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CO U N T R Y  W I T H O U T  A  NA M E



The f ive  s tor ies  in  Solzheni t s yn  Jukebox  (Argot i s t  2010)  move a long a  cont inuum of 
f ic t ion to  es say.   The 24 pieces  in  Countr y  Without  a  Name  move f rom f ic t ion/memoir 
(memfic) ,  a t  t imes  s tark ly  factua l ,  a t  other  t imes  haz i ly  f ic t ional ,  to  prose  poem.

A group reading of  “Acceptance  i s  to  her  a  phenomenon” appears  a t  Whale  Sound ; 
“Gerade  recht s  zum Volk sz immer”  at  Big  Ci ty  Li t ;  “1974,  What  I  Wanted” at  fwric t ion: 
rev iew ;  “ Inaccrochable”  at  Wiglea f ;  “Basa l  Dis tance”  at  Wordgather ing  and on MiPO-
radio .   “Red Squirre l ,”  “Jungle ,”  and “Trent  Kesey”  appear  as  “Three  Shor t  Fict ions” 
in  Minnetonka Review .   Work i s  for thcoming in  Thrice  Fic t ion .

Thanks  to  Je f f rey  Side  for  publ i shing the  ebooks  and to  Danie l  Harr i s  for  ar t .   For 
the i r  ins ights  and encouragement ,  I  wish to  thank the  authors  of  Fict ionaut ,  in  par-
t icular,  Jürgen Fauth,  James  Robison,  Ju l ie  Innis ,  Bobbi  Lur ie ,  Meg Pokrass ,  Marcus 
Speh,  Kathy Fish,  Sam Rasnake,  Cher i se  Wolas ,  Jane Hammons,  Gary Percesepe,  and 
Susan Tepper,  among severa l  others ,  inc luding the  members  of  WAG (Writers  Across 
Genres) .   A spec ia l  thanks  to  Bi l l  Yarrow for  hi s  c lose  textua l  reading and to  Carol 
Novack for  her  exper t  guidance  and the  term memfic .   Thanks  to  Laura  Hinton,  Mau-
reen E.  Mulvihi l l ,  and Bruce  Johnson for  the i r  suppor t  of  my wri t ing.   Thanks  to  Marc 
Vincenz for  hi s  encouragement  and textua l  des ign.   Deep apprec iat ion to  my fami ly 
and other  f r iends  and Tony Sanders .
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CO N T E N T S





 When Kayla  arranged to  have  her  breas t s  reduced and divorce  Lyle ,  i t  was  be-
cause  she  was  a  Pagan and he was  Born Again.   That  had a lways  been t rue  and became 
truer.   He would not  take  Prozac  and ta lked Jesus  to  her  as  i f  f rom a  bucket .   His  Bible 
was  as  shopworn as  a  ser v ice  manual .
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MA R I P O S A



 I  h i t  the  pole  on Whited Avenue a  year  to  the  day.   The radio was  dr iv ing.   The 
seatbe l t  snapped my s ternum.  The acts  the  she l f  l i fe .   Later,  the  k indred,  octogenar-
ian doctor  prescr ibed Topiramate ,  approved to  combat  PTSD.  My brother  the  pot 
smoker  thinks  the  doctor  i s  Big  Pharma,  but  I  th ink he  i s  a  swinging,  bearded,  whis -
t l ing,  s inging shaman who s tudies  chemica l  sequences .   This  one mimics  coca  s t i r red 
with s tomach ac id or  chicken f r ied in  grandma’s  k i tchen without  the  nasty  s ide  e f -
fect s ,  without  the  downs,  the  IBMs and 666s ,  the  big  o ld Gregor  Samsa,  the  tas te  of 
t i re  smoke,  ash or  t in ,  the  cash so l ic i ta t ion,  the  guns  and squad cars  in  the  ward,  the 
next- to-nothing boyfr iend,  a l l  s ickeningly  handsome as  he  says  i t .
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B I G  EN G L I S H



