Bombs hurt Serbs and 
Albanians, Build Bridges— Don't Bomb Them, TARGET, Where are 
you, Everado? (Guatemalan guerrilla murdered by CIA), Rome is 
behind all the Troubles in The Balkans, Hands off Cuba, and Miloso- 
vic Never Called Me A Nigger.

On one occasion, Jovan lightens up at an anti-bombing rally 
in Washington, a few days before Milosevic surrenders to NATO ’s 

demands. As ten thousand of us walk past the Pentagon, Jovan
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finds camaraderie with the large group of waspy looking Men- 
nonite children who wear bright yellow shirts and aqua blue 
handkerchiefs. They wear pins that say n o ! and lead the H A N D S  

O F F  C U B A  campaign. Much to my surprise, a couple of years 
before, an Argentine musician friend of mine played me their 
screechy version of Guantanamera he had recorded. The one that 
Jovan later tells me he wants to listen to before visiting their 
farm in upstate New York.

*  * *

........and then we separate. My sister returns to New York, Jovan goes
to the coast and I stay in Belgrade.

While I’m still in Belgrade, the night before Jovan and I will 
take a mini-van back to Budapest, Deanne calls me from New 
York. I can hear CN N  in the background.

“Come on, watch the replay later, you’re in the middle of a 
conversation,” I say.

“Shh— A Serb p ig ’s running loose. They’re talking about 
some town in Kosovo with a pig running around. . . , ” Deanne 
replies.

“How do they know the pig is Serbian?” I ask.
“Oh you know what I mean— he or she, the pig must have 

lost her way. She must have belonged to some Serbian farmer. It 
can’t be an Albanian pig. Muslims don’t eat pork.”

“Right. Right. Right. Right. Right, “I repeat this until the 
word sounds like a low grade motor.

“Some British soldiers have stepped in and now they’re try
ing to bring the pig to the right farm,” she states.

“I ’m glad they’re getting to the heart of the matter over 
there,” I say.

( 4 3 )
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*

I make Turkish coffee in the flat Jovan grew up in as his mother 
sleeps in the bedroom. Her kitchen, set up at the far end of the 
flat on the balcony, overlooks the neighborhood courtyard and 
the many buildings that encircle it. Its  protected by large win
dows I opened when it stopped raining two days ago. I hear the 
kids outside as they shoot hoops. Yesterday, they played soccer. I 
stir the grounds into the water heating up and then pour the 
kafa once it boils over.

Jovan returns after running around to give family and friends 
money. Just back from the Montenegrin Coast this morning, 
he’s tan and belted. I ’m tan too but I ’ve been in rainy Belgrade 
for the last week so have faded a bit.

‘‘Heard from Deanne?” he asks.
“She just called,” I answer.
“What’s up?” he asks.
“She’s good. Work is fine. She wishes she could still be here,” 

I answer.
I debate on whether or not to tell him about the C N N  pig 

story and then decide not to. He gets upset with C N N  because 
he believes they under-report Serb civilian casualties in Kosovo. 
So I ask him if he wants kafa.

“No thanks. Maybe later. How are you on cash?” he asks.
“We’re alright,” I said, “I ’ve got enough for the van.”
I had not spent money much during the week on my own. I 

met people for coffee and hung out at the Womens’ Autonomous 
Center. My expenses were low.

We sit on the couch and a chair in the living room, which also 
serves as a dining room and a place to sleep. The window and 
shutters are open so we can hear sounds from the brewery across
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the street. Still light out, day creeps into dusk. Inside, on the 
wall hangs a depiction of the brewery in snow— a clumpy oil 
painting Dragan painted as an adolescent.

Jovan counts the cash he has left. In a cut-off country you can’t 
use cards. This has been a cash only trip. I looked at my packed 
stuff, proud of my consolidation job. I flip my coffee cup over so 
I can read my fortune in a little while. This is something I 
learned from a man I waited on while working at a Greek restau
rant. Flip the cup, he had told me, and read the pictures made 
from the leftover grounds. That’s as much training as he gave 
me. Still, it was enough of an idea for me to conjure up rhetoric 
and occasionally throw it out at customers. I turn over the cup 
right side up to peek, but the grounds have not set, so it ’s too 
soon to tell.

“So now you have been here for a month,” Jovan says, break
ing the silence. He speaks slowly, his hands spread out like spi
ders on the arms of his rocking chair. “What is. . he begins, 
the words then come out as if each one could stand on its own, 
“ .. .can you please tell m e.. .what-is-wrong-with-the-Serbian- 
people?”

He has a smile on his face that’s not joyful or coy or sad. But 
this is a trick question, because no matter what I say it will not be 
what he wants to hear. Bound to have an argument— it’s just a 
question of degree. In this instant, he doesn’t care about analysis 
from journalists, academics or human rights advocates. He wants 
to know what I, his American sister-in-law, thinks of the people 
who live here; the country he was born and raised in. A country 
that no longer exists. He wants to hear that nothing is wrong with 
the people here. That all the blame has been distorted. A fabrica
tion. The last ten years. This is what he wants to hear.
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* * *

I wait for Tristan at Cafe Euro, the locale of the latest date we set 
up. As I sit at a table inside, I look out the window to check out 
each guy that walks by wondering if  anyone of them could be 
him. Walking briskly in overcoats, squinting against the cold, I 
suspect not one of them is Tristan and I ’m right.

His mothers pictures sit on the table— away from my coffee 
cup. On the envelope she had drawn a picture of a house next to 
what is his home number. And next to his office number, she drew 
a small building with lots of criss-cross lines to create windows.

Once I was determined to play messenger, perhaps partially in 
a mood of self-importance. Then it became a game of tag. A good 
intention that became a mission and then a task. An undone 
chore. Something undone amongst the clutter on my desk.

After forty minutes of waiting, I decide to leave. When I get 
up from the table the hostess approaches me and asks if  Fm the 
woman waiting for a Tristan. She then tells me that he just 
phoned to say he was running late and that he was on his way.



Three Girls 
Foregrounded:
A  Special Project

What has happened, what is happening, what will happen 
in the photograph? Anything can happen.

P H O T O  B Y  Airika Rockefeller.
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Be So Kind

Victoria Redel

My sisters and I belong in the Russian story where the plump 
dark bread is clothed and saved each night.

There is the porcelain bowl one sister weeps into and washes 
red stockings.

In the courtyard where the other sister hangs her embroidered 
linens, you can smell the River Prut. I am tutored for 
examinations but leave the University to nurse a trembling 
uncle.

At night we button our hands to silk blankets.

Here we totter unfit for your America. We kneel, fingers 
stuck in our throats.

When the betrayals begin, we paint ourselves and nest inside 
one another.

Please, be so kind as to let the author know: if  there is any 
choice in the matter my sisters and I, we’d rather kill each 
other our Bessarabian woods where snow mounts inde
cently to the top branches.



Another Note

Victoria Redel

We are still waiting.
But for what?

The sun to come out. The sun comes out.
The wet wood to burn hot. The stone cabin to heat up.

You to come closer.

What we do in this life we do with our clothes still mostly on.

Perpendicular and 
Horizontal

E.M. Broner

T H E  L E A V E S  O F  A T R E E  H A V E  T U R N E D  T O  S T O N E .  T H E Y  

crisply break off at the stem and are crushed underfoot like 
paving stones.

Young women in uniform of black dress and bare feet, stand mil- 
itantly before the house. That is their assignment, to watch it 
disintegrate.
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*

The building is made of stone. Actually, it is of mold and fern 
and rot. The guardians are unsurprised to see the stones loosen 
themselves from the wall and hurl through the windows.

A young guard with dark hair is peering over her shoulder at the 
second guard a few paces behind her. It is the duty of the one in 
the forefront to memorize the reactions of the second guard to 
the disintegration of the house. The third is lying down feeling 
the vibrations on the ground as the building disports itself.

Soon, they will all by lying there— the guardians, the tree, the 
shards of leaves, the remnants of the house. Only the chimney 
will remain to point to a place where once there was color and 
movement, the green of leaves, lush ground, ruddy people, the 
varied color of large stones, the dark roof and young women in 
bright dresses.

Now the chimney is the obelisk, the reminder.

It is up to wildlife to find it, use it and demark it.

The still life of people has failed.



The History of a G irl’s 
Memory in Kisses

Airyka Rockefeller

1 .  T H E  F I R S T ,  A T  L E A S T  T H A T  S H E  R E M E M B E R S ,  W A S  IN 

the yellow station-wagon which rarely started, a hundred 
smacks on the cheek of her soft-skinned, rose-smelling mother. 
She counted each press of her lips out loud while waiting for dad 
to come out of the house so they could leave together, some
where, though she can’t remember where. She remembers how 
her lips hurt and the blessed cheek turned pink in one spot but 
her mother can’t recall it much at all. It was almost drizzling out 
the windows and the car was ridden with ease.

2. One day after fourth grade the girl slid onto her best friend Ali’s 
bare little docile body like it was a pliable jungle-gym. She 
ducked under a blue sheet in A li’s bedroom with the speckled 
periwinkle wallpaper and put her mouth around a nipple, and 
then another. After this they did a lot of reading passages from 
Ali’s father’s male fantasy erotica book and soon began the pubic 
hair club. This required weekly check-ups on growth, wave pat
tern, and color shade in the second stall in the girls’ bathroom but 
lasted only for three meetings and then suddenly ended so the girls 
could play more tetherball and learn back walkovers on the grass.

3. These kisses all count under the same category: with Josh and 
Jason and Ryan and some others in spin-the-bottle in Mckayla’s 
garage party in the sixth grade. In spin-the-bottle each girl and
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boy leaned across the circle to touch lips and then to look away, 
quickly retreating into the ring of crosslegged twits no one would 
admit to having invited. The girl felt like she was missing out on 
all the unspoken excitement because nothing much happened 
except for when she saw Mckayla outdoors standing on the pave
ment in the dark with her arms around Jacob, their faces touch
ing like magnets for a really long time. She never said anything 
about it because she was jealous and wanted to fall in love too.

4. Outside of the music room in middle school with her boyfriend 
Jerek who played bass and wore big orange suits like gas station 
attendants, because he was really alternative. He stole her pen 
and called it Booth, after an ex-governor’s signature on it, to flirt 
with her during science class, where they sat at big black-topped 
square tables and studied mouse skeletons found in dried owl 
pellets. Jerek wrote her love poems about rowdy spinning mole
cules he said he liked as much as her. She fixated on his lips 
which were big and looked practically turned inside out, always 
wet with saliva. They kissed around a brick wall corner just out 
of sight of the overflowing, patrolled territory of the cafeteria. 
She had just eaten a bag of french fries dipped in ketchup and an 
ice cream sandwich, her daily $ 1 .95 lunch. He smelled like ink 
and that sweaty metallic odor fingers radiate after playing on 
worn-out steel instrument strings. His mouth was way too big 
and she slipped around on his lips, unanchored like a rowboat in 
water. She broke the whole thing off after Valentine’s Day when 
he gave her an open, half-eaten box of chocolates in the park and 
didn’t even say sorry.

5. At fifteen, without first thinking about it, she leaned over 
Maryellen to kiss her forehead as the woman rested in her bed
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room. When Maryellen called her little one it made her stomach 
flip like when her dad would drive fast down huge hills and scare 
her and her delighted sisters and piss off her mom. For the next 
two weeks she slept in the same bed with Maryellen who was 
staying there to take care of her because her parents were away 
traveling. They lay close and she pressed her ear to the womans 
heartbeat, becoming more and more scared of what might be in 
the rooms around them. She found her exciting in an odd secre
tive way, and once she ran away from home after school because 
she knew it was what she had to do for true friendship. She left a 
note to her parents, but she didn’t tell them it was because life 
was to be lived more fearlessly, and because Maryellen needed 
her. She wanted to live with Maryellen forever and eat danishes 
and Italian food and listen to Bon Jovi while driving around, but 
that’s not what it was really like. Later she thought of the 
woman’s strangeness: the way she had two last names, the heavy 
fixation with the 8o’s, her out-of-style ultra-long fingernails and 
unwashed hair. Maryellen was twenty eight and her house was 
trashed all the time and she lied about everything except for how 
she was feeling. That part was the overwhelming part. Much 
later, the girl will remember her as the most talented french- 
kisser in the world, even in her sleep, and will think of every
thing with her as the first time with a mixture of nostalgic lust 
and a heavy nausea.

6. On a vacation to Palm Springs, the girl and her friend Carlee 
snuck out to swim in a closed darkened pool when they noticed 
some boys watching them from the balcony of the hotel. Later the 
boys came down and asked to sit in the hot tub with the girls. 
They said they were twenty-year-old Harvard students on break
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and proceeded to simultaneously slide hands over slippery swim
suits and tell unfunny jokes about low-riders. The girl did not 
count the whole thing as really being felt up since the wet nylon 
fabric protected her from a real experience and the hot tub was 
like some other dimension where actual contact was diminished 
by the watery-ness. When the girls got up one boy started kissing 
Carlee while the other boy stood there in his swimming trunks 
like he was waiting for someone to give him a firm command. 
Then he pressed against the girl from behind and kissed her neck 
and she felt his wet shorts on her back. She was watching Carlee’s 
long wet blond hair fall against her back as she arched her neck, 
and similarly followed the action into the boy’s mouth behind 
her. Later she saw herself in the hotel bathroom and her eye 
makeup was running down in inky streaks over a puffy face and 
they both said they really looked like shit. Then they went to bed 
and the chlorine smell kept her awake for some time.

7. In sophomore year the girl experienced a glimmer of conven
tion with a beautiful new senior boy who called her first. They 
spent lunch periods kissing behind the velvet curtain of the 
stage she had performed on in the sixth grade, playing a tall 
gnarled tree that danced. She was really bored and he was a com
pletely inelegant kisser but she felt proud walking with him in 
the linoleum-designed halls. He did too many drugs in the com
pletely wrong way and wrote short stories about deforestation 
and always wanted to take her out to graveyards but never just 
bowling. She wasn’t much interested and stopped calling him 
back after a month. Everyone kept asking why, and saying^// 
guys looked so good together, like a pair. She thought, exactly.
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8. At seventeen and a half she sat in his car in the sunlit parking- 
lot of Home Depot in a neighboring town and watched as her 
poems came true like in a surreal suburban painting. He had 
been her tenth grade science teacher and all the times he played 
guitar singing old Go s songs in the stairwell after school she had 
been creatively visualizing this day. He kissed the palm of her 
hand very slowly after inhaling the air around her wrist, his eyes 
closed. She felt like it was a mile down her arm to her hand and 
thought of how small her long fingers looked against his which 
were nicked and calloused with construction and guitar and a 
history she asked about but did not really want to know. Later 
they walked through the aisles of the store filled with piping and 
metal and screws and she stood with one leg between his, care
lessly drawing attention, rolling the shopping cart back and 
forth slightly behind her. She saw panes of square mirrors in one 
lane and her mysterious reflection and remembered the mirrored 
canopy over Maryellen’s bed, which she had left of course, but 
could not really leave. Later they ate Cinnabons in his car and 
she remembered how he smelled like plants and vanilla and how 
at one point her hair snagged across a seat belt. She ignored it 
and kissed him harder because she knew it was the last time and 
he would remember. She never let him help her with physics 
homework again (she never could concentrate on it with him 
there anyhow) and other times she thought of watching his 
golden forearms on her desk as he taught her how to draw micro
scopic cells in the tenth grade.

9. Here and there she and her girlfriends kissed like children 
because they were all close and it was fun to live ecstatically. She 
never said out loud how it made her warm and hot in flashes,
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nervous, to touch a sexy girl, especially one with pale hands, but 
she did think of it sometimes like when she got dressed and 
brushed her hair and cooked things she wanted to feed to some
one wonderful. At a New Year’s Eve party Mckayla fed her magic 
mushrooms and chocolate in the bathroom and then they 
danced like snakes, hips pressed close, for hours. She swallowed 
rum and found the moon full and bright enough to be comforted 
under and saw some guys from high school eyeing her silently. 
At one point Kayla pulled the g ir l’s legs over her own body 
sprawled out on the carpet, the g irl’s skirt swallowing her face. 
She thought of Kayla staying secretly with the boys for so long 
during spin-the-bottle in sixth grade and knew this was some
thing altogether entirely more wonderful. Kisses she had not 
even created burned hard in her memory, and in the sudden 
future there seemed endless promise. Each kiss became a history, 
and all her moments stacked like pages, mirrors, glances, the 
sensation of something untouched first touching. Nothing was 
the same and all things were new, undone; kisses approached her 
garden-body like red flowers found wild, thick, sure.



Isabelle

Michele Tolela Myers

I S A B E L L E  M A R T I N E Z  A P P E A R E D  I N T O  M Y  L I F E  I N T H E  

6 t h  grade, regal, statuesque, older than the rest of us. Dark 
brown hair fell straight and thick on her shoulders, parted in the 
middle with uneven bangs. Her translucent skin, like tightly 
pulled honey-colored silk, begged to be lightly stroked. She had 
high cheek bones, dark almond eyes that went unpredictably 
from shiny to dull within seconds, full brown lips, hands with 
long, thin fingers, high and ample breasts which even loose 
sweaters and the school pinafore could not contain. She was an 
apparition in a class of ordinary school girls who had just turned 
eleven, most of whom did not yet menstruate.

New and solitary, she spoke to no one and gave the impres
sion she had no interest in any of us. But I knew that look. It 
could be misleading. She sat alone at recess and read books. Mys
tified by this lone figure and drawn to her by sheer physical 
impulse, one day I made a move. Hesitant, scared, I approached 
her bench and sat by her. I still remember the yellow and red 
chestnut tree leaf stuck between us. She did not look up. We sat 
in silence for a while, I sweeping the ground with my foot, mak
ing little piles of leaves.

Finally, without looking at her, I asked what she was reading. 
War and Peace, she responded. By whom? I wanted to know. She 
put the book down, looked at me, and very gently said, “Tolstoy. 
You have not heard of him?” My cheeks were burning and I 
mumbled an embarrassed “No.”
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“Here, why don’t you borrow this. I ’ve read it a thousand 
times.”

I looked up. Her eyes were shiny and her lips smiling just a 
little. I extended my hand and took the book.

From that moment on Isabelle and I spent every recess 
together and talked about books, school work, our mothers, and 
slowly became inseparable. She taught me to read, giving me 
book after book, insisting we talk less of plot and characters, 
more of allusions, the power of language, the esthetics of style. I 
owe her the discovery that words can lift off the page, stories 
penetrate and explode in your consciousness, a pleasure so addic
tive you could only want more.

