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areas as immigration, race, gender, and the underclass, as well as 

psychological and historical identities. The issue includes two liter- 

ary/sociological essays— one on American cities, myths, crime, and 

representation (in literature and current media) of the monstrous 

other, by John Hartigan Jr., and one a reprint from our last issue, by 

Marguerite Feitlowitz, concerning the apocalyptic life in the out

skirts of Paris {la banlieue) and its recent reframing of French iden

tity and literature. The Editors wish to apologize for not delineat

ing properly the separate author interview at the end of Feitlowitz’s 

essay, and intend that this issue will clarify that distinction.

W ith poems by Jane Cooper, Mark Doty, Debra Weinstein, 

Victoria Hallerman, and Martha Rhodes.. .on the imagined self, the 

historicaUelf, the lover as other, drag and more. Plus a novel excerpt 

from W hiting Award winner Mary LaChapelle in which a young 

girl at a diner meets a man who says one thing and means another, 

and a gloriously surreal tale by Anne Vaterlaus. Also B. Brandon 

Barkers first published story, “Superman’s Diary”, including both 

the superhero’s and Clark Kent’s entries, and a funny, touching 

story by Karen de Balbian Verster, on entering the life of in-laws 

where a couple teaches a newly widowed mother to drive.

We continue Global C ity ’s exploration of both globalism and 

nationalism, and how they shape identity and history, with a memoir 

by Marina Budhos, whose father’s Caribbean-Indian roots inter

twined with her American coming-of-age to make complicated but 

enriching demands on her adult literary subject matter. And another 

memoir, by Eva Kollisch, of a Jewish girlhood in Austria during the 

Nazi rise to power.

L I N S E Y  A B R A M S ,  E D I T O R





Being Southern
by Jane Cooper

i

It’s like being German.
Either you remember that yours was the defeated country 
(The South breeds the finest soldiers, my uncle said, 
himself a general in one of his incarnations) 
or you acknowledge the guilt, not even your own guilt but

Can any white person write this, whose ancestors once 
owned slaves?

2

O f course there were “good” Germans.

My father was still under 30, a passionate Wilsonian, when 
he was named a delegate to the 19 16  Democratic Conven
tion. By the end of the first evening he had discovered that 
eleven of the other Florida delegates were members of the 
Klan, he couldn’t answer for the twelfth, he was number 13 .

Later he argued for, and won, token black representation on 
the Jacksonville school board.

And my aunt as a girl went into the sweatshops to interview 
Cuban cigar workers, all women. She founded the first Girl 
Scout troop in the South for, as she put it, colored children. 
True, it was segregated. But it was the first.
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Take your guilt to school. Read your guilt in your diplomas 
or the lines of the marriage ceremony. Face your guilt head- 
on in the eyes of lover, neighbor, child. Ask to be buried in 
your guilt.

O f course they were paternalistic. I honor their accomplish
ments. What more have I ever done?

When is memory transforming? when, a form of real estate?

3
Transplanted “north” in 1934 I never questioned a town 
that received its distinguished refugees 
with a mix of pride and condescension: the specialist in 

Christian iconography
in her man-tailored suits, Einstein like a disembodied spirit 
pacing our leafy sidewalks. Only because my best friend 

lived next door
would I glimpse him, sometimes at twilight, tuning his 

violin
as his backyard filled up with tents

But why can’t I remember the actual men and women who 
slept in those tents, among patches of ragged tigerlilies? the 
children with skinny arms, who would soon be passed 
along...?

All he could vouch for. Not famous. A few saved 
out of six million.



Knife and Fork
by Anne Vaterlaus

F R OM T H E  F R O N T  OF  M Y  L O F T ,  I H A D  A C L E A R  V I E W  

view of the plain, grey facade of a housing project, pierced 
with hundreds of flush windows exactly the width of two 
children’s heads. This had not been mentioned in the real es
tate listing in which the loft had been described as one with 
a cathedral ceiling. I supposed this was the small, poorly 
caulked skylight at the top of a narrow flight of stairs over 
my sleeping loft. From the mattress I could see my painting 
studio, a dining room table, and part of a small kitchen. I 
could not see a room at the back of the loft, also featuring a 
narrow flight of stairs and sleeping loft, minus the skylight.

I placed an ad in a small paper for a roommate. Nobody 
responded to the ad for three weeks, and just as the rent I 
didn’t have came due, Paula called. She moved in during a 
heat wave.

Since we had no air conditioner, we left windows open, 
letting in waves of hot air, soot, and noise. Grime coated the 
floors and walls. Summer closed around us thick as flesh.

Paula’s large body curved like a modern, French bronze 
sculpture. With an ice cream box in one hand and a plastic 
spoon in the other, wearing only underpants and a bra, my 
new roommate shuffled from room to room eating, leaving 
empty food cartons wherever she finished.

“I can’t take the heat,” she said every night after her din-
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ner, pulling a few tight clothes over the underthings. “I ’m 
going out for a walk.” I leaned out the front window and 
watched her saunter, trailing a line of smoke from a mentho
lated cigarette, until she rounded the corner onto a broad 
avenue. Then she wandered, she told me, up and down, win
dowshopping and chatting, while I had an hour to myself in 
my studio. I liked to paint at night.

As the heat wave closed more tightly upon us, Paula began 
to drag a small mattress from her room into my studio, which 
faced the street. She claimed the need for better ventilation. 
Every night I heard the tell-tale shuffle as she pulled it across 
the floor, and if I looked down, I could see her naked body 
glistening in the soft light of a street lamp.

“We have an admirer,” she said one morning, referring to 
a man in the housing project across the street, who, I could 
see, had glued himself to the window with a pair of 
binoculars.

My heart jumped. What if he smashed through my sky
light? What if he scaled the wall from the street, broke the 
window, and came into the studio?

“Paula,” I said, “don’t you think you should, I mean, 
wouldn’t it be better if you covered yourself, just a little, I 
mean.”

She gave me a flat look. “Some people spend their whole 
lives worrying,” she said. She dragged herself into the 
kitchen and swung open the refrigerator.

In Paula’s book, eating and socializing didn’t mix. She ate 
with a desperate, solitary look in her eyes, and sometimes 
gave up completely on utensils. I had watched her pick 
turkeys clean with her hands, one drumstick in each, devour

U )
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entire pies with a spatula, and all this standing in the 
kitchen or wandering the full circle of the loft, through the 
dining area, down the hall to her room, around and through 
both doors of the bathroom back to the dining table. She 
produced a never-ending trail of empty food packages, 
greasy roasting pans, sticky forks.

Faced with the horror of her greed, I ate little and only be
tween meals. I shrank. Paula fixed her eyes on my waist, 
crossing her legs in what I felt was a judgmental “X ”, and I 
could think for a moment that I ’d scored a small victory, that 
in being thin I ’d cordoned off a small portion of the loft for 
what remained of myself.

One evening she came home with a tall man. He had 
stoop-shoulders and close-cropped curly hair. He looked me 
over with a childlike leer, his arm hooked over her shoulder. 
He winked at me as they went into her room and slammed 
the door.

In the morning, as I was flossing my teeth, he walked 
from Paula’s room into the bathroom without knocking. I 
saw his long, eager face peering at me in the medicine 
cabinet mirror. His eyes crept across my mouth, my teeth, 
my arms, then down to my toes, white from gripping the 
floor.

“You should knock,” I said, dropping the long string of 
floss into the wastebasket, and led him toward the kitchen. 
He stopped near my studio, then moved toward the paint
ings I had just finished. Groups of lean figures danced on a 
beach holding hands, throwing back their heads, waves 
splashing on their calves.

He rubbed his chin like a consummate critic. “You know,

1 5 )



I am an artist too,” he said. “Not only am I a painter, but I ’m 
also a dancer, a writer, a sculptor, and an actor. All the arts,” 
he said. Then he turned from the paintings to me. “I can tell 
that you are hot,” he said. “A hot lover. The silent type, but 
hot.”

The artist moved in. “It won’t be for long,” said Paula, 
“ just until he finds a place of his own. Really, don’t you think 
he’s sweet?”

During the day, the artist would sit in the middle of my 
studio, breathing on the tops of my arms as I scraped colors 
with a palette knife, and nodding or whistling if I blended a 
color he particularly liked. “Aren’t you supposed to be look
ing for a place to live?” I asked. He’d nod, then begin to row 
frantically as if guiding a small crew boat to shore during a 
storm.

Soon after that, Paula came home with another man who 
carried a sleeping bag under one arm and a burlap sack con
taining a boa constrictor over his shoulder. His face and neck 
were entirely covered with red hair. He unrolled his super- 
warm down bag designed for mountaineers and slept in the 
middle of her floor. At night the snake slithered out through 
the bathroom and around my studio. I watched its slow un
dulation, hoping it didn’t take my sleeping loft for a tree.

The artist, seeking more privacy, also moved into my 
studio at night. He took over Paula’s small mattress, pulling 
it, as she had, through the bathroom from her room to my 
studio. I could hear him crooning under a sheet, and if I 
peered down, could see him lying on his side, his knees 
pulled up to his chest. Sometimes he sucked his thumb.

My arms dangled noodle-like from my shoulders, my col

V A T E R L A U S  K N I F E  A N D  F O R K
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lar bones rose in unsightly ridges under my shirt, my feet 
wallowed in my shoes. To keep my pants from slipping 
down, I tore long, fringed strips of cloth from the curtains 
and tied them around my waist.

Paula avoided me, repelled, I felt sure, by thinness, seek
ing out plenty in everything she saw. I used my gaunt frame 
as a weapon against her. She doubled her consumption, 
eating whole pizzas, packages of hamburger meat, cases of 
ice cream.

She came home with three more men who didn’t speak 
English, and they all went into her room and closed the door. 
I couldn’t sleep. I imagined the loft writhing with bodies. I 
slipped on my robe and went down to the kitchen for a 
snack. I pulled out a white cardboard container, and inside 
found a live rat for the snake, drowsy from cold.

I moved into my studio to work, and even there had to 
pull the artist’s mattress to one side. He rolled over and 
grunted but didn’t wake up.

I closed my eyes and imagined a lion. First I traced the 
outline of his body on the wall of my studio with a pencil. 
Then I bent over my palette by the light of a candle and 
mixed a tall, lush, heap of gold paint. I filled in the ridged 
back of the lion, his muscular shoulders, his feathery mane. 
I rendered tufts of fur hanging from his belly, poised feet, fat, 
rubbery paws, angular buttocks.

When I stood back to look at the lion, he breathed. He 
yawned and stretched, rolled his head in a scythe-like mo
tion, then sprang from the wall onto the floor and padded 
toward the kitchen. A grocery bag full of food that Paula had 
left on the dining table crashed to the floor as his mane

( 7 )



V A T E R L A U S  K N I F E  A N D  F O R K

brushed it. He opened his jaws twice and the food disap
peared down his throat, complete with paper, plastic, and 
waxed cartons. He swung around then and saw the sleeping 
artist. He grinned a nearly human grin my way, then crept 
over, peeled back his lips, and grabbed the edge of the mat
tress with his teeth. He shook his head back and forth until 
the artist woke up, rowing frantically, rubbed his eyes, saw 
the lion, and rowed out the front door, his mouth gaping 
with panic.

My lion sniffed. He swept his head toward me as if to say 
“Follow me,” and his mane fanned out in starlike spikes. He 
plodded to Paula’s door and pushed it open with a cool, wet 
nose. I followed and watched from a safe distance as the boa 
constrictor thrashed several times in his jaws before lying 
still, then disappeared down his throat. The lion nipped the 
heel of the red-haired snake owner in the sleeping bag, who 
woke up with gasps of terror. The lion opened his mouth and 
let out a deep, warning roar. Paula and her three men stood 
in bed, bumping their heads on the low ceiling. One leapt, 
one crawled, and one ran down the stairs and out onto the 
street. Paula left last, naked. The lion padded up the short 
stairway to Paula’s bed, turned around three times, and fell 
asleep.

I wandered back into my studio and stared at the flat, 
white wall where the lion had once been. My uncleaned 
brushes still held gold paint. The sun cast a flickering early 
morning light through dense clouds. Fat drops of rain 
splashed on the window sill. I felt a sudden, profound 
hunger and went into the kitchen to make some breakfast.

( 8  |



Picturing the “Underclass”:
Myth-Making
in the Inner City

by John Hartigan Jr .

M O N S T E R S  A N D  C I T I E S  GO H A N D  IN H A N D ,  I N E X -  

tricably intertwined as fact and fiction. From the Sphinx to 
King Kong, Godzilla and Robo Cop, monsters have ter
rorized cities. But cities, as well, have spawned monsters. 
These creatures, such as Jack the Ripper or Jeffrey Dahmer, 
are of a different order, more mundane both because they are 
part of a routinized violence, and because they are ostensibly 
human, which distressingly problematizes the idea of 
monsters as fiction. Yet they retain the title of “monster” be
cause their acts and very being exceeds “the real;” their exist
ence provides no customary portal to intelligibility.

In this essay, I want to consider a “new” monster in the city 
— the “underclass.” Is this population monstrous? Are they, 
like monsters, something wholly alien or are they created, 
man-made, and therefore, something which we bear an in
timate connection to and responsibility for? In order to un
derstand the economy of images that brings the “inner city” 
and its threat to the vast majority of Americans who live out
side of it, it is necessary to get a sense of the mythic structure 
which informs and arranges those representations. Despite



the elaborate news/entertainment apparatuses deployed to 
capture dramatic events here, those events exceed the repre
sentational capacities of both producer and receiver.

I will draw on three cultural productions in order to examine 
the poetics of myth-making concerning the inhabitants of 
“ inner cities,” a poetics that operates in social scientific ac
counts and in media images: Dr. Jek yll and Mr. Hyde( 1886), 
The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), and the recent film, Can- 
dyman (1992). These works both produce and critique the 
monstrosity of the “underclass.” In each, the monster in 
question is an internal beast, spawned at the very core of 
some respectable person's being.1 All convey a fundamental 
truth about class relations in general: that the bounded self- 
identity of any class relies upon images and impressions of 
its “social other.” The dual narratives are linked creations 
that concern an internal division that is so great that its oc
culted otherness can appear only as a monstrosity. Though 
fundamentally linked by membership in the same body, the 
two “stories” cannot meet face to face; one’s appearance over
whelms the other’s presence. Taken as “myths,” these narra
tives provide a means for thinking through the visceral 
dynamics of class, and an insight into the class Imaginary.2

The phenomenon of the “underclass,” as distinct from the 
larger, more ancient population known as the “dangerous 
classes,”3 emerged with the industrial city; it is a product of 
the epoch of the industrial city, which now may be drawing 
to a close. To make this context apparent, and to give some 
background to the stories of Dr. Hyde and Dorian Gray, I 
turn to Charles Booth and his Poverty Series of 1902.

H A R T I G A N  P I C T U R I N G  T H E  “ U N D E R C L A S S ”
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I N N E R - C I T Y  L O N D O N

“The difficulty in making an accurate picture of so shifting a 

scene as the low-class street in East London presents is very 

evident, and may be easily exaggerated. As in photo

graphing a crowd, the details of the picture change con

tinually, but the general effect is much the same, whatever 

moment is chosen. I have attempted to produce an instan

taneous picture, fixing the facts on my negative as they ap

pear at a given moment, and the imagination of my readers 

must add the movement, the constant changes, the whirl and 

turmoil of life. In many districts the people are always on the 

move; they shift from one part of it to another like “ fish in 

water.”— Charles Booth4

Reflecting on the works of Charles Booth offers more than 
a detailed view of London in the 1880s and 1890s; his writ
ings provide a certain origin of the “myth” of the “under
class,” which, in one regard, first emerges with the 
scientized perception of the urban poor.5 O f the numerous 
genealogies that one could draw of this idea of the “under
class,” the Poverty Series occupies a fundamental position be
cause it is the first production of a thoroughly statistical 
perception of the “threat” developing in the “inner city.” 
Understandings of poverty and the poor are derived from 
millennial traditions in the West, but this particular per
ception of an “underclass,” more specialized than the 
“dangerous classes” at large, is only now reaching its centen
nial.6 The picture of London that Booth portrayed is the first 
systematic, street by street account of the city, drawing upon 
census data, school board visits correlated with the impres
sions of teachers, and his own ethnographic observations. As

{ 11  }



with previous researchers, such as Freidrich Engels and 
Henry Mayhew, Booth presented a combination of statisti
cal and “first-hand” accounts of the alien streets and 
humanity of London’s interior.7 His sophistication in fash
ioning a totalized view of the city by deploying spatial, tem
poral and attitudinal registers to detail the boundaries of 
class formations, resonates with current efforts to conceptu
alize the inner city.

The fundamental, common link between Booth’s work and 
that of researchers today, is the attempt to depict the “un
derclass” as analytically distinct from the larger, less special
ized population, the “poor.” Interestingly, the “low-class,” for 
Booth, is proportionally similar to estimation of the size of the 
“underclass” by today’s sociologists. Also, his analytical 
range was able to highlight an issue which has recently be
come the focus of debate: whether the “low-class” is a product 
of economic misfortunes or the result of living in a certain area, 
the “inner city.” Currently, the “underclass” is identified lar
gely by census tracts.9 The analytical assumption is that resid
ing in such an area is as influential a factor in determining class 
identity as is occupational status, or structural relation to the 
means of production and the circuits of capital.

One other crucial conceptual link between Booth and cur
rent efforts to understand the “underclass” is the theory of 
urban degeneration (fashioned by Booth and his associate 
Llewlyn Smith).10 Through the course of the 1 800s, an “inner 
city” had gradually been hollowed out in central London 
through a combination of processes including the decline of 
key industries, the vast exodus of the upper and middle classes 
from the city’s center, and the general depopulation of the

H A R T I G A N  P I C T U R I N G  T H E  " U N D E R C L A S S ' '
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central city through a series of “slum removal” efforts which 
had the unintended effects of crowding “the poor” and the 
“working classes” into “degenerate” zones. The result is 
described by Gareth Stedman Jones, in his excellent work, 
Outcast London-. “The inner industrial perimeter developed into 
an area of chronic male under-employment, female sweated 
labor, and low-paid, irregular artisan work in declining 
trades; an area associated with small dealing, petty criminality 
and social desolation so graphically portrayed by Booth in his 
Poverty Survey.” 1 1

As in the United States, the development of such an area 
was a lengthy process, which only gradually became repre
sented as a threat of a completely different order to the na
tion at large. The central city of London emerged as the 
product of residential segregation by class, as an “immense 
geographic gu lf” developed between the rich and poor of 
London. “There had been increasing expression of anxiety 
about this phenomenon in the manufacturing towns ever 
since the early years of the industrial revolution. But 
nowhere had the process of segregation been carried further 
than in London. By 1861 it was practically complete.” 12 As 
this social distance increased, “the old methods of social con
trol based on the model of the squire, the parson, face to face 
relations, deference and paternalism, found less and less 
reflection in the urban reality. Vast tracts of working class 
housing were left to themselves, virtually bereft of any con
tact with authority except in the form of the policeman and 
the bailiff. The poor districts became an immense terra in
cognita, periodically mapped out by intrepid missionaries

( 1 3 )



and explorers who catered to an insatiable middle-class 
demand for traveller’s tales. ’ 13

Where previously, the urban poor were considered to be 
simply “demoralized,” the result of individually hedonistic 
drives and sinful lifestyle choices that were no longer 
countered by the “good example” set by the pious upper clas
ses, now “degeneration” was seen as the source of the prob
lem; “the savage and brutalizing conditions of the casual poor 
was the result of long exposure to the degenerating condi
tions of city life.” 14 The “effect” of such conditions was con
sidered to be a threat to the imperial race of England; a 
weakened or contaminated racial stock would undermine the 
strength of English armies abroad. Descriptions of London 
laborers emphasized the constitutional weakness and an in
creasing loss of physical stature and stamina. Biologistic in
terpretations, rather than structural accounts of the economic 
transformation in the central city, found that urban existence 
was generating a lazy, obstinate, and perverse labor force.

Racialized versions of the urban poor, descriptions that 
found the poor to be a distinct race apart from the national 
population, stretch back at least to Engels, who noted, along 
with other contemporary commentators, that the worst con
ditions always seemed to correlate with the presence of Irish 
migrants. But what is important to note, here, is that even 
current accounts which try to shift the emphasis of race onto 
class, still revolve around a racialized account: that urban 
conditions produce a population in the inner city that is con
stitutionally distinct from the “mainstream” population. 
Though such intra-racial distinctions as were deployed in 
London before the turn of the century make a difficult con
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nection to racial issue in the United States today, what is im
portant to recognize is that “class” was read increasingly 
through bodily differences in stature, weight, and comport
ment. This set of bodily distinctions is both still active 
today, and at the core of the increasingly muddled efforts to 
distinguish race from class formations.

The basis of analyzing any class formation or identity has 
to be the recognition that all such formations are relational; 
you can not isolate the “underclass” without simultaneously 
asking what productive role the “underclass” plays in the 
Imaginary of the “upper classes.” 15 The story of Dr. Jekyll, 
for example, is a “myth” where the social and geographical 
distance between classes becomes internalized, and the im
ages of an “underclass” play a crucial role in materializing 
the boundaries of middle-class identity. Dr. Jekyll contains 
within his social being a hideous monster. Through a scien- 
tized transformation (a combination of certain unnamed 
chemical agents), Jekyll’s evil side emerges, bearing all the 
physiognomic traits of the “low-class” male. Jekyll describes 
his transformation:

I stretched out my hands, exulting in the freshness of these 

sensations; and in the act, I was suddenly aware that I had 

lost in stature...The evil side of my nature, to which I had 

now transferred the stamping efficacy, was less robust and 
less developed than the good which I had j ust deposed... Even 

as good shone upon the countenance of the one, evil was 

broadly written and plainly on the face of the other. Evil be
sides (which I must still believe to be the lethal side of man) 

had left on that body an imprint of deformity and decay.16

The transformation of Jekyll’s proper body and self incor
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porates the process of “degeneration” which was considered 
to be reconfiguring the physiognomy of urban dwellers.

Though there are a variety of ways to read Hyde’s “other
ness” to Dr. Jekyll’s proper social being, I want to con
centrate on the classed elements. The primacy of a such a 
reading is inscribed in the very title of the work, a contest of 
titles, Dr. versus Mr. The act that proves irrevocably Hyde’s 
monstrosity is at root an act of class loathing and conflict: he 
brutally beats to death a respected elder citizen “of high 
position” on a desolate city street. A maid who witnesses the 
murder, remembers the older man as “beautiful, polite, and 
his face seemed to breathe such an innocent and old-world 
kindness, yet with something high too, as of a well-founded 
self-content.” 17 This composure offends Hyde to the point 
of blind fury; he pummels the gentleman’s body into a 
bloody ruin. In the subsequent search for Hyde, efforts are 
hampered in part because of the searchers’ inability to pic
ture him. “He had never been photographed; and the few 
who could describe him differed widely, as common ob
servers will. Only on one point were they agreed; and that
was the haunting sense of unexpressed deformity with

* 18which the fugitive impressed his beholders.”
From the emergence of class culture, bodily disgust has 

been deployed to figure a social and economic divide.19 As 
with racist reactions, impressions of Hyde are rooted in physi
cal misgivings and nausea. Racist responses combine superfi
cial readings (the ambiguous descriptions of physicality) with 
visceral reactions (the sense of disgust). This is a key aspect of 
Jekyll’s narration of the difference embodied by Hyde: “None
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could come near me at first without misgivings of the flesh. ”2° 
But Hyde himself could feel no self-disgust.