 I  wanted to  earn A’s .   And an A cup to  protect  my ta l l  n ipples  f rom fondl ing 
at  school .   It  was  our  f i r s t  year  to  be  graded.   Unti l  then,  we had been scored on 
behavior—what  i f  we were  to  be  scored on behavior  or  graded today?   Then we were 
t rans i t ioning f rom behavior  to  per formance a long academic  l ines ,  and once ,  my head 
s t i l l  hur t ing f rom the k ick i t  rece ived on May 2,  the  day before  my twel f th  bir thday, 
f rom a  boy on the  p layground,  probably  Hans ,  but  maybe someone e l se ,  maybe Je f f , 
not  l ike ly  David,  and not  the  twins ,  Joe l  and Tim, and not  Char les ,  never  could i t 
have  been Char les .   Char les  was  the  sor t  of  young man in s ixth grade who might  grow 
up to  defend a  woman against  the  might  of  other  men,  so  i t  was  not  he  who kicked my 
temple ,  a f ter  the  teachers  had warned the  boys  not  to  k ick us  there .   Sure ly,  someone 
must  have  wondered what  “temple”  meant .   There  was  another  David,  but  for  the  sake 
of  f ic t ion,  he  goes  by Donald in  my books .   Donald and I  had a  re la t ionship hi s tory 
that  could be  t raced to  the  McGovern-Nixon e lect ion in  which McGovern won only 
one s tate ,  ours ,  and Nixon won the  res t .   In  the  show of  hands ,  Laur ie  and I  had 
voted for  McGovern.   The other  28 kids  had voted for  Nixon.   I  p lanned a  chi ldhood 
memoir  ca l led Voting  for  McGovern  or  Wait ing  to  Be  Hippie s .   I  thought  of  us  dressed 
for  those  three  years  in  our  e lephant  pants  and mini-dresses ,  beads  and chokers  a t  our 
necks ,  long blond hair  par ted down the  middle ,  recorders ,  eas ier  to  p lay  than f lute  and 
c lar inet ,  though we played those ,  too,  and as  we got  to  be  bet ter  a t  those  instruments , 
recorder  became harder  to  p lay,  eas ier  to  overblow,  and the  g i r l s  with soprano voices , 
one with long brown hair  and pret ty  bangs ,  jo ined the  Chamber  Choir  for  which they 
had had to  audit ion,  and due to  my extreme height—I was  5 '2"  by seventh grade—I 
could not  or  d id not  think I  could s ing the  high notes  the  other  g i r l s  could s ing and 
no boy,  no boy could hi t  those  high notes  ever  aga in.   Char les  appeared in  the  ha l l  in 
e ighth grade spor t ing the  f i r s t  beard,  and I  acted mature ly  toward i t ,  a s  i f  i t  d id  not 
faze  me that  he  had grown a  beard over  the  summer and his  mother,  Gretchen,  and 
his  fa ther,  Father,  had a l lowed him to do i t .   I f  there  had been arranged marr iage  in 
e ighth grade,  the  grade i t  used to  be  and s t i l l  somet imes  i s  when chi ldren le f t  school 
to  work in  the  f ie lds ,  I  would have  hoped that  my parents  would have  arranged for  me 
to  marry  Mike,  who was  ta l l  and spread his  protect ive  arms around me on the  sofa  in 
our  l iv ing room, despi te  hi s  age ,  which must  have  been only  thir teen,  a l ready a  man 
l ike  Char les ,  a  man l ike  my father,  who must  have  been 49 at  the  t ime,  and who got 
mad at  Mike,  th inking worse  things  than arms fo lded around his  daughter  because  of 
bad Donald,  Mike who could be  descr ibed even at  th i r teen as  b lue  col lar  because  to 
earn a  l iv ing i s  what  he  wanted to  do,  and Donald,  a  poor  s tudent  who had voted for 
Nixon in the  open e lect ion yet  p icked the  only  two g i r l s  who had voted for  McGovern 
to  take  him to the  equat ion that  led to  the  baby carr iage ,  could take  her  dream away 
f rom her,  to  get  A’s—a bad g i r l ,  perhaps ,  one who wanted to  score  and score  wel l ,  an 
anomaly,  a  t r ick  in  the i r  otherwise  order ly  progress ion of  nips  of  vodka to  nympho-
maniac ,  not  a  nympho,  maybe a  sea  nymph or  wood nymph,  and not  an oi ly-haired 
g i r l ,  a  ta l l  g i r l ,  a t  5 '2" ,  fas t  a t  a lgebra  and sure  at  sc ience  and made for  weddings  a f ter 
a l l .
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1974,  WH A T  I  WA N T E D



 Ann and User  Name are  going to  a  cof fee  shop in a  nor thern c i ty.  The weather 
i s  predicted to  be  25 degrees .   The cafe  has  exposed log wal l s .   User  Name’s  apar tment 
i s  in  the  warehouse  di s t r ic t .   The cof fee  shop i s  near  the  creek.   Ann wi l l  wear  b lack 
boots ,  b lack jeans ,  and a  gray  cashmere  sweater  dress .   She wi l l  not  look “great .”  She 
wi l l  look even.   Her  hai r  wi l l  be  in  a  knot  f rom not  brushing i t  a f ter  washing i t .   User 
Name wi l l  greet  her  by te l l ing her  she’s  r ight ,  she  i s  ta l l ,  and Ann wi l l  th ink of  the i r 
middle-aged gr ie f,  though she  fee l s  twelve  and thir ty-nine .   He wi l l  be  ta l l .   She’ l l  say, 
“You’re  ta l l  yourse l f !  I  so  l ike  ta l l ! ”  And they’ l l  d ive  for  a  table  by the  window when 
the  e lder ly  lawnmower repairman begins  to  c lear  i t  and leave .   Americano,  Ann wi l l 
say,  large ,  wonder ing i f  you pay in  sex  for  that  or  i f  i t  goes  on a  tab or  ledger  adding 
up to  ges tures  that  add up to  sex  or  money that  adds  up to  the  same thing as  sex .   He’s 
ta l l .   He’s  appet i t ive .   He orders  a  Danish.   He orders  a  la t te .   His  eyes  are  wide then 
narrow and brown.   Hers  are  gray  then they look away,  toward the  back door  where  a 
de l ivery  dr iver  has  walked in ,  carr y ing a  t ray.   Nothing i s  going to  happen today.   User 
Name has  a  miss ing toe ,  but  she  wi l l  not  know that  unt i l  the  third date .   On the  f i r s t 
date ,  she  wi l l  not  know.   The miss ing toe  wi l l  mean,  eventual ly,  g iv ing succor,  not  for 
the  loss  of  i t ,  a  b lade  fe l l  on i t  when he was  e ight ,  but  for  hi s  hated father,  h i s  fa ther 
who s tayed up la te  and messed around in the  k i tchen making apple  sauce  and cherry 
wine.
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UN  AM E R I C A N O