She had been sick as a child, she said, and missed a lot of school. 
I wondered whether her past illness had anything to do with the 
frightening moods that came over her without warning. Her eyes 
dulled, she became somber, silent, sullen. She would stiffen, gri
mace in pain, cover her ears with her hands and start a low wail, a 
rasping sound that grew louder and louder until her hands 
thrashed about as if she was fending off an enemy and fighting for 
her life. It frightened me and I couldn’t understand where the pain 
came from that took hold of her so completely and unexpectedly.

She spent her time writing. Short stories, poems, and a copi
ous journal in dark blue notebooks that she mentioned but 
refused to let me read. Seeing Isabelle write made me want to 
emulate her, but I had nothing to say. I had neither her affinity 
for words nor her gift for manipulating conventions to turn sim
ple sentences inside out and create a style that I later recognized 
in Queneau. Isabelle was a writer. She would have left her mark.

For a couple of years, an eternity for an eleven-year-old, we 
were friends. Or sisters, rather, perhaps even lovers, although we
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never touched each other. I felt what she felt, except for her rages 
and deep sadness, and she knew everything about me. She read 
my thoughts, my moods, my mind. I loved her with all my heart, 
giving myself over with complete trust and openness in the naive 
ways of first loves. I don’t know if she loved me, but she relent
lessly taught me to read, and challenged me to write. I am not 
sure what she took from me. I never felt that being loved mattered 
to her, although she knew it mattered to me. Perhaps it was just 
the fun and laughter we shared on her good days, until her dark 
moments overwhelmed her more and more, and her absences 
from school, irregular at first, accumulated. I stopped at her 
apartment to check up on her, but her mother wouldn’t let me in 
any more. One day, our English teacher announced Isabelle had 
left school permanently. I was stunned. After school, I ran in tears 
to Isabelle’s apartment, and breathless, sweating, rang the bell. 
Her mother opened the door, and without a word took me in her 
arms. I knew at once. Moments later, I learned Isabelle had hung 
herself in the lavatory the night before.

The next day was a school day, but I missed and went to the 
cemetery on my own. It was a cold, gray day. A fine mist in the 
air made leaves on the ground slippery. The cemetery was so vast 
I had trouble finding them— Isabelle’s mother, Isabelle’s aunt, 
and my French teacher. There was no ceremony, just a lowering 
of a plain coffin into the ground. None of us spoke a word. I laid 
a small pot of cyclamens I brought next to the hole two men 
were filling. Isabelle’s mother could hardly stand, held up by her 
sister through the silence that only the shoveling of the earth 
broke. When I left, her mother handed me a heavy Galeries 
Lafayette paper sack full of Isabelle’s journals. “She wanted you 
to have them,’’ she said. It was years before I read them.
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Kathleen H ill’s Response
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am, back pressed to the earth, eyes open to the exploding sky? 
Must stay outside the circle, outside the drift toward the house 
where already the table is laid with the blue and white checked 
cloth, where my sisters will sit and warm their fingers around 
cups of clove and orange tea. The steam will swirl close to the 
rim, then rise in dissolving wisps. When she has drained her 
cup, Kate will peer into the bottom and read in the leaves a 
future where we shall all be sitting at the table just as she and 
Olivia are now, the same hot fragrance filling our nostrils, the 
same smooth stones of the floor cold beneath our feet. Olivia will 
dash the leaves out with a splash of water. She will not imagine a 
future at all. Olivia is so beautiful that she cannot help knowing 
that things will come to her of their own accord and that she will 
be swept away from us. One night when she is thirty she’ll catch 
the scent of lily of the valley and think of this evening, remem
ber how we sat here in a circle in the new grass talking about love 
and where we would find it.

My place is here, listening to the peepers in the twilight. They 
sound so much like crickets that if I close my eyes I can imagine 
that it is already summer and that we are smoothing the blue 
and white checked cloth on the grass for a supper of cucumbers 
and honey. But no, I do not close my eyes. I stare up at the sky 
and watch the clear night gather in, see the silver moon already 
slipping west, and reflect that my business in life is not to stay 
and not to leave. It is to lie motionless where I am and know the
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earth is rushing beneath my back with a velocity so great it looks 
like immobility, to listen for the swish of air, the creak of bend
ing branches, and hear in them the vast silence of our young 
uncertain days.

Joan Silber’s Response

FOR A W H I L E  I W A S  D E A D .  IT W A S  N O T  A B A D  F E E L I N G .  

Actually it was not a feeling at all. My friends went on about 
their business. They had their work and I had mine. We left each 
other to it.

But what was my work? Well you may ask. I was going to be 
reborn— as a human or an animal— after forty-nine days, and it 
was exhausting to think of. So I rested— this was my one time to 
rest. I tried to take a nap but I had always been an inefficient 
napper and my sleep was disturbed by dreams.

Since I was no longer breathing, I did not dream of love. Not 
exactly. Oh, why should I lie? I was afflicted by the most lurid 
dreams of desire, plots suitable for an over-hormoned sixteen- 
year-old. What fun I had in my sleep. What glory and beauty in 
those dreams.

But this was no way to make use of my resting time. And 
really I was as sick of being human as the next person. Through 
my eyelids I could see my friends, making their way across the 
lawn. Go, I thought. They were on their way to meet other peo
ple, to gather with their kind.
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One friend was on her way to the airport. She (Mary Ruth was 
her name) was in a hurry to visit her sister, who was having a 
hard time with her husband. The husband was a mean drunk 
who was threatening to kidnap their son. The sister was Eileen, 
the husband was Alan, the son was Zachary. I even remembered 
the name of where they lived: Conway, New Hampshire. But 
none of these specifics made sense to me now. I could hardly 
believe people always had to exist in such detail, in such crisp 
and niggling exactness. Bit by bit, I was moving further and fur
ther away from particularity.

The other friend was on her way to meet her dealer, heading 
toward rock bottom as fast as her little legs would carry her. 
Ruin was the only sincere action she could think of. The heroin 
dealer was a nice person, up to a point, and they had a jokey, 
pleasantly ironic relationship. On this occasion he teased her 
about her sleek and classy haircut, and she laughed. The dealer’s 
name was Reggie, my friend was Carolyn. They probably 
seemed hazy and abstract to themselves too, although they 
would knock against their own concreteness soon enough.

I worried about both friends, although I was almost past wor
rying. What would they do, what would they do? And then the 
points of their distress faded for me and became forgettable {fade 
into the woodwork, my mother used to say), and I went back to not 
remembering why anyone had a name. What did they need that 
for? I could not get my mind around it at all.



Letter to a Student

Kate Knapp Johnson

Of your story, this:
that your father is a powerful man.
That he can touch you 
when he wants or won’t 
speak to you for days.

* * *

You write me: “Feb. 6 t h .

I am working very hard. Each day
I try to accomplish something
solid. Just this week I diagrammed and constructed
an intricate wooden model
of the honey bee and have done
a number of intense (I believe)
translations from Russian texts.
My parents take me abroad next Sunday.
I promise not to be dreary, but will send 
pretty cards from Greece and France. Perhaps 
a sketch of some god or other.”

* * *

1631
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The law is unfavorable in this country
regarding incest conviction. You may check
the heavy book of averages. But this isn’t about
who falls victim, who is
victorious. Who can justify
God’s ways on earth, or ours? It’s just that:

someone came along and broke you 
into a half-life, 
a flickering in my room 
which does not illumine, but wavers 
and burns so low
I ’m afraid now, afraid of your knocking 
ghost, what you might ask of me.

* * *

On May 2ND, you send this:
“How wonderful to think that you exist 
and are, perhaps, filled with hope.”

I am remembering what you told me
your father used to call you. His “button doll.”
His “worthless button doll.”

* * *
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And then I don’t hear from you.
If you are alive
maybe you walk with bread
in the streets of Lisieux or Avila,
or pray in a rented upstairs room,
hands pressed together
the old-fashioned way... .It’s as if
I am writing this from the other side

of a swift, wide river, and fool enough 
to jump and wave, there on the bank 
thinking to catch your attention—

but you don’t see.
Did you leave this place
before I could get here? Or turn
your face in rapture
towards the absolute
silence of God?— do you believe
in the still voice of mercy, that his silence
is also his love for the world?
If that’s true, Anne, 
justice may as well be a sieve 
to catch this rain, or a rag 
unbraiding in our hands__

And look at me, trying to deny it—  
what won’t be endured—  
because I can’t stand, can’t abide 
with you any longer 
in the cleft
of his cold, high rock.
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W atching Josie Leave

Kate Knapp Johnson

She seemed to look inside herself 
as if, there, she could find 
what she needed to say. She began 
with how her stockings had ripped 
when her bike hit the trash can,
“by mistake,” she kept saying 
but her father wasn’t having any 
of it. “Get in the car,” he said, 
quiet and mad. Inside, she was already moving; 
this time, she was part of a circle of children 
playing stickball in the sandy grass 

1 off Glitter Bay, but she knew her father
had red, hairy thighs under his jeans,

 ̂ so she moved herself
further, to the late summer Alps, 

r lush with cool, green light,
 ̂ and got into the car.
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Nevertheless
Mary La Chapelle

IT S l a t e  f a l l , w i n t e r , or e a r l y  s p r i n g  a n d  t h e  g i r ls  

are wearing only what we would have called where I come from, 
school dresses, or jumpers, sleeveless shifts worn over blouses. 
They are barefoot which seems staged, unlikely for the season.

The second one, I ’ll call her the middle girl, stands not far 
from the girl on the ground but has her back to her. She faces the 
stone house and, more importantly, stands facing the third girl. 
This third young woman seems to pause in her advancement 
toward the house, turns back, waiting for the middle girl to 
come and to leave the other, lying on the ground, behind. She is 
the most compelling and frightening to me. The girl, lying on 
the ground, is the most sad and disturbing, but insistently so.

Her plight perturbs me as much as it makes me feel guilty or 
sorry. Even if she weren’t staged in a picture she might irritate 
me, the way many people who make us feel guilty will annoy us, 
impede us, and reflect upon us our selfish or mean natures.

I won’t stage a need or a sorrow of my own to gain the sympa
thy or company of another. Why would I want anyone to feel 
about me the way I feel about the girl lying on the ground? Why 
would I want to be the girl lying on the ground?

Nevertheless, I accept her too; I accept that she is the human 
sacrifice in this picture. She raises the stakes for any action in this 
story. She exists to represent the real consequences thar result 
from choices made. And something is wrong with her. There 
exists the possibility that the other girls have done something to
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harm her. She is lying on the ground on a cold day without shoes 
and the two others appear to be leaving her, even, perhaps, for 
dead. And soon, if they are going in the direction that they seem 
to be headed, they will be in the stone house or beyond the house 
and she will be left lying alone in this picture.

I ’m sad because I am the girl in the middle. I ’m suspended, 
one foot in front of the other; I ’m looking; I ’m determining 
something. I ’m leaving the girl on the ground alone. The girl I 
am moving toward, whom I know, though I haven’t known for 
long, is compelling to me and also frightening in what I don’t 
know about her.

The stone house under that blank white sky means something 
too. Even before this picture there has been a stone cottage in my 
dream life, one in the woods, not too thickly wooded, but like this 
estate with sky available and cushions in the sunny window seats 
and warm wooden furniture, robins egg blue and butter yellow 
crockery bowls and woolen rugs embroidered with emerald hum
ming birds, salmon berries, violets and honeycomb candles, herbs 
and warm bread on the hearth of a stone fireplace, the glow of the 
fire, the smell, the sound, scintillating, soft.

The girl leading me thinks we can be there, thinks because 
we share the same dream of this stone house that we can be in 
this one, but I know that we can’t. We can’t be in this picture 
any longer. We can’t exist long in a picture where another girl 
lies alone on the cold ground. And the compelling girl, the one I 
may love beyond reason, thinks I am following her. In fact, I am 
headed out of this picture. Though the possibility of my love for 
her, of her love for me, is the warm whiff of wood smoke I smell 
in this blank cold air, the possibility of our own animus, our own 
harmful natures, I fear, is the blank sky itself.
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I must head to an unknown picture, with or without her. Will 
the sky be blue, the trees green? Or will it be white and black 
and cold again? I want to bring shoes, shoes for my love, shoes 
for all the characters in the next picture. Are there not details 
that we can insist upon? Does there have to be a tragic scene? 
And if there is, will it be our fault? Who makes these pictures 
we live in?

Darcey Steinke’s Response

L I K E  A W A Y - D I S T A N T  C O U S I N  O F  S Q U A S H E D  C H E R R I E S  

on a paper plate, of blood dripped onto snow or strawberry jam 
sticky on the water bottle. But really, it ’s nothing like those 
things. Though my mind is an old dog when it comes to 
metaphor. And so it is like that a little. Me asking myself every 
millisecond am I the cherries? Am I the paper plate? It ’s a very 
particular sort of saturation, a saturation which is like a tiny 
country strict about its loopy rules on drinking carob syrup and 
staying out late. It’s like how a cloud might go into a wall, if the 
wall was in a Persian brothel and the cloud addicted to nectar. 
Or maybe how a bee gets lost in the curtains. Remember all 
those small shocking childhood incidents? A red bee caught in 
the drapes. That’s not a bad one actually. If you promise to 
remember, I think I can rest on that.
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A Second Later

Laurie Stone

J E N  L O O K S  D E A D .

“She looks like she’s waiting for the mother ship. Stretched 
out for the head alien.”

“We have no interest in this.”
“Seen one alien inspection, seen 'em all.”
“We have other plans.”
“Cut biology, hitch into town, hit the Walmart, look inno

cent, steal hair dye.”
“Who took the picture?”
“Surveillance.”
“They have cameras in the trees, now?”
“You can tell from how grainy it is. Same as in Walmart.”
“If we had murdered her, they would have evidence.”
“We look calm.”
“We’re hard-boiled.”
“There’s no weapon.”
“It’s hidden in the leaves.”
“We’re not too bright.”
“It’s a crime of passion.”
“It’s a crime of boredom.”
“It could have been any girl.”
“Who knew it was chestnut season?”
“It’s always some season, here.”
“People die strangely.”
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“They call it ‘natural causes’.”
“There was no struggle. ”
“It wasn’t caught on film.”
“Where are her shoes?”
“They came off in the scuffle.”
“We weren’t afraid she’d be found.”
“We’ve seen movies about girl murderers and know what not 

to do.”

“Cry.”
“Blame our mothers.”
“Say an alien planted chips in our heads.”
“Say we were scorned by our peers.”
“Symptoms of social decay.”
“Victims of computer games.”
“Drugs.”
“Porn sites.”
“Remember our first time at dungeon.com?”
“I’m getting misty.”
“A woman tongued another.”
“A penis stood up, a pink tulip on a stem.”
“Other girls came to us.”
“We showed them tit clamps.”
“Everyone felt ruthless.”
“There was sharing.”
“We started taking things.”
“Redistributing the fat of the land.”
“Putting theory into practice.”
“Jen wanted platinum hair.”
“We saw no contradiction.”
“There were trendy mutilations.”
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“And mood swings/’
“Too much vomiting.”
“Medication.”
“Oprah.”
“Going solo was lonely.”
“Pairing off was suffocating.”
“Triangles were inevitable.”
“Someone had to go blonde.”
“Go bad.”
“Go down.”
“We were past thirteen.”
“The beginning of the end.”
“We thought we were both sexes.”
“We wanted to grow tails.”
“Girlhood was brief.”
“It felt like it would never end.”
“A second later Jen said, ‘wait,’ and looked for her shoes.” 
“The camera didn’t see.”
“It was aimed elsewhere.”
“She said, ‘I ’m going with you,’ and brushed off the leaves.’ 
“We went to the empty house.”
“There are always places.”
“We cut her hair short.”
“She was giddy and afraid.”
“Her hair felt like velvet.”
“We bleached it pure white.”
“It looked like a force field.”
“She gasped when she saw it.”
“Then sucked it back in.”
“She was waiting for something to happen.”
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"Relieved this was it."
"But we didn’t think it was."
“Wc looked drab in comparison."
"Brown uniforms and brown hair."
"It was a bond."
"The worst kind."
"The camera saw but didn’t interpret."
"The earth was warm.”
"From bodies."
"Tulips were opening."
"O f their own accord."
"We could make her blush."
"It was easy."
"She could do it herself."
"By looking at her hair."
"Doors were closing."
"Not fast enough."
"We could roam."
"Across the lawn."
"Dogs knew they were going to die."
"Eventually."
"But still they chased their tails."
"Stretched in the sun."
"Noses quivering."
"Little whistling sounds."
"Leaves in their fur."
"Indifferent."
“Older than we were."
"In dog years."
"The camera didn’t see."

T H R E E  G I R L S  F O R E G R O U N D E D :  A S P E C I A L  P R O J E C T
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“It was between shots.”
“The memory was warm.”
“What came before wasn’t.”
“We were caught in the act.”
“Putting on a show.”
“Looking for a crack.”
“The sun was on Jen ’s face.”
“There were smells in our lungs.”
“The sun was on Jen ’s shoulders.” 
“Before she said, ‘wait’.”
“Before she looked for her shoes.” 
“Before we went to town.”
“Before the camera caught us.”
“Before her hair glowed.”
“Before the bell rang.”
“We went to class when the bell rang.” 
“When the bell rang, we howled.”
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Paragraph on a Photograph

Marilyn French

T H E S E  T H R E E  G I R L S  A T T E N D  A L U X U R Y  P R I V A T E  S C H O O L  

in New England, where they take a drama class. They have writ
ten their own play in the Greek style, based on Iphigenia at Aults, 
The Trojan Women, the Oresteia, Antigone, and others. In it, a 
woman who represents femaleness itself is murdered, with only 
women witnesses to the event. There were three witnesses, but 
one has been disappeared, witness the two white objects stuck in 
the grass— the remnants of the fourth g ir ls  white-stockinged 
legs. The two remaining girls will shortly disappear as well, and 
finally the body will too. After that, men will create women in 
the image they choose.

Since this is only a play, we do not have to panic. And since it 
is a play written by the girls themselves, we know they are 
aware. Still, the play gives us shudders, for we know it reflects a 
reality desired by people with too much power.



The Clearing

Erika Tsoukanelis

A T  L E A S T  W E ’ R E  A L L  H E R E  L O U I S E  S A I D .  A T  L E A S T  T H E  

three of us are together.