The dream that motivates Jekyll’s forays into “transcenden
tal medicine” desires that one’s body might become purified 
of conflicting natures; essential difference might become ab
solutely corporealized, and thereby made distinct, apparent, 
and easily segregated. His “beloved daydream,” is:

If each [of the opposed natures], I told myself, could be 

housed in separate identities, life would be relieved ofall that 

was unbearable; the unjust might go his way, delivered from 
the aspirations and remorse of his upright twin; and the just 

could walk steadfastly and securely on his upward path, 

doing the good things in which he found his pleasure, and no 

longer exposed to disgrace and penitence by the hands of this 

extraneous evil. It was the curse of mankind that the incon
gruous faggots were thus bound together— that in the 

agonized womb of consciousness, these polar twins should be 

continuously struggling.21

Two distinct bodily forms could concentrate the moral/so- 
cial divisions, and neither would any longer be troubled by 
“exposure” to the other. Dr. Jekyll’s chemical cocktail is an 
attempt to fully exteriorize this division, and to homogenize 
interiors so that identity becomes an absolutely defendable, 
bounded entity.

In good mythic fashion, however, his dream becomes a 
nightmare. “I was slowly losing hold of my original and bet
ter self, and becoming slowly incorporated with my second 
and worse.”22 He loses the ability to “choose” between selves. 
Jekyll dreams of completely sealing off any consciousness of 
the “bad” side, thus purging it from the self of the upper and
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middle classes. But the actual result of this separation is that 
the repressed self of the “underclass” “but returns upon us 
with more unfamiliar and more awful pressure.” In today’s 
nightmare world of class and racial concentrations known as 
the “inner city” that “pressure” is applied in random freeway 
killings and car jackings, where the literal mobility of the 
privileged becomes the very “easy target” of response.

Another version of the volatile, relational basis of class 
identities is provided by the figure of Dorian Gray, whose 
portrait materializes Jekyll’s dream that class/moral iden
tities can be physically separated. Though Dorian Gray 
more elaborately objectifies the manners and mentality of 
the bourgeois social realms, both dramas have at their root a 
division of a seemingly respectable social being into two in
commensurable creatures. With Dorian Gray the division is 
more interiorized. As his superficial appearance gradually 
becomes the apotheosis of the aesthetic strivings of bour
geois manners, his inner, monstrous self devours the illicit 
pursuits on the inner city streets of London. In the end, this 
utter division destroys the entire creature as with the 
divided self of Hyde.

In Wilde’s narrative, Dorian appears first as a simply 
oblivious and good-willed subject of a portrait in progress, 
with desires only for philanthropic work among the lower 
classes.23 Later, his social background emerges; he is the 
product of a union of class extremes. His mother, Lady Deve- 
reux, elopes with “a penniless young fellow; a mere nobody 
sir, a subaltern in a foot regiment, or something of that 
kind.”24 Both parents die tragically after Dorian is spawned. 
As the narrative swirls from one ornate social event to

H A R T I G A N  P I C T U R I N G  T H E  " U N D E R C L A S S "

{ 18)



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

another, this volatile class mix is never again mentioned, yet 
it provides the coherence for the duality of Dorians persona. 
The further he rises to the heights of social adulation and 
development, the deeper he sinks into the darkened streets 
of “degenerate” London. His adventure begins with a direc
tionless journey into the city’s depths:

I felt that this gray, monstrous London of ours, with its 

myriads of people, its sordid sinners, and its splendid sins, as 

you once phrased it, must have something more in store for 

me. The mere danger gave me a sense of delight...I don’t 

know what I expected, but I went out and wandered 

eastward, soon losing my way in a labyrinth of grimy streets 

and black, grassless squares.25

In these travels, he meets and falls in love with an actress, 
Sybil Vane, in a “cheap” and “tawdry” theater. The attrac
tion is made potent by the social distance that opposes such 
a union. When he suddenly and ferociously dismisses her af
fections, in despair she takes her own life. He falls back into 
the streets.

Where he went he hardly knew. He remembered wandering 

through dimly lit streets, past gaunt black-shadowed 

archways and evil-looking houses. Women with hoarse 

voices and harsh laughter had called after him. Drunkards 

had reeled by, cursing and chattering to themselves like 

monstrous apes. He had seen grotesque children huddled 

upon doorsteps, and heard shrieks and oaths from gloomy
26courts.

The role of such sites become backgrounded, and the sub
ject of vague murmurings; his life and actions there are
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pushed to the edges of public knowledge/representation. 
The painter of his portrait laments: “Then there are the 
stories— stories that you have been seen creeping at dawn 
out of dreadful houses and slinking in disguise into the 
foulest dens in London. Are they true? Can they be true? 
When I first heard them, I laughed. I hear them now and 
they make me shudder.”27

As the tale progresses, the brother of the dead actress, 
James Vane, returning from years at sea, seeks out Dorian 
Gray to avenge her death. The class connotations of his 
hatred are apparent. “He was a gentleman and he (James 
Vane] hated him for that, hated him through some curious
race instinct for which he could not account, and which for

»28that reason was all the more dominant within him.”
Two back-to-back chapters (16  and 17) starkly juxtapose 

the two class realms; the narrative shifts from Dorian’s ex
cursion in an opium den, where he and James first cross 
paths again, to a fox hunt on the grounds of a country estate. 
James meets his accidental death in the wealthy realm of the 
estates where he seeks out Dorian to kill him. But that trans
gression of the class zones by somebody other than Dorian is 
effective in creating a panic state in the sitter that drives him 
to destroy the portrait. This act, in turns, ends his life, as the 
impossibly separated elements of his own nature converge in 
a molten, decaying mass on the upper floor of his house, 
where the picture has been carefully closeted for years.

Wilde is at his best in detailing the social world and its 
philosophy of manners, yet the poetic that emerges through 
Dorian’s fragmented consciousness relies upon an aes- 
theticization of the inner city. The more aesthetic his sen
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sibility of the "underclass” becomes, the more monstrously 
detached he becomes from the degeneration which is 
devouring his soul.

From cell to cell of his brain crept the one thought; and the 

wild desire to live, most terrible of all mans appetites, 

quickened into force each trembling nerve and fiber. U gli
ness that had once been hateful to him because it made 

things real, became dear to him now for that very reason. 
Ugliness was the one reality. The coarse brawl, the loathsome 

den, the crude violence of disordered life, the very vileness of 

the thief and outcast, were more vivid, in their intense ac
tuality of impression, than all the gracious shapes of Art, the 

dreamy shadow of Songs. They were what he needed for for

getfulness.29

The two key connections between Dr. Jekyll and Dorian 
Gray are their internal monsters, and their common dream 
that class/moral orders might be transformed into a bodily 
division of labor. Dorian expresses this dream in the wish he 
makes which transforms his image: "He had uttered a mad 
wish that he himself might remain young, and the portrait 
grow old; that his own beauty might be untarnished, and 
the face on the canvas bear the burden of his passions and his 
sins; that the painted image might be seared with the lines 
of suffering and thought, and that he might keep all the 
delicate bloom and loveliness of his then just conscious 
boyhood.”30 Both characters dream of a physical realization 
of moral divisions between good and evil, beauty and decay. 
The result for Dorian is a division of self similar to Dr. 
Jekyll’s: two bodies emerge to characterize the distinct "na
tures” embedded within one class being. In Dorian’s case,
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though, one of these bodies is purely representational— the 
portrait. Both dreams become nightmares when that artifi
cial division inevitably collapses.

I N N E R  C I T Y ,  U S A  , N O W

Monsters may be destroyed, but seemingly not the reservoir 
from which they arise. To link this reservoir to the present 
moment, I cite the movie, Candyman, which also features the 
“inner city” and the areas that bound it. As with the previous 
stories, what is valuable about this narrative is its attention 
to the crossings and transformations of the bounded iden
tities of class selves.

The monster in this movie, Candyman, haunts the 
Chicago housing project, Cabrini Green. The terror there is, 
of course, completely real; a realness so excessive that it be
comes, as well, fantastical.

The most interesting aspect of Candyman, is that he is an 
historical creation. Candyman became transfigured from 
human to monster in 1890 as a victim of racial violence. He 
was an artist, a painter of portraits, and “was much sought 
after when it came to documenting one’s wealth and posi
tion in society.” The son of a former slave who amassed a 
great fortune in manufacturing, “he had grown up in polite 
society.” His “crime” was seducing the virgin daughter of a 
wealthy, white patron; for this he was brutally murdered and 
burned on a pyre at Cabrini Green. One hundred years later, 
he is still haunting this site, which now is home to perhaps 
the most notorious public housing project in the country. 
The movie unfolds in a collapsing distinction between 
“fact” and “fiction.” The story features a salt and pepper
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team of graduate student researchers who are studying 
urban legends. Though distinct racial beings, they share 
more in common than either of them do with the subjects of 
their study, the black residents of Cabrini Green. Their sub
ject, we are told, involves “modern un-selfconscious reflec
tions of the fears of urban society.” Such “modern oral 
folklore” is merely a vain attempt by “urban peasants” to 
come to terms with the increasingly incomprehensible scale 
of violence that is their daily lives. But the specter “really” 
materializes, first in a number of killings, and then in pur
suit of the white woman graduate student who doubted 
him, and was “not content with the stories” of him. This 
drama unfolds in the relentlessly problematized zone of 
desire between a black man and a white woman.31

The monster that emerges in this setting is an interesting 
fusion of the figures in the zone. Candyman’s appearance re
quires a self-reflective moment, not unlike Dorian’s medita
tions on his portrait; he appears when somebody gazes into a 
mirror long enough to repeat his name five times. This sets up 
the tension of whether or not the source of this monster is some 
repressed, lethal libido. The white graduate student, Helen, 
wakes in a black woman’s apartment, covered with blood, and 
claims to know nothing about the dog that has been 
slaughtered and the child that is missing. She is held respon
sible, and everybody seems convinced that some hideous 
aspect of her inner self has done these crimes. Strapped in a 
wheelchair, and explaining herself to a psychiatrist, she insists 
that: “I know this...No matter what’s going wrong, no part of 
me, no matter how hidden, is capable of that.” Yet, the 
monster appears and kills again, when she summons him by
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looking into a mirror and chanting his name. The interesting 
shift in this narrative paradigm is that the Id and the Ego have 
become accepted explanation for committing crimes. Hyde 
has become “real.” But the Candyman is the product of a more 
geographically distended self. The constitutively repressed 
inner self has a place within the heart of the city as well as 
within the middle class subject. The historical dimension of 
the story involves sorting out the loaded material both of 
white guilt and the heritage of racial violence in this country. 
Thus, the monstrosity of Candyman is of a larger order than a 
simple emergence of a repressed self.32

What do the upper classes have to fear from the “inner 
city” and the “underclass?” That is a question which cannot 
be answered by a realist account that attempts to either 
prove or disprove the fantastic nature of the violence or to as
sess accurately the issue of who is responsible for creating it. 
The immediate answer is that “we” have to become better 
readers of the images produced about that population. Near 
the end of the nineteenth century, Booth concluded, almost 
remorsefully, that no matter how precise the data was that he 
produced, the truth of the matter depicted rested upon the 
disposition of the receiver; representations of conditions in 
the “inner city” consistently are only intelligible to the ex
tent that they ratify certain intellectual and emotional posi
tions on the matter.33 Sociologists and anthropologists have 
yet to produce accounts of the inner city that challenge the 
predisposition of the more privileged classes. But by focus
ing on the reservoir of fear and fascination, and by examin
ing long-standing mythic paradigms of the “underclass,” 
perhaps a different mode of perception may be fashioned.
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The monsters that stalk the inner city are our own. The 
stigmatization and demonization of the “underclass” is not 
merely a matter of false consciousness, it is a matter of the 
continual self-formation of the middle and upper classes in 
this country. Because the idea of an “underclass” is such an 
integral part of these identities, it probably can never be 
eradicated— only articulated, examined, critiqued, and per
haps, through revised tellings, refigured.34

1 The attention to monsters helps to objectify the tangle of fear and

fascination, desire and abhorrence which animates images of the 
“ inner city.” For other approaches that consider monsters as cul

tural constructs, see Donna Haraway’s essay “The Promise of 

Monsters: A  Regenerative Politics for Inappropriate/d Others,” in 

Lawrence Grossberg, e d Cultural Studies (New York: Routledge, 

1992); also see Anna Tsing’s essay “Monster Stories: Women 

Charged with Perinatal Endangerment,” in Faye Ginsburg and 

Anna Tsing’s eds, Uncertain Terms: Negotiating Gender in American 
Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1990).

2 I draw this analytical notion of “myth” from the works of Roland

Barthes, particularly Mythologies (New York: Hill and W ang, 

1972), and “Introduction to the Structural Analysis of narratives” 

in Richard Howard’s trans, The Semiotic Challenge (New York: Hill 
and W ang, 1988).

3 Michel Foucault described how the population known as the

“dangerous classes” became productively differentiated by emerg
ing institutional orders in Europe. Madness and Civilization: A His
tory of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans Richard Howard. (New  

York: Vintage Books, 1973).

4 Charles Booth, quoted in Harold Pfautz ed Charles Booth on the
City'.Physical Pattern and Social Structure (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1967).

5 Roger Cooter develops this idea of “scientized” perception in
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popular culture in his work The Cultural Meaning of Popular Science: 
Phrenology and the Organization of Consent in Nineteenth- Century 

Britain, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984)

 ̂For a thorough intellectual history of notions of poverty, Gertrude 

Himmelfarb’s The Idea of Poverty .England in the Early Industrial Age 

(New York: Random House, 1983). A  similar genealogy for the 

United States in particular is provided by Michael Katz’s, In the 
Shadow of the Poorhouse: A  Social History of Welfare in America (New  

York: Basis Books, 1986).

7 Friedrich Engels, Condition of the Working Class in England, trans. 

W .O . Henderson and W .H . Chaloner, (Stanford: Stanford Univer
sity Press, 1958). Henry Mayhew, London Labor and the London 

Poor, (New York: Dover Publication, 1968).g
This comparison is inexact, since Booth measured the “ low- class” 

as a portion of the population of London; he felt it was no more 

than 1 .3%  of that city’s population. Researchers today treat the 

“underclass” as a national phenomena, but this group, too, repre

sent no more than 1 %  of the larger population of the nation. The 

point is that in both cases a very small group is assumed to present 

a wide ranging, multifaceted threat to the larger population.
9 For a review of this determination of class identity by geographical

zones, see William Julius W ilson’s The Truly Disadvantaged: The 

Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy, (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1987) In a more philosophical vein, see Paul 
Virilio’s chapter on “The Overexposed C ity” in his work, Lost 

Dimension, (New York: Semiotext(e), 1991).
10 For more on the conceptual importance of degeneration in scien

tific thinking during this period, sec Degeneration: The Dark Side of 

Progress, eds Edward Chamberlin and Sander Gilman. Also, see 

Sander Gilman’s Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, 
Race, and Madness, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985).

11 Gareth Stedman Jones, Outcast London:A Study in the Relationship 

Between Classes in Victorian Society, (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1984), p .154 .

12 Ibid p.247.
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1 3 Ibid p .14.
14 Ibid p.286.
15 For an elaboration of this notion of a classed cultural Imaginary, 

see Peter Stallybras and Allon W hite, The Politics and Poetics of 

Transgression, (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1986). Also, Fredric 

Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic 

Act, (Ithaca: Cornell University, 19 8 1).
16 Robert Louis Stevenson, D r.Jekyll and Mr.Hyde, (New York: Ban

tam Books, 1985), pp.8 2-3.

17 Ibid p.27.
18 Ibid p.32. Among the cultured observers of Hyde’s monstrosity, 

those good friends of Dr. Jekyll, the descriptions are quite detailed 

and telling. When the Lawyer Lanyon first encounters Hyde, his at
tention is fixated on the mutant’s wardrobe, which appears quite 

comical as well as horrible. That Jekyll’s clothes do not fit Hyde’s 

frame reveals the utter social distance between the two selves. “This 

person (who had thus, from the first moment of his entrance, struck 

me in what I can only describe as a disgustful curiosity) was dressed 

in a fashion that would have made an ordinary person laughable; his 

clothes, that is to say, although they were of rich and sober fabric, 
were enormously too large for him in every measurement— the 

trousers hanging on his legs and rolled up to keep them from the 

ground, the waist of the coat below his haunches, and the collar 

sprawling wide upon his shoulders. Strange to relate, this ludicrous 

accouterment was far from moving me to laughter. Rather, as there 

was something abnormal and misbegotten in the very essence of the 
creature that now faced me— something seizing, surprising and 

revolting— this fresh disparity seemed but to fit in with and to rein

force it; so that to my interest in the man’s nature and character, 

there was added a curiosity to his origins, his life, fortune and status 

in the world.” p .73

19 For an excellent account of the emergence of class cultures, see 

Jonas Frykman and Ovar Lofgren, Culture Builders: A  Historical 
Anthropology of Middle Class Life, (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1987).
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20 Hyde, p.80.
21 Ibid p.90.

22 Ibid p.81.
2 3 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, (New York: Dell 

Publishing Co, 1974), p p .21 ,2 3 ,3 5 .

24 Ibid p.39
25 Ibid p.54
2  ̂ Ibid p.93
27 Ibid p .15 4
28 Ibid p.72
29 Ibid p .18 7

30 Ibid p.95
31 This is the site of one of the relentlessly occurring collapses of the 

fact/fiction divide for whites and blacks. The contact by black and 

white, man and woman, is both the motive and the excuse for the 

most consistent scene of racial victimization. W hat “really hap

pened” is rarely determinable, but it is consistently the case that, 

here, “facts” emerges from the archetypal “fiction.”
32 Being “framed” for the murder of her black friend, Helen essen

tially is put in the unpleasant position of being held responsible 
for unaccountable black deaths and acts of inner city violence. But 

the monster that she is grappling with materializes a different 

order of responsibility; she is linked to the “original” act of racial 
violence that has been unfolding since in the Cabrini Green hous

ing project. She slips “ into” the walls of the project, and comes 

upon a mural of portraits on the wall which confirm both the real
ness of Candyman, and the “mythicness” of Helen. She finds a 

depiction of the 1890 murder; the white woman at the scene 

resembles her. The writing on the wall announces “it was always 

Helen.” Her connection (and responsibility) for this century old 

violence, succinctly condenses a tangle of complex “realities” 

which requiring accounting in the tabulation of racial debts. But 

these are elusive realizations, more tangible in the “mythic” realm 
of pictures, than in the articulate realm of rational assessments of 

the significance of racial differences.
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33 Booth noted that “ two mental attitudes continually recur in con
sidering poverty"; these he distinguished as two narrative perspec

tives: the poor are either becoming more or less miserable. As 

exhaustive as his descriptive analysis of London was, he realized 

that these attitudes were irreducible; they are “ two ways of look

ing at the same facts.” This led him to acknowledge that any 

qualitative account of the conditions of the poor would necessarily 
“have to take into account the condition of the onlooker’s mind 

and of public sentiment generally....” Even positivist social 

science cannot claim to an immediate and objectively complete 

depiction of conditions in the “ inner city.” Pfautz, Charles Booth, 
181,186.

34 In Detroit, the new portrait on the wall is Malice Green. His kill
ing by two white police officers seemed impossible in Detroit, a 

city that has had a black mayor and black chief of police for almost 

twenty years. That kind of lethal possibility was supposed to have 

been eradicated. His death demonstrates how little has changed in 

this country. But his death also marks a new material presence, a 

more resilient testimony to the violence that must be stopped.

The site of his killing has become a shrine in this city; his Christ- 
like portrait on the wall of the building in front of where he was 

killed is visited daily by people from across the city and country. 

This site materializes the tragedy in a most haunting mode, as an 

image that refuses to be whitewashed by the short memories of 

mainstream medias.
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Crepe de Chine
by Mark Doty

These drugstore windows 
— one frame in the mile-long film 
of lit-up trash and nothing

fronting the avenue, what Balzac called 
“the great poem of display”—  
are a tableau of huge bottles

of perfume, unbuyable gallons of scent 
for women enormous as the movie screens 
of my childhood. Spiritual pharmaceuticals

in their deco bottles, 
wide-shouldered, flared, 
arrayed in their pastel skylines,

their chrome-topped tiers: 
a little Manhattan of tinted alcohols.
Only reading their names

— Madame Rocha, White Shoulders, Crepe de Chine—  
and I ’m hearing the suss of immense stockings, 
whispery static of chiffon stoles
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on powdered shoulders,
click of compacts, lisp and soft glide
of blush. And I’m thinking of my wig,

my blonde wig, and following the cold sparkle 
of pavement I’m wanting not 
these shoes but the black clatter

and covenant of heels. Next door
the Italian baker’s hung a canopy of garlands
and silver shot, bee lights and silk ivy

high over the sugary excess 
of his pastries, and I want 
not his product but his display:

I want to wear it,
I want to put the whole big thing 
on my head, I want

the tumbling coiffeurs of heaven,
or lacking that, a wig
tiered and stunning as this island.

That’s what I want from the city: 
to wear it.
That’s what drag is: a city
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to cover our nakedness, 
silk boulevards, sleek avenues 
of organza, the budding trees

along the avenue flaunting their haze 
of poisonous Caravaggio green...
Look how I take the little florists’ shops

and twist them into something
for my hair, forced spiky branches
and a thousand tulips. Look, my sleety veil

of urbane rain descends, unrolls 
like cinema’s dart and flicker, my skirt 
in its ravaged sleekness, the shadows

between buildings raked and angled 
into these startling pleats, 
descending twilight’s gabardine

over the little parks and squares 
circled by taxis’ hot jewels: 
my body

made harmonious with downtown.
Look how I rhyme with the skyscraper’s 
padded sawtooth shoulders,
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look at the secret evidence of my slip 
frothing like the derelict river 
where the piers used to be,

look at my demolished silhouette, 
my gone and reconstructed profile, 
look at me built and rebuilt,

torn down to make way, 
excavated, trumped up, tricked out, 
done, darling,

in every sense of the word. Now, 
you call me
Evening in Paris, call me Shalimar, 

call me Crepe de Chine.
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Superman’s Diary
by B. Brandon Barker

T U E S D A Y  ( F I R S T  E N T R Y )

I have paper and pen before me, but I am unable to decide 
how to begin this journal, or how to inform you of the chan
ges I have recently made in my life. I am, as you probably 
know, a surviving member of a broken home. My father was 
a powerful political figure in my hometown, and our 
relationship was as contrived and regulated as one of his 
press conferences. We rarely spoke. We rarely laughed. Oh, 
what am I saying? I was only a year old when we parted. 
Maybe I should reconsider this diary thing. After our planet 
exploded, I wound up on Earth, as you know.