 I  dreamt that  my old f r iend,  Trevor  Lea  Rogers ,  was  cross ing the  grassy  mal l  in 
a  c i ty  l ike  Madison,  but  not  Madison,  perhaps  Washington,  D.C.   He looked so  much 
the  same with hi s  medium-length long hair  and beard dyed black.   He was  wear ing 
a  ba l l  cap.   As  we used to  say,  he  looked l ike  Brad Pi t t .   He saw me and caught  up 
to  me;  we were  happy that  we had spotted each other.   In  rea l  l i fe ,  we haven’t  seen 
each other  in  nine  going on four teen years .   We went  to  a  nearby garden to  s i t .   The 
garden was  outs ide  an ar t s  adminis t rat ion bui ld ing.   The bui ld ing had a  narrow,  yet 
monumenta l  façade and heavy,  forbidding f ront  doors .   We sat  outs ide ,  exper iencing 
a  mutual  happiness ,  without  knowing exact ly  what  i t  was  they did ins ide  the  ar t s  ad-
minis t rat ion bui ld ing.   Then Trevor  took a  sc i s sors  f rom his  pack and went  over  to  the 
bank of  white  petunias  that  edged the  s idewalk.   He cut  a l l  the  petunias  up unt i l  they 
looked shredded l ike  b i l l s .   He to ld me he had renamed himsel f,  that  h i s  new name 
would be :  Kesey,  Trent  Kesey.   Just  then,  an ar t s  adminis t rator  poked her  head out  of 
the  big  f ront  doors .   She s tar ted to  ca l l  Trevor  ins ide .   She was  smi l ing at  h im,  but 
she  f rowned at  me.   She sa id  she  was  thinking of  having him arres ted.   The shredded 
white  petunias  were  on the  lawn.   Spel l  i t  whi le  you can,  I  was  thinking soundly ;  the 
petunias  wi l l  be  wasted otherwise .   Just  then the  ar t s  adminis t rator  dec ided not  to 
press  charges  aga inst  Trevor  and le t  h im go.   Trevor  dec ided aga inst  spe l l ing hi s  new 
name,  but  I  p ictured i t :  Trent  Kesey  wri t ten out  in  white  f lowers .

 Then Trevor  bought  a  dress  for  hi s  wi fe ,  Ju l ie ,  for  her  b i r thday.   He bought  i t 
f rom a  s t reet  vendor  and was  t r y ing to  devi se  a  way to  wrap i t ,  by  fo lding i t  care ful ly 
on colored t i s sue  paper.   He sa id  he  hadn’t  been to  see  her  in  a  week.
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TRE N T  KE S E Y



GO DGO D

I  rea l i ze  that  to  say,  “I  do not  be l ieve  in  God” i s  foots teps  away f rom “I  do not  re ly 
on God” and “God le f t  me.”
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SH O O T  T H E  MO O N

 I  changed my mind about  what  had taken place :  I  had fa i led improper ly,  not , 
a s  I  a t  f i r s t  be l ieved,  won every  hear t .   The hear t s  were  in  the  f ie ld .   The hear t s ,  our 
hear t s ,  our  two ta l l  hear t s ,  our  too- ta l l  f r i endship ,  too  ta l l  for  men,  our  hear t s  in  our  eye s , 
a t  a  l eve l ,  to  the  s ide ,  our  hat ing  to  do  thi s :  to  win,  we  lo s e .

 The Queen of  Spades  had not  won every  hear t ,  but  i t  was  not  in  her  hear t  to 
rea l i ze  i t ,  and now:   what  di f ference  did i t  make?   She had repor ted her  ga in.

           Did her  face  require  so  much s tudious  fasc inat ion?   I  had looked at  the  s ide  of 
her  face  more  ways  than one—the sor t  of  face  she  wore  but  a l so  the  face  her  parents 
had g iven her,  ancient  bone s t ructure ,  judge’s  eyes .

  I  was  not  “be s t .”   I  was  “be t t er”  and “s incere l y.”

 She bore  herse l f  l ike  a  “widow.”   Men edged up to  her  k inet ic  c i rc le ,  want ing 
to  touch him:  her  fa ther,  to  meet  him,  to  know him,  to  tes t  for  hi s  r iches ,  but  they’d 
a l ready had her,  and he,  not  hear ing a l l  th i s  r id iculousness ,  g ir l - to-woman,  woman-to-
man,  s e rene ly  born ,  knew her  as  a  g i r l !

 Nei ther  of  us  thought  of  rea l  winning.   We set  about  br i l l i ant  los ing,  dark angel 
forms of  luck and greed,  the  des i re ,  the  crav ing,  the  need to  lo s e  so  s t renuous  that  one 
wins ;  we t ied at  th i r teen.   She was  26 when she  faked her  v ic tory.   I  was  29 when I  los t 
mine.
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Ge r a de  r ec h ts  zu m  Vol ksz i m m e r

 We do thi s :  We go out  for  cof fee  in  Wayzata .   We go to  the  Car ibou that  i s  next 
to  the  bookstore .   Harry,  an ear ly  re t i ree  and investment  s t rateg i s t  and good man, 
wor ld t rave ler,  s tops  at  our  table  to  ask  i f  we have  seen i t :  the  Porsche Carerra  parked 
just  around the  corner.   He es t imates  i t  cost s  $350,000 and that  there  are  fewer  than 
ten of  them in the  country,  s ix  more  l ike ly.   We haven’t  seen i t ,  but  Lena,  my f r iend, 
says ,  “That’s  how much my house  cost s :  $350,000.”