Inside of her pocket she held the pin. It had been a present from 
Momma. The pin was shaped like a whale and the whale spouted 
a ceaseless umbrella of silver. It reminded her that she was the 
one their mother had loved. That Momma would love her the 
most the longest maybe forever. It didn’t matter that her eyes 
were too far apart or that her hair refused to curl. The whale pin 
with the broken clasp sat in her pocket with the promising 
weight that all would turn out in the end.

Miranda didn’t have a whale in her pocket or even hidden in her 
bra. She was barefoot so she couldn’t have hidden a whale in her 
sock. She looked toward Louise then the house and she said I ’m 
sick of you.

That’s fine.

Sick of your smarty-pants Miranda said.

And Louise nodded her head because she was the very Statue of 
Understanding. Regal in her grass harbor. Welcoming everyone 
even those who would spray paint the folds in her skirt and 
laugh at the width of her nose. Welcome ashore and be assured 
that I understand and can wait. That I hold the silver token of 
our mother’s love in my pocket.
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*

Sooner or later he has to come out Louise told Miranda.

Miranda snorted. For all her height— nearly five feet nine 
inches— she still would rather be at home with her bubble bath 
and plastic donut toys and her doll that wet itself whenever the 
clock in its belly struck eight. She was a child. She could not 
comprehend the importance of this.

It was true they had been waiting in the clearing for a long time. 
The shadows of the trees had drifted across the grass. A wind had 
whipped had stopped had become a breeze kissing their fore
heads promising rain. Water was needed. The very stones in the 
walls of the house where he lived were gritty seemed thirsty. 
Louise watched a leaf fall from the oak that branched over the 
roof of the house. It spun spiraled landed feather-like in the gut
ter. How long had it been since he had cleaned those gutters? 
Louise guessed a very long time. Longer certainly than the three 
had been waiting. She looked toward the gutter and could taste 
the black gook hidden there at the back of her tongue.

Miranda swatted a fly from her face and frowned. What about 
her? She asked gesturing toward Dorothy.

What about her?

Miranda shrugged.

Dorothy lay motionless on her back on the ground by Miranda. 
She hadn’t spoken since the robin had landed by her left hand 
and she had looked toward Louise. Is it springtime already? 
Louise had said yes although it was deep into summer. Dorothy
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could not be expected to notice such things. She was busy count
ing clouds.

How many so far Dorothy? Louise shouted.

Miranda clasped her hands over her ears.

One hundred twenty-three. Twenty-four. Look that one’s shaped 
like a birthday cake Dorothy said.

Louise smiled. She loved the sound of Dorothy’s voice. It was 
like the clouds that she counted, that light, that large, at once. 
It drifted by eluded even the most determined of grasps. 
Dorothy understood the importance of numbers. A ll things 
need counting she had once told Louise. Rocks clouds forks and 
spoons blades of grass candles at church slaps in the face ants on 
a discarded popsicle stick icicles threats kisses balloons. It ’s 
important to keep track of things she explained to Louise a long 
time ago. To know where things stand.

She thinks counting can help Miranda said reading Louise’s 
thoughts. She’s wrong. I want to go home.

You can’t Louise said. I forbid it.

The curtain Dorothy whispered although she had not taken her 
eyes from the sky.

Louise looked and yes the red-checkered curtain in the window 
of the stone house had been parted then fell back into place. He 
had finally noticed them. She put her hand in her pocket to feel 
Momma’s silver spouting whale. They could do this. They could 
face him. She pressed her thumb into the tip of the pin let it
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pierce a small hole in her flesh to remind her. They knew pain. 
They were strong.

How much time passed between the parting of the red-check
ered curtain and the cracking open of the door? How long did 
they wait all together? Louise would never be sure.

When the door opened it did so very slowly.

A brown room was revealed sliver by sliver. Wooden floors and a 
wooden table with a mirror above it. Louise looked into the mir
ror to find him. His big shoulders chapped knuckles cheetah 
teeth red beard hurricane eyes.

Papa?

There was no answer. They walked toward the door. They were 
inside. In the mirror they watched.

A gray cat upside-down. A dress being burned. The sound of 
skin tearing. Black shapes that grimaced and hovered above. A 
body flipped over and over like nothing like sticks in a fireplace. 
Soot. Momma screaming. Momma running. Momma saying no. 
Papas voice saying meet my friends drink this don’t tell even 
though I don’t love you keep still it doesn’t matter I ’ll send him 
to get you I will. The pine smell of a Christmas tree tinseled in 
the corner. The sound of a faucet dripping. The sound of a car 
passing outside. Not stopping. A gray cat screeching like no 
other sound the pads of its feet pink as petals.

Then the mirror became only a mirror again. An image crawled 
over its surface. First an ear, then a cheek, then far-apart eyes, a

T H R E E  G I R L S  F O R E G R O U N D E D :  A S P E C I A L  P R O J E C T
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nose, a mouth. A whole face: oval-shaped, ruddy, belonging to 
her, to Louise. Her very own face.

She turned and walked out of the house, back into the clearing. 
It was empty. She lay down in its center and looked up. The 
birthday cake cloud was still there, balanced against a baby-blue 
sky. She sliced it in her mind. One slice, two slices, three slices. 
Four, five, six, seven. Louise closed her eyes.

Questioning the Three Fates

Susan Lewis

If they ever weary of their work; 
if they accept or grieve; 

if  they can afford feeling.

If there is such a thing as rest; 
if lying prostrate, rigid, vigilant, 

paying out our time,
she has ever known pity, or regret.

If the weaver, confronting the sister 
who cuts what she spins 

ever stiffens, ever chafes 
like the rest of us 
at what she can and cannot do.
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If this vigilance,
this duty without end,

this spin, measure, and clip,
dispensing what cannot be theirs 

(shape, fertile deprivation, 
beauty’s other mother)—

if this burden of certainty, 
lack of mystery

(the shadowed depths,
the space outside the frame, 

the if  the might,
the foe and temptress unknown)—  

if this deprivation
might explain their brutal discipline.



Trees I Have Known

Carolyn Ferrell

T H E Y  C A N  B E  D E F I N E D  IN A N Y  OF T H E  F O L L O W I N G  

ways: deciduous, evergreen, bird-watching, girl-watching, girl- 
swallowing, ground-breaking, ground-shattering, fruitful, 
fruity, nutty-as-a-fruitcake, normal, abnormal, and un-normal—  
the last a word I ’d made up to describe the un-normally large 
weeping willow that stood outside our classroom door, and the 
un-normally large girl who worshiped it.

— I believe this tree knows everything! the un-normal girl 
one whispered to her best friend, Helga Smith, the one who used 
to help pin me down and finger the fillings in my molars. The 
un-normal girl stood five foot seven in the fifth grade, a red- 
afroed girl whose body smelled of boxed chocolates and ginger 
ale, the highest scorer on arithmetic and spelling tests as well as 
the best clothes in all of East Amity. She smiled in the grown
ups’ faces and then whipped every normal child in her path. 
That year it was especially me. Naturally I nicknamed her the 
Birch.

The weeping willow tree hung itself noose-style above our 
heads once as the Birch hounded me towards school, the two of 
us running past basketball nets and paltry boys holding balls. 
She chased me with gusto; I threw myself at hydrants and cinder 
block walls and attempted to play dead. Her hands had a way of 
turning marvelously tender. Even when she got wise to the situ
ation and saw I was not dead and had to thrash me but good.
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— Which one of those boys do you love? she snarled.
— None of them! I screeched. And at that moment, nothing 

truer had ever come from my mouth.
— Don’t lie to me, she said. — I’ll get Helga to pin you down. 

Less I do it myself.
— I swear on my mother’s grave! I cried, then crossed myself 

because my mother was not dead but standing in our kitchen 
mending potholders.

The next time the Birch used a wisp of that weeping willow 
to try and strangle me until I said “I ’m Yours.” (The words she 
had actually used were “Be Mine,” straight from the candy heart 
she held in her brown fist). She wrassled me to the floor of used 
acorns and sponge earth and then sat back as I wept, a girl as 
brittle as a black rhinoceros; just why the hell did she want me?

— You are like me, she’d explained, crunching the candy.
— I’m nothing like you! I shouted, at which she twisted my 

ear lobes until I started crying. The teacher came out and forced 
us to stand under the weeping willow until we were both suffi
ciently sorry for disturbing the peace. Everything else in the 
yard was gray and bark-dead, but the Willow just stood there 
alive, whistling its life into the air past our heads.

— You and I are like this tree, the Birch murmured. — Alive 
when people think we are dead.

At home I cried to my mother, pointing to the invisible snare 
around my neck; but when she pressed me for details, all I could 
say was: Yes! I wanted her to beat me up!

All because of that un-normal weeping willow.
— Girl, get ahold of yourself! my mother yelled; but three years 

later, it was still more of the same thing and so my mother sim
ply gave up. Three years later, in junior high school, the Birch
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chased me home from school— I was going to get my butt 
kicked for not doing her biology homework. She followed me 
furiously down Broadway past all the old-fashioned stores, the 
ice cream parlor, the yarn shop, the funeral home, until I reached 
the grounds of the elementary school, where she caught me and 
slung her arm around my neck like a lasso. The Birch was about 
to commit murder when we both opened our eyes to something 
most astonishing: instead of the weeping willow, we found a 
Norway Maple standing in its exact spot! A silent tree that 
looked as if it had been hanging around the schoolyard for cen
turies! We stretched out our hands and felt the sap as it dripped 
from heavy creases.

— We don’t always see what we expect to see, the Birch 
solemnly announced— Trees hide things, in their branches, 
their foliage— feelings, true wisdom.

— I’ll never love you! I screamed.
— Who's talking only about love? she asked, looking up at me 

curiously. In her face I could see the slant of her mother’s cheek, 
the hairline belonging to her father who had died when we were 

i in the second grade. Meanwhile the Norway Maple stared back
j at us and said— Tsk, tsk. What a waste of power in those legs. And
/ we, the Birch and I, felt ashamed. It was true: trees do have hid-
r den smartness. Sometimes they know what’s best, even if it is
f the most painful best.

And then fast forward, to high school, when my heart was on 
fire for all sorts of unknown reasons, and I went home crying to 
my mother daily. She did not listen to me. She now sat stone
faced in front of the TV,  embroidering lace handkerchiefs. And 
whenever I sobbed to my father, he would say to me— That's not 
a lady-like advancement, Martha.

{«
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For Valentine’s Day, our elderly art teacher asked everyone to 
make a card of construction paper; she shoved a bag in the center 
of the big work table and instructed us to use the candy hearts as 
decoration.

— But we’re in high school, Helga Smith said. She had sur
vived alongside me— Those kinds of things are for babies.

— It’s never too late to fall in love, the teacher said, closing 
her eyes.

— I have to tell someone I care for her, the Birch whispered to 
herself as everybody eavesdropped— Only bow do you walk that 
Tightrope of Emotion to do so? The class giggled mercilessly.

(Was walking the Tightrope of Emotion such a fool thing 
to do?)

After we’d made our cards, the Birch whispered to me, —  
Remember how / pinned you down? She used a wisp of my hair to 
tickle my ear.

— I’ll never settle for you, Never! Never! I screamed out loud. 
The class stopped and stared, while the Birch grinned then low
ered her head.

— We were just kids then!
— Let’s go back to that tree in the schoolyard, the Birch 

said— It never lies.
But we had become so absorbed in our candy hearts and cards 

that we forgot to return there; in fact, several years passed, rip
ping us back and forth in and out of love, and miraculously we 
did not get back to that tree until the last days of college rolled 
around. At least, the last days for me; the Birch had already com
pleted law school by the time I finished my bachelor’s degree—  
in chemistry, of all things!

Maturity had grown in like a thistle weed. I stood behind the 
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Birch at our local bank, breathing in her coconut pomade. Her 
hair was now in a red french knot. We both now had "jobs” and 
were "making something of ourselves." My mother sat at home 
and worked in vain on my trousseau.

— Why did you torture me back then? I asked her when the 
Birch turned around. In truth, her name was Margaret; I ’d 
always known that. And I ’d loved always the sound of that 
name: Margaret, Margaret, Margaret. Years had added layers to 
its beauty.

— I was a fucked-up bully, Margaret answered. — It never 
occurred to me that some people did not look at the world 
through my eyes.

— You did not even give me the chance to be your friend! I 
cried. The bank teller cleared her throat and the Birch slipped 
outside, catching my arm as I left the bank.

— I’m sorry, she said, a real softness in her voice. I saw her eyes 
tear up, her fat red cheeks glowing. — I ’m sorry for ever having 
wrecked your life.

— Don’t mention it, I said.
— We’re all grown up now, Margaret said. — No need for 

childish games.
— But what has changed? I asked, desperately.
She lowered her head and continued holding my arm as we 

moved towards the elementary school. We walked quietly into 
the yard where there were no children and found the old spot, 
but by this time the Norway Maple had changed itself into a 
tiny Japanese Cherry tree. Margaret and I gripped each other 
tightly, the cashmere of her sweater purring against my dusty 
old windbreaker. The tree barely came up to our chins.

— Now how do you like that? Margaret asked quietly—



I mean, look at it, Martha. How could we have been so fooled all 
these years?

— Things have a way of looking different to you as a child, I 
volunteered, although I knew that that was an idiotic explana
tion. I myself was about to start crying. If only she would take 
up one of the cherry’s small lashes, and show me she still cared!

— But this? she asked, grasping the trunk between her hands 
as if it were nothing but a matchstick— This? If this had been 
around in the old days, you would never have been afraid of me.

That was true. But how thankful I was that the tree had not 
changed itself until now, when things were too late to go back. 
In the distance I saw the tops of the old tombstones in the colo
nial cemetery across the street, the grass just lying there around 
them, inviting the two youngish lovers to come and kiss upon 
its blanket of green as if they were lying on a Valentine bed. 
Things came together in such a beautiful way.

Margaret pressed her hand in mine and smiled.
— Will you be mine now? she asked— Nothing has changed.
— Was I ever anything else? was my reply.

T H R E E  G I R L S  F O R E G R O U N D E D :  A S P E C I A L  P R O J E C T
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Sarah Schulman’s Response

T H R E E  P R E C I O U S  G I R L S  L I V I N G  I N A B U B B L E  OF  

privilege, imagining making art. None of them ever will. But 
one might do something with her life that matters— take 
actions that are meaningful to others. One will be neurotic and 
cling to it like an old sweater. The other will grow up to call her 
maid from her cell phone at a crucial juncture.

Ghost-Mattress
Gerry Gomez Pearlberg

I am going back to that half-barren field, 
more sand than sagebrush, more trash than land, 
going back to those twelve dozen metal cans 
all rusted down to an explicit cadmium red, 
looking sad, expansive, vaguely pornographic 
scattered in the sand of that old impromptu dump. 
Don’t bother trying to stop me. I know you won’t.

I am haunted by that half-barren field 
whose prairie dog mounds purse their lips, whistling 
circuitous dirges to console themselves in the dark. 
Even now, I hear them, urging me back 
to find the ghost-mattress.
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I came upon it once, far from any landmark, 
a long-term resident of the middle of nowhere, 
discarded in the field so long ago, 
so way, way back, that only its springs remained, 
a ghost-mattress with its bone-rows in perfect symmetry, 
coiling up from the sand with the same rough, intractable 
brightness as red lichen, and the same sense of foreboding.

I am going to wait for nightfall there
amidst the rusting knives and rusted cans of beer
and powder and soda and sardines,
now perforated by corrosion,
now refilled to the lid with sand.
I am going to wait for nightfall in my campfire of rust 
while the clouds form a cloud-street in the moonlit sky. 
And I know I can count on you 
not to come looking.

I am going to spend the night on that ghost-mattress 
bed, turning over and over and daring 
sleep not to come. My limbs will tangle 
in the springs, scraping themselves on rust, 
inviting nightmares and tetanus.
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All the skittish mammals will emit from their burrows.
The burrowing owls will hop up and down on their mounds, 
all face and hunched shoulders, physiognomy of dreams.
All night the aching springs will complain beneath me, 
dueling with my sardine flesh.
The cool scent of sage will drift forth 
like a faintly mildewed blanket 
on a pleasant summer night.
Surely even you remember that.

The crickets will haul their accordions to the tops of anthills, 
risking life and limb for the sake of cabaret.
And the trap-door spiders will listen and wait.

I* 11 be there, contented at last 
amidst the rusting knives and rusted cans 
of beer and powder and soda and sardines, 
in my impromptu campfire of dust, 
watching my aspirations fleck away like rust.
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Sickness, Love 
Luminous Flux

Gerry Gomez Pearlberg

I ’ve buried your paintings in a hole in the garden.
There is no reference to this case in the files.

The streets of my city are paved with your visits.
There are 1 8 hairpin bends on the way up Mogan Mountain.

Tea served without refreshments.
Spare the rat to save the dishes.

I can’t turn a corner without being reminded.
Let's leave aside questions of minor i?nportance.

Don't concentrate on just one thing 
to the neglect of everything else.
Do not stress memorization 
at the cost of comprehe?ision.
Recall the past and contrast it with the present.

Its time we put each other aside like cards face down. 
The ink's used up. Put the book back gently.

Go back to your husband.
Beat the snow off your clothing.



c

The Three Muses 
of Provincetown

Barbara Probst Solomon

AS S OON AS I SAW T H E  P H O T O G R A P H ,  T H O U G H  T H E  

images were blurry, I immediately recognized Fania, Sonia, and 
Maria de la O. In Spain, in Andalucia, they named a song after 
Maria de la O. It was popular in the 1940s and contained a coded 
reference to her enormous charisma. I think it was a rhumba. 
Maybe a slow fox trot. It went: para mis manos tumbagas, pa’ mis 
caprichos monea, y pa’ mi cuerpo lucirlos mantones bordaos, vestios deseda. 
If you were unfamiliar with the great scandale these three women 
caused, you might think these were merely three young women in 
simple black shifts, the sort of outfit made popular by Audrey 
Hepburn in her 1960s films, but this wasn’t at all the case.

Fania, Sonia and the authentic Maria de la O were wearing 
unadorned dark shifts as part of their modern dance outfit; they 
actually lived in an earlier era. The photograph was taken in 
Provincetown in the teens, when Eugene O ’N eill’s plays were 
being performed by the Provincetown Players. The reason that 
these three remarkable women, remarkable for their beauty, 
intelligence and wit, seem to be lolling— one, actually, is prone 
— on the grass in front of the Cape Cod clapboard house is that 
John Reed, Eugene O ’Neill and Max Eastman in an extreme fit 
of jealousy had just excluded the trio from their theater group. 
When Gene O’Neill had too much too drink he would drunk- 
enly refer to them as: “the three witches of Provincetown.’’ So
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unkind! So the women were having a sort of summit meeting, a 
Provincetown pow wow.