Notice how I ’ve been using the phrase, “as you know,” fre
quently. Do you know? Have you heard of me, my deardiary? 
Have you read the comic books, watched the television 
shows, or, God forbid, seen any of the films? I know you 
haven’t, and I can trust the foundation of our relationship 
that you are paper, blank, yellow paper, and your history is 
the same. You are for me an idea right now; I am not positive 
who you are yet, but that is the purpose of this. Soon, I hope, 
we together will discover our selves by filling in the blank 
spots with formidable truths, and overcome the great 
misunderstandings around which this world careens.

To begin, I ’ll describe my new setting. I live now in an 
apartment on the upper East Side, and in an apartment off
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Broadway and Fifty-Seventh Street. Why do I have two 
apartments in Metropolis? This is where the troubles begin. 
In October of last year, while I was living in my ice palace at 
the tip of the Northern Territory (and also in Clark’s apart
ment off Broad way during the week), I received a letter from 
Canadian environmentalists pointing out the potential 
danger present in the use of my energy source. They had no 
record in their files of the green generating metal I was using 
to keep the place up, so they quickly passed an ordinance to 
have it shut down. I did not protest, on the advice of my 
lawyer. (Superman doesn’t need bad publicity.) So I found an 
apartment on the upper East Side, a very nice Metropolis 
neighborhood, and I began to set the place up like home. 
But what should Superman have in his apartment? To be 
honest, I was not quite sure. Reporters would drop by oc
casionally for interviews and comments, and I did not know 
how they would expect a superhero to decorate. I did not, for 
any reason, want to threaten my job. So, I went to the Shar
per Image and bought a few of those glass balls with lightn
ing inside, and some laser/art things you shine against the 
ceiling. I thought they helped create a kind of mysterious, 
outerspaceish atmosphere. And I got a set of nice weights, 
though I ’d never need to use them.

I think it might be helpful now to note that I receive two 
sources of income. One source is the measly reporter’s pay 
Clark Kent receives from the Daily Planet. The other is a 
yearly grant I receive from the U.S. Government. It is a very 
nice sum, and I’m proud to receive it, though my lawyer told 
me it’s because they’re scared I’m going to move to Japan. 
Sometimes I wonder why I keep the job at the Planet, and
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why I continue to masquerade as Clark Kent. My lawyer 
doesn’t know of my identity, Lois doesn’t know, so why is it 
so hard for me to let go of this guy, this nerd, this under
achiever? I ’m looking for something in life now, a connec
tion to the opposite side of myself. I think this diary is one of 
the ways I ’m trying to reach Clark.

Another new event in my life, other than the housing 
switch, has been the governmental updating of my respon
sibilities on earth. One of the conditions of my salary is the 
promise to obey the “truth, justice, and American way” 
clause that has recently been adopted by Congress. An or
dinance was passed limiting my flying time and public 
aerial appearances to twice a week, in order to keep havoc 
from overcoming the people of Metropolis, who seem to 
stop everything they’re doing when they see me. It seems that 
traffic jams and general shifts of public attention hurt busi
ness and industry production. As I didn’t argue with the en
vironmentalists, I yielded to this measure. Furthermore, my 
benefits from this edict protect me from being hassled by 
big business here and abroad for product endorsements.

While we’re on that note, I ’d like to get a few things off 
my chest. There are many myths about me. I do not leap tall 
buildings in a single bound: it usually takes me at least three 
bounds, and lately I ’ve been resting halfway on the flag
poles. I am faster than a speeding bullet, this is true, but not 
one that’s been shot already. If you time a bullet, we might 
be even, or I might be a little faster, but I won’t chase a bul
let. I can’t bring myself to be so silly. Also, I do not always 
wear my Superman suit under my business suit. I did that in 
the beginning, I guess, for the attention. I liked the colors
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and the “S,” but I eventually grew tired of it, especially after 
people began to expect me to wear it; they couldn’t stand 
seeing a guy fly around in a turtle neck and slacks. And there 
was the obvious risk that Clark Kent’s identity might be 
revealed. It was this silent restriction placed on me that 
made me feel even more distant from him. He was supposed 
to wear a suit, and I was supposed to wear the cape and blue 
tights; to fly around in a suit that Clark would wear might 
give it away. But then again, I am Clark also, I suppose. It is 
all too complicated a situation. It makes me wonder if Clark 
has a place in this world.

T H U R S D A Y  ( S E C O N D  E N T R Y )

I have just begun lunch hour here at the Daily Planet, after 
having worked for three hours on an article about a puppet 
maker who has a shop next to the construction site of a new 
skyscraper. The puppet and doll-making community is 
backing him in his fierce struggle to hold onto his property. 
It’s not a very intriguing story, and it makes me wonder 
about my credibility at this newspaper. Is there not a more 
challenging story to report on? Lois is in the middle of an in
vestigation on the Mayor of Metropolis and two legislators, 
who have been illegally selling city property to Peruvian 
drug traffickers. She told me that last night, during a 
stakeout in a tree above the mayor’s home in the suburbs, she 
set off his grounds alarm while taking snapshots of a secret 
meeting with Wolfgang “the Wolfman” Hirschberg, an un
dercover Nazi who’s been doing deals for the Peruvians. She 
said the German shepherds came this close to biting off her 
heel when she jumped through the back seat window of
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Jim my Olson’s car as he sped away.
If only I could get a break here. I get the impression that 

they don’t think I could handle a challenging assignment. 
And it makes me wonder if I ’ve overdone the Clark Kent act. 
Have I been so concerned about my superhero identity that I 
have lowered my standards of regular life? But then again, 
what is my real identity? I sometimes feel more like Clark. I 
feel very secure in his clothes. He is calm, courteous, unas
suming. He doesn’t notice the rudeness of the busy people 
around him, but introverts his scope to work out his own 
faults. I enjoy being as him. We spend most of our time 
together, of course. Sometimes, when I ’m walking down the 
street, I just want to take him flying. I don’t care about saving 
anyone, or being a world-wide hero, I only want to throw off 
my shoes, fly to the sky and show him the most beautiful view 
of the earth. But these thoughts make me feel selfish and 
think about the people, the kids who look up to me, and I 
realize they don’t want to see a stiff nerd flying in a brown suit 
with his tie flapping in the air like a dog’s parched tongue. 
They want to see the hero, they want what they expect.

You might wonder why I separate my two selves so sharp
ly. I do it for authenticity, and for my own sound mind. If I 
ever let Clark and Superman eat the same food, watch the 
same television, or use the same brand of deodorant routine
ly, I would get myself mixed up, off schedule. I have this 
paranoia that some day I ’m going to walk into the office with 
a cape around my neck instead of a tie. They need, I need, 
separation. Inconvenience is not a sacrifice when the nation’s 
security is an issue. Ahh, there I go again with the PR talk. 
Who ever said that heroes have to speak such jargon?
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T H U R S D A Y  E V E N I N G  ( T H I R D  E N T R Y )

Lois came home with me, Superman, and we ordered 
Chinese food. She talked less with me about her investiga
tion than she did with Clark. And I got the feeling that she 
was happy to be with me, reverent of me, and considered me 
to hardly be interested in the petty office jaw exercises she 
wastes on Clark. Instead of thinking too much about this, I 
enjoyed myself, as I always do when I’m Superman. We 
danced a little to Abba, Superman’s favorite pop group, 
kissed a little, removed each other’s clothing, Lois admired 
the glass ball of purple lightning shortly, and we then had 
sex on the ceiling— her constant, irrational, erotic devotion.

Afterwards, we lifted weights and played a few hands of 
cards. I wonder why Lois enjoys competing with me so 
much. I can’t remember a time when we finished having sex 
and had a nice talk. We always finish with an arm wrestle 
and then a game of gin. And if she doesn’t win the first few 
games, we end up playing all night. I would try to lose pur
posely, but I have the strange feeling that she would lose in
terest if there weren’t so much competition. It’s pathetic 
when we’re lifting weights. I don’t even want to describe it. 
However, we have our romantic times. I love comforting 
her. I love loving her. And I’m ashamed of my jealousies. 
When I fear she has other men in mind, I feel the need to 
keep an eye on her, but I don’t, because if she really is seeing 
another man I don’t want to know about it. The one thing I 
do wish about her, though, is that she would respect Clark a 
little more. It isn’t fair that Clark gets the raw end of the
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deal. He plays the average man, the idiot, and Superman 
gets to make love to Lois above his halogen lamps.

Lois left about ten minutes ago. She said she had a mar
velous time, and would love to spend the night, but has to 
catch a plane early in the morning to Oregon, where another 
one of those tankers has sprung a leak. But, as Lois informed 
me, the press has turned over a new page: As this thing 
gushed out oil, and the dumbfounded Coast Guard watched, 
the crude coated bodies of Afghan rebels began to spurt out of 
the ship’s belly. She said it might be the espionage cover-up 
of the century. And obviously, she’d get the assignment. 
Definitely not Clark.

I kissed her goodbye, and she looked deep into my eyes 
and said she loved me, loved me more than any other man in 
the world. She called me the best man in the world, and said 
there was not another like me. For all my strength, diary, 
and all my acrobatics, I cannot summon the will from my 
soul to feel secure with her.

F R I D A Y  M O R N I N G  ( F O U R T H  E N T R Y )

What I have to tell you is the most confusing choice, the 
most capricious pinch I ’ve ever come across. This morning, 
as I was typing away and sipping Lemon Tea, Clark’s drink, 
I look up and see Lois standing in the doorway of my office. 
She was supposed to be on a plane! The questions that 
flooded my head lifted my insecurities to the surface, 
making them seem so plenty and out of control. But I held 
my tongue, held back my sweat, because I was not supposed 
to know about the trip. I had to remind myself that, when 
she told Superman about her trip to Oregon, Clark was in
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bed with the Tonight Show glowing before him as he 
nodded his head to sleep. I could only hope for a subtle ex
planation for her change of plans.

She sat down in a chair by the door and crossed her legs. 
She was wearing purple pantyhose, very out of character for 
her, and she had a nice dose of perfume on her beautiful neck. 
She looked scintillating, potently floral, florally potent, and 
had an unusual look in her eye. The way she looked at Clark 
made me feel awkward, inexperienced. Who knows how 
long it’s been for Clark? She asked me how I was, and I said 
fine as I made myself clumsily knock a stack of papers off my 
desk. She didn’t respond to this blunder. Her eyes remained 
in a frozen, enlivened gaze I had never experienced before. I 
began to get a sick feeling in my stomach.

She reached into a portfolio she was carrying to pull out an 
envelope, and I noticed another oddity: her nails were 
painted. She asked me what I was doing this weekend and I 
said that I might do a report on the Little League World 
Series, or possibly come into the office to help them lay out 
the classifieds. She smiled and her eyes penetrated Clark’s 
thick lenses, despite the numerous times I pushed them up 
higher on my nose. My gut sunk lower and lower. I had no 
idea of what would become of this conversation, but I still 
felt like the turnout would change the way things were, the 
way I’d been living. There was the definite mix of malice, 
sex, and curiosity brewing in her eyes as she pulled out the 
contents of the envelope before me.

And then the full shock was finally delivered, diary. She 
approached my desk and touched my chin softly. Two plane 
tickets in her hand made my gut drop as far as it could, thud
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ding rock bottom with the offer to accompany her to the 
Bahamas for the week-end. I was completely speechless. I 
thought of the nice things she had told Superman, and our 
love, our special moments, I didn’t know what to think, or 
what to say. It was an absolutely unbelievable situation. I 
rose quickly, scanning my mind for a desperate act of clum
siness I could pull, something to remind her, to remind 
myself even, that she was speaking to Clark Kent. I told her 
I ’d think about it and I ran out to the bathroom to brood in 
front of the mirror; a little reality, a little relief.

F R I D A Y  E V E N I N G  ( F I F T H  E N T R Y )

Harbor Island, Bahamas, is a very bright place. The sun has 
plenty of water and sand to reflect its rays. The people are al
ways smiling and saying “hello.” There are many bicycles, 
few motor vehicles, and the days seem to be unhinged from 
time. Why do I have such a difficult time enjoying it? I told 
myself, when I decided to accompany Lois here on this ex
cursion, paid for by the newspaper (Lois gets all the perks), 
that I would do this for Clark. The man never gets asked to 
move out of the way, much less on a date, and I consider this 
to be my fault because I play him to be such a boring fool. To 
refuse Clark a sunny vacation with a beautiful woman, one 
whom he has an office crush on, would be a cruelty. Believe 
me, I was a bit flattered at the offer once I cooled down and 
got my cards in place. I thought Lois didn’t notice Clark for 
a hanging plant. I thought the only thing that could attract 
her attention was a superman, and she turns around and 
shows interest in me. It’s confusing; believe me, I under
stand. But just hold on, and try not to think about it. I ’m
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trying not to, because I know that if I do try to over-think 
this situation, I ’ll find something to be angry about.

(When I’m flying I feel the same way. I’m in control of 
myself when I ’m up there, soaring over skyscrapers far above 
the maze of busy people. When I’m caught in this moment, I 
feel so free and high that an embarrassing realization comes 
that I cannot stay there forever; that I have to eventually 
return to my prudent, all-American image, the hero’s in
stinctual respect for every meager thing around him. I realize 
that there is no solid floor below me, and I look up to the in
finite sky from where I came, and I feel like I’m falling help
lessly back down... What a nice pack of selfish thoughts I 
have! It is the unmistakable indicator of the hero’s undoing.)

So, here I am, on Harbor Island, staying in a nice bun
galow that looks out over the water. We arrived about an 
hour ago, and I ’m sitting here on the porch in a woven hang
ing chair, looking out at the rich, blue line of horizon, where 
the sun is setting. There are some beautifully colored birds 
perched in the trees around me, and they are sharing the 
view. The surf is sloshing against the rocks below, creating 
the only audible sound. The breeze is like soft linen or silk 
rubbing up against my toes. And here I am, Clark Kent from 
Smallville, right in the middle of it.

While we were unpacking, she stopped a few times to look 
at me. It wasn’t the kind of look I was expecting, that’s for 
sure. I had been expecting, at any moment, for her to start 
biting her nails, pacing, burning in the realization that she 
was doing something deceptive. But that look did not surface, 
or has not yet. It was a look of supreme satisfaction, a look of 
success, and pride. And though this look was in her favor, it
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didn’t give me the feeling she could see through me (wouldn’t 
that be a switch!). She looked happy and complete. Yes, com
plete! And wouldn’t it make sense? All the competition with 
Superman, all the acrobatics, the Sharper Image lightning 
balls? In Clark she finds someone normal, someone down-to- 
earth, someone she can fly around the world.

At the moment, Lois is in town buying fishing equipment 
because she wants to eat fresh Marlin tomorrow night on the 
outdoor grill. On the plane ride over, she read a book on how 
to filet it, which also told where to catch the best ones around 
Harbor Island. She said she might also snoop around the 
docks and find out from the fishermen what’s the best bait to 
use. I might withdraw my participation, but I have the feel
ing she’ll want me to drive the boat while she reels the things 
in. She’s also spoken of dancing tonight. Does Clark know 
how to dance well? Has he ever been dancing before? Oh, 
Hell. Should I keep playing the role while we’re down here? I 
really don’t want to. Clark deserves a fine time, a flawless 
vacation. No drink spills at the bar, no pulling the push door, 
or wandering into the kitchen looking for the men’s room. I 
don’t want Lois to think I’m always pitiful and silly. I don’t 
want her to regret asking me down here. See, there I go, al
ready trying to ruin the vacation. If I ever acted like Clark 
before in my whole life, I am acting like him now.

I hear Lois driving here about a mile away. She’s listening 
to the segment of the Nixon tapes that comes right before, 
and after, the “eighteen and a half-minute gap.” In her free
time, for about six years now, she has been trying to “crack 
the code.” Until later...
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S U N D A Y  A F T E R N O O N  ( S I X T H  E N T R Y )

Whether or not I feign clumsiness, Clark simply doesn’t 
know how to drive a boat. I pulled us out of harbor fine. I got 
us on a steady roll out to where Lois wanted to fish. I made 
sure we had plenty of gas, and I did my best to listen to the 
man explain how to anchor. But the fishing trip was a per
sonal failure. I stalled the boat every time Lois got a bite and 
needed to pull it, and she consequently lost every Marlin op
portunity except the last one she caught with a net and a flare 
gun. I felt so useless when we got off the boat back at the har
bor; all of the equipment she bought, and the reading she did. 
I’m sure I just about ruined her vacation. But, of course, 
again, I am overreacting. She laughed at my clumsiness, and 
made me feel like my problems were as unimportant as her 
simple chuckle. She said that she felt silly for even thinking 
she could catch a Marlin, and for me to laugh with her and 
enjoy the breeze. And she was very right about that breeze.

But despite her easy nature, nothing burned me up more 
than the fact that I could have ripped off the dumb tee-shirt 
I had on, flown out to the water, swiped up the biggest fish I 
saw, and brought it to her faithfully, making up for my in
eptness. What a triumphant scene that would have made! 
Lois would have seen me rising up from my stupid blunders 
to super heights. However, it would have ruined the vaca
tion, because Lois would realize that we, Clark and Super
man, are one, and something, though I’m not exactly quite 
sure what, would be ruined between us. Remember, this is 
Clark’s vacation, not Superman’s. No super-stuff. If Lois in
vited Clark, she must have expected his clumsiness. It’s pos
sible she even likes it.
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(It’s times like these when I wonder whether the ability to 
perform these wonderful stunts and the knowledge that I 
have the ability to make everything right for me— that 
uplifting moment when I am on the verge of super feats— is 
much better than the actual performance of those feats. It’s 
very hard for me to hold myself back in these situations un
less I tell myself that knowing I ’m the best is better than 
showing it off for everyone. By acting on every impulse I feel 
I have to execute, I am making what is a reality for me, one 
for everyone else, which is not something I feel like sharing 
all the time. I used to console myself by saying that I should 
be happy about my abilities, that being a normal man 
wouldn’t make me happy. But the fact that I can be a normal 
man also, and that the normal man inside me has the ability 
to hold back the superman, is a special gift that I’m ap
preciating more as every day goes by.)

So, later that afternoon, we cooked the fish out on the 
grill. Lois had already prepared the sauce, and, except for the 
grilling and some fresh coconut that was imperative to the 
recipe, which she retrieved by climbing a tree in the front of 
our bungalow, we were ready. We ate the fish as the sun went 
down, lit a few candles. I mentioned something about the 
office and she shushed me, came to me and kissed me. She 
was sitting on my lap and holding me close when I realized 
that the moment of truth, the supreme turning point of the 
vacation was upon us. This moment sealed the evidence that 
she was formally, definitely, and without question cheating 
on Superman. Between you and me, diary, Clark never felt 
better in his whole life. It came to me while we were moving 
ourselves, undressing, toward the small grassy lawn by our
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back porch view, that Clark was finally getting his deserved 
respect, and that it was being recognized by a woman that 
could spend the night with Superman anytime she wanted. 
What a wonderful distinction.

O f course, afterwards I expected something like a game of 
cards, maybe thumb wrestling, something that Lois would 
be likely to do after sex. But we did not play any games of 
competition. In fact, I got to do something I ’ve never done
before: listen to Lois talk about things Things! When I ’m
with her she either talks about her job, her assignments, all 
of the great people she meets and interviews, or she arm 
wrestles me and matches me weight for weight on the bar
bell until she faints. It was such a wonderful experience to 
just talk with her about simple, incidental things. It’s hard 
to explain these things because they’re so simple. They’re 
things that just come naturally in a conversation. Like, 
“those leaves look pretty,” or “I like the shape of your nose.” 
We spent about forty-five minutes saying these things to 
each other, and it was hardly boring. There were no worries 
in the words, no concerns, no time. Just the relaxed fluidity 
of contentment. It was the best talk Superman or Clark has 
had with anyone.

Around ten we got dressed and drove into the town where 
we found a Calypso bar already beginning to swing. The 
place had a huge exotic bird roost behind the bar with an 
open roof above. Sitting at the bar, you have the exquisite 
choice of watching the people dance, or the colorful birds 
landing and taking off from their moon-lit hovel of palm 
and greenery. I preferred to watch the dancers, for personal 
reasons (I did not want to think about the act of flying), and
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soon, to my surprise, Lois was dragging me out to dance.
The music flowed from a group of young men in loose, 

linen shirts with ruffly cuffs that convulsed like the wavy 
stems of a coral flower when they shook maracas. There was 
a vigorous accordion swaying and plenty of horns to keep the 
melody rippling over the floor. I was enjoying it so much. 
Lois was smiling. We were both very happy. And thoughts 
began to enter my mind about the time we’d spent so far on 
the islands. And I was led to the inevitable conclusion that 
my love for Lois could no longer be suppressed. This was 
quite a daring thing for Clark to be thinking— himself...up 
against Superman, faster than a speeding bullet. But did it 
ever occur to you that she might enjoy the company of Clark 
more? Maybe he is simply a better mate, a healthier relation
ship? Lois was so relaxed dancing with me, being my 
partner, keeping in time with me. We were sharing each 
other, holding each of our personalities down to earth, level 
to each other in order to be together.

I have to admit, I was beaming in love, soaring through 
the clouds in my own individual way, and full of life and 
truth. I decided at that moment, not twenty minutes into 
our dancing, that I was no longer going to wear the cape, 
that Superman was going to have to yield forever to Clark 
Kent, the man who really did not live until this day; who 
deserves to live on, loving this woman and respecting him
self at his work. I discovered a side of me that really needed 
me, and all my attention. To hell with all the ordinances, the 
lawyers, the kids that look up to me— I was not sent from 
outer-space for them. It was for you, Clark, and all the men 
around the world like you, that I write to now.
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In the Land of the Absolute
by Eva Kollisch

O N  W H E T H E R  O U R  T O W N  I N A U S T R I A  W A S  S O ME -  

what or very anti-Semitic, my family was divided. My 
parents held strongly to the former opinion. We children 
were convinced of the latter. How can such a cleavage exist 
in one family exposed to the same environment? The answer 
is simple. Adults create their world. Children find theirs 
ready-made.

So it is quite possible for enlightened Jewish grown-ups 
to have as their friends other enlightened Jewish grown-ups 
or other enlightened non-Jewish grown-ups— a Herr 
Hofrat, for instance, a Herr Baron, a high government offi
cial— nostalgic for the past and utterly gemuetlich. There 
were such people. What they were singularly agreed upon in 
our little Kulturstadt, Baden bei Wien, in the early thirties 
and in the middle thirties and even in the later thirties, was 
that anti-Semitism was overrated, that it could be con
tained, that it took two to create it.

It was this last admission that caused assimilated Jews, 
like my parents, to look askance at the fair-sized Polish- 
Jewish community which inhabited our town. They were 
relative newcomers to Austria, their residence dating back no 
further than the First World War. A wall, as insurmountable 
as that of anti-Semitism, separated our style of life from 
theirs. They were mostly shopkeepers, artisans, poor folk.
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They ate kosher, spoke Yiddish among themselves, distrusted 
all Gentiles and, only to a somewhat lesser degree, Jews who 
did not. That my mother wore a Dirndl, the Austrian nation
al costume, was as incomprehensible to them as their loud 
voices and gesticulating arms and elbows were intolerable to 
her. They were always regarded with anxiety. Did their 
presence in our town contribute to, did it raise the tempera
ture of, anti-Semitic feeling? Even non-Zionists grew rhap
sodic about the Jewish homeland when it was a question of 
one of the Polish families emigrating there.