 Later,  we’re  eat ing hamburgers  a t  the  Wayzata  Legion—they are  very  ju icy  and 
cost  $6 for  the  basket—and Lucia  walks  in  with Karen.   Karen i s  carr y ing a  g igant ic 
gold Chanel  purse .   Both are  in  pants  se t s  and hee l s .   They have  been to  Gianni’s ,  the 
best  s teak house ,  and are  coming in  to  the  Legion,  the  only  p lace  that  a l lows smoking 
ins ide .   Lucia  i s  loud and f r iendly  and af fect ionate .   She runs  her  arms around the 
Duke and squeezes  herse l f  in  between his  l egs .   He i s  ba ld  and ye l lowing and spotted, 
a t  l eas t  70,  and she  i s  65,  but  she  looks  age les s ,  l ike  Sophia  Loren.   Karen t ies  us  up 
with ta lk .   She te l l s  us  her  fa ther  i s  a  three- t ime veteran,  and people  a t  the  Legion are 
a lways  good to  her  even though she  wears  Chanel  and Car t ier  d iamonds.   We look at 
her  f inger.   It ’s  b ig ,  a  wide band up to  the  f i r s t  jo int .   She wears  a  d iamond cross  that 
covers  her  breas tbone.   I  can’t  f igure  out  why she  i s  wear ing a  leopard pr int  chemise .   
She i s  very  marr ied,  as  she  te l l s  us  in  p la in deta i l .   She says  that  she  and Lucia  are 
going to  a  pr ivate  dinner  with Bush in  Wayzata  for  $5,000 per  person.   Lena says  she 
would only  pay $5,000 to  eat  with Elv i s ,  and only  i f  she  got  to  s i t  r ight  next  to  him.

 Karen walks  away and Lena says  that  she  has  Car t ier,  too,  and Chanel ,  but  she 
doesn’t  ta lk  about  i t  with s t rangers  a t  the  f r igg in’  Legion,  for  cr i sesake .   Of  course , 
I  say.   Lucia  i s  German,  and we had a  conversat ion auf  Deut s ch  a t  the  cof fee  shop on 
another  day.   She sa id  my German was  commendable ,  but  she  knew r ight  of f  she  didn’t 
l ike  me.   That  was  the  week before  she  went  to  the  Cheney luncheon in Exce l s ior.

 Lena and I  grew up together  and vote  for  Democrats .   We’ve  ta lked about 
pol i t ic s ,  which i s  a  l i t t le  surpr i s ing cons ider ing that  so  few people  do.   The men in 
her  fami ly  are  Republ icans  and the  women are  Democrats ,  going back to  FDR.  Their 
women and men disagree  about  the  war.   In  my fami ly,  we vote  for  Democrats ,  without 
ever  be ing sure  whether  they represent  our  v iews .   My mother  i s  more  l ike  a  moderate 
peacet ime Republ ican,  my brother  a  Chri s t ian member  of  a  le f t i s t  par ty  not  invented 
yet .

Dinner

 At  our  women’s  d inner,  no one takes  p ictures .   Al l  seven women are  dressed 
up and look beaut i fu l  for  our  age .   Our ages  vary  f rom 41 to  66,  adjust ing for  the 
poss ib i l i ty  that  one of  us  i s  a l ter ing her  s ta t i s t ic s .   We grew up together,  most  of  us .  
Our goal  i s  to  eat  a  terr i f ic  meal  in  a  res taurant  and to  l ight  up c igaret tes  a f terward.  
Soon,  we won’t  be  able  to  do that ,  and a l ready,  we have  had to  dr ive  to  the  neighbor-
ing county to  do that .   Our hostess ,  Lena,  v i s i t s  Flor ida  to  see  her  snowbird parents 
and be l ieves  the  smoking ban i s  our  Prohibi t ion.   She has  been watching o ld Bogar t 
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movies  and rea l i z ing the  end of  an era .   I  wear  my Mizrahi  evening dress  that  I  got  a t 
Target  for  $6.

 The t ruth i s ,  we hardly  ever  unders tand what  i s  going on.   I f  you cons ider  that 
i t  i s  l ega l  to  boot- lock my car  in  a  Minneapol i s  parking lot  for  $119.75 but  not  to 
smoke in  a  res taurant ,  are  we not  in  our  r ights  to  ask  what  r ights  are ,  what  ours  are 
and what  they were?

 I  order,  of  a l l  th ings ,  beef  l iver.   What  a  s t range dec i s ion,  to  eat  l iver  a t  a  res -
taurant .   Al l  the  women ask to  tas te  i t ,  a s  i f  i t  were  an exot ic  appet izer.   I  g ive  them a l l 
b i tes .   For  l iver,  i t  tas tes  very  good,  but  for  food,  i t  tas tes  l ike  l iver.   The thought  of 
i t ,  whi le  I  eat  i t ,  causes  a  ruckus  in  my esophagus ,  and twice  I  go to  the  women’s  room 
to burp v io lent ly  near  the  s ink.   I  eat  i t  in  the  hope that  i t  wi l l  he lp  my l iver,  which 
i s  holding up wel l  a f ter  years  of  taking medicat ions  and a  past  of  too much dr inking.  
So,  we are  a l l  hea l thy but  suf fer ing f inancia l ly,  not  equal ly  so ,  and the  tendency to 
suf fer  f inancia l ly  has  been caused by humbl ing ourse lves  to  par t icular  men.   We take 
a  quiz  in  mora l  va lues ,  phrased as  a  par ty  game.   After  the  s tory-quiz ,  i t  comes  c lear 
that  I  p lace  my va lues  in  the  fo l lowing order :  Secur i ty  ( the  o ld male  f r iend) ,  Love ( the 
g i r l ) ,  Sex  ( the  lover) ,  Moral s  ( the  g i r l ’s  female  f r iend) ,  Money ( the  o ld man) .   Within 
the  group there  i s  every  poss ib le  combinat ion.   I ’m keeping thi s  vague because  i t  i s 
more  important  to  get  out  and enjoy company and a  meal  once  in  a  whi le  than i t  i s  to 
repor t  i t  in  a  deta i led format .   You see  how i t  makes  for  pa ler  wr i t ing.   I  do.  
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TW O  HU N D RE D  F I F T Y