The house they were living in was off of Franklin Street, on 
the high hill in the middle of the town which looks over the bay. 
In those years that sort of bucolic cul de sac was thick with trees. 
The place was just a stone’s throw away from where Chaim 
Gross’s great barn of a house is now, wild huckleberries grew in 
the bushes there. Fania, who was wildly in love with a white 
Russian prince (Boris always snarled at John Reed), had written 
a ground-breaking play, New Nude, New Woman. The chief play
ers— four men and two women— were naked throughout. The 
first to object was Max Eastman. He felt that Fania was poach
ing in on his territory. After all, the nudist swimming beach in 
the Truro/Wellfleet area had been his invention. John Reed was 
miffed that Maria de la O, who was far more alluring than Louise 
Bryant (who anyway had been cheating on him with Eugene 
O’Neill), paid no attention to him. And Gene O’Neill, well, he 
was simply crazy for Sonia.

So in an act of sort of churlish revenge O ’Neill, Reed and 
Eastman banned New Nude, New Woman from ever being per
formed by the Provincetown Players. Sonia, Fania and Maria de 
la O had just gotten the news when a local newspaperman 
snapped the photograph of them in front of their PT cottage. 
Fania had collapsed in a heap on the grass. Sonia and Maria de la 
O, sturdy types, not easily daunted, were planning the next step. 
You notice that they are standing very straight. What is not gen
erally known is that Maria de la O then did have an affair with 
John Reed and persuaded him to take her, Fania and Sonia, to 
Russia. (Louise Bryant was a tad slow in recognizing that Russia 
was about to become the fast lane.) In the first dazzling weeks
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after the Russian Revolution started New Nude, New Woman was 
the big hit of the Moscow theater. Emma Goldman came to the 
opening performance. Sonia, Fania and Maria de la O stayed on, 
and were in town to greet Isadora Duncan when she showed up 
to open her dance school in the city.

When things got a bit dicey, a wee bit unfriendly in the next 
stages of the Revolution, Sonia, Fania and Maria de la O tragi
cally disappeared. There were rumors much later on, after Tess 
Slesinger had published The Unpossessed, that a copy of the origi
nal production intended for the Provincetown Players of New 
Nude, New Woman had come into her hands. Apparently she was 
working on a new version of it when she died. Some people say 
that in a fit of jealousy (all these talented people seemed much 
given to these fits of jealousy, while morally saving the world) 
Diana Trilling tore up her friend’s manuscript. But these are 
only rumors.
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Girlthoughts

Nina Herzog

i t ’s c o l d .
You pour the water from the fridge into the Hula Girls water 
bottle. The water that came in it (a present from an ex-girl- 
friend’s trip to Hawaii) is gone. You drank it all down in one big 
gulp one night when you came home thirsty, drunk, feeling like 
you had a sand castle inside your mouth. You replace that water 
now with filtered water from the big dispenser in the refrigera
tor, thinking it’s just a matter of concentration: don’t let it spill. 
Only once does the water drip outside the throat and down the 
neck of the Hula Girl.

It is cold.
You look at the photograph of the three girls. They’re wearing 
one piece black dresses, what you’d imagine yourself wearing if 
you were thin and it was warm and you were attending the 
funeral of someone just distant enough, whose passing you 
would mark with an occasion but which you would attend look
ing formal and like you don’t need a name.

But these three girls are cold, you think. They’re cold in those 
dresses up above their knees, in the forefront of a stone house 
which your imagination leaves empty on the inside.

Your eyes instinctively search for the differences among these 
girls. Which of these is not like the others? You scrutinize, using
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the skills you developed as a child, picking out the one lep
rechaun among six who has a four-leafed clover on his cap.

Think of when just minutes ago the water spilled down the 
Hula G irl’s neck, down her body, spreading across your fingers, 
wrinkled and colorless like ice cracked by a trespasser, the water 
then falling to the floor, breaking out of its flow into sequential 
drops, like there’s already so little left after the journey, drying 
just from the labor of the trip itself, like a person— anyone, 
really everyone— withering as a result of time.

And it ’s cold. You look around your living room— barely fur
nished but for stacks of books towering like Stonehenge on your 
floor— then back at the photo of the three girls. Your neck is stiff 
and your jaw is stiff and you feel the shivering in your head. My 
God, they’re cold. Those girls are cold! you think. That picture is 
lying and you know it. The leaves on the trees, as if it isn’t winter 
enough for those leaves to have given up and fallen off. And you 
look to the girls’ expressions, searching for confirmation— a sur
reptitious whisper from them to you— a trace of some thought 
that just left them, a line or two under an eye or some string of 
footprints drifting off the mouth in protest. Are her eyes closed? 
There, you see. They are cold; they want to be covered.

But your insistent brain keeps coming like the sound of a train 
announcing itself which never arrives, an adjective missing its 
noun, and it keeps telling you in its sweetest, most deceiving 
manner, a voice like the sound of angels sweeping just above the 
wind, the voice that came out of your mother before she died, 
Honey, it’s you that’s so cold.
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*

Your jaw is tightening and releasing whenever your teeth meet 
and you think that clenching cannot be the right word for it 
because it reminds you of fists and fists remind you of pounding 
and bruises and skin-splits and later, much later, of scabs like 
stripes— dried blood from eye to mouth like the blue line of an 
infection snaking its way toward the heart, because you should 
never try to trap wounded blood. And you look at these three 
girls again and feel sure that you’ve discovered another lie in the 
picture. In fact, you’re sure now of this one thing: nothing is 
worse than a face filled with invisible bruises.

You stare at the picture as you have been for hours, for days, look
ing for the answer, your fingerprint on one of the girls. You keep 
thinking, Which girl am I? The one that is leaving? The one that 
is caught in her final glance backwards? The glance etched now in 
doom, a mural of the future, the lifelong explanation, unresolv- 
able, unremovable, getting colder and stiffer and colder, spread
ing across your face through midlife, abortion, apologetic preg
nancy, and settling finally into “crow’s feet” around your eyes, as 
someone will insist years from now sitting across the dining room 
table— the table peopled during the uninhabited hours of the day 
by four wooden high-backed chairs. The glance that will move in 
and get comfortable on your face, the lines that you will feel 
soften when you lower your face toward the steam of the chicken 
soup which routinely introduces you and your lover’s winter din
ners. You look across the table and recognize her, your lover. She’s 
the trespasser over the ice.

You worry that, in fact, you are the second girl, the one firmly 
planted in her place looking neither up nor down, just off, eyes 
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fixed far off into nothingness, a point between here and there. 
The one least likely to ever entertain regret; frankly, the one least 
likely to ever entertain, or move, or push, or hit punch smack 
cry from healing or the dull loss of pain. The one that will never 
feel the wonder of universal misunderstanding and mistakes like 
the tendency to welcome fresh young wounds as an antidote to 
the stale and familiar. The one least likely to quiver from fisting 
her lover when she’s bleeding, or to quiver suddenly behind a 
register because she is thinking about it. That is the girl you 
worry most about. That is the girl who worries you most.

It is your own blue mornings— of blue veins rushing blood to 
the heart— thick light crisp a blue of the past, the blue of four 
hands (two people) scraping palms for heat, the blue of the dor
mant heart, still healthy just protected, whistling instead of 
pounding. And later the blue of suffocation in that same heart 
which is just a wanting, a gasping for life, the answer to each 
blue being merely blood (oxygen) or being caught unawares. It 
is those mornings when you dare to hope that you are the girl 
with your back resting flat along the ground, breathing but still, 
gazing up at the sky. It is a self-referential gesture. That blue sky 
is your heart’s mirror. You stare and stare and stare. Looking up. 
Searching, for circles.
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Levitate

Mary Morris

IT WAS  J U S T  A G A M E ,  W A S N ’ T I T ?  O N E  W E ’ D P L A Y E D  

so many times. One of us lying on her back in the leaves, an 
autumn day, the smell of burning. It was like this always. We’d 
say the chant like a mantra over and over again. I think she’s 
asleep. I think she’s asleep. Her body growing lighter and 
lighter. She looks like she’s asleep. She is asleep. She is asleep. 
Until we could lift her up over our heads into the air and saying 
the mantra over and over again as her body lightened in our 
arms, just bones and air like a bird, until she was almost sus
pended above our heads, just held by the tips of our hands. It was 
a child’s game as her body grew so light it could almost float 
away and when she’d wake, whichever one of us it was— for we 
were friends then and would always be, no matter what, we 
said— she wouldn’t remember. She wouldn’t remember that 
she’d been held so high on the tips of our fingers that she could 
have drifted away into space. We could have taken our hands 
away and she’d never have come back. But then the body grew 
heavy, came back to earth. And we were all left with the feeling 
of lightheadedness as if we had been hypnotized too. Our bodies 
defying gravity as well. As if we’d all been made to do things we 
would never remember. And never regret.
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Memoirs of a 
Reluctant Psychic

Shirley Williams Homes

S I N C E  I WAS V E R Y  S M A L L  A N D  U N D E R  T H E  T U T E L A G E  

of my mother’s mother I have been what she called ‘sensitive’ to 
people. Not all the time. Not in every circumstance. I misjudge 
and devalue and overvalue people all the time, but when the 
focus kicks in, I ’m pretty good. Most of the time it’s a matter of 
will. I decide when I will read palms or hold a seance. Often I ’ll 
do it just because I ’m asked, but if the focus isn’t there, if the 
doubts are stronger than the impulse, the answer will be no. The 
answer has been no for long years— I’m in my seventies— until 
recently. For all kinds of reasons, some valid, some less so.

For my grandmother it was easy. Or at least I thought so. It 
seemed so. She would brew a pot of looseleaf tea, fill my cup one 
third with the steaming liquid, take the top off the pot and 
spoon some of the soggy tea leaves into my cup.

“Sip it slowly. Think about what you want to know while you 
sip. When the tea is gone, turn the cup upside down on your 
saucer, the handle toward you. Turn the cup three times around 
and lift it up. Don’t you look at it. Hand it to me.”

I would do exactly as she said, the china cup rasping against 
the saucer. I could never drink all of the tea, never get the cup 
really drained before upending it. The final drops always ran 
down the inside curve, puddling in the saucer.

She would take the cup from me, her hands white as old linen,
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blue veined and fragile. She would stare into the cup for long 
seconds and then smile.

“This is a good one, honey. See that bouquet of flowers in the 
bottom?” She would hold the cup tilted toward me and point 
with her pinkie at the wet tea leaves clustered at the bottom of 
my cup. I would nod ‘yes,’ and she would go on.

“Happy times are coming for you. Maybe not next week but 
soon. Really happy times. And a party. I see a party for someone 
named Betty. Is that right? Betty?”

Children’s parties weren’t all that common in those days. 
The Depression was deep and wide and we made our fun from 
the simple, spontaneous things we found around us. The week 
after my grandmothers reading I was invited to a birthday party 
for Betty, a classmate. Betty’s party, planned on purpose and 
including me, was important enough to have shown up in my 
tea leaves.

My mother showed little interest in my grandmother’s read
ings. My girl cousins were as fascinated as I, but my little 
brother ignored them. As an adult I would discover that he 
found her ‘spiritualism,’ as he defined it, unholy and therefore to 
be despised. Not our grandmother but her delving into what he 
perceived as witchcraft. At the time and later, I had too many of 
the feelings, the intuitions that she claimed, to be able to put it 
all aside. I understood that she knew things that others did not, 
that she believed what she knew, and that I, too, had feelings and 
thoughts that were at odds with my practical nature. I wanted 
to know all she could teach me.

I wanted her to read my palm. Tea leaves were fun, but the 
real things were revealed in the palm, so she always said. She 
read my palm, but with a strong caveat.

“You’re too young to have your fortune read. You haven’t been
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alive long enough to take charge of your life. I can tell you what 
gifts you were born with but I can’t tell you how you’re going to 
use them. Reading family is tricky anyway. I know you too well.” 

“Please, Gram, please,” I would beg, impatient to get on with 
it, whatever ‘it’ was. I was eight or ten or twelve and life was tak
ing too long to get somewhere. She would take my left hand in 
hers, cradle it palm up in her own warm palm and study the all 
but invisible lines.

“You’re smart, Shirley. Really smart. And stubborn. My 
word, you are stubborn.”

She knew those things about me without looking at my hand, 
but she was so intense when she spoke that what she said had 
another meaning. ‘She’s seeing into me. It ’s not just what she 
knows because she’s my grandma.’

“You let the stubborn get in the way of the smart sometimes.” 
She would turn my hand so she could see along the outer side. 
“You will have children. I see one, no, two. The second one is 

not so clear but it’s there. And one marriage. Good.”
I have had one marriage. We have celebrated our fiftieth 

anniversary with our two children. Our daughter is adopted, 
which explains the ‘not so clear’ child in my very young palm.

I was not surprised that I had ‘a knack’ for palmistry and for 
what I came to think of as character reading— it seemed a nat
ural outgrowth of the time I spent with Grandma Rough. I had 
not yet begun to question the apparent divergence from my 
usual logical thought.

I started reading palms in my early teens. At first it was a 
gimmick, a way to get attention. I liked being in the limelight 
and palm reading put me there with my friends. I would say all 
the obvious things. “You will meet a really nice boy at the next 
dance.” The kids who went to the dances were all from the high
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school. The chances of there being a strange and wonderful new 
boy at any of them were nil, still the subject of my reading 
would tell her friends, “Shirley says I ’ll meet a new boy.” The 
fact that that did not happen didn’t dampen anybody’s enthusi
asm for my readings. As time went on I began to grow into the 
feeling of holding someone’s hand in mine, letting my mind 
focus and saying what came to my lips: “What is the problem 
with your father? Is he sick? Is he angry with you?”

To another: “You have a lot of talent in, I think it’s art. Do you 
know that?”

Also: “You are a very loving person, but you don’t show it much. 
People can’t guess what you’re like, you have to let them see.”

By the time I was in college I was getting the hang of it. I was 
beginning to forget about the ‘heart line’ and the ‘life line.’ I still 
told people about them because that’s what they expected, but 
the real stuff was coming clear. Not that I had to do anything spe
cial, just focus on the person who had placed his or her hand in 
mine. Some of the hands were hot and dry and stiff, not trusting, 
not believing. Some were moist and limp, fingers curled in like a 
wilting flower. Inert, impassive. Tell me what you will. Some 
were strong, like a good handshake. Confident and healthy. I took 
my cues from what was presented to me but it was always more 
than that. If the person would let me, I could cross the space 
between us and get inside, through the eyes, through the skin, 
through the blood. But like hypnosis, if the person did not want 
to let me in I was stymied, and I would say so.

“I can’t get a good reading for you. It would be unfair to try.” 
Those people never pushed for more. They knew what I knew. 

No way in. Or out.
I had bad feelings sometimes. Forebodings of illness or death
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or serious trouble of some kind. I would back off from that. I 
would keep it to myself. Grandma did the same. “There’s 
enough trouble in the world without having people worry about 
something I ’ve said.’’

Occasionally a person would sense that I was fudging and 
would ask what was wrong.

“Nothing,” I would say. “Just some things aren’t quite clear 
to me.”

I couldn’t bring myself to tell the awful things. They would be 
all too clear when they happened. And I couldn’t bring myself to 
take money for readings. There was not then and is not now any 
logical reason for my refusal. People offered money when I was at 
college and could have used it. Instead I washed and cut and set the 
other kid’s hair for twenty-five or thirty-five cents, movie money.

I don’t know why I ever looked for a logical explanation for 
anything to do with the readings. Nothing about ‘the feelings’ 
will yield to intellectual examination. I use the clues people send 
just by being present. True. I use intuition, whatever that may 
be. Probably true. The word I choose to use is inference. I ’m 
good at drawing inferences. True. True. But it’s more than that. 
Greater than the sum of those parts. What happens in a really 
good reading is connection. I ‘am’ the person I am reading.

But a good reading poses problems, too. On the one hand I 
am in total control. I ’m the boss, the guru, the crone. Great feel
ing. At the same time, the intensity of the moment takes over 
and I become the messenger. That’s what makes it a good read
ing. That last part has to be one of the reasons I ’ve stayed away 
from such things for so long. My brain resists the giving over of 
my rational self to whatever comes through me. The ambiguity 
is intensely uncomfortable.
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Grandma did seances, too, and I learned from her. She would 
draw the curtains or pull down the blinds, turn off the radio, 
and place one lighted candle in the center of the dining 
room or kitchen table. Whoever was in the house at the time—  
aunts, uncles, cousins, friends— would sit around the table in 
the semi-dark.

"Look at the candle. Keep your eyes on it. Try not to blink,” 
she would say in her seance voice, quiet, controlled and impera
tive. You really tried hard not to blink.

"Hold hands, please. Firm but not tight. Make your mind 
a blank.”

There would be some shuffling of feet on the linoleum floor, 
some shifting in the wooden kitchen chairs and then silence. 
Silence was hard for my uncle. He would peer at us from under 
his lowered brow and try to make us laugh. But his mother, my 
grandmother, would wait him out and finally there would be 
silence, a long silence.

"Someone wants to tell us that everything is forgiven. Does 
that mean anything to anyone? All is forgiven.”

A neighbor woman, old and rather cross most of the time, 
claimed the message.

"Yes, it’s my father,” she said in a small voice. "He died before 
we had a chance to make up the fight.”

Often the message would be greeted by silence, would lie 
there in the shadows, disowned. But Grandma was undaunted. 
She understood that some words might be too powerful, too per
sonal, to be recognized in the company of relatives and friends.

There was skepticism in my family about what my grand
mother did. My mother had, through the circumstances of her 
life, become a practical adult, living in the moment and dealing
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with life as it happened. But she had an appreciation of fantasy in 
children’s stories and poems, and there were times when she
would say, “I have a feeling__” When she first held our infant
daughter in her arms she said, "She’s an old soul. She knows more 
than we do.’’ Still, the practical won out. There was also my father 
who was an inventor and a pilot in the earliest days of flying. He 
dreamed but his dreams were of gas engines and electric motors 
and planes built by his own hand. They did not include anything 
that could not be made to work in the concrete world.