There were two synagogues in our town, the conservative, 
to which almost everybody belonged, and in the rear of the 
courtyard, in a little room, the orthodox. This was for the 
polnische. When the service in our synagogue got too boring, 
we children used to sneak out and peer through the window 
at the doings of the orthodox. They were dancing inside, 
their beards shaking, their taleisim flapping like laundry in 
the wind. They seemed to be enjoying themselves. They 
were Hasidim. If they were rather noisy and overbearing in 
their manners (as my parents regretfully pointed out), that 
didn’t make us appreciate them any less. To us they seemed 
uninhibited and alive. We felt a keen interest in them and a 
sense of kinship. Our manners weren’t irreproachable either.

I am not trying to suggest that because of our sympathy 
with the Polish Jews, we were superior to our parents—  
though at that time I did often take such a view. It’s just 
that, as children, we had no vested interests. We had noth
ing to protect, no values to uphold. Things came into our 
field of vision unlabeled and uninterpreted, like the famous 
Dingansich.
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*
We went to a Volksschule in which my brothers and I were 
practically the only Jews. The teachers could be divided into 
four categories: ( i ) nice, (2) sadists, pure and simple, (3) anti- 
Semitic sadists, (4) anti-Semitic non-sadists. Our parents, 
whether to keep us from excessive self-pity or because they 
were genuinely blind to these distinctions, saw the matter 
differently. For them there were only two categories, good 
teachers and bad; and granted that the latter type prevailed, 
this was hardly, they thought, a condition unique to our 
school or our childhood.

Every morning began with the recitation of the Lord’s 
Prayer and “Hail Mary.” We had to stand up with the others 
but, of course, without participating. While their hands 
were folded, ours hung to our sides. Bleeding Jesus, affixed 
to the front wall, presided over the assembly. I had ample 
time to observe him while they went through their prayers. 
It seemed to me that because I had studied his expression 
and the location of his wounds so many times, I knew him 
better than they, and this knowledge was somehow recipro
cated. But one day a teacher severely reprimanded me for 
staring at the image. He interrupted the service to give a lit
tle improvised lecture about the role of the Jews during 
Jesus’ life and ended with a hysterical denunciation of the 
part they had played during his crucifixion. I more than half 
expected Jesus to come down from the cross at this point in 
order to protest that he too was a Jew. But he didn’t, and I 
didn’t have the nerve to speak for him. The matter was 
dropped, and I suspended all further communication with 
the man on the cross.
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At the Volksschule we each had some friends— and many 
enemies. Walking to and from school, through the Helen- 
enstrasse or taking the short cut through the fields and vine
yards, was always a test of nerve. If we met our friends, all was 
well and good for that morning or that afternoon, but if we 
met the others, it was not. Then sometimes, we had the 
choice of fight or run. Often we did not have that choice.

A locksmith in our neighborhood once told my mother 
that he had watched me and my older brother Steve in a 
fight against a whole gang of children. He said that she 
should be proud of how brave we had been. But I don’t 
remember that we were brave. If you are going to get beaten 
up anyway, you try to get in a few punches or kicks or a well 
aimed projectile of spit. In a fight, especially, the old dictum 
is true: “It is better to give than to receive.” But we were al
ways outnumbered. To the tune of

Jud, Jud, spuck in Hut
Sag der Mutter, das is gut

we were chased and, more often than not, knocked down. 
My most humiliating memory is of a bit of spit that I tried 
to aim at a boy who was pinning me down falling right back 
into my own face. But why didn’t that locksmith intervene? 
My mother said it was a fight between children. Yes, but 
there were so many against us. Even now I am still puzzled 
by that overly judicious man.

I must add, to our shame and perhaps their credit, that 
both parties in this war were corruptible. Sometimes we 
were able to buy off our enemies with something tempting
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from our lunch bag, or with money when we were lucky 
enough to have it. My younger brother Peter once secured a 
truce for a whole week by bringing his dessert, night after 
night, from the dinner table to the garden gate, where his 
arch-tormentor met him at the appointed hour. But then my 
father discovered this illegal traffic and lectured Peter on the 
immorality of offering bribes. Peter received no dessert for a 
week, and the truce was off.

The problem of our Jewish identity never troubled us. We 
received only the minimum of religious instruction, and 
there was little in the way we lived that could give us a sense 
of Jewish tradition. We knew, of course, that Spinoza had 
been a Jew, and Heine and Jesus. But essentially a Jew  to us 
was someone who got beaten up. He got beaten up because 
he was “different.” He was “different” because he got beaten 
up regularly. He was a Jew  because he got beaten up.

I said that we had friends and enemies. But things weren’t 
always so clear-cut. There were also some children who 
would be our friends for some days or weeks and then they 
suddenly would snub us. They would play with us, but 
when one of their Jew-hating friends came along they would 
suddenly grow ashamed and pretend that they didn’t know 
us. We hated ourselves for trusting them again and again. 
But pride was something that we could afford only to a 
limited degree.

There was a boy named Vicki who moved to our town 
when I was about nine years and my brother Steve eleven. 
Vicki was a little older than my brother and about two heads 
taller. He was a very attractive boy with black hair and black
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eyes, colors which I loved because they stood for something 
subtly subversive. He became Steve’s best friend. Steve 
helped him with his homework, and Vicki protected Steve. 
Many children were envious because Vicki had joined our 
gang. They couldn’t understand why he wanted to associate 
with us and tried to lure him to their side by appealing to his 
anti-Semitism. But Vicki made it very clear with words and 
fists that he didn’t care whether we were Jews or Moham
medans. After we knew him, our life changed.

There was a mystery surrounding Vicki’s father. Vicki 
used to beat up anyone who made disparaging remarks 
about this absent member of his family. One day he told us, 
under oath of secrecy, that his father was in jail for being a 
Communist. He added that he was one, too, and couldn’t 
wait for the day when there would be a revolution in Ger
many and Austria. My parents, far from radical themselves, 
had the greatest sympathy for this fierce little rebel. But 
they cautioned him against such wild talk.

Nevertheless, when we played war, which we did fre
quently, using my father’s old army weapons, held over from 
his service in World War I, Vicki always wanted to be the 
German general. Steve was permitted to be a German lieu
tenant and the other children had to be English or French 
because they always lost in the wars we played. But when 
there were no other children, Steve had to be the foreigner 
and lose the war. Once Steve challenged this preordained ar
rangement in which he was invariably killed or taken 
prisoner at the end. This made Vicki very angry. He an
nounced that he would always be the German when there 
were only the two of them playing, because he was the
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stronger and besides he was a German and my brother a Jew. 
I thought this was only reasonable but Steve became very 
sad. He went to his room and locked himself in, sobbing 
that he never wanted to see Vicki again. A few days later they 
had a reconciliation. They seemed to love each other even 
more after that— only Steve never again proposed himself 
for the role of the German general.

I mentioned that Steve used to help Vicki with his 
homework. Steve was the prize pupil in his class and got As 
in all his subjects. He didn’t want to get straight A’s. The 
other children used to call him “teacher’s pet” and “smart 
Jew b...d,” so Steve tried very hard for B ’s and C ’s. But no 
matter how hard he tried, the teachers still gave him A’s. 
Steve was convinced they did it out of anti-Semitism. I tried 
to console him by telling him that I got mostly C ’s and I was 
called a “ lazy Jew.” No matter what you did you were always 
called a Jew  for it. My father said we shouldn’t mind that we 
were Jews and it was just a name like any other. But then he 
didn’t have to go to our school every day.

The school I went to after the Volksschule had a very different 
atmosphere. It was an all-girl school, a Maedchertlyzeum. 
Nobody called me a Jew  there, and I didn’t have any more 
fights on my hands; so at first it seemed like a paradise. But 
after a while I realized that there were girls who would as
sociate with me and others who wouldn’t. There were girls 
who were friendly with me in school but never came to my 
house nor I to theirs; others who were not so friendly in 
school who did visit me at my house; others who never 
talked to me at all. I interpreted these shades and gradations
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in terms of anti-Semitism. My mother saw in it nothing but 
an expression of personal preferences and cautioned me 
against becoming a “professional Jew.” “You are as good as 
they are,” she used to say, “and you are just the same as they.” 
It is true that my brothers and I were blond and blue-eyed. 
But that surface resemblance only added to our sense of 
being hopelessly different on the inside.

There were two girls in my class who fascinated me. One 
was tall and blond and languid, the other tall and brunette 
and lively, both daughters of highly placed Austrian army 
officers with a “von” between their first and last names. 
These two were always together and treated everyone else 
with polite indifference, me neither more nor less than the 
others. They were adored by the teachers and admired by 
everyone else in class, not only because we were all in some 
way infatuated with aristocracy but because they really did 
have an extraordinary poise and arrogance and charm.

I had one Jewish classmate by the name of Gusti who was 
universally disliked. She was short, fat, precocious, repul
sively well-behaved, a Musterkind. I used to look at her and 
myself and wonder what we had in common, why we were 
both Jews. Wasn’t there a misunderstanding somewhere? I 
tried to find some basis of rapport with her but couldn’t. 
Finally, feeling giddy with treachery and relief, I gave myself 
permission to dislike her as much as everybody else. In 
retrospect I don’t doubt that my decision to join in the 
general rejection of Gusti was partly an attempt to win 
through this disclaimer a greater intimacy with my other 
classmates.

But then a very curious thing happened. The day before
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the Nazis marched in Austria, Gusti and I were dismissed 
early from class. The other girls had to stay behind for a 
nationalistic rally. We met outside the door and though we 
hardly understood what everything was all about, we fell 
into each other’s arms and cried. Suddenly the door opened 
and the two girls, von S. and von B., marched out. Their 
fathers had given them orders not to attend the rally. When 
they saw me and Gusti embrace, they came over and put 
their arms around us too. “Hocb Oesterreicbl” they said.

We went out together into the street. On that day, and 
that day only, our little town was divided between and Nazis 
and the Vaterlaendische. Wherever people met they raised 
their arm and shouted either “Heil Hitler!” or “Hocb Oester- 
reichl” This seemed to us a very exciting game and we 
decided to join in it. We separated into two couples, Gusti 
and I together, and von S. and von B. together. We walked 
round and round the block on which our school was located, 
and whenever we met we raised our arm and shouted “Hocb 
Oesterreicbl” It was exhilarating. We felt we were doing 
something heroic and dangerous. Finally a man who had 
been watching us for some time came over and told us that 
we had better stop this and go home “You will get into 
trouble,” he said. He looked very grave. This frightened us 
more than we liked to admit. We all realized at the same mo
ment that it was time for lunch. Von S. and von B. shook our 
hands with great warmth, we said “Hocb Oesterreicbl" once 
more, and went home.

After that our lives changed greatly. We finished out the 
school term but socially we were completely isolated. Von S. 
and von B. were the only ones who still talked to me oc
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casionally but something condescending had crept back 
into their attitude. Gusti and I were thrown together 
whether we liked it or not. My brothers too lost all their 
friends. Only Vicki continued to come and see us, secretly 
after dark, at least during the first few weeks. He told us that 
he hated the Nazis. Most of the other boys we knew had al
ready joined the Hitler Jugend. For some obscure reason, 
nobody of the old enemy gang attacked or molested us that 
spring. (Perhaps the violence in the air was now too great for 
the old style of battle and still too new and terrifying for 
something different.) One day Vicki came over, sobbing. He 
said that his mother forbade him to come to the house any 
longer; it was too dangerous. Since his father was a Com
munist, they were already under suspicion. We had matured 
during the last few months and we understood. We made 
plans to send for Vicki from America if we ever got there 
ourselves. Everybody, even my parents and our faithful 
Hungarian maid, cried bitterly when he left.

That summer it was still possible to take trips to the sur
rounding countryside. My family went for a hike in the 
mountains. It was very peaceful and we played with a few 
country children who didn’t know anything about us and 
were too dumb to suspect. My parents were great nature 
lovers. They identified with the Austrian landscape; these 
mountains and lakes were to them the most beautiful thing 
in the world. They still hadn’t grasped the significance of 
the last few months. My mother considered herself a better 
Austrian than all those people who had joined the Nazis. 
How could this country which they loved so much not want
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them anymore? They were making plans to emigrate, but all 
the while they still had the fleeting hope that what had hap
pened was only a passing thing, a nightmare, from which 
they would wake up one day as desirable Austrians once 
more. I remember my mother scanning the view from a 
mountain top and saying, “Thank God, the sky is not politi
cal.” Her words filled me with sadness, but instead of burst
ing into tears I started to giggle. My father turned and yelled 
at me. “Respect your mother’s sentiments,” he screamed, 
“even if you are too stupid to understand them.”

He was unfair to me; I did understand. But I didn’t want 
to, and as time went by I wanted to less and less. My older 
brother agreed with me. Peter was too young to have any 
opinions. We started to despise all that patriotism and na
ture worship and sentimentality. We hated Austria because 
it hated us. And our parents began to strike us as both un
realistic and unreal.

Soon after that day in the mountains, my mother was 
summoned to scrub the sidewalk in front of the local 
synagogue. This had become a local pastime; every day a 
handful of Jewish women were rounded up by their Nazi 
neighbors to provide this spectacle. It was considered great 
fun to see these middle class ladies, most of whom used to 
have Gentile maids in the old days, on their hands and 
knees. When the SS came to call for my mother, she was 
wearing an old Dirndl. Putting on the Austrian national cos
tume was now forbidden to Jews but my mother consistent
ly used to ignore this regulation when she was at home. On 
that day she was both proud and frightened to have been 
caught in her illegal dress. She was taken to scrub in it and
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with her bucket over her arm she marched down the street, 
flanked by two SS men. When she returned several hours 
later, she was pleased with herself. She told us that she had 
scrubbed harder than any of the other Jewish women to 
show thegoyim that she was not afraid to get her hands dirty. 
She had met the stares and jeers of the onlookers with an out
wardly cheerful demeanor. And when it was all over, an SS 
man had complimented her on her cooperative behavior and 
called her a “good sport.” There had been no trouble about 
the Dirndl. Wearing it, she told us, had made her feel 
defiant. It was her way of stating that though she looked just 
like her blond and blue-eyed neighbors, only she among 
that brutal horde had remained a true Austrian.

My older brother and I winced when we heard this story. 
We had become very close during that year and found some 
comfort in sharing with each other our frustration and rage. 
We saw how brave she was and high-spirited, and how she had 
acted from her own point of view with dignity. But to us it 
seemed all wrong, hopelessly wrong; we couldn’t exactly tell 
how or why, we just felt like slashing the air and screaming.

It was the same thing all over again when the SS came to our 
house in the middle of the night to search for Jewish books 
and for arms. We had to get dressed and accompany them to 
SS headquarters. At the headquarters there were stacks of 
Jewish books on one table, and on the other a handful of ob
solete rifles and pistols similar to the ones we used to play 
war with. Several other Jewish families stood around in 
clusters, looking sleepy and frightened. When it was my 
father’s turn to come before the SS captain, he respectfully
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called attention to the fact that he had been an officer in the 
War. He requested that a description of his medals be put in 
his dossier. My parents were treated correctly and we were 
permitted to leave before any of the others. My father 
thought he had handled himself well. My brother and I felt 
both relieved and nauseated.

Yet when it came to keeping one’s composure, my parents 
certainly did better than I. While my father was being inter
rogated, an SS man approached me and asked if I knew 
Hebrew. I said Yes, so he produced a prayer book and or
dered me to read to him. I became so terrified that I instantly 
forgot what little Hebrew I knew. I made some sounds in a 
language that wasn’t a language at all, hoping that it would 
pass for Hebrew. Evidently it did. He seemed satisfied with 
the examination.

This humiliating experience haunted me for days and I 
could not even in my fantasies redress the balance of my 
failure. Supposing I hadn’t forgotten Hebrew, would that 
have been any better? Could I delude myself by thinking 
that I had spoken fake Hebrew in order to mock them? I 
knew better than that. To refuse to read, on pain of death, 
that would have been the right thing to do. But even as I 
thought this and had visions of my whole family being 
dragged off to concentration camps because of my defiance, 
I knew that such a gesture would have been both unthink
able and stupid. The realization that there are problems 
which have no solution filled me with dismay. And for a 
while I relented and looked at my parents and others like 
them with greater understanding. It was my brother Steve 
who hit upon the fantasy that righted all wrongs. He said we
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should have taken the rifles and guns that were piled up on 
one of the tables at the SS headquarter sand shot down every 
SS man in the place. Obviously, he was right. It was such a 
relief to think there was, after all, a right action that my 
sense of hopelessness vanished, and with it the newfound 
tolerance for my parents.

Steve’s trial came a few weeks later, but it was of a dif
ferent order. One day he met Vicki on the street accom
panied by another boy. They were both wearing the Hitler 

Jugenduniform. Vicki looked the other way when he saw my 
brother. When Steve came home after this encounter he was 
badly shaken. As always when he was very unhappy, he lock
ed himself in his room. No one was allowed to enter except 
myself. But there were no words with which to console him. 
He brooded in dry-eyed bitterness while I sat silently at his 
side. The question which troubled us both, whether we were 
absolutely certain that we would have refused to join the 
Hitler Jugend and the Bund deutscher Maedchen respectively if 
we hadn’t been Jews, kept us from feeling indignation. Only 
self-pity remained, that awful sense of wondering, “why had 
it happened to us, just to us?”

It is true that these months of isolation also strengthened 
us. More and more we looked at our Jewishness as having a 
significance beyond all accident. Whereas, before the feel
ing “why was it our tough luck to be bom a Jew ?” was always 
somewhere present, we now began to revel in our unique
ness. If they called us Jews, that was enough to make us so. 
We retroactively rejoined the “chosen people,” and 
developed the pride that comes from assenting to what is, in 
any case, unalterable.
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*
In the fall of that year I went to live in a Jewish boarding 
school in Vienna. I had never been away from home before, 
and when I first saw the tiny, paved courtyard that encircled 
the somber looking building, my country heart sank. Inside 
the corridors were dark and long, the furniture and linoleum 
covered floors gave off a smell of disinfectant. I was about to 
wish that my mother hadn’t brought me here when the door 
of the waiting room opened slightly. A girl of about my age 
stuck in her head, smiled, waved to me and disappeared. 
Shortly after that the director entered and welcomed me to 
the school. Then I was introduced to the pupils, who met me 
with so much warmth and friendly curiosity that my 
gloomy feelings of a few moments ago vanished. I was im
patient for my mother to leave so that I could start feeling I 
was a member of the school.

The experience of boarding school marked a turning 
point for me. I came into a rich inheritance of friends and 
like-minded spirits, and I discovered how good life can be 
when you’re not an outsider. While my parents were busy 
seeking affidavits and visas to get us out of the country, my 
own personal migration seemed already consummated; as 
far as I was concerned, I had arrived.

The sophistication of some of my new-found friends 
amazed me. Having grown up in the big city among more of 
their own kind gave them a degree of self-confidence that I 
hadn’t thought was possible— for a Jew. Girls of thirteen, 
fourteen and fifteen, they already had decided opinions 
about politics (there were Communists, Socialists, Zionists), 
literature, and love. Most of them had arrived at their sense
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of Jewish identity sooner and less painfully than I. We were 
an intense little community, and though there were the 
usual cliques, and “best friends,” and rivalries, these were 
overshadowed by an acute awareness of the times we were 
living in. The worst enmities had something of the character 
of make-believe. We had whipped ourselves up to such a 
pitch of hysteria, exaltation, and heroic imaginings, and we 
were so sure that we would have been willing to die for each 
other at the drop of a hat, that our violent but short-lived 
quarrels seemed to us luxuries, quick trips back into 
childhood; we felt like Joan of Arc on a holiday.

The school was run by two harassed, courageous, middle- 
aged women who tried to provide us with a sense of con
tinuity in the midst of constant and often terrifying change. 
Every few weeks a girl was leaving for Palestine, or America, 
or China. Sometimes a father, an uncle, or an older brother 
was arrested and sent to a concentration camp. The mother 
of my best friend committed suicide. These leave-takings 
from girls one had just gotten to know were heartbreaking. 
We developed a frantic awareness of time. Every moment 
was precious. The knowledge we would all soon be parted 
from each other gave to that period in boarding school the 
intensity and exhilaration of a boat voyage. We weren’t al
ways going around feeling sorry for ourselves and being 
tragic. But in some obscure way we were almost grateful to 
the Nazis for having rescued us from an uneventful 
childhood and plunged us among absolutes.

Studying in such an atmosphere was almost impossible. 
The teachers demanded very little from us, but it was in 
everyone’s interest to adhere to a semblance of routine. We
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went to class and produced a token amount of work. We all 
knew that it was a school on top of an earthquake, but we 
had the decency not to say so, especially not to our teachers.

It was comforting to be scolded for some minor infraction. 
We felt, of course, that such flaws as we had didn’t amount 
to anything when weighed on the scale of history or eternity 
{our points of reference, but we were grateful to our Frau 
Doktors for pretending that this wasn’t so.

But were they pretending? We were never really sure of 
this. One day I remember the director of the school becom
ing terribly upset over the theft of some sheets and silver
ware, committed by a maid who had quit her job. We 
thought this was funny. We developed toward our elders a 
kind of arrogant protectiveness, as if they were the children 
and we the grown-ups. But there were many times we just 
found them incomprehensible— and hated them for their 
failure to understand.

A few times the SS came in the middle of the night to 
search the school for hidden arms and jewels. We had to get 
up and stand at attention in our nightgowns, while the SS 
rummaged among our things. Nothing terrible ever hap
pened. Sometimes an SS man would take a dress or a piece of 
costume jewelry that he liked, probably for his own 
daughter. But after these visitations we were in an uproar. 
We were served hot chocolate to calm us down, but sleep was 
unthinkable. After the teachers had gone to bed we sat up 
the rest of the night talking compulsively. Every humilia
tion that we received had to be purged through an 
equivalent fantasy. We cursed the passivity of our elders. We
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devised seven different types of solutions to the “Jewish 
question.” Since my mind was accustomed to guns and 
bombs (having grown up among boys and war play), my 
contributions always called for a lot of blood. I was given the 
name of terrorist, a title which filled me with great pride. I 
suddenly found that I had a political identity.

What we actually did to fight the Nazis, besides talking, 
wasn’t much. Spit on a swastika once in a while, when no one 
was looking. Go to the Prater secretly, which was out-of- 
bounds for Jews. Sit on a bench that said, “for Aryans only.” 
(For all these actions, one could, of course, have been ar
rested. Our teachers were horrified when they learned of 
them.) My younger brother, who went to a Jewish boarding 
school for boys, was in some gang fights with Hitler Jugend 
boys. Steve, who was already too old to go to school— he was 
over fourteen— sat at home, brooding and shooting Nazis in 
his dreams.