 Sometimes  I  th ink we are  in  i t  a l l  together,  respons ib le  to  each other  and for 
what  happens  to  one another.   We can prevent  suic ides .   Other  t imes  I  th ink thi s 
th inking i s  jaded,  that  having s t range longings  for  wor ld peace  i s  unjust i f ied.   Hap-
pier  and more  opt imist ic  people  than I  fee l  we are  not  in  i t  for  peace ,  not  respons ib le 
for  war  or  suic ide .   One mi l l ion people  die  every  year  a t  the i r  own hand,  the  hand that 
swal lows the  pi l l s  or  p l ies  a  kni fe  or  loops  a  noose  or  turns  on the  gas .   It  amounts 
to  more  deaths  than homicide  and war  combined.   For  every  person who dies  a lone 
that  way,  another  twenty  t r y.   An at tempt that  leads  to  death i s  ca l led “completed.”  
I  th ink i t  a f fect s  rent .   The dead guy i s  not  the  bad guy,  the  only  bad guy in  a  serene 
f i lm about  beauty,  the  l iv ing not  the  good guys  on a  team that  wins  at  war.   He i s  in 
hi s  own category.   He carr ies  a  name or  labe l .   He has  a  “prof i le”  under  law.   In China 
i t ’s  women.   Some people  are  aga inst  fear.   I  am more  aga inst  hate  than aga inst  love .  
Someone wi l l  t r y  to  te l l  you that  love  i s  a  s ickness .   Someone i s  a lways  diagnos ing.

 I  walked and then I  ran.   I  was  in  the  woods  on a  paved path and couldn’t  te l l 
how long a  b lock was :  I  jus t  ran f rom tree  to  t ree ,  b lue  rac ing l ine  to  b lue  rac ing l ine , 
th inking of  k i lometers .



 She upbra ided me for  not  count ing on him more .   I  to ld  her  that  my favor i te  in 
the  Bir thday Book was  August  26th,  Day of  the  Suppor t ive  Par tner.   I  to ld  her  I  had 
promised him I  wouldn’t  go mushy in  emai l s .   I  sa id  he  was  cold.   I  sa id  I  l ike  cold.  
She sa id ,  “You’re  co ld.”

V I R G O
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HY S T E R I A

 The fathers  h i t  the i r  daughters  who grew up to  fear  women,  fear  or  avoid them, 
di s t rust  or  b lame them, want ing to  shock or  maim them, the  hi t t ing fa thers  master -
minds  aga inst  le sbians .

 One father  in  thir ty-seven—or one in  three—depending on the  reckoner—is 
thought  to  have  fornicated with hi s  teenage  daughter.   I  have  learned to  ask  whether 
“fornicat ion” i s  what  i s  meant  or  whether  that’s  a  fa l se  ruminat ion,  wishful  ins i s tence 
on what  i s  d i re .

 I  once  sat  in  therapy sess ions  with a  k ind male  psychologis t  who took notes 
a f ter  our  v i s i t s .   Twenty years  la ter,  I  reread the  notes .   Whereas  I  had to ld him that 
I  had had my c lothes  torn f rom me on numerous  occas ions  by boys—what  I  now ca l l 
gang s t r ipping—he wrote  that  i t  bothered me that  a  boy had “fondled” me.   My sacred 
boxes  conta ined thi s  mis informat ion.   I  ca l led Dr.  Hal l  and asked him to rev i se  hi s 
records ,  but  they were  shredded by then.

 Brad Erret t  sucked my nipples  unt i l  I  screamed,  “Suck them!”  Kei th Lammi 
ki s sed me in the  raspberry  bushes  a t  band camp near  Moosehead.   We met  there  da i ly 
when he wasn’t  p lay ing t rumpet  and I  wasn’t  p lay ing c lar inet .   Marco Popp and Rober t 
Rai the l  k i s sed me in Germany.   Marco Popp pinned me to  the  sofa  in  the  di sco a f ter 
he’d  watched Rober t  Rai the l  whisper  in  my ear.   Marco’s  p inning me hadn’t  upset  me 
so  I  name them.

 What  bothered me was  the  v io lence  of  American boys—a Roman conquer ing by 
one of  them when I  was  f i f teen and he was  s ixteen—a chi ldhood f r iend.   Son of  my 
father’s  f r iend,  paddled by my mother’s  f r iend—neighbors  l ike  the  Rubbles  and the 
Fl ints tones—dead.   He died of  a  hear t  a t tack at  a lmost  41,  days  a f ter  9/11.   Someone 
supers t i t ious  might  say  that  I ’m his  widow.   Boys  had learned that  footbal l  i s  gay.

 Mark Jacobson died of  a  hear t  a t tack days  before  9/11.   Mark Jacobson didn’t 
ransack “the  g i r l s ,”  meaning a  g i r l ,  but  a  t ree  l imb knocked him to the  ground as  he 
rode bareback through the  park t r y ing to  tame the  wander ing Appaloosa .

Does  a  namele s s  hor s e  make  you more  ner vous  or  l e s s  ner vous  than a  named hor s e ?   
        —Padget t  Powel l



DRE A M S - I N -P R O G RE S S

 I  not iced that  on nicot ine  patch I  dreamt of  ce lebr i t ie s  and sex .   These  were 
men who knew me in the  dreams but  not  in  l i fe .   Al l  of  them were  extremely  famous, 
except  Dan Foger ty,  who used to  be  more  famous and who ki s sed me l ike  a  teenager.  
Redford came in a  l imo.   With Dylan the  embrace  was  of  f r iendship for  my rea l  f r iend, 
Jack.   A team of  reggae  journal i s t s  p layed and an unknown man came for  me af ter 
work in  a  k i l t .

 Perhaps  i t ’s  due to  Wel lbutr in—who knows?— that  I  dream now of  ce lebr i t ie s  I 
have  met  and who might  argue aga inst  i t ,  the i r  fame,  as  a  fa l se  c la im,  one that  means 
( s ince  no one bes ides  poets  and s tudents ,  co l leagues  and f r iends  knows them) a  fami l -
iar i ty  re la ted to  but  unl ike  widespread fame.