My grandmother’s real world included two failed marriages 
and four children— of whom my mother was the second oldest, 
another a daughter dying of multiple sclerosis, and yet another a 
son who had put out his own eye trying to open a package when 
he was four and who remained more child than man for all of his 
short life. On top of that, there was never enough money, even 
for the basics. But still she looked for beauty in the dime store 
trinkets she could afford and in the pansies of her small garden. 
And, I have no doubt, found it in allowing herself to go wher
ever she was led in her readings. I was the only one who was will
ing and eager to follow her.

Yet, I, too, was and am a pragmatist. I love the proving of a sup
position by logic. Or the disproving of it. I love the building of a 
thing from idea to finished product whether I do it myself or sim
ply enjoy the doing of others. A house, the Suez Canal, a fort of chil
dren’s blocks, a space station or a birthday cake. Still I was fasci
nated by what my grandma called ‘the occult,’ the hidden revealed.

There was an incident when I was twelve that became the touch
stone for me. I couldn’t then nor can I now discount it or 
explain it.
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We had moved, my parents, my brother and I, to California 
for my father’s health. He had severe asthma and at thirty-six 
was desperate to find a place where he could breathe. We had 
lived in Burbank for six months when one sunny December day 
he stayed home from work, lay in bed with his oxygen tent 
around him, and in the late afternoon with my mother lying on 
the bed beside him and my brother and me in the living room 
with Aunt Mildred and Uncle Charles, he died. We took the 
four-day train trip home to Connecticut with his casket in the 
baggage car. On arriving we went immediately to live in the 
huge family home of my father’s mother, Nana Williams. My 
father’s sister and her husband and three daughters were already 
living there but the estate was large enough to accommodate 
three more without dispossessing anyone. We settled into our 
new surroundings on the third floor without comment or dis
cussion. Our father had left us without insurance or savings and 
so this place, the Farm, as he had always called it, would be home 
to my mother, my brother and me for the foreseeable future. My 
father’s funeral was held two days after we moved in.

Grandma Rough, meanwhile, lived in a small frame house in 
the same town. My unmarried uncle, handicapped aunt, and two 
cousins lived with her in what can best be described as the near 
edge of poverty. I know now how strong a contrast existed 
between the homes and the lives of my two grandmothers, but at 
the time the only important thing was that they both loved me.

A week or so after the funeral, I was allowed a weekend visit 
with my mother’s family. I sat opposite Grandma Rough at her 
kitchen table over a cup of cocoa and a wedge of her walnut 
coffee cake.

“I have to tell you something, Shirley. I ’ve been wanting to
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talk to you since your Daddy’s funeral. I ’m still trying to believe 
what happened.’’

I thought she was referring to my father’s death. The two of 
them had not had a friendly relationship. Polite, but not warm. 
I hoped she was not going to tell me she was relieved that he was 
gone. At twelve, such a thing seemed possible.

But instead she began telling me about the week leading up 
to my father’s death. It had been a hard one for her, without 
money for coal. She was worried that my aunt, frail with multi
ple sclerosis, would take cold or pneumonia in the frigid house. 
On the day my father died and with no knowledge that he was 
even sick, Grandma Rough went down into the cellar to scrape 
up what loose pieces of coal, even coal dust, she might find to fire 
up the boiler. As she stood at the entrance to the coal bin she saw 
my father standing against the back wall, his head tipped to the 
side, a smile on his face. She saw his red hair, his mustache, his 
tweed jacket as clear as day, even in the shadows of the basement.

“Looking jaunty as always,” she said. “Not in the least sick or 
unhappy. His own self. ‘Don’t worry, Florence,’ was what he 
said. Just that. ‘Don’t worry, Florence.’ And I stopped worrying 
right then. The boiler cold and dead, Martha huddled under 
blankets in her bed, and I stopped worrying. In the next minute 
your father wasn’t there, not disappeared so much as, I don’t 
know how to say it . . .faded into nothing.”

“So I went upstairs and continued right through the dining 
room and out the front door to the mailbox. I had checked for 
the mail about an hour before and there hadn’t been anything. 
But now, this time, there was an envelope, a letter addressed to 
me in your father’s handwriting. He never wrote to me. Never 
called me. We weren’t on the best of terms as I guess you know. I
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opened the envelope right there at the edge of the road, my fin
gers so cold I could hardly manage and there it was.”

She told me that what she pulled from the envelope was a 
sheet of lined paper, folded over a check for twenty-five dollars. 
That was a week’s pay for many people in those days. An enor
mous gift. He had written a Christmas greeting to her on the 
sheet of paper. “A little early Christmas. Love from Bertie, Jim  
and the kids.” Grandma Rough said she went straight to the 
telephone and called the coal company. Grandma said they were 
warm well into the new year.

“When your mother called to tell us about your father dying, 
I figured it out. The time difference, I mean. Your Dad was with 
me just minutes after he died.”

I never talked about it with her after that first time but I never 
forgot a word of it either. Not logical, not concrete, not prov
able, but true and so much bigger than tea leaves or palms or 
even seances.

The other members of my family were tolerant of my interest in 
learning what Grandma had to teach. “Oh, those two,” with a 
dismissive smile. When I met and married Herb I found that 
there was another way of dealing with my ability to read people. 
Not that he put me down but he had no frame of reference for 
such things. And my grandmother was dead by the time we 
met. He didn’t believe for one minute that I could ‘see’ things or 
that my ‘feelings’ were anything more than a manifestation of 
my intelligence. But he appreciated the way people responded 
to my palm readings. It was a wonderful parlor trick, one he 
would suggest at parties.

In the early fifties Herb and I lived in a small apartment on
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East 48th Street in Manhattan. None of our friends had any 
money but we all threw parties with wine and spaghetti and a 
wonderful mix of people, all of them on the brink of being who 
and what they wanted to be, given time and luck and work.

“Get Shirley to read your hand. She’s good at it,” Herb would say.
And I would do a few casual readings. People with a drink in 

one hand and a cigarette in the other would put one or the other 
down and thrust a hand at me. The readings were cursory but 
nobody seemed to know or care. And Herb loved the quirky 
quality of my abilities. I was in my early twenties and in a new 
circumstance, unsure enough to accept that what I did was 
entertainment.

We had been to a party one Saturday night when early the 
next morning, the phone rang. I answered, more than half 
asleep, expecting Herb’s mother or mine with bad news. Why 
else would anyone be on the phone at eight o’clock on a Sunday 
morning? Apparently my premonitions were asleep as well or I 
would have rolled over and let the phone ring.

“Shirley, this is Helen Forrest. You did my palm last night,’’ 
she said, her voice breathy and conspiratorial.

“Yes, I remember you,” I said. I pictured her, thin and elegant 
in a black silk moire suit, diamond stud earrings and a remark
ably beautiful gold pin in the shape of a dove on her lapel. Her 
hand was small and hot and in constant motion, the fingers 
twitching as I held it. Her feet in spike-heeled black silk shoes 
moved against the carpet and her eyes, almost hidden behind 
dark bangs, flicked over my face. She was a moving target. 
Intense, demanding, in the way she leaned toward me, and I 
moved off, giving her a quick, glib reading. I wasn’t proud of 
myself but thought there would have been no way to satisfy her.
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"What you told me last night was phenomenal. I do want 
more outlets for my creative energy. I am a warm and loving per
son and I don’t have enough places to express that love. You 
know me. You are a wonder.”

‘Uh, oh,’ I thought as she babbled on, ‘I hope she didn’t think 
I was suggesting she have an affair.’

"I just tell you what I see. We did talk about doing some char
ity work and about finding a hobby, didn’t we?” I hoped we had.

She wasn’t listening. "What I want to suggest is that we meet 
once a week, your apartment or mine, and that you continue to 
do readings for me. I know my life would be enriched. I feel I 
could do wonderful things if  you would become my palmist. 
Name your price, by the way. Whatever you think is fair.” This 
last in a whisper, so that I wondered if someone were listening, 
her husband or father or her keeper, a man in a white coat. I 
didn’t have to think before I answered.

"It just doesn’t work that way, Mrs. Forrest. I don’t do weekly 
readings. Not enough changes in your life from week to week. In 
fact, I rarely read the same person twice. And never for money.” 

She didn’t give up easily. We continued to talk for some min
utes and in the end she hung up sounding sad rather than angry. 
She was the kind of needy person I did not want to read for ever 
again. One of those for whom the occult is a way to keep from 
coming to grips with the world. I would avoid reading the 
Helen Forrests of the world in future.

On another Saturday night, in the third year of our marriage, 
Herb and I traveled downtown by bus from our tiny apartment 
to a tinier three-room apartment in Greenwich Village for a 
party. The guests, crowded elbow to elbow and hip to hip in the 
candlelit rooms, included actors and would-be actors, athletes,
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insurance salesmen, a model or two, a wife or two and only a few 
people whom we knew.

As soon as we came in someone called out, “Is that the girl 
who reads palms?” Herb called back, “Yes.” Immediately I found 
myself in the bedroom where someone was pushing aside the 
coats piled on the double bed, saying, “Sit here,” patting the 
edge of the bed. I sat. The room was darker than I would have 
liked, but there was a bedside table lamp which, when I clicked 
it on, made a pool of light on the floor and on my lap. As soon as 
the light went on I felt powerful. This was going to be a good 
night for readings.

As each person appeared out of the dark I asked that they sit 
on the small straight chair someone had pulled up to the bed
side table. The first readings were good but nothing unusual. 
“How many children will I have?” “Do I have a good life line?” 
“Do you see money in my palm?” To which I said “Three,” “Oh 
yes, and a very good health line as well.” and “No, no money. 
Lots of ability, though.” The people seemed pleased, but I was 
beginning to think it wasn’t working as well as it sometimes 
did. I wasn’t engaged with the people I was reading. The inten
sity that meant I was really ‘on,’ really connecting, was missing.

That changed when a tall, very handsome young black man 
stopped to stand in front of me, hesitant and quiet.

“Do you want a reading?” I asked.
“Mmm, I guess so,” he said and sat in the chair. He was so tall 

that his knees bumped mine and he mumbled “Sorry” as he 
moved back.

“May I have your left hand?” I put my own out to receive his.
His hand was feather light in mine in spite of its size, long 

and thin and powerful looking. Focus was instant and I was ‘in’
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him. “Trouble,” I thought. “No wonder he was holding back.”
“You have a very strong hand. Fully developed. Great health 

line and, look at this,” I said, pointing to the two stars at the base 
of his middle fingers. “This means that you have two talents, 
two gifts that are remarkable.”

I began to feel him responding. He didn’t speak but there 
were waves of what felt like heat coming from him.

“You have worked hard on the one talent and virtually 
ignored the other. Do you have any idea what I ’m talking about? 
Is this making any sense to you?”

“Yes,” he said, “I know.” He was quiet again and I took his 
right hand in mine.

“It ’s true, everything your left hand showed me. You must 
begin to work on this second gift or it will disappear. It’s already 
making you unhappy,” I said. That was what was clear. That he 
was unhappy.

We were quiet. I watched him, looking down at his hands, 
and I felt the energy leaving his body. He spoke in a whisper, 
“You’re right. I know what you mean.” Then he stood and went 
back into the living room. We didn’t speak again.

The next few days were filled with the usual activities, pro
ducing and directing at Channel 1 1  for Herb and shopping, 
cooking, cleaning for me. Typical fifties pursuits. I would meet 
Herb after work, at one or two in the morning, and we would go 
for long walks through the city. We were self-absorbed and 
happy. The party had faded from my mind when one Friday 
evening its host called Herb to say that the young man for whom 
I had read had jumped to his death. He had been a runner, train
ing for the Olympics, and he had wanted to be a jazz musician. 
His parents and his teachers, everyone whom he loved and
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admired had urged him to work toward the Olympics and to 
enjoy jazz as a hobby. He had made his own decision, but his 
death sent me into a long period of soul-searching. I felt that I 
had put pressure on a young man who didn’t need more pressure. 
What I had seen was his unhappiness. What I had not seen was 
his suicide. I had hoped that what I said would make it easier for 
him to tend to whatever it was that he loved. It hadn’t and it 
would be nearly forty years before I would read palms again.

What changed things, made me willing to try again, was the 
company of a group of women writers. In my early sixties I joined 
a writing group which met once a week and was led by a local 
novelist. The group, anywhere from five to seven or eight of us, 
was a supportive, hard working, insightful and creative gather
ing of women. Women came and went as changes occurred in 
their lives and new members joined us, but the ethos, the essence 
of the group remained the same. We watched each other grow 
and cheered each other on. We listened to one another’s stories 
and no one laughed except at the right places. They would ask 
me to read palms or hold a seance but for a long time I said no, I 
wasn’t ready yet, even in that supportive atmosphere.

I can’t say that I missed the readings during the forty years that 
intervened between that young man’s death and my joining the 
writing group. I was busy doing what I had always meant to, rais
ing a family. And the longer I lived, the more I experienced, the 
firmer became my belief in self-reliance and individual responsi
bility, so that when the idea of doing a reading crossed my mind 
in those years I would push it away. I had come far enough in my 
understanding to know that the young man who had taken his 
life all those years ago had done so on his own. Insight and experi
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ence had taken me a long way from the guilt of that time imme
diately following the event. But that didn’t mean I was ready to 
hand out prescriptions and proscriptions to the vulnerable or to 
anyone who asked for a life plan. Still, in the company of women 
friends, I thought I might risk inviting the ‘feelings’ again.

One snowy evening a small event occurred which let me 
know I hadn’t lost or forgotten the ability to go with the energy 
when the time was right. A writer friend had picked me up at 
home and driven me to the house where we were meeting that 
night. A light snow was falling as we went in. We talked and 
read for two hours and then prepared to leave. The woman who 
had brought me reached into her pocket for her car keys and 
said, “Oh, no, where are they?” She opened her purse and rum
maged in the bottom for several minutes, dumped it out on a 
nearby table, and went through the contents. “They’re not 
here.” Our hostess and I felt behind sofa cushions and looked 
under furniture. No keys. “The snow’s getting bad out there. 
Maybe we should call a cab and get home,” my friend said. “Give 
me a minute to check outside,” I said.

I knew where the keys were. Common sense. If  they weren’t 
where they should be, they were where they shouldn’t be. But 
when I stepped out the front door and saw the drifts of snow, I 
had to admit to myself that common sense would get me just so 
far. What I was feeling was the keys themselves. I walked over to 
a drift along the left side of the sidewalk, bent down and reached 
into the snow. My fingers ‘felt’ the keys just before they closed 
around them then I went back into the house dangling the frigid 
keys in front of my friend. “Here,” I told her. I had been so sure 
of finding the keys that I was surprised at her surprise when I 
was successful.
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Yet when I tried several months later to locate a diamond pin 
for another friend, I was not successful. I could see the pin 
wedged between two surfaces, one hard and dirty, the other 
rough, like cement, but no matter how thoroughly we searched 
the places she had been, I could not finally home in on the pin. 
We gave up. The truth was that I had felt enormous resistance 
from my friend throughout the whole episode. On the one hand 
she seemed desperate to find the pin and on the other I knew she 
didn’t want it back. She told me long afterwards that her hus
band’s mother had given it to her and that there had been too 
many emotional strings attached to the gift. She was glad it 
was gone.

Now that I was opening myself to my abilities again, the 
members of the group begged me to relent and read their palms. 
I was reluctant. I knew them all too well to do a proper reading. 
But the perfect opportunity arose. Our pre-Christmas meeting 
was held at the new home of one of our long-time members. She 
had built a fire in her beautiful fireplace and provided a delicious 
quiche in celebration of the season. We sat close to the fire and to 
each other, reading and talking, and when the subject of palm 
reading was raised yet again, I agreed. The lights were low and 
the firelight flickered but I could see well enough to read the 
hands as they were placed one by one in mine.

“Your hand is all potential. Almost unformed. You really 
must claim yourself,’’ I said to the first, a writer of talent and 
insight, gentle and soft spoken, whose hand felt like the petals 
of a gardenia, soft and yielding.

“I know,’’ she said. “I do try. I will try.”
There was more but what I saw in her hand was clearly a 

woman waiting to be born.
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The next, a tall, striking, confident, successful business
woman, presented a hand that was fully formed, with one glar
ing exception. “The drive is all there is. You are already success
ful. You need to take time to look inward. Your hand is dry. All 
the energy is going out. You must save some of that energy for 
you own inner reservoir of strength/’

“I mean to do it. Meditation, maybe. There’s just so little time,’’ 
she said. “But you’re right. I want to pay attention to my spirit.” 

“You need to play,” I said. “I think you’ve forgotten how to 
play. Meditation sounds deliberate. Not spontaneous. Try doing 
something outrageous on the spur of the moment.”

The third reading was difficult for me. The softly blond mid
dle-aged woman, a wife and mother, a cancer survivor, was writ
ing an intensely personal book. It was hard for me to step back 
from what I knew about her and accept what her hand would 
show me. The focus came and I was able to say, “You are a loving 
person. Not always wise in where you place your trust, but lov
ing and forgiving. You are more than you know and who you are 
is growing in you. Keep remembering your own strength and 
use it for you. That’s not a selfish thing to do.”

“Thank you,” was all she said.
The fourth was the most difficult. I knew this intelligent, 

insightful woman, writer and teacher was basically resistant to 
what I was doing. Not skeptical, but resistant. She gave me her 
hand in the spirit of the evening and I thought I would not delve 
too deeply. I would respect her feelings.

“With what you were given in your left hand you have no busi
ness becoming what I see here in your right hand. You’ve made 
this happen yourself. You’ve been receptive to what life presented 
to you and have followed the leads that appeared. It’s an accom



plished hand. It’s an artistic hand, but it’s also very practical... 
square across the base. You have three major talents, two that you 
know about and a third that you do not so far suspect. It will be a 
talent for your later life.” All of this could have come from my 
personal experience with her, but it was also plain in her hand.

We spent the rest of the evening in relaxed enjoyment of each 
others company. The aftermath of that evening was that each 
woman told me that I had found and reported something true 
and meaningful to her. Each was making an effort to benefit 
from what I had seen in her hand. Good outcomes, I thought. 
But in August the group suffered a loss that shocked and grieved 
us all. The beautiful, strong young writer/business woman who 
was going to spend more time developing her spirit, died of a 
massive stroke at the age of forty-seven. I had not seen death in 
her hand. I had seen only what I told her, a full life, well lived, 
that might benefit from some inner reflection. A strong 
reminder that whatever gift I have, it is imperfect.

Early that fall, the writing group went on a long weekend to the 
vacation home of one of our members. We spent our time writ
ing and reading and playing on the beach and eating in wonder
ful restaurants. It was a time suspended. No families, no jobs, no 
plans other than to enjoy the place, the time and each other’s 
company. One evening the possibility of a seance was raised. 
Would I? What would we need to have a real seance?