Finally our time came to leave Austria. My brothers and I 
were to go to England on a children’s transport; my parents 
expected to (and did) depart a few weeks later for America. 
My brothers were completely happy at the prospect of leav
ing. I was not. In the taxi that was taking me to the railroad 
station, I started to cry. One of my teachers, who was accom
panying me, poked me with her elbow and said I should be 
ashamed to be crying; I was lucky to get out. My mother as
sumed that my sorrow was caused by the prospect of separa
tion, and by the fact that I was leaving beautiful Vienna 
which I had come to love in spite of everything. I nodded in 
agreement. What she assumed was partly true. But most of 
all I was heartbroken because I was leaving behind those

K O L L I S C H  I N  T H E  L A N D  O F  T H E  A B S O L U T E
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girls who had become my home and my family; and because 
I was going out again into a situation where, I thought, I 
would be a stranger and alone. Things didn’t turn out that 
way, but I didn’t know that then.

I met some of my friends again in England and later in 
America. At first it was always wonderful to see them, but as 
time went by something curiously disappointing entered 
these attempts to renew old friendships. We were like battle 
comrades trying to recapture the same dangers and heights 
of devotion that we had shared in the past. After a while we 
found that we couldn’t. Normalcy had made us less avid and 
more critical of each other.

Even that last bond, the generational conflict with our 
parents, stated to wear thin. We still raged against them and 
dissociated ourselves from their weaknesses and their 
failures. We imagined that we had learned something and 
understood something that they would never know and we 
could never forget. But immersed as we were again in our 
private concerns, in our problems with school and work and 
love, we no longer had the same arrogance about this convic
tion. And it was no longer sufficient to provide us with a 
meaning or an image of ourselves in our daily lives. Some
times we even asked ourselves the question how we would 
have acted as grown-ups in their place. Nothing seemed as 
clear-cut anymore, nothing as self-evidently good or evil, as 
in the days of our childhood. We too had already entered the 
world of vested interests, values, and gradations. We had 
grown up.
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Neither of Us
by Martha Rhodes

This is not where I thought I’d live, is not
that ramshackle Victorian on Elm Street,
its front steps propped up since neither of us is handy,
its garage filled with tulip bulbs and tires,
its first, second and third floors wainscotted
and smelling of must. And you’re not the husband
I ever imagined having, not the lanky,
absent-minded man who loves children but sometimes
forgets to pick them up from their games,
who’d happily play touch in the yard
if he could see the ball, not the occasionally
tipsy but forever tenured Musicologist
who’s been working on his symphony for twenty years.
This is not that house, we are not the couple I had in mind.
I saw them today

as I drove down their street. He was raking,
she bagging leaves while their three- and five-year-olds
rode circles around them trying to get them to stop.
He seemed to complain about his blisters, 
holding his palms to her face. I sped up, 
self-conscious and afraid, the same peculiar woman 
driving by month after month.
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Back home, I ’d rather not tell you where I ’ve been. 
Quietly, I take off my coat.
I open a screen, lean out and wave.
Does anyone drive slowly down our street 
to stare up at our lace-lit windows?
I ’m waving at parked cars, a grocery stand, the bus stop. 
Here we are. Who out there 
wants to be us?

( 6 9 )



Mothers Day
by Karen de Balbian Verster

B R E T T ’ S M O T H E R  IS L E A R N I N G  T O  D R I V E .  I S I T  IN  

the back seat, while he coaches her from the front. We drive 
slowly through the Yardley suburbs. I ’m actually enjoying 
myself, because Bea is so nervous about her driving she can’t 
talk, and the scenery, though undramatic, is absorbing. The 
homes are from an older time of Colonial, Ranch and Tudor, 
when the lots were spacious and the trees left standing. It 
reminds me of where I grew up: the manicured yards, the 
flowering shrubs and trees, the graceful architecture, the 
peace.

An older couple in leisure suits strolls toward us, obvious
ly taking a Sunday constitutional. “Jesus!” says Bea. “What 
are they doing out here? Why don’t they watch where 
they’re going?”

“It’s okay, Mom. Just go around them. They didn’t come 
out here to terrorize you.”

As we slowly meander through wooded lots, I identify 
dogwood, cherry and tulip trees, seemingly snowbound 
with creamy blossoms, punctuated by flaming red Japanese 
elms, magenta azaleas, buttery yellow tulips. It’s a cloudy 
day, which makes the colors more vivid, and my heart pulls 
my senses, like a dog on a leash, toward the beauty.

We pass their old home on Oakmont Road. They lived 
there in the palmy days. This is something Brett and I have
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in common— a house that epitomized our families’ brief 
forays into success. My old home is on Ploverkill Road. 
Whenever I go back to visit my mother, we always enact the 
ritual of driving by to see how our old home is doing, noting 
such changes as the newly paved driveway, the awning over 
the front door, the removal of the vinca my father so 
meticulously planted. Sometimes I wonder if the owners see 
us, know us. “They’re here again,” they say as they peer at us 
from behind damask curtains. We had Belgian lace curtains. 
“I wonder if this time they’ll get the courage to get out of the 
car and ring the doorbell, come in for a tour.” My old home 
fell prey to divorce; Brett’s old home fell prey to his father’s 
decision to start a company which didn’t make it.

“Jesus! Mother of God!” Bea shrieks as she turns too 
sharply and begins heading for the sidewalk.

“Just put your foot on the brake,” Brett says calmly. 
“Jesus! Mother of God!”
“Stop, Mom, stop, Mom, STOP, m o m !”

She brakes sharply and we all bounce forward like car 
crash dummies. She begins to cry. “I ’ll never learn to drive. 
Why did your father do this to me?”

Bea and Jack were married for forty-five years. There were 
certain things that Jack always did and driving was one of 
them. Bea claims she never learned to drive because she lack
ed depth perception. I think this is just an excuse until I see 
some photographs she took of Brett and his father. Brett is 
portrayed as a hulking, headless body since she apparently 
aimed the camera at his chest, and the one of his father is ac
tually of their living room, but Bea would point out that he 
had been seated right next to the end table and if you looked
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real hard, you could just see the edge of his elbow. At any 
rate, she had a little accident when she tried to drive as a 
teenager and hasn’t driven since.

Then Jack died. One of his other responsibilities was han
dling the money and Bea unexpectedly discovered that he 
had no life insurance, his pension quit upon his death, he 
had a double mortgage on the condo and a ten thousand dol
lar credit card debt. It’s not entirely his fault— he thought 
he’d catch up, and besides, all this debt was incurred to keep 
Bea in the style she was accustomed to— winter trips to 
Arizona and a summer rental at the shore. Now, she has to 
learn to drive in a hurry so she can get a job, otherwise she’ll 
lose her home.

Brett and I are unable to help her financially. This hurts 
Brett. He keenly feels his failures, his lack of house, car and 
dog. No nest, no nest egg, no chicks. And yet, he resents his 
mother’s proprietary interest in his career, as though her 
only concern lies in how he’ll be able to buy her what she 
wants, simple things like a house on the South Jersey shore. 
She’s already pointed out the one she’d like.

“You’re doing better than you think,” Brett says. “Now 
just put it in reverse.”

Bea does this, still sniffling a little.
“Mom, you have to watch where you’re going. You can’t 

just back up without looking.”
It is difficult for Bea, who is wedged in behind the wheel, 

to turn around and look. Since her legs are so short, she has 
to pull the seat forward as far as it will go in order to reach 
the pedals. This is uncomfortable for Brett, who looks like a 
Jack in the box, folded and ready to spring.
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Sometimes I imagine Brett and myself becoming famous 
and the National Enquirer snooping around our families 
looking for dirt. I hear Bea telling heartwarming anecdotes 
about how she never thought Brett would make it since he 
did so poorly in school. Or how he could have been a great 
pitcher if only he’d applied himself, if only the Vietnam War 
hadn’t interfered. It’s easier to think of her than my own 
family, my sister living like Ma Kettle in a trailer, with dirty 
brats running in and out.

“I don’t know if I can drive on this road,” Bea says. “There 
might be cars coming in the other direction.”

“Keep moving slowly. And don’t forget to breathe. You’re 
doing fine.”

“Am I? Tell me the truth. What do you think, Cam?”
“You know what you’re doing. You just need more prac

tice,” I say.
Bea, relaxing, starts telling us about what happened when 

Dick, Brett’s high school buddy, took her for a practice 
drive. “He was chain smoking and he didn’t stop talking for 
one minute. Told me all about Shauna being in the rehab for 
drugs, those painkillers she takes for her leg.”

I try to imagine Dick and Bea on their practice drive. Bea 
tells us that she started off by encouraging Dick to sit close 
to her so that he could reach over with his foot to slam on the 
brakes if necessary. For some reason, Dick was reluctant to 
avail himself of this opportunity.

“He told me some damn thing about how driving was like 
walking, that my breasts couldn’t go one way if my legs were 
going another.”

Bea has finally had enough and she prevails upon Brett to
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take the wheel and drive us to the restaurant where we’re 
going to have an early dinner. Even though he’s an excellent 
driver, I ’m alarmed at the increase in speed, at seeing cars 
whiz past, which makes me realize how nervous Bea’s driv
ing lesson has made me.

Since it’s Mother’s Day, we told Bea to pick a restaurant 
she’d like to go to. This was an arduous process, since each 
time she suggested a place, extolling its virtues, garnering 
our approval, she’d then name another place. We finally 
noticed that she’d mentioned Lieggi’s several times.

“Why don’t we go there?’ Brett said.
“Well, it’s very expensive.”
“That’s okay.”
“And it was your father’s favorite restaurant. We ate there 

just before he died.”
“Okay, Lieggi’s it is.”
“You’re sure? We could go to Arnold’s if you’d rather. It’s 

cheaper.”
“Mom, it’s okay. Don’t worry about the money.”
“Alright. The food is consistently good at Lieggi’s.”
Originally, she offered to cook something at home to save 

money, but as Brett says, it’s worth a hundred dollars to 
avoid her cooking, which consists of things like frozen 
turkey meatballs on cottage cheese lasagna with A&P 
spaghetti sauce. This, she thinks, is health food.

Dining out with Bea is difficult as well, because she un
wittingly abuses the staff. Brett long ago gave up trying to 
modify her behavior since she doesn’t understand what he 
gets so worked up about. After all, she’s been eating in res
taurants since before he was born. Instead, Brett makes it his
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business to circumvent any altercations, and like a fireman 
running around with a net, he exhausts himself trying to 
predict where his mother will land. It’s always little things, 
like saying she’s ready to order and then not knowing what 
she wants even after everyone else at the table has ordered; 
expressing her indignation if the busboy is late bringing the 
bread; or worse, trying to ingratiate herself with the waitres
ses by making jokes, which they never get. Bea’s behavior 
doesn’t bother me, but Brett’s dismay, which he thinks he 
keeps to himself, does, and I get anxious on his behalf. Even 
Bea notices the outer manifestations— his rumpled hair, 
hollow eyes and pale face— and becomes subdued for a mo
ment, like a child who senses she’s done something wrong, 
but then quickly recovers.

While scanning the menu, Bea takes great pains to ac
quaint us with the culinary delights of Lieggi’s, whose piece 
de resistance is their bleu cheese dressing which actually has 
big chunks of bleu cheese in it. Bea asks the waitress for extra 
dressing on the side so she can dunk her bread. She silently 
invites us to do the same, pantomiming her satisfaction 
since her mouth is full, but Brett and I decline. Even before 
my breast cancer, Brett and I were aspiring macrobiotics, 
striving to eliminate dairy, sugar, salt, oil, red meat, caffeine, 
alcohol, refined and processed foods from our diets. Bea tries 
to remember all our restrictions, but it’s hard, especially 
since we are constantly having food breakdowns in her 
presence. This is not to say she causes them.

Brett orders the Chicken Lieggi, which Bea is pushing be
cause it was “your father’s favorite dish.” I order pasta with 
marinara sauce because I can’t bring myself to spend twenty
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dollars on some chicken in Pennsylvania where it should be 
cheaper than New York. The portions are paltry, the vege
tables are overcooked, Brett’s chicken is bland. This is not the 
kind of place where Brett and I enjoy eating, but we keep our 
disappointment to ourselves. Bea, however, is happy, and 
that’s really the point of this expedition. She’s ordered the 
Paisano Platter— breaded chicken and eggplant, double- 
fried, slathered with cheese and sauce. She has her napkin 
tucked under her chin to protect her blouse from food stains, a 
common happenstance when she eats.

Bea wants us to sample each other’s food. I don’t care all 
that much, but I acquiesce because it’s easier than saying no. 
After years of therapy, Brett is starting to say no to his 
mother, even over something stupid, in order to create 
boundaries. As a result, Bea continues to hound Brett to try 
her chicken Paisano while I eat in peace.

I thank Bea for sending us a copy of the video of Jack’s 
memorial and mention that we recently watched it again. 
Bea says she looked terrible in it. We say she looked fine.

“My face looked so fat,” she says.
“You looked the same as you always do,” Brett says.
“The camera adds twenty pounds,” I say.
“Well, how about my cheeks? Do they look thinner 

now?” Bea asks. “I ’ve lost some weight since then.”
If my father were with us, he’d reach over, grab some of 

her fat and say, “I think I just found it.” The problem is Bea 
won’t own up to how overweight she is and seeing herself on 
TV for the first time was a shock because the camera, unlike
well-meaning relatives, never lies.

*
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Certainly, Dr. Bless, my oncologist, has no such scruples. 
When I saw him for my check-up, he told me I was fat as a 
hog and needed to lose some weight. As I attempted to ex
plain that I wasn’t really overweight, darned if he didn’t 
reach right into the paper gown I was wearing, grab a roll of 
my fat between his fingers and say, “What is this, then?”

What a way to start the day, I thought. Eight thirty in the 
morning and Dr. Bless is raring to go. Several times I’d run 
into him outside the hospital after ten at night and he was on 
his way back in for more. Also just like my father. Fighting the 
sudden tears that welled in my eyes, I decided to try a different 
tack by telling him how hard it was for me to lose weight, that 
I was trying, but having quit drinking and smoking, I was left 
with only food to distract me when I got depressed.

“Are you on medication?” he asked, concerned.
“I’m not clinically depressed, just every once in a while 

things get me down.”
“Like what? Give me an example.” He was genuinely in 

the dark.
“Well, coming here always depresses me, makes me want 

to stop and get bacon, eggs and home fries on the way 
home.” And a bagel dripping with butter. And coffee.

This startled him. He looked almost hurt. “No,” he said.
“It’s true.”
“Are you seeing a therapist, some kind of professional?”
“Twice a week.” That’s why I ’m so depressed.
Another impasse. But wait, an inspiration! Pencil poised, 

he asked, “What do you eat?”
“Yesterday, I had a whole grain oat cereal, banana and soy 

milk for breakfast. Organic brown-rice cakes, freshly ground
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peanut butter and an apple for lunch. Broccoli, quinoa and 
broiled fish for dinner.” He nodded enthusiastically. “But 
then I had pizza and candy the day before. I really try to keep 
dairy and sugar out of my diet, but— ”

“You’re not bulimic, are you?”
“No, just addicted to food.” Like you’re addicted to work, 

I thought, as his beeper went off and he picked up the phone.
“Sorry,” he said. “Well, it could be your thyroid. We’ll run 

some tests.”
“I doubt it. I ’ve been on a diet since I was eighteen. About 

five years ago, I decided to quit dieting and change the way 
I ate. I was doing well until after the chemotherapy, then 
things got out of control.”

“The main reason people your age gain weight is lack of 
exercise. Can you find time to walk an hour a day?”

“I do that already.”
“But how far do you walk?” At last he was onto some

thing. He once told me he ran eight miles a day when he’s 
not in training for the marathon.

“About three miles. And I pump my arms, too.”
“Have there been any changes in the past year? Are you 

working?”
“No. I was laid off.”
“Aha.” His eyes lit up. This, the workaholic could com

prehend.
“But it’s not like I ’m just sitting around, I’m writing 

every day.”
“Here’s what you do. Get a fiber laxative in a flavor you 

like and mix it in a big ice tea glass. Then drink it down half 
an hour before your evening meal and it’s like you just had a
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turkey dinner. You’ll be too stuffed to eat.” He patted his flat 
belly as if reminiscing about his last Thanksgiving pig out 
extravaganza.

“But what does that stuff do to you?” I asked.
“Nothing, there’s no calories.”
“It won’t screw up my colon?”
“No. It’s good for you— all fiber. In fact, over the age of 

forty, your colon walls are weakened by a lack of fiber. You’ll 
have nice, big bowel movements.”

“Just what I always wanted— bigger bowel movements.”
He didn’t laugh. He’s a nice man, but he doesn’t have a 

sense of humor.
“This stuffs not addictive, is it?” I asked.
He assured me it’s not. I’m very suspicious of any diet aid 

or short cut, since you invariably end up paying in the long 
run, but I think maybe, just maybe this stuff will work and 
I ’ll once again become the thin wraith of my high school 
days. I went to the store and got a fiber laxative, which was 
more embarrassing than buying a vaginal product, and was 
all set to begin my new regime— Thanksgiving every day, 
better than a chicken in every pot. Out of habit, I read the 
label: “Frequent or prolonged use of this product may result 
in dependence on laxatives.”

I thought of how Dr. Bless had planned to give me 
tamoxifen as a supplement to the aggressive chemotherapy I 
was already getting. (That’s where you lie on the table and say 
to the rapist, “Ooh, baby, fuck me some more.”) I read up on 
tamoxifen and discovered that it was least effective in women 
under forty. The short term side effects included onset of 
premature menopause, depression, vaginal itching, loss of ap
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petite (maybe I should’ve taken it), headache, as well as liver, 
ovarian and endometrial cancer. Long term side effects were 
unknown since it’s only been in use for five years. It took all 
my courage to decline the good doctor’s plan of attack.

After that illuminating exchange with Dr. Bless, I headed 
for the nearest diner. As I was eating bacon, eggs and home 
fries, I had one of those wonderful, post-experience, repartee 
light bulbs that would allow me to explain my food addic
tion in terms Dr. Bless would understand: “Doc, it’s like 
this. What would you do if they took away your beeper? If 
you could only work forty hours a week?”

The waitress comes over to enquire if we’d like dessert. Bea 
asks her to recite the selection and looks hopefully at Brett 
and me when the waitress has finished, but today we are in a 
good cycle and therefore able to withstand the temptation, 
so Brett says, “None for me. But go ahead and have what you 
want, Mom.”

“Cam?” Bea says. Sometimes I collapse just to make her 
happy.

“No thanks,” I say.
“I guess not,” she says to the waitress. She’s obviously dis

appointed.
“Why didn’t you order something?” Brett says.
“I can’t eat a whole dessert by myself. I just like a little 

taste of something sweet.”
I find this hard to believe since Bea always has bowls of 

candy on the coffee table, cannisters of cookies on the kitchen 
counter and tubs of ice cream in the freezer. She always stead
fastly maintained that she bought this stuff for Jack, who was
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thin as a rail. We’ll see, I think, now that he’s gone.
“Well, just eat what you can and leave the rest,” Brett 

says.
“That’s so wasteful,” she says.
“Go ahead, Mom.” Brett gets the waitress to come back.
Bea needs to hear the list again, and there is some con

fusion about the tortuffe, chocolate covered ice cream balls, 
which Bea thinks is made with tofu. For a moment, hope 
springs that she has found something we can share. She 
finally selectsprofitteroles.

Bea resumes her description, abandoned earlier, of the 
surprise birthday bash thrown by the devoted children of her 
friend Mary Rose. We are given to understand that this kind 
of treatment is really appreciated by parents. I tune out since 
her monologues, seamless and circular like the recorded an
nouncement of movie show times, are a Mobius strip of in
anity that can be checked into at any point without losing 
the gist.

On the way out, Bea looks for people she knows and spots 
two couples at the bar who went to high school with her and 
Jack. She stops to chat with them, but doesn’t like the way 
the men pat her shoulder, heartily telling her she looks good, 
or the way the women peer at her and ask in low tones how 
she’s holding up. She doesn’t like their scrutiny or their sym
pathy. She much prefers the couple we run into in the park
ing lot who joke around with her and don’t seem to notice 
Jack ’s absence.

At home, Bea drags out some more of Jack ’s stuff for us to 
look over. She’s given most of it away, all but the hideously 
colored golf pants that Jack took to wearing in his later
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years. She tries one last time to get Brett to take them, but 
this is futile since Brett, the Miracle-Gro son, is a foot taller 
than his father was.

“I guess I should get some place to sell them on consign
ment. Some of them were a hundred dollars a pair.”

“But you didn’t pay that,” I say. “You got them at garage 
sales down at the shore.”

“But still,” she says, “I don’t want some nigger down in 
Trenton wearing Jack ’s pants. He would’ve hated that.”

I’m really shocked by this remark and I don’t know how to 
respond. I’ve never heard Bea say something like this before. 
It was always Jack who was the racist in the family, whom we 
all cajoled into trying to see the error of his ways. I suppose 
this is where Bea’s grief has gone.

There is some discussion over who we should get to take 
us to the train station. Aunt Paige is out. She’s attending a 
barbecue at the spacious home of her brother, who married 
an Italian woman rumored to have Mafia connections. We 
were invited to come, but we try to avoid their more raucous 
family get togethers.

“I just don’t think I can bear being with Tina’s sisters,” 
Bea says. “They always get so drunk you can’t understand a 
word they’re saying. And they smoke like fiends.”

“Yeah, last Christmas, Angela cornered me with the 
ghastly details of her divorce,” I say.

“How about the two sons. They just sit around and stare 
at you like a couple of mutes,” Bea says.

“They look like those kids in the Addams Family,” I say.
“And have you noticed how Paige lies about everything?” 

Bea says.
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“Lying is a common trait of an adult child of an alcoholic, 
Mom,” Brett says patiently. They’ve been through this 
before, although, when Jack was alive, alcoholism was a dirty 
word. In fact, this whole conversation about Jack ’s side of the 
family could never have taken place when Jack was alive.

“But she lies about everything,” Bea says, “even about why 
her ears aren’t pierced. She says she’s got some rare blood con
dition instead of just saying she doesn’t want to. And those 
conspiracy stories. If I have to listen to one more saga of what 
the Republicans are doing to this country, I’ll scream.”

Joe McFeeley agrees to pick us up and take us to the station. 
Ann McFeeley taught Brett in the sixth grade, and she and 
Bea are very close. The McFeeley’s have taken Bea under their 
wing since Jack’s death, organizing the memorial reception, 
making sure she has groceries or a ride to the dentist.

In the car, a luxurious new Cadillac that rides like a gon
dola, Joe asks Brett if he’s shot any commercials.

Brett says, “I did a soap last week.”
“But not any commercials. Any rioting in the city?”
“It was pretty calm.”
“I don’t know what those coloreds were so worked up 

about. They haven’t got it so bad. Plenty of opportunities in 
this world for a hard worker. Look at all those athletes who 
earn six figures. Hardly any white ones left. And then look 
what happens when they make it, like that Magic Johnson. 
O f course, he deserves it since he’s a faggot and God knows 
what else.”

“I believe he has a wife,” I say. And anyway, no one deserves 
a i d s , I don’t have the courage to add. My small comment goes
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unnoticed because I’m sitting in the back, the place assigned 
to invisible female specimens, like those religions where the 
women get to peer through a screen to watch the men at their 
important devotions.

“We’d be going full speed ahead if Reagan were still in of
fice,” Joe says. “There’d be no recession now.”