 I  walked into a  par ty.   Men I ’d  heard of  and more  than “heard of ”  were  there , 
whose  ve i led,  int imate  thoughts  revea led in  pages  of  r i sky  avant-garde l i terature  I  had 
read.   I  was  wear ing new shoes  that  were  a  ha l f  s i ze  too smal l .   My feet  had grown from 
pounding the  pavement  looking for  someone.  The homelessness  had broken open in 
me without  interrupt ing she l teredness .

 I  had s lept  a lone with a  dry  head in  a  sof t  bed.   It  was  as  i f  I  had a lways  s lept 
that  way.   I  might  have  resor ted to  holding a  s tuf fed animal .   There  was  a  reason for 
thi s  ce l ibacy but  i t  was  not  re l ig ion or  di sease .   It  was  soc iety.   I  had exceeded a  l imit 
p laced on a l l  o f  us—how many hands  we are  to  hold before  picking the  hand we most 
wish to  hold for  l i fe .   I  had thought  i t  was  a  numera l  but  i t  was  a  resonance,  one that 
happens  ear ly  then recurs .

 I  h i t  upon i t  with a  music ian,  a  famous man marr ied for  decades ,  a  soul  a l ready 
spoken for,  enough.   I  was  poor  (despi te  my she l ter )  and I  had learned that  “poor”  i s 
d i f ferent  f rom “broke”  which didn’t  apply  to  a l l  poor  people .   “Broke” descr ibed the 
nouveau poor.   And “c lar i ty”  I  suggested we use  when “enough” had been reached.

 I  dreamt in  three  dreams that  we were  at  a  poetr y  reading and at  two A.A. 
meet ings .   In  the  second dream of  the  meet ings  the  marr ied music ian suggested that  I 
read seafar ing novel s  to  he lp the  a lcohol ic  I  had next  met .   The a lcohol ic  had re jected 
A.A.  as  bra inwashing.   Enough,  enough,  enough,  but  i t  wasn’t  yet  enough:  c lar i ty  in 
act ion.

 In the  ear l ier  dream about  the  meet ings—the rooms change—I am bottomless 
under  the  table  and must  cross  the  room to f ind pants .   My fat  shows,  fa t  that  wasn’t 
there  when he met  me,  vantage  he  would not  have  seen.

 In the  dream of  the  poet  there  i s  a  wide sweeping lawn,  and we f l i r t ,  but  i t  i s 
or  i s  not  the  same thing,  and we have  no words  for  i t :  “ leg i s la t ion,”  “negot iat ion,” 
“foundat ion.”   I  co l l ide  with him on a  hi l l  and knock him over.   I  rec i rc le  the  hi l l  to 
see  him but  by then he  i s  busy.
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 Ear l ier,  not  ten years  of  i t ,  I  had walked into Kei l lor’s  bookstore  and the  word 
“c lar i ty”  was  wri t ten across  a  banner  under  the  ce i l ing.   Enough,  I  was  thinking,  but 
the  fur t ive  pos i t ion of  one seeking c lar i ty  or  enough,  quiet ly  or  a lone,  was  bare ly 
enough when I  couldn’t  see  those  brown eyes  or  pass  a  guess .





TI L L Y  AR T A U D

 NOTES:  I  spent  one summer at  my mother’s  house  with a  toad,  an American 
toad,  a  female  American toad,  a  Bufo  Americanus ,  who v i s i ted each night  at  ten and 
le f t  in  the  morning at  s ix  for  twelve  weeks ;  then she  did not  appear  a t  her  perch by 
the  g las s  door  for  two weeks ,  a  summer vacat ion.

 “If  you cont inue to  come here ,”  I  sa id  to  the  toad,  “I ’ l l  have  to  buy a  ter -
rar ium.”  At  the  word “terrar ium” she  crawled of f  into the  night .

 My l i fe  was  quiet  then,  and that  was  my enter ta inment .   I  s tudied toads  on the 
Internet .   The male  toads  have  di s t inct  voices .   They ca l l  in  mat ing.   The females  have 
l i t t le  red gul le t s .   Toads  hibernate  under  the  permafrost .   No source  seemed to  know 
how long they l ive .

 I  re luctant ly  named her  Ti l ly  Ar taud.   She was  f ree ,  not  a  pet .   I  could only 
t ra in my cat ,  Franci s ,  not  to  eat  her  i f  he  knew she were  a  pet .   Before  the  summer 
was  over,  I  saw him pat  her  gent ly  on the  head.

 Ti l ly  appears  in  a  paragraph in my shor t  s tory  “Dumb Luck.”   I  used i t ,  but  i t ’s 
a  longer  s tory  than that .   Do I  wr i te  i t  long form,  as  a  creat ive  nonf ic?   As  a  chi ldren’s 
s tory?

 I  s tar ted on a  chi ldren’s  s tory  about  f rogs  and tur t les  that  turned lewd.   The 
tur t les  were  the  landlords .   The wife  tur t le  drove  a  red Corvair.   Her  husband fetched 
s ix-packs  of  pop and beer  f rom the country  s tore  for  the  f rogs  who were  guest s .   He 
s t rapped the  s ix-packs  to  hi s  she l l  with a  bungee  cord.   He went  on foot ,  cross ing 
the  highway at  a  walking br idge .   One day a  car  h i t  h im,  and the  f rogs  didn’t  care 
that  he  was  l imping.   The f rogs  were  a  very  famous rock band s tay ing at  the  lodge.  
Cont inue?