“I ’ll be happy to try,” I said, surprised at the feeling of intense 
pleasure the request had given me. “Is there a candle in the house?’’

“I ’ll try to find one. My father-in-law doesn’t like candles 
around. Fire hazard,” said our hostess. She went off, looking 
through drawers and cupboards and came back into the dining

H O M E S  • M E M O I R S  O F  A R E L U C T A N T  P S Y C H I C

{119}



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

room with a fat pillar candle. “Will this do?” she asked, placing 
it on a saucer in the middle of the dining table.

“Perfect,” I said. “Please turn the lights off and leave your 
watches in the living room.” The thing about time, about 
watches and clocks, occurred to me at the moment. It was not 
something my grandma had taught, but it was strong. I could 
not have gone on with the seance had there been evidence of the 
marking of time in the room. What my grandma’s idiosyn
crasies may have been I will never know. She was my only 
teacher and I took what she did and said as the paradigm of psy
chic activity. My own deviations from that came unbidden and I 
accept them as they come. No watches and no clocks. We sat in 
the quiet room, holding hands around the table, and I began to 
feel the loss of control, the focused thought-without-thought 
that means I ’m in the right place.

“I have a feeling of peace, of forgiveness. Someone’s mother,” 
I said.

“Mine,” one of the women, a gray-blond, sixtyish, mother 
and grandmother, of whom we were all fond, said. “It ’s my 
mother. I forgive her, too.”

“Good,” I said. “If nothing else happens tonight, that’s good.”
“Is my father willing to talk to me?” the woman on my right 

asked. She was a professor of philosophy at a local college, suc
cessful and admired by her peers. An attractive woman, also in 
her sixties. She sounded anxious and, I thought, afraid.

“I ’ll see,” I said and let my mind search for her father. Resis
tance was all I felt.

“I ’m sorry, he isn’t willing or maybe I ’m not in touch with 
him,” I said, not wanting to let her know what I was feeling, his 
refusal to enter in.
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“I’m not surprised,” she said. “Disappointed but not surprised.” 
“Wait, I see a piece of jewelry. A pin or a ring with a blue- 

green stone. Lost, I think,” I said. The image was not clear but 
the feeling around it was. Loss and sadness.

“ It ’s my aunt’s pin,” the woman opposite me at the table 
called out. “It was lost. My grandmother gave it to her and she 
loved it. Can you see where it is?”

“No, I can’t but it will be found. The stone is set in silver and 
I see it back with the one who loves it,” I said.

The seance continued for another few minutes and then we all 
went off to bed. I slept hard and had no dreams. It was as if I were 
satisfied for the time being that I had done all I could in the psy
chic world and could relax in the real world.

There was another incident that following winter, a feeling that 
came when I was unprepared. My husband and I were on a week
end vacation. I had no thoughts of readings or seances when I 
happened to pass through a room where the television was on. 
The program, a sitcom, was not one that I usually watch and the 
actor who caught my attention was not anyone with whom I was 
familiar. I remember stopping in the middle of the room, star
ing at the screen, staring at the young man who was interacting 
with a group of other actors, hearing the laugh track and think
ing, “My God, somebody help him. He’s in so much trouble.” 
The man himself, not the character he was playing. I passed it 
off as a momentary aberration and went on through the room to 
join my husband. But the feeling did not leave and I looked in 
the TV section of the newspaper to see what show I had been 
watching. Less than a week later the same show was in the news. 
One of the actors had committed suicide and I knew without
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glancing at his picture which one it was. I thought of the young 
athlete/musician of forty years earlier and felt the same sense of 
helplessness and sadness. I still have no clear idea of what to do 
with unbidden presentiments of danger.

This piece was finished and had been sent to the editor when I 
had an opportunity to read a woman whom I had met on several 
occasions, but whom I did not really know. She had come with 
several other friends of mine to share a pre-holiday dinner at my 
home. We had enjoyed one another’s company during the meal 
and were settled in the living room in front of the fire when it 
happened: a strong feeling that I must read this woman’s palm. I 
hoped she would be open to the suggestion.

‘‘Yes, of course. I ’d love it,” she said holding out both hands 
to me as I sat next to her on the couch.

I was glad I did not know this woman better because the 
whole experience of reading her would be clearer, easier. No pre
judgments to work around. I need not have worried. The power 
of her persona reached out to me even as I reached for her palms 
and began to read. It was as if  a faucet had been turned on, the 
flow of thoughts and words was so strong. This was one of those 
readings that ‘does’ itself.

“You are totally balanced. Your hands are virtually identical. 
You are who you were. You have great focus, ability and deliber
ation. And you’re a nester. A home builder.

“There is a strong possibility of a deflection from your current 
path in life from now on. A different direction. Soon...right 
now. It ’s not a depression, not a chance for the negative. It will 
take a great deal of energy to resist. Don’t try. You will find that 
logic can’t help you in what’s to come. Use intuition, emotion.
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“This change crosses everything. You can’t ignore it. Stay in 
tune with relationships, how you feel about others and about 
yourself. It’s a cosmic shift.. .pay attention to it. It isn’t good or 
bad, so suspend judgment. It ’s something you can really sink 
your teeth into, something you’ve never thought of before with 
regard to yourself.

“Don’t think your way through it, feel your way. It ’s kind of 
neat. Lots of stuff to go through but no disaster. Go with the 
flow. It will cause you to look out and what is reflected back will 
be a big help to you.

“You will go out of balance. We learn in disequilibrium. This 
state of unrest and the changes it will bring will be for your 
greater fulfillment. It’s an opportunity. Balance in your case and 
probably in all cases implies control. Change is out of your con
trol and therefore terrifying. If you think you know what to do, 
you don’t. This can’t be reasoned. It’s way beyond that.”

I thought I was finished and I let go of her hands. I felt as if  I 
had been talking for hours yet it had been ten minutes. I began 
to talk again. There was more that she should hear.

“I ’m still tuning in. It ’s still really active. It ’s as if you had 
suddenly said, ‘All those things that I thought were not a part of 
me, were not important to me...are a part of me.’ They are. 
Understand and embrace them. All of your conscious life, that 
stuff you have so well under control, is the light side of the 
moon, known and familiar. At the edge, where it starts to get 
dark, lie dragons, the edge of the map, the place beyond where 
you have walked. But that place exists. It’s huge and it won’t be 
denied. You haven’t begun to know the territory that is you. You 
need to get closer to a dream state. Don’t push any thoughts 
away. Go without a plan. Everything is permitted, encouraged,
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to be explored. There is no mother around.. .you can do what 
you want. When you find it, it will feed you. It will be a jewel 
and you will want to claim it.”

It is rare that I remember the details of what passes between me 
and the person being read, but one of the women present, a close 
friend of the woman beside me, took down most of what I said. 
Because, she said, I had been so completely on the mark, she made 
her notes available to me, and I decided to include them here.

Nothing I have said is remarkable. Paying attention to and 
drawing inferences from the work around us is something we all 
do every day, every moment. It is how we exist in the real world. 
Some of us do it better than others, more consciously, but I think 
we could all improve our skills.

Other people do amazing things: reaching the dead, predicting 
down to the nano-second what ones life will be, charting the influ
ence of the stars. I have no quarrel with them. Still, my own doubts 
persist. I pose questions and I have no answers. I have no belief in a 
life after death, so with whom am I communing in a seance? I trust 
only those things which I can put to the test of logic and yet I 
believe in fairies. I ’ve seen them, graceful, transparent, shy. I fear 
and distrust cults of the mind and spirit, yet I read the palms of 
my friends, people I love and respect, and I give them advice and 
counsel. I don’t read the palms of my family. And I don’t read for 
money. The limits are my own. I continue to respond to my spirit 
and I continue to be strongly ambivalent about sharing the mes
sages I receive. One thing I am sure of. My long dead psychic 
grandmother is proud of me. She told me so. Really.
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“Cadence”
from The End of Being Known: A Memoir 

by Michael Klein

IT H A P P E N E D  S P O R A D I C A L L Y  AT FIRST.  T H E R E ’ D BE A G I R L  

that my twin brother would have feelings for. Or, that I would 
have feelings for. Or that he would have feelings for first, then me. 
Or me, then him— the girl caught in the limbo Rex and I made.

One of us would bring a girl home and make out with her as 
far as our body would let us— i.e., whatever didn’t involve real 
sex. The penis, for me anyway, was still personal. It belonged to 
me. Nobody had ever seen it except the family. My penis hadn’t 
tried to make a journey to the heart of another person through 
the tunnel leading into them.

I guess Rex and I came to sex slowly or cautiously— I can’t 
remember the feeling— but I know that we didn’t launch into 
it. We didn’t think it was very important. We thought sex was 
something that would happen to u s.. .whenever.. .like a job 
we’d get without being interviewed. And I think we figured it 
would happen between us, first.

We brought girls home to change the weight of the air of 
home, which was usually dark and confusing with arguments that 
were taking place, or about to take place. We brought girls home 
from the schools when the early darkness carried us back to my 
mother. But sex and girls were in a country different from most of 
daily life. And Rex and I didn’t watch the other boys make circles 
around the girls. We didn’t go to the dances. The girls we 
brought home felt sudden and were even surprised themselves,
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whenever Rex and I related to them in any kind of sexual way. To 
us, scoring with a girl meant being able to read her mind.

My first girlfriend, Sarah, lived a block away with her mother 
who was dying of Scleroderma— a disease so strange and rela
tively unknown— its victims turn to stone— that whenever I ’d 
go over to her apartment, we’d stand frozen in the hallway and 
sort of drift, finally, into the bedroom where her mother was lying 
helpless. Sarah’s mother was always between us physically or 
mentally and so we never really got to know each other in a way 
that made it seem the relationship could grow out of its own soil.

I liked Sarah, and even liked kissing her. But there was some
thing in those beginning days of sex (just kissing, actually) that 
felt like a rehearsal for.. .what? A play in which I kept forget
ting my lines. Sex was a kind of haphazard performance— a use 
for the body that seemed to freeze it in time and move a mind 
sideways— never straight ahead. In other words, sex didn’t 
really get me anywhere. It just covered old ground.

Of course, none of this seemed true later. Sex would become a 
thrilling series of connections and disconnections, nostalgic and 
futuristic. But back then, back in the drifty house I lived in before 
sex attached itself to my penis or tongue, or my thighs, or my feet 
and arms and buzzed in my ear— before sex attached itself to my 
hands and their ability and inability to open and close— before 
sex became a delicate thread of power and beauty, and later, found 
power and beauty— it was slow and methodical. Like death.

One summer Rex went to a yoga camp (whatever that is, I 
remember thinking). I don’t know what I did instead that sum
mer, but yoga wouldn’t have me. I didn’t require the body and the 
mind at once. The only vapor from such a practice that I was will
ing to inhale was Autobiography of a Yogi by Paramahansa Yogi- 
nanda, which, for some inexplicable reason, had a big effect on me.



K L E I N  • “ C A D E N C E ”

Rex and I had started writing songs at around this time, and 
aside from our own music vibrating inside our heads (we would 
never learn to actually read notes), we had always memorized 
each others songs. I had written one very strange, surrealistic 
little piece that had a beautiful melody and began with a typi
cally cryptic lyric: I woke too early this morning, saw the sun before it 
was born. Rex liked the song and used to play it for his fellow 
yoga campers. By the end of that summer, the whole camp was 
humming this strange little tune, which cheered me.

Years later, I noticed, at the gym particularly, in the showers, 
that if a man started humming or whistling, someone else would 
invariably start replying in kind— a conversation of notes with
out anybody ever reaching for a word.

At Camp Yoga, my brother met a girl and fell in love for the 
first time. Roberta Berman was from an affluent family outside 
Philadelphia and she smoked pot every day. In retrospect, the 
drug may have been a more powerful glue in their relationship 
than either one of them would have admitted then, but it didn’t 
matter. There was a deep bond between Roberta and Rex, so, of 
course, I was very anxious to meet her.

I didn’t like Roberta at first. I didn’t find her particularly attrac
tive and she was aggressive in a way that made my impression 
harden. I was attracted to very feminine girls then, when I started 
following them into the world of deep feelings, and I don’t know 
why that was, exactly, since now, being queer and the rest of it, I ’m 
much more attracted to brilliant, aggressive women.

Roberta and I eventually did become friends. There was some
thing about her that wasn’t like anyone else I’d ever met. She was 
spontaneous and incredibly free in a way that seemed spiritual, at 
first, but was actually more about her parents’ money, which they 
had plenty of and lavished quite a bit of on her.
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But, she did listen to music a lot— which put her in the other 
category of freedom, and she heard it, I like to think, the way we 
all did then, when listening to music was something you actu
ally did as a practice and didn’t just turn on while you were busy 
with something else. I remember sitting in the chalk dust of a 
late afternoon at the High School of Music and Art, listening to 
Bach’s The Art of the Fugue and thinking, Vm learning how to hear 
music. Since then, I ’ve had a fugue life.

I don’t know how it happened exactly— that I grew closer to 
Roberta and Rex pulled away from her, but it was a two year 
period of re-assigning. In the beginning, fresh from yoga camp 
and playing songs we’d both written, Rex used to take a train to 
Philadelphia to spend time with Roberta. Then, one weekend, 
Rex stopped going— I can’t remember exactly why— and I 
started to make the trip.

I don’t think Rex ever had sex with Roberta, and as far as I 
knew then, I wasn’t sexually attracted to her, but I wanted to be 
near her, and with each successive trip to her parents’ home, I 
was becoming more and more interested in how she lived her 
life. I liked who I was with her and didn’t try and figure it out or 
talk it over with Rex or my parents. The whole thing felt like a 
trance I was in— a trance that, once it hit the part of my con
sciousness that made me act, simply meant buying a ticket to 
get on a train bound for Philadelphia.

On one of those visits, something so strange and mysterious 
happened to Roberta and me that I still don’t know how to talk 
about it. It was as though we had found a way to communicate 
through thought and feeling only— the way some books will 
tell you it will be when the Martians come.

Here’s what happened: There was a hill near Roberta’s house,
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which if you stood on the top of and moved back a few paces, 
looked to anyone standing at the bottom, that you had disap
peared. Of course, the person on the top— Roberta had climbed 
to the top— only moved a step down the back of the hill. But 
somehow, Roberta could see me at the same time that I couldn’t 
see her— like what happens with a two-way mirror— the hill, 
somehow, letting the person on the top see the person on the 
bottom, without being seen herself. I couldn’t understand the 
physical explanation for it, but the shifting sense of it seemed 
almost logical if I saw the hill and its trick as a kind of cadence.

And at that moment of being seen by Roberta but not being 
able to see her, I was filled with a regret and longing so palpable 
and sudden that I could hardly breathe. In that moment of 
Roberta’s disappearance, I was suddenly made aware of feelings 
I had for her that couldn’t or wouldn’t surface any other way.

That night, after she left the hill we walked in the dark sub
urban outskirts to her home. After something that had nothing 
to do with us and everything to do with us, she came into my 
bedroom where we kissed for the first time. We never moved 
beyond the kiss that whole year. And strange as it may have 
seemed to her, there was something exactly right about it. The 
hill provided us both the long-lasting effect of being known to 
each other in the exact lapse of not being known. I came back 
from that weekend unable to shake the experience of seeing 
Roberta disappear—a cadence that replaced Roberta and Rex 
with Roberta and me—a cadence that felt so idiosyncratic, that 
Rex couldn’t have known about such things.

I was wrong. The first thing Rex said to me as soon as I walked 
through the door was, “Did she take you to that hill?”
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The Price of Salt Today

Nina Herzog
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the amorous encounter that led to the writing, and publication 
four years later, of her novel The Price of Salt. Still in her twen
ties, Highsmith had just finished writing Strangers on a Train, 
her first novel, which would soon after be sold to Alfred Hitch
cock, and made into the film that would turn Highsmith into 
a famed suspense writer practically overnight. At the time, 
Hitchcock bought the rights anonymously so he paid very little, 
leaving Highsmith wanting for money. She was forced to take a 
retail job in a large department store selling dolls during the 
Christmas rush. One day a dreamy blonde came straight up to 
her and asked for a doll. Highsmith writes of her experience: ‘‘It 
was a routine transaction, the woman paid and departed. But I 
felt odd and swimmy in the head, near to fainting, yet at the 
same time uplifted, as if  I had seen a vision.” And so begins the 
tale of Therese and Carol.

At 19, Therese is leading a dismal life in New York City and 
feels very much alone. Her father died when she was six. Her 
mother sent her away to an orphanage when she was eight and
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soon after remarried, had more kids, and rarely visited. At the 
books beginning, Therese is dating Richard, a struggling 
painter, who loves her but whom she cannot seem to love back. A 
striving set designer, Therese takes a seasonal job at a big depart
ment store to earn some money during Christmas selling dolls 
(sound familiar?). She befriends Mrs. Ruby Robichek, a lugubri
ous hunchbacked co-worker who lives in a filthy apartment that 
Therese visits one evening for dinner. “She felt as if she were being 
strangled” and “Mrs. Robichek was the keeper of the dungeon.” 
She has a violent trembling fit, almost faints and fears that “the 
chains would lock and she would be one with Mrs. Robichek.” All 
is dreary, leading nowhere, and Therese wishes she could “kiss the 
person in the mirror and make her come to life.”

The next day Carol Aird (a very dreamy blonde) enters the 
store: “Their eyes met at the same instant.. .She was tall and fair, 
her long figure graceful in the loose fur coat that she held open 
with a hand on her waist. Her eyes were gray, colorless, yet dom
inant as light or fire, and caught by them, Therese could not look 
away— Then Therese saw her walk slowly toward the counter, 
heard her heart stumble to catch up with the moment it had let 
pass, and felt her face grow hot as the woman came nearer and 
nearer.” Everything about her represents life— including the 
very sexual energy she stirs in Therese.

Therese sends Mrs. H. F. Aird (Carol) a Christmas card from 
the store and signs it only with her number, 645-A. Carol calls 
the next day and though she is surprised that worker 645-A is a 
woman, invites Therese for a drink, where she confesses that she 
is “delighted” that Therese is a woman.