I’m tempted to yell at him, “You idiot, it’s Reagan that 
got us into this mess.” Then, stimulated by the strong fumes 
of leather emanating from the car’s interior, I imagine him 
telling the Arborlea tennis group about Jack’s commie 
daughter-in-law, you know, one of those over-sensitive, hip
pie feminist types with hairy armpits. I feel a sense of futility 
because, after all, this guy’s just giving us a ten minute ride 
to the train station, and it occurs to me that he’ll probably go 
home to his wife and tell her what a sorry fix Bea is in. Her 
forty year old son can’t even afford to rent a car. Has to trek 
back and forth by train, for God’s sakes, cadging rides to that 
dinky Trenton train station right in the heart of Niggertown.

I wonder what kind of town this is with its beautifully 
landscaped lawns, its serene tranquility, its citizens who 
silently glide around in Cadillacs and Mercedes. It’s hard to 
believe we’re only an hour away from New York City and 
that here Joe is considered to be a good, upstanding citizen.

On the platform, waiting for the train, I feel like I just 
wandered out of the poppy field in The Wizard of Oz and am 
now beginning to come to. I feel remiss in my duty. I wonder 
if this is how the Germans felt at the advent of Nazism.

“Every time I ’m around our families, and see the damage 
that was done generation after generation, I feel like I’m one 
of the little tadpoles trying to climb out of the primordial
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sludge,” I say.
“They do sometimes look Neanderthal. We’re pretty 

evolved, and yet, I ’m sure there are people to whom we look 
primitive.”

“Where are those people? I could use them right now.”
I puzzle over what I could have said to Joe or Bea to make 

a difference. I realize all I had to do was say, “It makes me un
comfortable to hear that.” I didn’t have to brainwash them. 
But expressing my feelings is not my strong point. I can’t 
even tell my own husband where I want to go for dinner, let 
alone what kind of sex I want to have.

I’ve always thought of myself as an honest person. I 
bought a t-shirt that says “I hiked the Grand Canyon!” on 
the front and “I ’m lying!” on the back. I couldn’t wear it 
until I’d ironed patches over the “I ’m lying!” part, not only 
because I really did hike the Grand Canyon, but because I 
can’t bear to think of myself as a liar. Now I see that spewing 
out intimate personal details of my life to anyone who will 
listen is not all there is to honesty.

On the subway, speeding downtown through the bowels of 
New York, the last leg of our journey, a black man throws 
open the door at the end of the car.

“I’m homeless and I can’t get up,” he says, “but I’m here to 
entertain you with a little song.” He then sings, “Here I am to 
save the day. That means that Mighty Mouse is on his way.”

I immediately feel angry and resentful. Then I realize this 
is where my grief has gone. Not the grief of Jack dying, but 
the grief of my surviving.
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The Dead
by Debra Weinstein

This morning a dead
rat on my path— bloated,
wet, its bowels
worm-like
shit below the body.
How do we approach the dead?
I wanted to call someone.
The sanitation man
loading garbage
into the belly of his truck.
My sister,
the policewoman, riding 
her black horse
high above the childhood city.
I sat mute on my haunches.
I saw the rat carcasses
on Weiming Road; the man
with his bags of poison. I saw them
in the history museum, behind
glass, imported
from Africa, Madrid; blind
in both eyes, stuffed
with cotton. Nameless rats
with lips sewn back—
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I saw my mother’s father
in the satin box. He had the sweet
face of a man asleep
after a heavy meal;
of the pedophile,
sleeping with a child’s
hand between his thighs.
The eyes are stunned open.
It never occurred 
to me to touch him, to lean 
over to say goodbye. My mother 
swept the hair from his face, 
then leaned over to kiss him.
He was more beautiful this way. 
Death had softened his mouth, 
stilled his hands.
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Trees
by Mary La Chapelle

T H E  F I R S T  F E W  T I M E S  D A D  W A I T E D  W I T H  M E  A T  

the bus stop on the Hennepin Avenue bridge. “Straight 
there and back, Nora, that’s all you need to know. Think of 
Hennepin Avenue like the river.”

We lived across from downtown on the banks of the Mis
sissippi and I suppose contrary to its true and great com
plexity, the river, at least our part, seemed simple and 
straightforward. Dad explained that there were only two 
docks I needed to worry about, this one and the one in front 
of the Walker Art Center.

Sometimes, my best friend, Eva, waited with me in the 
morning. She had a small pink ghetto-blaster and she always 
played the same tape— Beach Boy’s greatest hits. We sang 
along with it softly, “Oh uuuuu uuuuu uuuu.”

Sometimes my brother, Pilot, waited with me. He was 
nine. I was ten, a member of the two digit community now, 
taking the bus to art class. He’d raise his hand to his brow 
and squint. “Here it comes,” he’d say, and when I’d turn to 
see, there would be nothing down the street.

Our class went on field trips in a van. We went to the con
servatory where we drew tropical plants with oil crayons and 
to Lake Calhoun where we painted sailboats with water- 
colors. Sometimes we just went across the street to Loring 
Park with our charcoal pencils and drew trees, which at the
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time was my favorite thing to draw.
I didn’t draw trees like lollipops the way I had when I was 

younger. I couldn’t remember the actual moment of en
lightenment when I was able to see trees as they really were, 
but it had happened. This wasn’t true for everyone in the 
class. I learned contour drawing— following the lines of the 
tree with my eyes, my hand following blindly with charcoal 
over the paper. I put the tip of my charcoal at the bottom of 
the page, followed the curve of the trunk where it came out 
of the ground, then straight for awhile, then curving like an 
armpit, reaching up along one strong arm, over its elbow 
into a smooth narrow wrist, into a finger. From the point of 
its very tip, I traced the delicate edges of one leaf and then 
another until there was a cluster.

Once when I was tracing along the arm of a tree I came to 
the crook and found a bare foot there. My eyes followed up a 
lithe brown calf, a dirty knee, beat denim cutoffs, an under
shirt, the point of a brown chin, a soft solemn mouth. The 
black-haired girl. I ’d seen her other times, mostly on the op
posite side of the river. When my brother and I climbed 
along the trails on the banks we sometimes came across her 
and her brother. She was my age, but I think she was Indian. 
We never said anything and the more we saw each other 
without saying something, the harder it was to say some
thing the next time.

“Hey, are you watching her draw?” Her shrewd little 
brother came to stand at the base of the tree.

She dropped down in one smooth motion and walked away. 
“I’m not watching anything,” she said quietly. There were 
white dots on the brown skin of her legs. Scars, I thought.
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Our class sat on the grass along the sidewalk, our drawing 
boards in front of us. I don’t remember the teacher very well, 
just her tennis shoes which were white with speckles of 
paint. She walked back and forth on the sidewalk saying, 
“Now fill the whole page, you guys, the w h o l e  page.” More 
than once she said, “Come and look at Nora’s trees, some of 
you, do you see how she has a feel for them?”

I loved going to art class. But it wasn’t because of trees or 
anything about art actually. It was because it was the first 
time I had the chance to go into the city alone with money of 
my own. Mom left an envelope on the counter with 60 cents 
in change for the bus fare downtown, plus two dollar bills for 
me to work with the rest of the morning.

Some nights I dreamed that she had forgotten to leave it. 
From my disappointment you’d think someone had told me 
I ’d lost the use of my arms or legs. Waking up, realizing it 
was only a dream, the relief was like snow melting in my 
chest. But I wasn’t satisfied until I’d gone down to see the 
envelope marked, “Nora,” on the kitchen counter.

When I got to the Walker Art Center I always ran one of 
the two bills through the change machine in the lobby near 
the coat room. I got change for the bus home and for any
thing I might need from a vending machine.

There was a cafeteria upstairs with foreign-named dishes 
written on a chalkboard. The only thing that I could afford 
was a french roll or melon balls in a plastic dish. I think what 
seemed important to me was to eat in a restaurant by myself 
and to leave a tip. I tried to give a tip to the woman at the 
cash register, but she said, “No, honey,” and handed it back.

Then one day, looking out the window on the bus home, I
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saw a little glass diner called Cleo’s along Hennepin Avenue. 
There was a handwritten sign: Chili 75 cents. The bus 
passed by before I had a chance to see inside, but I imagined 
that it was the kind of real restaurant where people could sit 
down and be waited on and leave a tip. I could afford a bowl 
of chili.

I asked the bus driver if I were to get off the bus and then 
on again in a little while would I have to pay twice. Not if I 
continued in the same direction and if I used a transfer, 
which he showed me on the pad next to the change box. The 
following Wednesday, getting on the bus at the Walker in 
the direction home, I asked for a transfer and I asked again if 
it would be good for an hour. How would the other bus 
driver know that it was good, etc.

I watched the blocks as we approached Cleo’s diner. There 
was a Karate school, the windows painted with men in 
pajamas chopping and kicking each other, a wig store with 
different colored hairdos displayed on white styrofoam 
heads, a long newsstand. I knew it was coming. I pulled the 
cord. There were others who were rustling and standing, 
getting ready to get off, but they didn’t need to pull the 
cord. I already had. This always made me feel slightly 
powerful.

I stood in the aisle behind a lumpy man. Though it was a 
warm day, he had his sweatshirt hood on, stretching the back 
of his sweatshirt upward and leaving his lower back bare. 
The white band with the blue stripe of his underwear was 
exposed. One of the most humiliating things that I thought 
could happen to men and boys.

In line behind me was a black woman dressed for work in
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an office. She held onto the metal of the seat next to me and 
her fingernails were “Cadmium Red.” The same red as my 
favorite tube of watercolor.

When I stepped on the sidewalk, there was a feeling like a 
rush of new air around me. I looked around for Cleo’s, but it 
wasn’t there. There were people walking back and forth and 
I guess I was disoriented, the way they say you can get deep 
under water. I had to stand still for a minute.

I walked forward. There was a feeling like, see I ’m 
downtown, alone. I looked up at people as they passed. I 
wasn’t smiling, but somehow I had this expectation that 
they would smile at me. Say things like, “You’re downtown 
alone, is this your first time?” But they flowed around me 
like a river of people, like they were all one motion. It wasn’t 
the same as walking by a person on the sidewalk in our 
neighborhood.

Finally I came to the chili sign in the window. The scotch 
tape that held it up was a little cracked and yellow. The door 
was glass with a metal bar handle across it. There was a decal 
of a package of Winstons on the glass.

There were red and white plastic tablecloths, stainless 
steel napkin holders, brown paneling on the walls. I brought 
my dollar out of my pocket and held it in my hand. I wanted 
to look like a serious customer. I’d never been to a restaurant 
alone. I didn’t know what you did, but it occurred to me that 
single customers were supposed to sit at the counter. I sat on 
the round stool closest to the door. All the other stools were 
empty except for one old man at the other end. I put the dol
lar on the red Formica counter in front of me.

The man behind the counter— Cleo, I guessed— had his
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back to me. His white apron strings were wrapped once 
around his back and tied again in the front. His elbows were 
dry and cracked; big veins ran down the backs of his 
forearms. He was washing glasses, thumping them in the 
water of a deep stainless steel sink.

“Bert!” The old man sitting at the other end of the stools 
said, “You’ve got a little customer here.”

He wasn’t Cleo, then. Bert turned around, wiping his 
hands on the bottom of his apron.

“Is the chili 75^?” I couldn’t even hear myself asking.
“What’d ya say?”
I wished I wasn’t there then.
“She wants the chili,” the man at the end said.
“Anything else?” Bert asked.
Now it felt like it was going a little fast, what if I ordered 

more than I could pay for? “Is it 75 tf?” I asked the most im
portant question again.

“Yeah, 75^ plus tax.”
“About how much tax?” I asked.
“Exactly four cents,” Bert said.
“I have this dollar.” I put my fingers on the bill and 

pushed it forward on the counter toward Bert.
“Okay,” Bert said, and he filled a glass with ice and water, 

gave me a napkin and silverware. Shivers went through my 
body, not because I was cold or scared, but because this was 
really happening. He brought the chili over. It was brownish 
red, steaming. I could smell it.

“How about some crackers?” Bert asked.
“How much do they cost?”
“Free,” he said, “they’re always free with the chili.”
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“Give her a couple packages,” the old man at the end of the 
counter said. “There,” said the old man, in his gravelly way, 
“That’ll hold you.” Then, “Heh, heh, heh,” which sounded 
more like a kind of comment he was used to making than a 
real laugh.

Bert’s back was turned again. He was filling a white paper 
coffee filter with ground coffee. I crumbled one of the crack
ers over the chili.

“Heh, heh, heh,” it was the man down the row again. 
“You like to do it that way too.” I stirred the cracker pieces 
into the chili. “Heh, heh, heh, that’s right,” he said, “stir it 
up good.”

I was half through when another man, closer to my dad’s 
age but with a bigger stomach poking over his jeans, a mus
tache and somewhat long sideburns, came in and sat on a 
middle stool between me and the old man. He sat forward, 
his elbows and forearms resting on the counter. He looked 
all around, turning his head in different directions. “Bur
ger,” he said when Bert turned around.

Bert peeled a patty off a piece of white paper. “Pshhhh,” it 
made that sound that meat makes when it hits the grill. The 
man turned and looked at me. I was spooning in my chili, 
keeping my eye on the clock so I wouldn’t miss my bus. “Hi 
there,” he said, after a few moments.

“Hoi,” is what I said, because my mouth was full of chili. 
I shouldn’t have talked, the chili dribbled out. I leaned over 
the bowl and put my hand up to my mouth to stop it.

“Heh, Heh, Heh,” the old man said. “It’s hot isn’t it?”
I nodded my head yes. Though it wasn’t really.
The other man was drumming his fingers, waiting for his
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food. Once in a while he whistled something tuneless. He 
looked over at me again and this time continued to look.

The older man said to him. “Buy her a Coke.”
The other man kept looking at me. And with his head still 

turned in my direction instead of the older man’s he said, 
“Should I buy her a Coke?”

“Yeah, buy her one,” the old man said, “the chili is hot.”
“Should I buy you a Coke?” he finally asked me directly.
I had just a little left on the bottom of my bowl. Decided 

to leave it. I picked up my napkin and tried to wipe my 
mouth politely. “Well, thanks,” I said, “but I have to go wait 
for my bus.”

I was wearing shorts, and the vinyl of the stool was stick
ing to the back of my bare legs. I crossed one leg over the 
other, just to change positions, sat munching my last soda 
cracker and sipping ice water. I still couldn’t get over that I 
was eating in a restaurant by myself. The men at the counter 
couldn’t seem to get over it either. The one with the 
sideburns reached over and put his finger on my arm.

“What’s this? he asked.
“Paint,” I said.
“Is that what this is too?” He put his finger on the side of 

my leg between my knee and my thigh.
“Yep,” I said, chewing my cracker slowly, looking down 

at the smudge of paint his finger was touching. There was 
black along the cuticle of his fingernail. He must have been 
a worker. “That’s Cadmium Red,” I told him. Feeling the 
pleasure of knowing something that specific, even though 
the smudge of paint was pale and dry against my skin and in 
no way did the color justice.
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“Oh yeah?”
“You can’t tell, but that’s the best red, the one that I usual

ly use for my paintings.”
“It is huh?” He took his finger off my leg and turned on 

his stool to face me fully. He looked me up and down. I 
thought he was probably wondering how I could be an artist 
when I was so young.

“Heh! She’s an artist,” I heard the old man say, more to 
himself I think than to anyone else

“Well, I’m just learning.. . ”
Bert had set the hamburger and fries down in front of 

him. He just glanced at the plate and then went back to me. 
He was studying me. I don’t know what he saw. “Stay and 
have a Coke?”

“No, I really have to go” and I did, but it had been nice 
talking to him. “Sir,” I held the dollar out to Bert, trying to 
get his attention.

The man next to me hadn’t even touched his food. “Will 
you be coming back here again?”

“Probably next Wednesday,” I said.
“I’ll tell you what,” he said, “you come back next Wednes

day and I’ll buy you that Coke.”
Bert finally came over. “This should cover it and keep the 

change.” Then I was unsure again, “I mean for your tip.”
“Thank you very much,” Bert said, and for the first time he 

smiled. He took the toothpick out of his mouth and smiled.
“I’m serious now,” the other man was holding a fry be

tween his gray fingers, “I’d really be interested in seeing 
some of your art work, I ’d probably even like to buy some if 
you wanted to sell any.”
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I headed toward the door. I was still smiling about how 
well it had worked out paying Bert. Everything was work
ing out. This was how it was. You bought things from 
people, they bought things from you. Sometimes they even 
treated you for free.

“Okay.” As I backed out the door I put my fingers 
together in a circle to make the okay sign. “It’s a deal,” I said 
to the man with the sideburns.

“Bye-bye” the old man waved.
Once out, I looked down the street. My bus was just a 

block away. It pulled right over. I got on. The bus driver 
took my transfer. No problem whatsoever.

The next Wednesday, when I got to Cleo’s, the man wasn’t 
there. The old guy wasn’t either, or Bert, so I was thrown off- 
balance for a minute, standing there with my arms full of 
pictures. There was a black man behind the counter with 
lots of gray mixed into his wiry hair. Maybe it was Cleo this 
time. I just stood there. No one seemed to notice. Next 
thing someone had their hands over my eyes. They smelled 
like the gas station.

“Guess who.”
But I didn’t know his name, so I just stood there. He took 

them away finally. “Come on, let’s sit at a table.”
For some reason, I was disappointed about sitting at the 

table instead of the counter. “It’ll be easier to look at your 
pictures,” the guy said. On the way over he said to the man 
behind the counter, “Coffee over here and a Coke for the lady, 
we have some business to discuss.” I felt better then.

When the counter man came over with the drinks, I or
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dered my chili. On the bus over I ’d figured that I didn’t have 
enough to buy the man a bowl of chili, but I could afford to 
buy him an order of fries. I ’d even practiced how I’d say it.

“Can I buy you some fries?” I said.
“No ho,” he laughed, “you don’t need to do that.”
“I could,” I said.
Secretly I was kind of glad, because if I ’d bought him fries 

I wouldn’t have had much left for a tip. I ordered my chili 
and ate, occasionally taking sips from my Coke. I didn’t use 
a straw, thinking I’d look childish. I tried to seem uncon
cerned as he looked through the pictures one by one. 
“Trees,” he said, but didn’t dwell long on those. When he 
came to the watercolor of sailboats, he held it at arm’s 
length, “Wow! That’s real good,” and he set it aside. One of 
the pictures of trees he looked at for a minute, like the longer 
he looked the better he’d know if it was good or bad.

“Your name is Nora, huh, Nora?”
I nodded. My name was written in the bottom right hand 

corner of all the pictures. I was eating my chili, glancing at 
him occasionally from the corner of my eye. He’d come to 
the pastels of tropical flowers, stopped at the spotted orchid.

“What’s your name?” I asked.
He sat back in his chair, the orchid still in his lap and 

smiled. He looked up at all the holes in the cardboard ceil
ing, “Dave,” he said as if picking one off a long list. “Why 
don’t we say Dave.” He reached over and mussed my hair. 
When he came to the cityscape with the Winston billboard 
on it he said, “Well, will ya look at this, I know exactly 
where that is.” It was actually the painting I ’d done that 
morning with him in mind. He really seemed to like it.
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“That’s Cadmium Red,” I pointed to the painted package 
of Winstons.

“Is that right,” Dave said. “How much do you think it’s 
worth?”

I hadn’t thought about it. I was pleased but also embar
rassed. He must have seen my blush.

“Come on.” He leaned forward, put his hand on my back 
and his face close to my ear, so I could smell the coffee on his 
breath. “Come on,” he said softly, “I think it’s worth a lot.”

Then I saw the checkered pants of the counter man stand
ing next to our table. Dave straightened up. We both looked 
up at the man who was maybe Cleo, maybe not.

He asked if he could get us anything else. I hadn’t been 
paying attention to the time; I looked over to the clock. It 
was way late. “I should pay right now,” I said, “my bus is 
coming. This is for the chili.” I gave the man a dollar. “The 
tip is included.” I was in too much of a hurry to even enjoy 
the tipping part. I started to gather up my paintings.

“Whoa!” Dave was giving the counter man another dol
lar. “Wait a minute, we haven’t even finished our business.”

“I have to be outside waiting for my bus,” I said.
Two of the people at a nearby table looked up at us.
I had my arms full of the pictures. As soon as I got out, I 

looked up the street, I didn’t see it coming. I was afraid that 
I had missed it. “Oh no!” I was whining.

“Hey! Don’t worry,” Dave motioned with his head to 
come with him. He wasn’t wearing his work shoes today, 
just black leather dress shoes. They looked odd with his 
jeans. My truck’s parked a couple blocks away. You can get a 
ride with me.”
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“I’m supposed to take a six or a four.” I turned away from 
him, squinted to see if I could see one coming. This was how 
it was supposed to be. I just knew Hennepin Ave., not down 
the block that Dave was motioning toward.

“You didn’t miss it,” I heard a girl say. “I ’m waiting for 
the six too.” It was the Indian girl. She seemed out of place 
standing there on the pavement, amidst all the clutter of 
downtown. She had thongs on, I recognized her feet, the 
light—colored scars around her ankles. She was standing 
with a woman younger than my mom, but out of high 
school, maybe her aunt or her cousin. She had a round face 
with a white scar just above her eyebrow. Everybody must 
have scars in that family, I thought.

I heard Dave saying, “H ey.. . ” and then pausing, like he 
didn’t know my name.. .“ah, Nora, come on.. . ” But I was 
worried about the bus. “I have this transfer,” I held out the 
crinkled slip to the girl, “It’s only good for a few more 
minutes.”

“They’ll take it,” she said, “they won’t kick you off.”
She seemed to be saying this as much to Dave, who had 

come back to where I was standing, as she was to me.
“But what about your painting?” Dave sounded urgent, 

“I was going to pay you ten dollars for that one.”
That was an unexpected shock. “The Winston one?” I 

said. I smiled at the girl like, did you hear that! She just 
looked at Dave and me. I didn’t have time to really think 
about how much ten dollars was, but it seemed limitless. I 
didn’t think, oh, that’s ten bowls of chili or less than four 
Wednesday envelopes. It struck me as a limitless amount 
that I could just have and not get to the end of.
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“Yeah,” Dave said, under his breath, “but it’s in my 
truck.” He motioned his head down the block again.

The girl murmured something to her relative. The 
woman gave us a side glance as Dave clumsily reached into 
the stack of art I held in my arms. She had a few damp black 
hairs, loose from her pony tail, she brushed them out of her 
face, then looked away. The girl tugged at the waistband of 
the woman’s jeans.

“Jesus Christ! Francie,” she twisted a little, put her hand 
on her hip, “Alright.” Then she looked directly into my face, 
not Dave’s. “You go on the bus like you’re supposed to.”

“Well then we’ll have to do this another day....” I heard 
him mumble, his voice sort of drifting away.

“The six is coming now,” the girl had her hand up to her 
brow looking down the street and when I turned to look, 
sure enough, that was the truth.

Dave had disappeared. I looked down at my pile as if he 
might have left his hand where it had been between the 
paintings. And I looked down the block, then through the 
window of Cleo’s, but he was gone. People were lining up for 
the bus, I wasn’t in line yet.