 After  not  going out  for  weeks ,  I  went  to  a  bar  and met  an e lectr ica l  engineer, 
a  motorcyc l i s t  who raced in  the  Black Hi l l s ,  a  Renais sance  man in a  re la t ionship with 
a  young marr ied woman,  and I  to ld  him about  the  toad.
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Éc r i t ur e  de  l a  c hatte

 Another  wr i ter  was  not  a lways  another  wr i ter.   Before  that  she  was  a  young 
woman wri ter  and before  that  a  g i r l  who wrote ,  before  that  a  chi ld  and before  that 
an infant ,  before  that  an egg in  the  scenic  camarader ie  of  heaven,  in  a  f i lm about  two 
pants ,  parents  enjoining her  to  take  up.

 She has  l ived with her  and ins ide  her.   Has  she  seen i t ?   She has  not  seen i t ,  but 
she  has  roamed i t s  ha l l  unt i l  a i rborne,  a  cord dr ipping.   Who cut  i t ?   Saw.   He saw i t , 
the  boy,  f rom the foot  of  h i s  mother’s  deathbed,  her  covers  f lung of f—dark furry  snai l 
suddenly  v i s ib le—signal  of  what’s  next ,  h i s  dying at  the  beginning or  her  end.

 Another  wr i ter  wr i tes  a  ser ious  paw,  a  mistake  of  cat ,  a  dr ipping maw,  a  dune 
of  replacement .   “Sex i s  a  renewable  resource ,”  she  says .   “I f  I  have  s l ep t  wi th  a l l  o f 
Nor th  America ,  then you have  s lept  with a l l  o f  North America  and Ice land bes ides .  
Wake up,  l i zard !”  but  he  has  s l id  of f  the  bed.

 She’d rather  wr i te  h i s  penis  than her  pussy.   She’s  seen that .

 Her  c l i t  i s  of f  l imits  to  a l l  except  a  s t ranger.   He sends  her  a  chestnut-s ized, 
hand-painted black and pink-peta led v ibrator  with twelve  speeds  and two gyrat ions .  
When i t  runs  out  of  energy,  she  p lugs  in  the  long one,  long l ike  a  ro l l ing pin.

 “It  was  the  s ize  of  my forearm,”  she  sa id  when he asked her  about  the  larges t 
man.   “I  squatted over  i t .   The head was  ins ide  me,  and I  covered only  the  top of  i t 
l ike  a  he lmet .   He didn’t  thrust .  ”

 She i s  long and curved up near  a  be l l ;  only  the  car i l lonneur  has  knocked i t .

 She goes  to  the  garden in August  with her  camera .   She pictures  i t  for  the  wi ld 
rhinoceros ,  a  ser ious  wri ter,  l iv ing in  Reading.   She has  never  met  him.   He sends  her 
f i f ty  photos  of  h i s  pumped-up se l f ,  even one of  h i s  erect ion dur ing a  handstand.   She 
says ,  “I ’m not  big  enough for  you,  not  wide.”   He texts  her  f rom a  res taurant  in  Phi l ly 
where  he  i s  eat ing musse l s :  when r  u  cum-ing?

 In  the  photo an e legant  nai l  par t i t ions  the  leaves :  a  f lower,  she’s  heard that ,  or 
an ear  of  pr ime r ib.   She posts  the  photo to  her  weblog under  the  heading "Sex and 
Taxes”  and leaves  i t  for  fowl  to  peck at  for  a  week.

 “I  don’t  want  you to  get  a  Braz i l ian,”  he  te l l s  her,  only  he  ca l l s  i t  a  Bol iv ian.  
She has  to  get  a  Braz i l ian,  every  few weeks  for  a  year.   “I  l ike  you with hair  there ,”  he 
says ,  “I  l ike  women with hair  there ,”  but  hi s  pos i t ion i s  a  los ing c l imb.   “Suit  your-
se l f ,”  he  says ,  “but  i t ’s  for  men who fantas ize  g i r l s .”   “It’s  c leaner,”  she  says ,  th inking 
of  the  ar t i s t  in  St .  Paul  who wouldn’t  l e t  ha i r  near  hi s  mouth.   She has  to ld  him about 
the  camera  but  not  about  the  rhinoceros  who texts  her  in  Reading:  g i t t ing  any?  l ike  a 
common pornographer  or  a  crowd.
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 Blood everywhere ,  and thi s  t ime she  hasn’t  prepared for  him or  shaved.   Fi f teen 
pi l low shams at  the  Palmer  House  devastated,  a  ser ious  poet  f rom Phi lade lphia ,  not 
the  wri ter  f rom Reading a f ter  a l l .

 The third f i r s t  he :  Had he seen i t ?   The r ing.   He couldn’t  move forward to  be 
ins ide  i t  with her :   It  was  a  deadlock in  severa l  pos i t ions .   He went  down to look at 
her,  to  she l l  gaze .   There  was  a  wedding band.   “You sa id  you weren’t  a  v i rg in when I 
met  you,”  he  sa id .   “I ’m not ,”  she  sa id .   And he turned i t