True to life, their immediate attraction is shaped more by 
their own losses and needs than by any pre-existing prescrip

( 131 )



G L O B A L  C I T Y  R E V I E W

tions for love. Therese never received much in the way of mater
nal love and Carol fills that void. On her first visit to Carol’s lux
urious home in New Jersey, Therese arrives tired, in general, by 
life. Carol instructs her to take a nap, talking to her “as if  she 
were a child sick with fever.” Therese then asks for a glass of hot 
milk, which acts as a kind of truth serum prompting Therese to 
tell Carol about her childhood. “The milk seemed to taste of 
bone and blood, of warm flesh, or hair, saltless as chalk yet alive 
as a growing embryo. Therese drank it down, as people in fairy 
tales drink the potion that will transform.”

Carol meanwhile is embarking on a bitter divorce battle, the 
main prize of which is her daughter, Rindy, whose absence is felt 
from the beginning of the book. Rindy is staying with her father 
during the holidays. Therese, almost 15 years younger than 
Carol, appears just in time to help distract Carol from the possi
ble loss of her daughter. The sensuality of the mother-daughter 
bond becomes the backdrop of their relationship.

As they grow closer, Carol invites Therese on a road trip from 
New York to the Northwest. They set off exploring the country 
together. One evening as they are getting ready for bed in a 
quaint motel, Therese confesses her love to Carol, who responds 
with a straightforward, “Don’t you know I love you?” and a kiss 
“on the lips, as if they had kissed a thousand times before.” 

Highsmith accomplishes the heretofore unimaginable: her 
two female characters fall in love with each other as if it is the 
most ordinary thing in the world. Neither of them entertains 
any inner conflicts. Since the novel is written in a close third per
son, we are privy to Therese’s innermost thoughts, but we can 
infer from Carol’s actions that she, too, is not battling any inter
nal monsters. The only monsters are external.
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Mr. Aird, Carols soon-to-be ex-husband, is scheming to win 
permanent custody of their daughter and sends a private detec
tive to trail Carol and Therese on their trip. The detective bugs 
their rooms, makes tapes of their conversations, photographs 
them and tails them wherever they go. In Carol, Highsmith has 
created a lesbian sex symbol. A Greta Garbo of our very own, she 
is sexy and strong-willed. She pulls alongside the private eye 
who is tailing them and asks, ‘Do you like our company or 
what?’ He explains that he is just doing his job and that she 
would do well to cut her cross-country trip short and turn back 
to New York. Her daughter, he says, is at stake. She yells that 
her daughter is her own property as he speeds away. She smokes 
a cigarette. Cries one tear. Then tells Therese smoothly, ‘Crawl 
in the back and get the gun.’

She doesn’t use the gun but she does manage to buy some, 
though not all, of the incriminating tapes from the detective. 
Her husband gets his hands on enough of them to essentially 
blackmail her into severing just about all ties with Therese. At 
this point, Carol and Therese switch places: Therese grows 
stronger from the perceived rejection as Carol grows weaker. 
Here the reader’s sympathy turns toward Carol, who is losing 
her daughter and now Therese as well. This makes Carol all the 
more appealing.

By the time Highsmith had completed the book it was 19 5 1 ,  
just a couple years after World War II ended, and with it the 
government’s brief encouragement of women into the labor 
force. During the war years, the country relied on women to take 
men’s places in factories and munitions plants. Many were now 
in a position where they were exposed to large communities of
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active, independent peers— all of which naturally became a fer
tile breeding ground for intense love among women. In addi
tion, women were for the first time sanctioned to wear pants out
side the home, which turned into a kind of uniform for lesbians 
and a way to identify each other in public. Since more women 
now had their own sources of income, evening establishments 
catering to lesbians could survive economically. A lesbian sub
culture was thriving by the time the McCarthy era hit and 
forced the emerging community further underground and 
women in general back into the home.

In The Price of Salt, the emergence of this new sub-culture and 
the more open existence of lesbianism as a way of life is evident. 
When Richard and Therese go out one evening, Therese notices 
“the two girls at the end of the bar whom she had noticed before, 
and now that they were leaving, she saw that they were in slacks. 
One had hair cut like a boy’s. Therese looked away, aware that 
she avoided them, avoided being seen looking at them.” Therese 
is able to identify these women in public as lesbians.

In her ground-breaking history of lesbianism in twentieth cen
tury America, Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers, Lillian Faderman 
describes how lesbian gender roles were rigidly polarized into 
male/female or butch/femme designations. In Salt, Highsmith 
defies those conventions and presents a love affair between two 
“feminine” women. Therese hails from a working-class back
ground, poor and raised in a Home for orphans, while Carol is 
clearly from an upper class. Both women are presented as articu
late and independent actors, able to transcend their class assign
ments and to fall in love across class, sex and gender boundaries.

*
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Like Therese, Highsmith’s own independence came out of a 
need to fend for herself, without the guidance of a loving mater
nal or paternal figure. Her father had left before she was born and 
her relationship with her mother was difficult. A December 20, 
1999, New Yorker article recounts a favorite story of hers about 
her mother, who claims to have tried to abort her pregnancy by 
drinking turpentine and then adding, “It’s funny, you adore the 
smell of turpentine, Pat.” She was raised by her mother and step
father, then educated at Barnard College. At the age of eight, her 
fascination with sociopathic characters— as evidenced in her 
other, more famous works including The Talented Mr. Ripley—  
blossomed when she discovered Karl Menninger’s The Human 
Mind. The New Yorker article quotes her as saying, ‘‘He writes 
about pyromaniacs, kleptomaniacs, schizos and so on; their case 
histories, whether they’re cured or not. I found this very inter
esting and it was only much later that I realized that it had had 
such an effect on my imagination, because I started writing 
these weird stories when I was fifteen or sixteen.”

Highsmith’s writing style is direct and spare. ‘‘Style does not 
interest me in the least,” she has said. Her writing takes few 
detours and often avoids scenic routes, sometimes at the expense 
of a missed opportunity to linger. As a master of deeply psycho
logical and suspenseful writing, Highsmith’s weakness is also 
her strength: her novels are fast-paced and driven by action. Her 
language is unaffected and never ornate. Even in emotionally 
charged moments like at the end of the book when Therese and 
Carol reunite, Highsmith tends toward modest, action-focused 
sentences: ‘‘She stood in the doorway, looking over the people at 
the tables in the room where a piano played. The lights were not 
bright, and she did not see her at first, half hidden in the shadow
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against the far wall, facing her. Nor did Carol see her. A man sat 
opposite her, Therese did not know who. Carol raised her hand 
slowly and brushed her hair back, once on either side, and 
Therese smiled because the gesture was Carol, and it was Carol 
she loved and would always love.” Stylistically, the effect of the 
whole is bigger than the sum of its parts.

Sexuality was often an issue with Highsmith’s characters, as in 
the case of The Talented Mr. Ripley, a closeted gay man who kills 
the object of his affection in a premeditated act of violence and 
then assumes his identity. There has been much ado recently 
about Anthony Minghella’s cinematic re-interpretation of 
Highsmith’s novel, in which he exaggerates the difference 
between the sexualities of the two main characters in order to 
create a rift which leads to murder. In the book, Ripley’s love 
object, Dickie Greenleaf, is barely heterosexual— he has no girl
friend to speak of, despite the daily attentions of his best friend 
Marge Sherwood who is hopelessly in love with him. In 
Minghella’s movie version, Dickie is an all-out womanizer. 
Minghella goes so far as to make Marge Dickie’s fiancee and to 
add a mistress who kills herself after telling Dickie she is preg
nant. Ripley’s homosexuality is transformed from a latent pref
erence in Highsmith’s book to the driving force behind the mur
der of Dickie Greenleaf in Minghella’s film. Dickie is made more 
straight and Ripley more gay until Dickie’s murder becomes the 
inevitable confrontation between two worlds: hetero and homo, 
good and evil. In the book, the act is premeditated; in the film, 
it arises as a crime of passion in retaliation to a spurned sexual 
advance. Despite this inflammatory manipulation of H igh
smith’s book, the gay (and straight) media have bestowed rave
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reviews on Minghella’s film, apparently forgetting that just 
under two years ago Matthew Shephard was beaten and left to 
die on a Wyoming fence, purportedly the victim of a spurned 
sexual advance.

Highsmith herself was never concerned with simple good 
versus evil tales. She wrote in Plotting and Writing Suspense Fic
tional find the public passion for justice quite boring and artifi
cial, for neither life nor nature cares if justice is ever done or not.” 
Highsmith’s overtly homosexual characters, like Therese and 
Carol, are not sociopaths. They are caring, smart and well 
adjusted, even despite Therese’s dreadful childhood. Although 
Minghella has been quoted as saying that he is “desperate that 
no one infer a connection between [Ripley’s] actions in the film 
and his sexuality,” he has gone out of his way to turn a sexual ten
sion into a reason for murder. Highsmith had a far more 
advanced understanding of the subtleties of sexuality half a cen
tury ago than Minghella does now.

Even by today’s standards, almost 50 years later, The Price of Salt 
is an astounding literary and sociohistorical achievement. It 
remains one of the few tales of lesbian love where the characters 
evolve into stronger, more independent women without having 
to forsake their sexuality or each other.

Salt is itself a dual symbol for life and for sex. When Carol and 
Therese part, seemingly for good because of the custody issue, 
Therese hears a song which reminds her of Carol and wonders, 
“How would the world come back to life? How would its salt 
come back?” Upon seeing her after a long while, Carol com
ments, “You’ve come out all of a sudden. Is that what comes of 
getting away from me?” Highsmith writes near the end of the
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book, “Carols phrase ‘come out’ had made [Therese] think of 
being born, and it embarrassed her. Yes, she had been born since 
she left Carol. She had been born the instant she saw the picture 
[of Carol after their breakup} in the library, and her stifled cry 
then was like the first yell of an infant, being dragged into the 
world against its w ill.” Through their brief separation, both 
women transcend their early need for each other based on loss. 
Carol ultimately loses her daughter in no uncertain terms, but 
gains a lover. Therese grows up.

W hat I Have Seen and Missed—  
A Review of Visual Arts

Michelle Valladares

M Y  M O R E  G R A T I F Y I N G  E X P E R I E N C E S  V I E W I N G  A R T  

inevitably occur on my way to another event or through a 
friend’s recommendation or because I step out of the rain into a 
small gallery. And so this continued, beginning in January.

The Northern Elephant seals make their annual migration to 
Ano Nuevo State Reserve, fifty miles south of San Francisco. 
Weighing several tons with long snouts, these seals have fought 
their way back from a population of 50 in 1 8 9 2 . 1 missed see
ing the seals because my friend Sarah and I had forgotten to
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make a reservation, so she took me instead to the DeYoung 
Museum of Asian Art. There we saw an exquisite golden statue 
of Tara in the Tibetan Room. I know Tara as a powerful Buddhist 
deity, unique for her vow to work for the benefit of living beings 
while remaining in the form of a woman. The story goes that 
once an ordinary Buddhist practitioner eons ago, Tara was 
approached by a monk who commended her efforts to achieve 
enlightenment. He told her to pray to be reincarnated as a man 
in order to be transformed into a Buddha. Tara is famous for her 
quick reply— in this life there is no man, there is no woman.

I was reminded of Tara’s response when back in New York 
City I saw a startling show of small photographs by Claude 
Cahun, who easily passes between genders as she adopts various 
roles for her prints. Part of a group show on self portraiture with 
Maya Deren and Cindy Sherman at the Grey Gallery (NYU), this 
exhibition was a critical resurrection of the little known work 
by Cahun or Deren. Sherman, the youngest of the three women, 
and the only one still alive, is perhaps best known. Cahun’s com
pelling prints were only rediscovered several years ago.

Cahun, who is physically small and slightly androgynous 
with a striking profile, depicts herself in the roles of dandy, rag- 
doll, circus performer, Buddha, her father and the masked 
avenger. ‘‘In both her writing and photography, Cahun disrupts 
restrictive ideas about gender, in particular, social prescriptions 
about femininity.” (Shelly Rice and Lynn Gumpert, curators.)

The prints resonate with a conviction of the personas 
depicted. Cahun’s face and body metamorphose as mythic fig
ures and ordinary characters. Later I discovered that Cahun had 
trained in various types of theater. The strength and mystery of 
her small prints reflect her passion for role-playing, theater and
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photography. Born in 1 894, French and Jewish, Cahun studied 
at the Sorbonne and Oxford before she moved back to Paris with 
her lover and stepsister, Suzanne Malherbe, who was also an 
artist. (Several collaborations are included in the show.)

Cahun published her theories and ideas and for a brief time 
was aligned with the Surrealists in Paris. Eventually she found 
any single fixed idea or theory too limiting for her own art and 
she and Malherbe moved to the Isle of Jersey where they lived 
and worked until their deaths.

Among my favorite self-portraits include Cahun sitting with 
bare white shoulders and a shaven head in front of a textured fab
ric pinned to the wall. Another is a self portrait and double expo
sure of Cahun s hands pressing seaweed (or is it an octopus 
against her stomach) so that long strands dangle in front of her 
legs. One feels the artist manipulating her body so it stands as a 
mirror for the viewer— we are compelled to think of our own 
bodies and the many roles we assume. In other images Cahun 
deliberately uses mirrors for double images, or double exposures 
of the same image. She comments in Inverted Odysseys, the shows 
catalogue, in an essay by curator Shelly Rice: A sheet of glass. 
Where shall I put the reflective silver? On this side or the other: in front 
of or behind the pane? Before I imprison myself, I blind myself What 
does it matter to me, Passerby, to offer myself a mirror in which you rec
ognize yourself, even if it is a deforming mirror and signed by my own 
hand?.. .Behind, I am equally enclosed. I will not know anything of 
outside. At least I will recognize my own face— and maybe it will suf
fice enough to please me.

Another striking print is of Cahun sitting behind a window 
with bars, curled on a ledge, the shadows of the bars dissecting 
her body. A few years after this photograph Cahun and Malherbe
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would be imprisoned and condemned to death by the Nazis for 
their antiwar propaganda. Cahun transferred “her strategies of 
masquerade from artistic production to political activity.” (Rice 
and Gumpert.) In my mind Cahun deliberately obliterates the 
separation between art and life. This is where the strength of her 
body of work lies. In another powerful image taken after her 
release from prison she holds between her lips, a German sol
dier’s badge and bites below a figure of the eagle which contains 
a swastika, “she introduces into her self-portraiture tangible evi
dence of her wartime insurgency, not only proposing an interde
pendence between personae and politics but also clearly articu
lating both pursuits as realms of resistance.” (from Katherine 
Smith’s essay, Inverted Odysseys.) Though the exhibit is down, the 
catalog— Inverted Odysseys is a term derived from Deren’s charac
terization of her film At Land— compiled by the curators is 
excellent. There are essays on all the artists and discussions on 
various aspects of Cahun’s work.

Also included is the entire translation of a little known work 
of Cahun called Heroines in which she writes persona pieces as 
real and mythic heroines; the Virgin Mary, Eve, Delilah and Sap
pho. Photographer, experimental filmmaker, modern dancer 
and writer, Maya Deren was born in 19 17  in Russia and became 
a force in the creative life of Greenwich Village in the 1 940s and 
50s. I knew Deren previous to the exhibit for her book Divine 
Horsemen: The Living Gods of Haiti and a film made after her death 
with the same name. Both document Deren’s extensive partici
pation and observations of Voodoo rituals in Haiti. Deren’s 
quest was to “experience a living culture which gave credibility 
to the unreal.” What began as a study of dance in Voodoo ritu
als, eventually developed into an understanding by Deren that
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the ritual is inseparable from the dance. Again like Cahun, 
Deren ceases to separate her art from her life and by the time she 
leaves Haiti she is initiated into Voodoo.

Deren’s films reflect this preoccupation with dream state or 
the unconscious and its relationship with what we perceive as 
reality. She uses her friends; artists, dancers and writers in her 
films, but in many ways they serve as portrait of aspects of 
Deren’s many selves. I recognized Anais Nin as her alter ego in 
her film Ritual in Transfigured Time. Jonas Mekas in his essay 
on Deren discusses a small book Deren wro Anagram of Ideas on 
Art, Form and Film, which was an attack on the documentary 
film form. My sense is that Deren recognized that there is little 
separation between the artist’s “seeing” behind the camera and 
the construct which is “seen”— the film or photograph. Perhaps 
her experiences in Haiti confirmed for Deren that even the act of 
seeing transforms “what is seen.”

In many ways I found Deren, like Cahun utterly fresh, 
addressing ideas and struggling with the same issues that exist 
today, but during a time period when few women artists were 
included in the dialogue. Their versatility and originality in so 
many genres is rare and consequently their work challenges the 
viewer on many different levels. Their use of self portraiture in 
this exhibition reveals multiple identities and selves which we 
all create. I would be remiss if I did not mention the Cindy Sher
man photographs,large self portraits of female characters from 
film scenes or as icons of femininity, i.e., images appropriated 
from the canon of Western painting. Sherman has had signifi
cant commercial success, making photographs for the advertis
ing campaigns of fashion designers like Rei Kawakubo, some of 
which are on display. Sherman’s film stills physically dominate
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the small gallery space the same way Hollywood narrative films 
culturally dominate our lives.

Though Sherman like Cahun is ambitious in her desire to 
challenge feminine stereotypes, for me she lacks the complexity 
of her predecessors. I wondered if Sherman knew of their work, 
particularly Cahun who uses role-playing and costumes in a 
similar manner. But Sherman is in themidst of a thriving career 
and it will interesting to follow her trajectory.

I will end with a show you have not yet missed. My neighbor, 
the artist, Miriam Schaer, returned to New York raving about a 
show by Joyce J . Scott called Kickin’ It With the Old Masters at the 
Baltimore Museum of Art. This is a thirty year survey of Scott’s 
art, utilizing beadwork, quilts, glasswork, jewelry, sculpture, 
performance art and installations. With titles like Rodney Kings 
Head Squashed Like a Watermelon and Three Graces Oblivious While 
Los Angeles Burns for two beaded sculptures or a necklace called 
Mulatto in South Africa Scott addresses, teases, confronts and 
transforms racial stereotypes, identity and body images. 
Inspired by the urgency of her self-proclaimed mission, “my 
constant analysis of art as a primal language spoken genera- 
tionally and my need to carry it on” (Scott, 19 9 3 ) , !  intend to 
travel south to see this show which is up until May 2 1,20 0 0 .
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from  Fire Island Diary:
A Season in Cherry Grove

Leslie T. Sharpe

M Y  F I R S T  R I T U A L  O F  S U M M E R  IS T O  P U T  UP T H E  B I R D -  

feeder. It is new, made of a hard, durable plastic, reinforced with 
metal. Last year’s model, of cheap, lightweight plastic, was 
hurled to the deck and decapitated after the first week. Jose 
found it and with great excitement presented me with the 
gouged cap: “Sister, look! Some vicious bird has attacked it, a 
monster with sharp teeth.” I examined the plastic cap, bite 
marks evident.