“I was supposed to sell him a painting.” I looked over at 
the girl, wanting her to appreciate the value in that. She 
shrugged her shoulders, not so much that it wasn’t impor
tant, but like that’s just how it was.

“He was going to give me ten dollars.” I said this not for 
the girl, because I knew she had already heard him say it, but 
for the benefit of her relative who was standing in line a foot 
or so away.
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But her relative only looked over our heads watching the 
bus come.

I sat behind the bus driver like I usually did when there 
was room. The woman and girl sat in the seat facing me 
across the aisle. The woman had her head turned, staring out 
of the front window of the bus, disinterested, like someone 
who took the bus a lot.

My pictures were crumpled in my arms. I felt self-con
scious about the crumpling noise they were making. I tried 
to sit still.

My feet dangled over the seat, not quite reaching the 
floor. It was strange to be sitting across from the Indian girl, 
since she’d been in the back of my mind all summer. It was 
strange to know what her name was and not like it. To not 
look at each other, just each other’s feet. But still how it 
seemed we knew each other. Looking at her feet, I could have 
drawn her. Starting from the bottom. I could feel it in my 
hand— all the contours that made something true and un
derstandable. But when I thought about her looking at me, 
I felt ashamed.

I let myself be lulled by the rumble of the bus motor, and 
I pretended as we traveled along the curves, that the bus was 
a boat and the road was a river. We were traveling in a simple 
line and I was thinking about our first warm-up lesson in the 
morning, when the teacher stepped around us on the lawn 
and said, “Your assignment is to do a line drawing without 
once lifting your pencil from the paper. The line you are 
drawing is a magic spell and if you interrupt the line even 
once,” she said, “the spell will be broken.”

I’d been thinking so hard about the Winston package,
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how I could use the red, how cool it would look; I realized 
that I’d stopped paying attention to the tree that I was draw
ing. My hand had stopped for a moment, but when I looked 
back I could see that my pencil was still there connected to 
the line. There was only the slightest wiggle where I had 
stopped.

When we were finished she asked those of us who had suc
ceeded to raise our hands. And I felt almost truthful as I 
watched my hand rise amongst the forest of other hands and 
arms. All our hands so clear, so definite, against the blue sky.
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The Bends
by Victoria Hallerman

Early you came a man,
hard and clear your love of reason:
the hard frame of you pressing through sinew,
you used the whole surface of your round wet eye
to cover the whole surface of mine.
Looking and talking we were cells of a single life, 
cells of a Portuguese Man o’War, 
closer than the clumsy friction 
of sex we each imagined.
Briny thing, you slid into your dome and shut the lid, 
left me talking to myself, knowing 
for the first time all my loneliness.
I learned the early lesson well, or so I thought, 
men are dangerous, but Trickster 
you assume the shape that serves you, 
fish or fox, man or woman, 
the sea.
At any tide you know these black striated rocks, 
your perfect syllables in every crevice, 
your depth all surface.
I dive into you, deeper 
than the breath of a single conversation, 
and after days, months, or even years I rise 
in danger too quickly from your bed.
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The Woman in the 
Magic Show

by Victoria Hallertnan

The lily opens,
its brown velvet glove tips erect,
its speckled yellow silk
folded under, opening all the way
like a woman whose eyes are closed in fantasy.
And even if it is a memory she opens to
how delicious is the splitting
of the selves, right and left,
as in the magic show, she is whole
and sawed in half at once,
like the newly-dead whose souls
hover regarding themselves,
then dissolve into atoms.
Supposing
you are the woman in the magic show,
indivisible even by the saw,
you bow low as the audience
marvels, then go home to dream
you are split, lengthwise this time,
just like a tree split by lightning:
and each half has one eye, one hand, one ventricle,
one lung, one hemisphere of brain, one breast,
no navel, no clitoris, no tongue.
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From Village To Global 
Village

by Marina Budhos

I B E G A N  S M A L L .

A few summers ago, I sat hunched before my brand-new 
Macintosh computer, staring gloomily at a trilogy of stories 
written in graduate school. They were slices of memory, of 
childhood summers spent in England, tales that burst from 
me all of a sudden. As I wrote them, I began to envision a series 
of short stories based on these same characters in England—  
my Indian aunt and English uncle, my half-Indian cousins, 
and my own half- Indian, half- American family.

I was only able to write one more short story— “Guyana 
Stories”— then the material began to erupt and teem over in 
unmanageable proportions. It was an odd, circuitous 
process, for the form of this novel eluded me again and 
again. I started it at least three or four times, each start an 
energetic sprint that took me into unconscious and fanciful 
material but didn’t yet add up to a novel.

Two years later, I received in the mail my author’s copy of 
“Guyana Stories” published in The Caribbean Writer. I was, 
truth be told, mortified. Though others liked the story, to me 
the piece was raw, unfinished, part of something bigger I did 
not yet have my hands around. As I recovered from my embar
rassment, I began to realize that my writing in bursts, and not 
in strict chronology, was the content of the novel. The pages I 
had saved in folders, but mentally thrown away, were really
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the research into a complex cultural and family history. Each 
start served as a dive into more background, and intellectually 
and emotionally, I was much further along than I thought.

I always wrote short stories before this, out of this habit of 
writing in bursts. Seized with a sudden flash of a situation 
and characters, I would scribble them down, though they 
teemed with so many other external ideas and preoccupa
tions. While my peers in graduate school wrote slim, ac
complished glimpses of interpersonal relations, minimalist 
carvings of people’s lives, I struggled with ideas that seemed 
better suited to a nineteenth century novel— only crammed 
into the language and limitations of a woman in her twen
ties writing in the 1980s.

Yet the nineteenth century novel is what originally led me 
into writing itself—what gave me an idea of “The Novel.” I 
wanted to write “full” novels. In high school, instead of read
ing the assigned Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, I plunged into 
George Eliot and Jane Austen. I suspect, in reading those long 
books, I was mentally creating the landscape of an idealized 
England, where I ’d spent three important summers of my life, 
and where I experienced the closest thing to an extended fami
ly. Back in America I had no family; I belonged to no clan, no 
easily defined community. Because we were a mixed family, 
we would always be outsiders, even among those we were cast 
with, often Indians and West Indians. The experience of 
England imbedded itself in me; being Indian and foreign and 
American all at once. Only the feelings were so tremendous 
and complicated— as were the various bloodlines and cultures 
of our different members— that nothing I wrote down con
tained the control or brevity I held as an aesthetic ideal.
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Although I loved the nineteenth century novel, I had none 
of the pacing of a nineteenth century novelist. These euphoric 
bursts of writing were always accompanied by profound dis
couragement when I read what I had written. I changed char
acter names, voices, emphasis. Y et.. .somehow.. .this loopy, 
imbalanced approach started to accrue and accumulate into 
solid material, and it was with that dismay of witnessing one 
of my scenes plucked from my raw and incomplete novel and 
put into print, that I began to gain some hope.

The other source of hope and focus— not simply the 
memories residing in my unconscious— was the influence of 
a particular writer: V.S. Naipaul. Naipaul’s voice— par
ticularly in his non-fiction, his unrelenting critical eye, the 
hammering echo of alienation and cultural homelessness—  
has always provoked in me a kind of kindred reaction. I do 
not presume to have had experiences similiar to his. I have 
lived in America my whole life, and was never transplanted 
as an immigrant. But Naipaul carved out a history that 
remained wholly unarticulate to me, and which seemed to 
explain the background for my fitful writing.

V.S. Naipaul’s presence in my thoughts is not surprising. 
Born twelve years after my father, he belongs to the same 
generation of young, colonial Indians who made their way to 
the Western world in the years following World War II. In 
his novels and essays, Naipaul articulated their journeys, 
their pasts and particular torments and comedies of what it 
means to be post-colonial Indians. Though my father came 
to America as a student, he was by no means a man of letters. 
Like many, he arrived for an education, with aspirations to 
return to the Caribbean as either a lawyer or doctor. But once
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he stepped into the New World, there was no returning—  
fascinatingly similar to the journey his great-grandfather 
took in the nineteenth century from India as a coolie, when, 
despite a five year contract, there was no returning to the 
Motherland, either. The push was always forwards, never 
backwards. For men like my father, their embrace of Amer
ica and its values of economic opportunity and success, was 
far better than the old.

But Naipaul, driven in his quest for self-knowledge and 
desire to be a writer, circles again and again to his native 
Trinidad, or to those East-Indian Trinidadians displaced 
into England. Over the years his circle became larger— it 
encompassed the post-colonial world as he ventured into 
Africa and India and the Arab nations. He has become (and 
in my opinion, often justifiably so) an often-reviled voice of 
the post-colonial experience, given his harsh criticism of 
these developing societies. His subject is the fluctuating ex
perience of “flotsam of Asiatics,” as he dubs his fellow im
migrants in the Enigma of Arrival, arriving in London in the 
fifties, a migration pattern he was a part of and which he 
would eventually turn to as the source for his writing.

It is no surprise that my father, who hardly read anything 
other than a newspaper, knew Naipaul’s work well. To him, 
Naipaul was his national writer, even if he, too, winced at his 
harshness.

But I am an American. I have an American mother, never 
have set foot in my father’s country, and, when I was growing 
up, disdained to identify myself with the Indian and Carib
bean immigrant families who arrived in the sixties, and who 
seemed so crudely “foreign.” Not only did I grow up with
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aspirations to be completely American, but I wanted to leap 
over the first hurdle of material success. I harbored fantasies 
of a literary life, though I had no idea what this might be, 
but for the Penguins I wedged into the back pocket of my 
Levis as I took the local bus to school in Queens.

Years later, when I arrived at graduate school, I discovered 
how old-fashioned my notion of a writer was. By this time, 
my fantasy was coddled along by the sepulchral figure of 
Virginia Woolf, whose diaries I ingested as if I were reliving 
her life. I fantasized a modern-day Bloomsbury life, taking 
tea in a wide-brimmed hat on an English lawn, uttering per
fect pearl sentences.

Though I longed for the company of writers, in graduate 
school, presumably among my peers, I felt out of place. In a 
strange way, I felt like an immigrant. Everyone else savored 
a more contemporary idea of the short story. They wrote 
snappily, funnily, with a great eye for detail and the 
American landscape. Things happened, quickly and keenly, 
in their stories. I felt as if my work were a relic dragged onto 
the carpet of our workshop room. So my work changed. I 
began reading whom everybody else read: Raymond Carver, 
Anne Beattie, Alice Adams, David Leavitt, Lorrie Moore, 
countless New Yorker stories, as well as the meta-fictional 
experiments of John Barth, Donald Barthelme, Robert 
Coover. When I was supposed to be working a job in the 
library, I consumed literary journals. It was an education 
into contemporary America and I began to copy that 
landscape of suburban settings, trailers, and plain and cyni
cal talk in my own work.

On the sly, though, I was reading such people as V.S.
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Pritchett, Nadine Gordimer, Ruth Prawer Jabhavala, and 
Graham Swift. Very English and in and post-colonial— very 
aware of the layers of social conventions nearly invisible in 
the work of many contemporary American writers. How
ever, for those who feel themselves on the outside these 
nuances are blatant and real. Even Naipaul, who is ironic 
about his archaic fantasies of literary England, constructs 
sentences that resemble the elongated, river-like flow of the 
English novel. In reading his Area of Darkness and A Wounded 
Civilization, the detached, exiled voice struck a pitch that 
both moved and angered me, for often, he turned the raw
ness of colonial anger into cultural self-hatred. Somehow, 
this hovered nearer to my own still-nascent material. When 
among my peers who wrote blithely of relations between 
people crystallized in numbed and hardened American 
landscapes, I often had the sense that my stories were miss
ing it; I was far wide of that sensibility.

But why? Was I simply inobservant? Perhaps. That voice 
of outsideness reached deep into the experiences of both my 
father and a Jewish-American mother— herself keenly aware 
of her own alienation and the complexities of marrying a for
eigner of another race— and imprinted itself on me and my 
manner of coping with my own culture. I was American, yes, 
but there was an ironic, half-detached quality to my point of 
view that could not surface in brief, delicate glimpses which 
were the form of much of contemporary fiction.

Since Naipaul’s arrival in the West in the fifties that “flot
sam” of Asians has turned into a tide altering the landscape of 
American, Canadian, and English, and some European cities. 
They have come in successive waves since then, and the
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uprootedness and plurality which is the timbre of American 
experience has been started all over again. When I returned to 
New York City after eight years away— from the Korean 
delis to Brooklyn neighborhoods filled with Caribbean and 
African immigrants to my Flushing neighborhood with its 
swelling Indian and Korean population— the changes could 
not have been more astonishing. This was a place where, 
when I walked with my father years ago, we were the only 
Indians. The early migration I’d been connected to was now 
subsumed into an explosion that we are all feeling the intense 
and sometimes unpleasant pressures of.

Since those earlier immigrants of the fifties did marry—  
perhaps non-Asians— settled and had children, it is to this 
generation that I belong. We are the children of Naipaul—  
and also the ranks of Chinua Achebe, Thomas Landoo, Buchi 
Emecheta, and other post-colonial writers— with experiences 
complicated and enriched by the fact that we do not carry the 
burden of a colonial upbringing. The colonial past is more a 
mysterious, flickering presence. For me, it was in my father, 
and in the milieu of recently immigrated Indians who popu
lated the early years of my childhood and came to provide the 
material for my novel.

If a writer goes toward that which is mysterious and un
known, if fiction itself is powerful for its articulation of the 
question, not the answer, then my own question seemed 
solidly located in this question: why do I feel as if I only half- 
belong to my own culture? I have many times gazed at our 
photographs of Guyana, which give me some visual impres
sion of this mystery of half-belonging. When I stare at the 
faces of aunts whom I have never met, squatting in bare feet
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over pails, washing clothes, the chicken coops, flat muddy 
stretches, and palm trees, I am staring, like any Westerner, 
at a photograph of women in a Third World village. But 
then I recall my father mentioning how much I resemble one 
of them, or how that haggard woman in the headdress is my 
grandmother, and I am baffled by this continuation, this 
quirk of history in my bloodstream.

Perhaps writing is often a pursuit of the Other. Perhaps 
my own fascination with the Other, the mystery on the other 
side, was easily found, since it resides inside me, in these 
mysterious black-and-white, grainy images which sup
posedly I bear a connection to. And it remains in my own ex
perience, where, in the crapshoot of chromosomes, despite a 
mother with fair skin and green eyes, I came out looking 
full-blooded Indian.

The same is true of my half-Indian cousin in England, 
who is dark and tall, the spitting image of his mother. He 
towers over his father, a fair-skinned man of English and 
German descent. When they walk in the street, no one for a 
minute assumes they are father and son. I always found this 
amusing, a kind of synapse of association. What a shock, 
however, when it dawned on me that the same is true of my 
mother and me! Though we talk and quarrel like mother 
and daughter in public, no one for a moment assumes we are 
related. As far back as I can remember, we have been 
separated by racial distinction in the outside world. And yet 
I played with white children, spoke like an American, 
watched the same t v  shows. My experience then, was a kind 
of disorderly fluctuation of views— sometimes completely 
unaware of my ethnicity— other times, too aware.
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The narrator in The Enigma of Arrival, describing his jour
ney to America and England, also mentions the shock of being 
categorized as “colored.” His own reflex is to find solace in the 
company of a black Trinidadian, a man whom, in his own 
country, he would have nothing to do with. But the journey is 
over; Naipaul now writes of a healing and settling in as he ex
plores a Salisbury cottage and gardens, thirty years later.

But there are indelible histories, cultural habits, and at
titudes we continue to live with, which we mix into the potion 
for coping with modern-day living. A lot of contemporary 
American fiction, following Hemingway, is concentrated on 
the static surface of the here and now. It is like the television, 
which we have absorbed as our most potent American 
emblem and medium, with its fleeting moments, its plots and 
characters meted out in ten-minute segments between com
mercial breaks. Often in these works, memory travels no far
ther than our own backyards. Social commentary, except in 
the most oblique way, has all but disappeared from works of 
fiction. As has been observed ad nauseum, characters in 
today’s stories are history-less, rootless, moving through a 
landscape of K-marts and alcoholism and divorces. The less- 
is-more aesthetic, which first began in the works of people like 
Mary Robison and Frederick Barthelme, proliferated into a 
style which aimed to speak to the experience of being an 
American in the seventies and eighties.

Despite Tom Wolfe’s controversial criticism of the mini
malist trend as a rejection of social commentary, I admired 
many of these writings. I could see how they were liberating 
for those writers— given their context. Personally, however, 
it was not a form I could ever feel liberated by. If anything I
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felt shackled by its insistence on a distinctly “present tense” 
vision of characters’ lives. For me, there was always another 
kind of sensibility, an experience connected to the idea of 
history, and which now surfaces in our literature. The Asians 
and other Third World immigrants settling in the West ex
press a hybrid, if schizophrenic, point of view. It can be seen 
in the anarchic, multicultural vision of Hanif Kareshi’s 
screenplays, the mother and daughter conflicts of Amy Tan’s 
The Joy Luck Club, or that wonderful beast of a memoir, Max
ine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior.

But in order for this literature to continue to be interesting, 
to bear us into the next stage of articulation, so we reach a con
troversial, worldly vision such as the one Naipaul attempts, or, 
even the “dangerous,” iconoclastic one of Salman Rushdie, it 
means dealing with the once upon a time of the cultures left 
behind, and the here-and-now reality of the transplanted for
eigner who is part of this new, fluctuating river of North 
American and English life. Some of this shows up, for in
stance, in the work of Bharati Mukherjee, whose modern Mus
lim and Hindu characters speak from a wacky, off-kilter view, 
and whose compressed, episodic encounters scatter them like 
marbles from Toronto to America’s Southwest.

This is a literary sensibility that embodies a kind of social 
schizophrenia, as characters move from the village to the 
global village. As Americans we will start to recognize that 
our forced encounter with the East— the gruesome newsclips 
of Vietnam massacres that flashed on our living room 
television screens twenty years ago— have been transposed 
into yet another human, migratory phenomenon. Americans 
notice more and more Asians punching our cash registers,
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driving our cabs, graduating from our universities, writing 
our books. Westerners themselves must change. The fascina
tion with a kind ofgauzy, colonial East— as in the BBC “Jewel 
and the Crown” series— must give way to a more contem
porary vision, as we start to voice the ways in which the Other 
has already been absorbed into our world.

I would hardly assert that we have entered an age of 
renewed moral fiction, but the sameness of our visions has 
meant we’ve tuned out some fascinating demographic and 
cultural changes in the American, Canadian, and English 
landscapes (and in Europe) that now demand attention. It 
also means dealing with our “unpure” mingling— a very 
American experience— such as my own, which bears the 
weight of several perspectives: Indian, colonial West-In- 
dian, Jewish, and American. It is this disquiet, the “im
purity” of our perspective, and not some parochial ethnic 
celebration that remains to be written about. If not only the 
content but the point of view— who is speaking— changes, 
our form will necessarily change.

Now I know that the alien, half-in, half-out experience I 
wanted to articulate could not fit into the strictures of a brit
tle, pared-down aesthetic. These days my fiction con
centrates on the peculiar comedies of this experience, both 
in my short stories and the novel I have completed. And 
though I may not be that colonial journeying to the West, I 
am the child of such a man, and his experiences, his Carib- 
bean-Indian attitudes mingled with mine as an American, 
still imprint themselves on my imagination.
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L a  B a n l i e u e :  Life on the Edge
by Marguerite Feitlowitz

O N E  O F  T H E  M O S T  R E M A R K A B L E  -  A N D  R E -  

remarked-on— books recently to appear in France is a travel 
book comme des livres d'antan, inspired by such authors as Fa 
Xian and Christopher Columbus. Off they went, a writer 
and a photographer (whose pictures have been likened to 
Arab tales and African palavers) to look at the land and learn 
about how the people live, work, eat, struggle, suffer, and 
celebrate. They followed trails of the region’s legendary past, 
sought to understand its mysterious, alien present. They 
were haunted by the idea of borders, “this world of borders, 
so frightening to us all.” The book, Lespassagers du Roissy-Ex- 
press [Passengers on the Roissy-Express, 1990], is the record, 
written by Fran^oise Maspero and photographed by Anai'k 
Frantz, of one month spent traveling by commuter train to 
thirty-eight places in the Parisian banlieue.

Maspero writes of himself and collaborator:

Both Parisians, they had seen the slow transformation of 

their lively neighborhoods into showcases and then mus

eums, she in Montparnasse, he in Saint Paul near the rue 

Saint Antoine. T h ey’d seen a whole class of artisans, workers, 

small businesses— everything that makes a Parisian street 

what it is— leave. Renovations, rent hikes, building sales 

had chased out those of modest means, old people, young 

couples, and therefore children. W here did they go? To the
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periphery. La banlieue. Paris had become one big commercial 

district, a cultural Disneyland. W here had all the life gone?

La banlieue. I f  the center was empty, then it couldn’t be the 

center anymore. And didn’t that mean that now the real cen

ter was “all around?” 1

These passengers on the Roissy-Express are not alone in 
their curiosity about what lies beyond the gates of Paris. La 
banlieue has recently inspired some of France’s finest writers, 
including Marguerite Duras, Didier Daeninckx, Francois 
Bon, Marie Ndiaye, and Jean Echenoz. For close to a decade 
now, la banlieue has been a major focus of social discourse in 
France. Since 1981 ,  there have been major uprisings in poor 
suburbs of Lyon, Paris, and Marseille. Places that were in
visible prior to the hot summers of the early 1 980s suddenly 
became proverbial, symbolic.2 On the one hand, they repre
sented societal collapse; on the other, a sort of new frontier. 
As novelist Jean Echenoz (whose recent work, Lac [Lake], is 
set outside Paris) said in a conversation earlier this year, “La 
banlieue is so heteroclite. It may be the last unpredictable 
place, where absolutely anything can happen.”3

La banlieue, a Latin term {banleuca) that entered French 
somewhere between the late twelfth and early thirteenth 
centuries, is not easily rendered in English. The closest 
equivalent is “suburb,” but that communicates only a small 
part of this story— say the chapters that take place in tran
quil, genteel communities like Argenteuil or Saint-Ger- 
main-en-Laye. Suburb, which suggests lawns, gardens, and 
uncongested housing, is a misnomer for places like Auber- 
villiers, a decidedly urban community, a linchpin in the “red 
belt,” the ring of working-class municipalities run, since the
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1920s, by the French Communist party. Nor does “suburb” 
capture La Defense, whose immaculate, looming towers can 
be seen from downtown Paris. Ultra-planned, postmodern, 
and self-sufficient, La Defense is quintessential^ bon chic, bon 
genre, or Euro-Yuppie. (La Defense is the setting for Eric 
Rohmer’s Boyfriends and Girlfriends.) Nothing in La Defense 
is natural— even the idyllic lake and forest were fashioned—  
and everything works with the efficiency of a machine. The 
crudest irony would be to refer to the “new cities” (les villes 
nouvelles), built for workers under DeGaulle in the 1960s, as 
“suburbs.” Distinguished by gigantic residential towers and 
organized according to a strict segregation of living and 
commercial space, the “new cities” were intended to house 
as many workers with as little expense as possible. Banished 
were the squares, parks, and cafes traditional to French 
towns and villages. Designed to house tens of thousands, 
many “new cities” lack high schools. In these cultural waste
lands, towers and streets have names like Renoir, Debussy, 
and Blaise Pascal. Children play on what are called green 
spaces, which in reality are enormous, bare expanses of con
crete. Constructed from the cheapest, most ephemeral 
materials, most of the “new cities” today are frightful slums. 
With high concentrations of Arabs, Africans, and Asians 
who came to France as immigrant workers— and who now 
live with large (sometimes polygamous) families in but one 
or two rooms, often without functioning bathrooms or hot 
water— these places are breeding grounds for diseases like 
typhoid, tuberculosis, and diphtheria, and for social ills that 
foment the xenophobic, right-wing madness of Jean-Marie Le 
Pen. People don’t live in these places by choice, or even by
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default. This is public housing, and unless residents are 
squatters or illegal aliens, they are assigned to live there by 
the government.

What struck Maspero— and haunts most of the novelists, 
as well— is “the vague impression, due to the poor building 
materials, that everything is unfinished.”4 And therefore, 
impermanent.

One of Mitterand’s early initiatives was directed at Les 
4000, a “new city” erected just outside Paris in i960. The 
installation was never given a proper name; “4000” referred 
to the number of housing units it contained. After about 
twenty years, Les 4000 was an undisputed failure. In order 
to head off a social explosion, Mitterand arranged for one of 
the residential towers (the Debussy) to be imploded in an 
elaborate public ceremony, live on t v . Everyone who was 
anyone was there— as though it were a ribbon-cutting—  
and afterward there was a ceremonial glass of wine. The 
building was destroyed in a mere ten seconds. ”1 can’t 
believe it’s gone,” a child who had lived there was quoted as 
saying. It was the only home he’d ever known. A scraggly 
lawn and single skinny tree were planted later to mark the 
spot. Those living in the remaining tower avoid the little 
green, complaining they still feel “haunted by the ghost of 
Debussy.” Most, but not all, of the Debussy residents were 
relocated. The government took advantage of the occasion 
to winnow the population of certain foreigners.

In current writing on la banlieue, a great deal of attention is 
paid to architecture and construction materials. Concrete 
(often porous, cracked, and sprayed with graffiti), glass 
(much of it broken), and rusted metal have definitely cap-
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tured the fictive eye and imagination. It’s not so much that 
writers are using these elements metaphorically; rather, 
they’re meditating on the feelings, experiences, memories, 
and stories that arise from being sheltered by such materials.

In Decor Ciment [Decor: Cement, 7988}, Francois Bon 
writes, “At the edges of the cities, men are interchangeable; 
on every landing the doors are identical, so you give in to it, 
because that’s what chose you, that’s what you were allotted, 
but you know very well that it could have been somebody 
else.”5 The novel, set in a low-income housing project in 
Bobigny (outside Paris), consists of four alternating mono
logues from characters at once closely linked and profoundly 
ignorant of each other’s lives. Says Goello, a trucker: “Those 
of us in the towers put it like this: everyone in his own box, 
speaking his own language, no longer understanding any
one else’s.”6 For Laurin, a sculptor who is squatting in a gas 
station within the project,

Insomnia is worse here: there are spotlights constantly 

trained on the factories.. .flooding the night with a trans

lucent, bluish halo, so that secrets are impossible. Guards 

patrol the deserted streets, three at a time, with their sticks 

and a dog. Every night, at exactly the same tim e.. .military 

convoys roll past on the train tracks east of Paris. Sometimes 

the image o f a single enormous tank, pulled by a speeding 

locomotive, appears on my windowpane; usually there’s a 

long chain of platform cars carrying vehicles of caissons, 

often with canons. One can barely comprehend the reasons 

for such traffic, and why it is important.7

The current interest in la banlieue has roots in the great 
populist tradition of French literature. In fiction, the first
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appearance of le petit peuple is found in Eugene Sue’s Les 
Mysteres de Paris, first published serially in 1842—43. This 
unprecedented work, set in a suburban district called City of 
the Devil (La cite du demon), advanced ideas like social 
security, health care, and workers’ credit unions. Maxime 
Leroy, a major historian of socialism, holds that Sue prepared 
a favorable climate for the Revolution of 1848. He greatly 
influenced Victor Hugo, Balzac, and Zola. His work also 
gave rise to the roman a quat’ sous, or three-penny novel, sold 
in working-class markets. Closer to our own day, Mac Orlan, 
Cendrars, and Queneau are referred to as “ les fortifs,” be
cause many of their characters live just beyond the gates, or 
fortifications, of Paris. Proletarian writers like Henry 
Poulaille, Christiane Rochefort, and Jean Vautrin also wrote 
classic works on la banlieue.8

Unlike Sue, who was born to the upper class, Didier 
Daeninckx was born into a working-class family of the 
Parisian “red belt,” where he lives and works to this day. He 
left school at sixteen and worked as a printer for twelve years 
before writing his first novel. The author of twelve impec
cably crafted books of fiction, Daeninckx is one of the most 
respected writers in France. He is known for his unyielding 
personal integrity and independence from any literary 
group. He is at once a writer’s writer, and an outspoken 
champion of the wounded and the oppressed. Frangois Bon, 
a close friend of Daeninckx, has written, “ ...[his work is 
rooted] in those places of collective shame where he digs 
around, those places he brings back to us (the clocharde in 
Mort en Vile [Death on the Island^ really exist and so do her 
dogs, just like the guy squatting in one of Le Corbusier’s
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buildings in Playback). They are not just metaphors. But 
that’s where he begins his work, weaving back together the 
threads of anonymous collective memory where behind each 
image are enormous lodes of shame.”9

Though they transcend the genre, most of Daeninckx’s 
books are published in la serie noire. All are sparked by a true 
incident or chain of events, and are based on scrupulous on
site research. One of his best-known works, Lumiere Noire 
{Black Light], published by Gallimard in 1987, was written 
six months after local police, fronting for the federal govern
ment, illegally rounded up and deported 10 1 immigrants 
from Mali. Most of the Maliens had been living in Les 
Fillettes, a project in Aubervilliers, referred to by Le Pen 
types as the Casbah. “The whole thing was a ‘gag’ on the part 
of the government,” Daeninckx told me last winter. “They 
wanted people to think they were doing something about 
‘the immigrant problem.’ So the police came here, did their 
round-up routine, and hid the Maliens in a hotel at the air
port. They’d kept an entire floor of this hotel empty, so as to 
have it at their disposal. What got me going was there were 
1 o 1 of them. It was bizarre; there was one too many. It had to 
be symbolic.” 10 On the basis of that detail, Daeninckx got 
the idea that the 10 1st Malien had been witness to some
thing he shouldn’t have seen— a murder committed, and 
being covered up, by the police. In the novel, Yves Guyot, a 
reformed ex-con whose best friend was the one murdered, 
resolves to get to the bottom of things. His quest takes him 
from Les Fillettes to Bamako to the Malien Bush. “In Lumiere 
Noire, Bamako is a ban lieue of Paris," said Daeninckx. “When 
you stop to think about how Francophone Africa was bro
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ken, how the working class was destroyed.... Bamako, by 
plane, is two hours from Paris. Those cities are tied to each 
other, and neither can escape.”

La banlieue lends itself quite naturally to la serie noire. For 
Daeninckx, the genre is more a strategy than a style, a means 
to acutely criticize French society. “And of course,” says 
Daeninckx,

It has strong roots in the American tradition. John Dos 

Passos, Steinbeck, Jack London, Chester Himes, Raymond 

Chandler, Jim  Thompson, Hemingway. T h at’s an extraordi

nary crucible. I’ve lately been reading Sinclair, and though 

there are certain fairly obvious novelistic flaws, it’s very 

strong. W hen I first read Sinclair, at the age of seventeen, it 

made an indelible impression. W hat links all these writers is 

that the fiction is so carefully grounded in reality, in personal 

lived experience. And that’s where the American serie noire 

comes together with the great French tradition of Zola, 

H ugo, and Balzac. You see this clearly in Simenon— a writer 

many have disparaged for having written four hundred 

novels— but still he was a great writer. And he was a court 

reporter who followed hundreds of cases. For all the writers 

I’ve just mentioned, that contact with people, with their 

society, imbued them, their characters, with great humanity.

So in choosing to write in the serie noire it was with this in 

mind. To write about all that’s going wrong, but to do it 

with humanity.

Patrick Raynal, a novelist and scholar who directs two 
serie noire lines for Gallimard, holds that the banlieue is

.. .the great inspiration for the new wave, the neo-polar [neo- 

detective mystery] of the 1980s. W e are all children of 1968.
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T hat’s where the work gets its political, ironic cast. W e are 

also sons of the American roman noir and B movies. The major 

influence of the American novel on the French is that so 

much American writing is behaviorist. And that connects 

with the great psychological novels of nineteenth-century 

France. The neo-polar also has certain links to the punk move

ment in music. As far as I ’m concerned, the neo-polar was the 

only sustained cultural reaction against the 1980 s, which 

were like a foretaste of hell.11

Raynal’s Nice-Est, set in a slum east of Nice, appeared in 
1988 as part of a series, done by SOS Racisme and the 
publishing house Calmann-Levy, in which novelists were 
commissioned to address current racial strife. “O f all the 
cities in France, Nice is the most hypocritical about its ban- 
lieues,” says Raynal. “Directly across from the airport are 
hideous slums and shantytowns. During the tourist season, 
they are hidden with enormous screens painted with lux
uriant Mediterranean landscapes.” Close to ninety percent 
of those living in Nice-Est are Arabs.

Raynal’s novel is spiced, here and there, with phrases in 
American English; the music played in cafes and cars and 
over ghetto blasters also tends to come from the States. The 
tone, pacing, and hero are Chandleresque. For all that, the 
book is deeply rooted in Niqoise history and current events. 
It’s particularly acute on the bigotry between first-genera
tion French and recent immigrants. Like Daeninckx, Raynal 
took off from a recent scandal involving French treatment of 
Arabs. The book’s hero is one Spinelli, a French-Calabrian 
collection agent. Tough-talking and not above the occasional 
racial slur himself, he is blackmailed by his boss (a supporter
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of Le Pen) into making a supposedly infamous Arab kingpin 
cough up his neighborhood’s back rent. After a few hal
lucinatory days in the “Casbah,” where he is falsely impli
cated in a murder, Spinelli learns that the land on which the 
project is built has actually been sold by the local government 
to a foreign investor who intends to raze the slum, deport the 
inhabitants, and build luxury housing. Spinelli exposes the 
scandal, but at great personal loss. Lest he be killed by the 
local Mafia, he must leave his beloved city.

“For me,” says Raynal, “thepolar is a fairy tale, a fairy tale 
for adults. Finally, it’s highly moral literature, concerned 
with ultimate questions concerning good and evil.”

The unrelieved day-to-day is the focus of Carol Mann’s La 
Douceur du Foyer [Home Sweet Home], published in France in 
1991. The novel consists of the diary kept for one year by 
Isabelle Mercier, a housewife in “red” Malakoff, just south of 
Paris. “I set out to write a story about a life where nothing 
happens,” said Mann, who was dubbed: “The Georges Sand 
of Malakoff,” by Le Monde, the largest French daily. “I wanted 
it to be typically banlieue. Isabelle is part pied-noir [born of 
French parents in Algeria], her husband is half-Armenian, 
her brother-in-law votes Le Pen.” 12 Much of Isabelle’s time 
(and that of most everyone she knows) is spent chez McDo 
(that’s French for McDonald’s) and at the SuperM (super
market). At home, she watches Dynasty or Dallas', her kids 
prefer Barbie and Donald Duck. Children, particularly girls, 
are named for characters on American soap operas (one of 
Isabelle’s daughters is Jennifer.) Very few references are 
specifically French; Mann has drawn the portrait of a dispirit- 
ingly bland, global-consumer culture in what had once been
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an idealistic, communally oriented, working-class town. 
Isabelle, previously a secretary at a Parisian fashion magazine, 
has secret literary yearnings. But her cultural references don’t 
seem to include literature; her characters and plot devices are 
straight from escapist TV. She’s eaten up with the feeling 
that “people like me don’t write books. ” Her banlieusarde rage 
and frustration are clearly expressed through her novel’s 
heroine, who single-handedly burns down the center of Paris: 
“The wind fed the flames and soon all of the Place Vendome 
was in blazes...the fire swept through the Boulevard des 
Capucines and Montmartre, having engulfed the 
Opera.. .There were some twenty million deaths, counting 
the pigeons.. .but all that, Roxane learned only later.” 13 The 
book has done well critically and in bookstores. “Wherever 
I’m invited,” said Mann, “people say the same thing; ‘That’s 
my life. I didn’t know one could write real books about lives 
like mine.’”

La banlieue is deeply inscribed in Marie Ndiaye’s last novel, 
En Famille (1990), about a young woman’s doomed search for 
her roots. Though ultimately a tragic tale of rupture and 
alienation in which Fanny will be denied “citizenship” in both 
her ancestors’ village and her mother’s banlieue, the novel’s 
form is that of the picaresque, with chapterheads linked to the 
action (like “Eugene Goes Away. ”) A whole series of chapter- 
heads (including “The Apartment,” “The Supermarket,” 
“The Beauty Salon,” “The Moviehouse,” and “The Public 
Garden”) are devoted to elements of the self-sufficient “new 
city” where the protagonist’s mother (who will eventually dis
own her) lives. From “The Apartment” : “The living room 
looked out on the belt parkway; in spite of the noise, Fanny’s
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mother considered it the most agreeable room.. .sitting on the 
couch, she liked to watch the cars heading toward the city, and 
she’d seen some spectacular accidents. In this modern living 
room.. .one never got bored. . . ” 14 Ndiaye writes brilliantly on 
confusion, loss, and helpless guilt in the face of ravaged con
tinuity. From a chapter called ‘‘Changes in the Village,” a 
monologue by one of Fanny’s aunts:

For a while now, our villag e.. .has been undergoing in

numerable changes, so that it no longer looks like a tradi

tional village, but a group of dwellings grouped by chance in 

one place, or scattered there without coherence.. ..But can 

we still call it a village? The butcher, the baker, the grocery, 

and the delicatessen, have all disappeared from the church 

square; their shop windows, all whited over, are covered with  

advertisements hastily pasted up, and thoughtlessly torn

dow n__ If our merchants have closed shop, it is surely our

fault. I don’t regret it for the merchandise; the supermarket 

has more, and at better prices. But in the morning, walking 

along the main street, the desolate sadness o f those closed 

shops, of the sidewalk where no one stops anym ore.. .grabs 

me painfully, and I no longer know what I ’m supposed to 

prefer.... The church itself is closed more than it is open —

N o  one has the slightest reason to go to this dead square, the 

deserted main street, the village [has no] center.. ..W e don’t 

know the inhabitants of those new developments; the people

all look identical to us__ Is it...th eir identical houses that

give us the feeling that over and over again w e’re meeting the 

same person, reproduced?15

In the whole novel there’s not a single place name. The 
universe of En Famille is at once meticulously described and 
completely anonymous.
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Marguerite Duras’s beautifully written La Pluie d’Ete 
[Summer Rain], published in France in 1990, captures the in
scrutability of Vitry, a poor banlieue outside Paris. Every
thing in the novel is mysterious— the mother’s origins, the 
parents’ identification with the famous subjects of the 
biographies they devour, the spellbinding beauty of all their 
children, the genius of their eldest son. It’s a family in which 
the parents don’t work and the kids rarely, if ever, go to 
school. There is abandonment, incest, madness, and deep, 
laceratingly tender love. Among themselves the family 
communicates at the level of subtext; to outsiders, hardly 
anything these people say makes sense. And yet the family 
has a haunting, magnetic charm. In her inimitable way, 
Duras sends up educators, social workers, and the legions of 
journalists who have “done” la banlieue. But she has ac
complished far more. In Summer Rain, social, economic, and 
political injustice have reached the intensity of cosmic hurt. 
The family’s slum is to be destroyed, its rubble cleared away:

For weeks the dying throes of the old highway shook the hills 

of Vitry, rattling the rickety buildings in the little streets 

running down to the port, the birds, the dogs, the children.

Then everything went quiet.

A  new and echo-less silence descended. Even the sound of the 

sea had disappeared, along with the foreign communities 

driven from their homes on the banks of the river.16

In the afterword to her novel, Duras describes Vitry as “a 
terrifying suburb, hard to locate and ill-defined.. .the least 
literary place imaginable.. .” 17
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But what is a “ literary place?”
Places are said to be “literary” because they have tradi

tionally been so. Judging from recent French fiction, places 
like Vitry and Les 4000 are indeed “literary,” but in ways 
that we are just beginning to know.

F E I T L O W I T Z  L A  B A N L I E U E  L I F E  O N  T H E  E D G E

From a conversation with Didler Daeninckx, in Aubervilliers, 

February 3 , 1 9 9 2 :

‘T v e  taken part in numerous round-tables and discussions 

on the theme of la banlieue. And almost always, most o f the 

people on those panels live in the most privileged neighbor

hoods of Paris. I have the impression that, for them, the ban

lieue represents regret and guilt, for they know that’s where 

the excluded ones live, where the excluded ones have always 

lived. There is also fascination, but that comes into play with  

their guilt.

“In France, people become fascinated with things at the 

moment they are about vanish. Like with heavy industry, 

which basically has disappeared. W e have museums now 

that are devoted to work, museums all about iron and steel. 

As soon as the thing ceases to exist, it becomes an object of 

reflection. But when it still could have been saved, no one 

really did anything, no one was really interested. Frankly, 

that’s how I regard much of the attention now being paid to 

la banlieue.

“But the regret takes another form, too. A  regret for what 

Paris once was. Think of the photographs taken by Robert 

Doisneau: the bride next to the coal seller next to the old 

grandma next to the clochard next to the worker taking his
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break. That really did exist, I experienced it. I used to be a 

printer in the Latin Quarter. Everyone in the neighborhood 

would have lunch together in the Theatre Mouffetarde, 

which no longer exists. Actors, musicians, workers in their 

blue overalls... Life was hard, but there was a real sense of 

community. Paris has been stripped of that richness. And so 

places like Aubervilliers and Saint-Denis have a nostalgic 

appeal, if you will. T h ey’re like hidden, living memories of 

Paris.

“There’s a project nearby, Les 4000, that has come to sym 

bolize dereliction. But that’s not the whole story. There’s a 

black man living there, a sweeper. N o  one pays him much at

tention, he just goes about his business. It turns out that he 

was one of the Warrior Chiefs of Mozambique. Aubervilliers 

remains marked by the Spanish immigration during the 

Civil War. This was one of the most important centers of 

resistance, and some of the former leaders of the Republican 

Arm y still live here. There’s so much history here, so many 

people who were terribly important in crucial world events. 

I could tell you scores of stories. I could point people out on 

the street, almost without stopping.”

1 Francois Maspero, Lespassagers du Roissy-Express (Paris: Fiction 
&  Cie, Editions du Seuil, 1990), pp. 2 4 - 2 5 .  My translation. Un

less otherwise noted, the translations from books cited are mine.
2The “hot summers” of the 1980s refers to violent uprisings of 

North African youth against police in various banlieues. Protest 

was sparked by specific instances of racist police brutality. The 

most violent protests were in 19 8 1 and 19 8 3  in the r/>/(project) of 

Les Minguettes, outside Lyon; and in 19 9 1 in Vaux-en-Velin, also 
outside Lyon. There were also uprisings in Sartrouville and Main-
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tes-la-Jolie, outside Paris. In all incidents at least one North 

African male had been killed needlessly and illegally by the 

police. One of the most tragic incidents took place during the 

Moslem festival of Ramadan in “Les 4000 de la Courneuve.” A  

nine-year-old boy was fatally shot because the guard in one of the 

residential towers was annoyed by the Bengal lanterns, etc., of the 

Ramadan celebrations.
The above incidents also sparked anti-racist marches— notably 

one in Paris on June 1 5 , 1 9 8 5 — and other government and com

munity-based efforts to address racism.

W hile I was in France researching this piece, Les Temps Modemes 

(No. 5 4 5 5 4 6 , December 19 9 1 January 1992) published a special 

section, “ B A N LIEU ES: relegation ou citoyennete.. [Relegation 

or Citizenship], which focuses on the ramifications of exclusion; 

and A C T E S  de la Recherche en sciences sociales devoted an entire issue 

(December 19 9 1)  to “La souffrance” [Suffering], with several es

says on particular hanlieues and housing projects. In the last year, 

the major weeklies have all done special dossiers on la banlieue.

See, for example, Le Nouvel Observateur, June 20 26, 19 9 1. The 

monthly book review Lire also ran a special focus, “La Banlieue est 

un Roman” [La banlieue is a novel] in its October 19 9 1 issue.

In the U.S., French Politics and Society reviewed three books on 

the Parisian “red belt” in its Winter 1992 issue.

For additional background, I am pleased to cite conversations 

with Annie Cohen-Solal, Daniel Lindenberg, and Christian Bach- 

mann, March 5, 1992.

On March 3, 19 9 2, the French government organized a major 

cabinet-level conference on how to address the urgent problems as

sociated with la banlieue.

3Telephone interview, February 12 ,19 9 2 .
4Maspero, op. cit., p .18 7.

5Francois Bon, Decor Ciment (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1988), p.26.
6Bon, p. 2 1 7 .
7 Bon, p. 202.

F E I T L O W I T Z  L A  B A N L I E U E  : L I F E  O N  T H E  E D G E

{ 132 }



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

8
Henri Poulaille, Lepain quotidien ( 19 3 1) ,  Seul dans la vie a quatorze 

ans (1980); Christiane Rochefort, Lespetits enfants du siecle ( 19 6 1);  

Jean Vautrin, Billy-Ze-Kick (1974).

9Fran<£ois Bon, “ Postface,” Quartier du Globe, by Didier Daeninckx 

(Montreuil: Folies d’encre, 1989), pp. 49—50.

IOI met with Daeninckx in Aubervilliers on February 3, 1992.

111 interviewed Reynal at his home in Paris on February 1 1 ,  1992.
12 From a conversation with Mann in Malakoff, February 4, 1992.

13 Carol Mann, La douceur du foyer { Paris: Editions Seghers, 19 9 1), 

p .253.

14Marie Ndiaye, En Famille (Paris: Editions deMinuit, 1990), p. 

130.

I5Ndiaye, pp. 20 3-20 4.
1 Marguerite Duras, Summer Rain, translated by Barbara Bray (New  

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1992), p. 1 16 . The book was 

originally published as P/uie d’e'te'(Paris: P.O.L., 1990).

17Duras, (Bray, trans.), p. 145.
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o r ig in a l s i n,  e tc .;  To Sleep, Perchance to Dream , on  d re a m s, fantasy, 

p sy ch o an a ly sis , in so m n ia, (u n )co n scio u sn ess, altered  states, art; and 

Totem and Taboo, on c u ltu r e  an d  th e  in d iv id u a l ,  u rb a n  legen d s, 

p r im it iv e  b e in g , p r im a l la n g u a g e s , re p re s e n ta tio n , th e  u n sp eak

a b le , ty p e s  o f  so c ia l an d  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  o r g a n iz a tio n , tab o o s o f all 

k in d s, assorted to tem s.
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