“W ell,” I said with a laugh, “ it looks like we have a squir- 
relly.” “I guess that’s the difference,” said Michael, Jose’s partner 
and our other “brother,” looking up from his newspaper. “You 
say ‘squirrelly’ and I say rat”

Squirrelly and I engaged in an inelegant pas de deux all sum
mer. I chased and he ran. At first I shouted to scare him off. 
Eventually, all I had to say was “Squirrelly, I see you,” and he 
retreated. We settled on a sort of truce. He was allowed to scav
enge any sunflower seeds the birds scattered on the deck. This he 
did with great gusto and exceeding thoroughness. When I 
returned after a few days away I was surprised at how clean the 
deck was, with only an occasional telltale husk.

At the back of the deck is a wall formed of staggered cedar 
planks. Birds often hop from plank to plank, disappearing then 
reappearing as they make their way along the wooden wall.
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Squirrelly uses the wall too, to reconnoiter my whereabouts 
prior to commencing his attack on the birdfeeder. First, paws 
appear over one of the horizontal planks, then sharp ears, bright 
eyes, and, finally, twitching nose. Sometimes Squirrelly uses the 
planks to hide— or so he thinks. But his great gray tail protrudes 
from between the boards. Clown, thief, acrobat, all-around 
rogue, Squirrelly is my secret favorite summer companion.

* * *

The birdfeeder is up. I retreat to the house, and watch it from 
the bedroom, which functions as a sort of blind, allowing me a 
clear view of the feeder without disturbing its patrons. Last year, 
it took several days for any takers to appear. But today, within 
the hour, a chickadee arrives, delicately removes a sunflower 
seed, then flies to a branch of the Eastern Red Cedar tree, where 
he cracks the shell and nibbles the prize within. Having sam
pled this year’s offering, the chickadee starts to sing excitedly, a 
peal of “dee-dee-dee’s,” announcing his discovery to his spouse, 
who has been awaiting his approval. She accepts the invitation 
of his song, visits the feeder, and they both dine, before abruptly 
flying off, the male singing a song of discovery and satisfaction.

“Black-capped chickadees” is their proper name. How I love 
these little birds, full of fun, fearless, sociable. They hang upside 
down as they eat, then abruptly right themselves on the branch, 
all the while conversing, garrulous gymnasts. I am so happy to 
see them, my “totem birds,” as I think of them.

In the Sunken Forest, the chickadees, so used to people walking 
through, will land in your hand to feed. There is nothing so extra
ordinarily light as the feel of a small bird standing on its frail, stiff
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legs in your palm. In search of food, or perhaps simply compan
ionship, they will escort you through the forest, “dee-dee-deeing” 
the whole way, proclaiming their delight in high-pitched chirps, 
forest sprites. If  you hold out an empty hand, and a chickadee 
lands on it— you shall be scolded, and deservedly so, for your 
deception. A chickadee forgave me for such a deception once and 
offered me a remarkable benediction. It landed in my empty 
palm, then flew off to a nearby branch, where it eyed me briefly 
before returning and settling halfway up my outstretched arm. 
From there it hopped to my shoulder and then flew to my lips, 
which it delicately pecked, the lightest of kisses...

When I told my friend Luis, a Spanish painter of the “primi
tive” school, whose response to aficionados’ incessant queries as 
to how he achieves a certain effect is invariably “Ay don know. 
Et waz un accedent,” he proclaimed excitedly, “Catoleek? Arr yu 
Catoleek? Yu mus tell yur confesser. Yu arr a saint!”

* * *

Spring is the season of wind on Fire Island. The wind always 
dominates here. In summer, the winds become benign, 
“breezes.” The sea breeze, so welcome, cools.

Land breezes bring insects, especially the flies. Deer flies, tiny 
black biting demons, drive people from the beach and chase 
dogs down the boards, desperate for relief. The larger horse fly, 
with its handsome iridescent green head, is more deliberate but 
just as malicious. In late summer and fall, languid breezes can 
turn into a tempest— a Huracan, in the ancient parlance of the 
Caribbean, sent by the devil to terrify.

What lasts longest on Fire Island is the memory of great 
storms. The Hurricane o f ’38 swept over Cherry Grove with a
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thirty-foot wall of water, a storm surge that took lives and left 
houses floating in the Great South Bay for months. Even today, 
in the Sunken Forest, a great red maple tree bears witness to this 
event, uprooted, lying practically parallel to the ground. Yet it 
still grows, stubborn and adaptable, as is all life that endures on 
this barrier beach. In winter, the winds shift and bring 
“Nor’easters,” the feared days-long storms that pound the coast 
in a relentless tattoo. Though not as intense as hurricanes, which 
may last only a matter of hours, Nor’easters often do more dam
age, gouging the beach, stealing away sand that a pitiless surf 
may displace miles away in spring. The beach, which I always 
approach after a winter away with trepidation, is wide at low 
tide, the dunes high, lush with marram grass. Fire Island is safe, 
at least for another season....

There are many stories about how Fire Island got its name. 
“Wreckers” were said to light fires on the shore, to lure ships 
into the dangerous shoals, where their holds were plundered. 
Whalers built fires on the beach to “try out” (boil down blubber 
into whale oil) their catches. The Indians, as well as whaling and 
fishing crews, used fires to signal to the mainland. Legend has it 
that actual fires may have given rise to the name, as swamp fires 
were said to smolder on “Fire Island” for years.

Fire. Even more than “hurricane,” it is the word most feared 
on Fire Island. A dry April has already seen a devastating blaze 
in Cherry Grove. One house, “Peckerwooa,” was destroyed; two 
others were damaged. That others weren’t lost was due to human 
heroics and the fickle wind, which, that day, was blowing out to 
sea. If it had been blowing toward shore, all of Maryland Walk 
would have been lost. The wind sent skipping flames and flying
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embers. The house is charred rubble, black, so very black. Trees 
are seared. I feel an ancient fear as I stand on Lewis Walk, sur
veying the damage. The sea, always treacherous, sometimes ter
rifying, is still predictable. It rises and falls, and, over time, 
restores as much as it takes away. But fire, relentless, insatiable, 
could burn forever. Especially on this frail island, with its sandy 
soil and dry grasses, its brittle, broken trees.

* * *

“Ron!” He is a tall, chocolate-colored man, as sweet as his smile, 
as generous as his ample gut. “Ron,” I say, stretching to kiss his 
cheek, “I didn’t recognize you without your dress.”

In a matter of days, this seemingly shy man, still in winter 
with his carefully trimmed mustache and goatee, will morph 
into Mother Pearl, the “hostess-with-the-mostest.” As propri
etress of El Hot Spot, a cozy outdoor cafe that hugs the narrow 
boardwalk in the heart of Cherry Grove, Pearl dispenses gener
ous portions of a meager variety of Tex-Mex dishes, “made to 
order, just for you, honey.” Over the course of a summer, she 
wears an assemblage of outfits “unparalleled in the annals of 
drag.” By her own admission, she has “prettier gowns than the 
Pope, more wigs than Diana Ross, and heels that Imelda would 
die for.” She welcomes all, tourists and residents alike, accepting 
the fascination— even envy— of straights and the affection of 
gays as her due. To everyone she is unfailingly cheerful (“Why 
shouldn’t we be happy, honey. We’re here, aren’t we?”), another 
grateful Cherry Grove ex-patriot, who every summer “can 
exhale and start to breathe again” on this thin strip of barrier 
beach where life of all sorts is transitory.

By mid-summer, Mother Pearl gets tired (“Honey, that’s hard
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work, running back and forth in those heels.”). So “Pearl” 
becomes Ron again, sort of.

“Mother Pearls in the south of France,” she announces from 
behind the counter of El Hot Spot, sans wig and heels but dressed 
in a demure yellow frock and her ever-present gingham apron.

“What’s she doing there, Pearl. I mean, Ron?”
“Pearl has had a terrible time of it ,” Ron confides. “She was 

snatched from The Orient Express by Mongol transvestites, car
ried overland via the old silk route to China, where she was plied 
with opium by a direct descendant of Genghis Khan as he re- 
peat-ed-ly had his way with her. Finally she escaped, and was 
found by the side of a road in Rumania by a band of gypsies, who 
looted what was left of her dignity.”

“Poor Pearl,” I gasp.
“Ah, but there’s a happy ending.”
She pauses for effect. When she speaks, it is in a whisper. This 

is privileged information.
“The gypsy king was actually the heir to the Romanov 

throne, and when he realized Pearl’s goodness and purity of 
heart, he repented of his evil ways, and begged her forgiveness. 
She, of course, forgave him, being the noble soul that she is, and 
out of gratitude the gypsy king offered to take her to the Imper
ial Russian villa in Nice which, though a mere shell of its former 
self, was still redolent of the lost age of opulence. She’s there 
now, visiting with Anastasia__”

I don’t know who Ron is in his other life. I realize now that I 
don’t even know his last name. (“Those were the good old days,” 
an aging queen told me last year, “when we didn’t even know 
each other’s first name. Everyone just introduced everyone to 
each other as ‘Mary’.’’) I certainly don’t know how proper, reti-
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cent Ron, who was pleased but embarrassed by my kiss, can turn 
into Mother Pearl. “Hey, Ron,” I say, as we part on the boards, 
“if you kept the beard, would you be Master Pearl?”

* * *

The summer people of Cherry Grove adopt summer names, and 
summer occupations. ‘‘Tommy Tush” posts signs that advertise 
his services as a house painter: ‘‘Interiors. Exteriors. All around 
the house.” Judith, “Cherry Grove’s very own massage artist,” is 
“Available to both men and women 24 hours.” And then there’s 
“Cat Woman,” whose wooden sign, carved in the shape of a feline 
face, has this brisk message: Cat Woman / Tree Work / Meow. 
“What do you think that means?” asks D, spotting the sign where 
it hangs on a pole in the harbor. “That he’ll sit in your tree?”

This being Cherry Grove, Cat Woman is, of course, a man, a 
slight individual distinguished only by a rather large nose and 
thick glasses with heavy clear frames. He is singularly unappeal
ing and utterly forgettable. But on the weekends, when he 
becomes Cat Woman, goddess of the Egyptians, he commands 
his share of the stage that is Cherry Grove.

Cat Woman, now a lithe black cat with copious whiskers, pert 
ears, and a majestic tail, positions himself near the entrance to 
the Ice Palace, stretching and scratching on the disco’s weath
ered wood facade. As tourists ascend the covered ramp that leads 
to the dance floor, he claws at the air, hissing or perhaps even 
purring, as they pass. True feline that he is, he seems to know 
just who to annoy, sending intimidated day-trippers scurrying. 
People giggle, turn away; the brave ones try to interact. But Cat 
Woman remains implacable, aloof. He will not play.

During the week, Cat Woman reverts to his “other” self: a
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man with a landscaping business, of sorts. The only hint of 
eccentricity is the black leather aviator’s cap he wears, flaps 
down, no matter what the weather, no matter what the tempera
ture. He dresses in black as well: jeans, T-shirt, sneakers. I have 
never seen him in the company of another human being (or even, 
for that matter, of a cat). Always alone, he buzzes around the 
boards on one of those carts workmen use to get around.

I have always made a point of greeting Cat Woman, of refus
ing to be intimidated (it’s the only way to get along with cats). I 
invariably meet his curious, piercing gaze with a wave or a 
cheery “hi.” I have never heard Cat Woman speak, so I am 
stunned when he finally addresses me, growling, ‘‘Hiya, sweet
heart,” in a deep male voice as he passes me in his motor cart.

* * *

Squirrelly’s back. I saw him early this morning. He arrived at 
the top of the fence, then hopped into the cedar tree, where he 
examined the feeder. This one is much stronger— reinforced 
with metal, with no chewable plastic cap. I watch him strate- 
gize. The feeder is full, with three openings along its length, and 
as many perches for birds to sit on while dining. He walks along 
the branch that supports the feeder. He embraces the feeder, 
then hangs on it upside down. For a while he stays like that, try
ing to eat directly out of the bottom hole, as the feeder swings 
with his weight. His returns are meager, however, and Squir- 
relly regroups on the branch, where he sits, chattering to him
self as he considers his next move.

In a quick, smooth maneuver, he drops head first from the 
branch, hanging onto it with his back feet like a trapeze artist. I 
laugh out loud. “Well done, Squirrelly,” I say softly. Having
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steadied himself, he plucks sunflower seeds out of the top open
ing of the feeder with his perfect little fingers and dines lavishly.

I am so charmed by his ingenuity and athleticism, I simply 
watch. Finally, like a parent who knows she really shouldn’t 
encourage such behavior, I recover enough to say "Squirrel-ly, I 
seeeee yo u ...” in that insinuating voice that tells him he’s 
caught. He retreats to the top of the fence, where he finishes the 
last of his pawful of sunflower seeds, then throws the husks 
spitefully onto the deck__

* * *

"Hello, my love.” She greets me as she greets everyone she 
encounters, drifting by with surprising ease and lightness of 
foot. She is, after all, by her own admission nearly three hundred 
pounds. Judith, "Cherry Grove’s own massage artist,” has rein
vented herself many times in her life, and even since coming to 
the Grove.

Last year, she started out the season by helping out Pearl at El 
Hot Spot. That’s where I first met her, full of enthusiasm for her 
new job.

"What you want is to be fed by a woman who weighs two 
hundred and eighty pounds,” she declared, setting down in 
front of me a plate piled high with rice, beans, and enough white 
meat to comprise half a chicken. "You can be sure she knows how 
to cook— and how to eat.”

Unfortunately, Judith was just as generous with the general 
public. She took it upon herself to offer "free samples” to 
passersby, standing on the boardwalk outside El Hot Spot, dis
pensing swaths of Tex-Mex fare. She claimed she did this with
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an eye to increasing business, and perhaps if she had offered a 
“taste” of her cooking (as she modestly described the portions 
she doled out gratis), people might have actually been willing to 
become paying customers. But the truth was that Judith, self- 
styled earth mother, had an overwhelming urge to feed people. 
(“Don’t get me wrong— eating makes me orgasmic. But seeing 
someone else eat? Oh, I really get off on that.”)

“Now you look hungry,” she’d say to anyone who came within 
her purview, regardless of their current state of corpulence. As 
Judith is what my mother used to call a “big g ir l,” and the 
boardwalk is rather narrow, most people capitulated to her 
entreaties, paying a kind of reverse toll simply to pass. “I love to 
watch people eat,” she’d say in benediction, watching over her 
gobbling flock. “Food is so spiritual.”

“I ’ve always been a spiritual being,” she tells me, having sat 
down, unbidden, at my table. “When I was Mistress Judith, 
Dominatrix Deluxe, I saw it as my mission to help my clients 
get in touch with their spiritual side.”

I gag, discreetly, on my rice and beans. Judith, this sweet
faced woman with the big round glasses, a dominatrix?

“I was a soft dominatrix,” she continues. “I would only do what 
you wanted”— she giggles— “you being the customer, of course.” 

I nod as I eat, my eyes trained on my food. Why is she telling 
me this?

“I loved my work,” she says dreamily, “and I was very good at 
it. There’s a book, all about S & M. Red Light, it’s called. Do you 
know it?”

“I don’t think so,” I answer truthfully.
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Upcoming Issues

S E C R E T S  — sordid and intriguing, shameful or inspiring, dam
aging or sustaining. Secrets guarded or revealed, suspected or be
trayed, assumed or denied. Government secrets, magical secrets, 
secrets of ones success, secrets of another’s happiness. Secret 
plans; secret sects. Secret wars; secret loves, s e c r e t s : what lies 
beneath the surface. Deadline for submissions is June i, 2000.

I N T E R N A T I O N A L  — Rules: one set, two sets; dueling sets. Laws 
from inside and outside the lines. Two countries, two different 
ways of conducting work and play. This issue will be an interna
tional collection. Deadline for submissions is December 1 , 2000.

F L E S H — Body, skin, fat, sensuality, obsession, shame, joy, mark
ings, danger, release, vulnerability, passion, ridicule, rage, Lane 
Bryant, fear, chaos, hunger, amputation, sex. Tell us the truth. 
Deadline for submissions is May 1, 2 0 0 1 .

S A N I T Y  — Sanity as a cultural category. Sanity as a psychologi
cal reality. Is sanity necessary? What price sanity? Mad, manic, 
schizophrenic, delusional, paranoid, depressive, narcissistic, 
obsessive, violent, abusive, murderous, illogical, demented, sad, 
abused, chemically imbalanced, autistic, psychopathic, socio- 
pathic, suicidal, very neurotic, mentally ill, crazy, insane. Were 
Timothy Leary, Joan of Ark, Idi Amin, and Virginia Woolf sane? 
Insane asylums, the history of insanity. Nature or nurture? Fou
cault. Psychoanalysis. Psychiatry. Medication. Lithium. Con
sciousness. Cure. Insanity in the family. Insanity on the street. 
Insanity in the prisons. Women and madness. Children. What 
about evil? Deadline for submissions is December 1, 2001.

{ 158 }



U P C O M I N G  I S S U E S

You can subscribe to Global City Review, which is— according to 
a lengthy review in the Los Angeles Times about the history of the 
modern literary magazine— a “better, more focused journal” 
than one founded by Ezra Pound.

Multicultural Review called Global City Review “a rich treasury 
of contemporary social thought and artistic expressions.” With 
your support, Global City Review can continue as a forum of inde
pendent thinking and collective talent.

Global City Review is published twice a year.

Subscription prices:
Individual: i year $ 1 2 / 2  years $20 
International: $ 17  / $30 
Institutions: $20 / $40

Review Subscriptions can be paid by written check to:

Global City Review
105 West 13TH Street, Suite 4c
New York, N Y  1 001 1

Global City Review welcomes submissions of visual art for up
coming issues.
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Global City Review STAKES i t s  c l a i m  t o  t h e  b e s t  of  a l l  pos
sible worlds. New York. New York— the culture of every culture. New 
York— the birthplace of women’s liberation. New York— the lesbian 
and gay capitol of the world. New York— the demonstration zone of the 
politically committed. New York— the destination of refugees from 
other nations, and narrow-minded families and towns everywhere. New 
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get along with people different from you, move. New York— which 
started the 2 1ST century before it began. New York— where every per
son on the street has an opinion and will tell it to you.

Global City Review— for citizens in spirit, 
wherever their bodies may live.

Global City Review, a journal of independent thought and collective tal
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