IR I S H  SA L A D

 Scandinavians  se t t led in  Minnesota  because  i t  resembled Scandinavia .   This 
morning I  vomited sa lad I  a te  la s t  n ight  a t  an Ir i sh  pub.   The sa lad was  ca l led “chop 
chop.”   I  pa id $19 for  the  food and two beers .   I  met  the  owner  whom we he lp to 
become r ich with our  s imple  appet i tes .   We were  r ich farmers  f rom Scot land and Swe-
den.   He i s  Ir i sh  but  unl ike  other  Ir i sh-American people  I  know,  he  i s  f rom Ire land.  
He i s  red-headed,  swar thy and muscular.   He imported the  mahogany bar  f rom Ire-
land.   I  wish my s imple  appet i tes  might  feed two in our  dec i s ion instead of  he lping 
him i f  he’s  a  tax-evader  l ike  so  many of  the  res taurateurs .   As ian res taurants  ser ve 
vegetables  with love .   Overnight ,  I  fe l t  drunk,  as  i f  headed for  hangover,  but  I  hadn’t 
drunk enough to  cause  i t .   What  caused i t ?   Supers t i t ions  dia led in  s leep.   Today I  was 
thick with re l ig ious  devot ion.   I  had thought  about  de l ic ious  corned beef  and cab-
bage  not  to  be  ser ved at  that  publ ic  house  on St .  Patr ick’s  Day.   I  wanted the  Ir i sh  of 
Binghamton,  the  f i re  depar tment ,  and the  Ir i sh  of  l i terature  to  comfor t  me.   To avoid 
thi s  drunkenness  not  caused by dr inking.   I  was  so  ba lanced before  i t  was  revea led.  
Ladyl ike  reser ves  be  res tored to  me.
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 Unapproachable .   I  imagine an L.  Frank Baum novel  with a  ha i r y  le sbian march-
ing band in parade.   The womyn vi s i t  the  barbershop and keep the i r  ha i r  shor t  l ike 
men then le t  the  hai r  on the i r  l egs  and armpits  grow l ike  European women.   The wo-
myn are  hippies  in  the i r  way.

 I  have  to  look back at  i t :  men in Madison guarantee ing the  f ree  speech of  a 
preacher  on the  l ibrary  mal l .   The preacher  s tands  dur ing lunch hour  on a  concrete 
p lat form and shouts  a t  the  group,  perhaps  hoping to  save  them, “F-o-r-n- i -c-a- t - i -
o-n !”   The beards  face  him braced at  a t tent ion,  forking the  word in  the  cold.  

 I  walk  by watching them, not  s topping,  th inking,  “What fornicat ion?”

 Later,  ten years  la ter,  in  Texas ,  I  v i s i t  G.’s  apar tment .   She orders  the  men to 
pi s s  of f  the  ba lcony but  le t s  the  women through the  bedroom to the  bathroom to pee .  
Pages  of  my thes i s  are  s t rewn throughout  the  rooms and cover  the  f loor.   We s i t  on 
them and on old CDs.   The v i s i tors  grow upset ,  to  the  point  of  hyster ia ,  i f  one of  the i r 
lovers  s leeps  with another  of  the i r  lovers  or  husband or  wi fe .   “F-o-r-n- i -c-a- t - i -o-n !” 
I  shout  f rom the bathroom.  The men hear  i t  and send in J . ,  the  l i t t le  drug dea ler  g i r l , 
to  see .

.  .  .

 When the  man comes  in  the  house  with hi s  g i r l f r iend,  he  i s  hois t ing a  12-pack 
of  Bud,  and she  i s  holding her  eye  where  he  has  f l i cked i t  with hi s  basebal l  cap whi le 
dr iv ing.   M. and I  have  been arguing about  the  future .   At  f i r s t  we are  g lad to  be  inter-
rupted.   I  immediate ly  think of  the  two of  them dr iv ing 25 mi les  out  of  Houston to 
get  to  us  in  Sugar land,  but  when I  see  that  the  g i r l f r iend i s  in jured,  I  get  on my horse .

 The man i s  wir y  and jumpy.   There  i s  a  ta t too of  Char les  Manson on his  upper 
arm.   He jumps and jumps.   He looks  l ike  a  man on a  pogo s t ick .   He wi l l  not  s top 
jumping.   “I ’m going to  smash a l l  the  windows of  her  car,”  he  c la ims.   “Stop him,”  I  say 
to  M.,  but  M. does  nothing except  t r y  to  make peace  with concentrat ion.   “You’re  not 
a l lowed to  hur t  her  or  her  car,”  I  say  to  the  man,  whose  name I  have  heard once  and for -
gotten.  The man veers  c lose  to  my face ,  “Who’re  you?   Bel la  Abzug? !   Glor ia  Ste inem?!”

 The g i r l f r iend smi les  then goes  to  l ie  down on the  daybed in  the  dining room.  
The man runs  through the  k i tchen and out  the  back door.   When he comes  back,  he 
says ,  “I  smashed the  windows of  her  car.”  M. goes  out  to  the  dr iveway and returns .  
“He did i t ,”  he  says .   “Cal l  the  pol ice ,”  I  say,  and M. says ,  “We can’t  have  the  pol ice 
here .   The neighbors  wi l l  compla in about  rehearsa l s .”

 Then the  man jumps near  my face .   “I ’m going to  te l l  you a  s tory,  Bel la ,  Glor ia .  
When I  was  thir teen my father  beat  my mother  every  day,  and I  threw myse l f  into the 
f ight  and tr ied to  s top him.   I  couldn’t  s top him.   He was  bigger  than I  was .   You have 
TLE.   I  have  TLE.   You have  bipolar.   I  have  bipolar.   But  mainly  I  shoot  heroin.    

IN A C C R O C H A B L E
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Would you l ike  to  shoot  heroin?”

 “No,”  I  say  and look at  M.  “She doesn’t  do that ,”  M. expla ins .   Then M. leaves 
the  house  by the  f ront  door,  and I  pretend he wi l l  be  r ight  back,  that  he  wi l l  not  aban-
don me to  a  f iend.   The g i r l f r iend has  not  gotten up f rom the daybed to  look at  her 
car.   She l ie s  turned to  one s ide  holding her  eye  and shyly  laughing.

 I  go to  the  master  bedroom.  I  c lose  the  door.   I  l eave  i t  unlocked for  M.  The 
man comes  running through the  door,  jumping and making noise .   “I ’m going to  eat 
you,”  he  says .   Then he leaves  and I  lock i t .   I  get  in  bed.   I  can hear  him fucking her 
in  the  dining room.  I  hear  her  songbird s igh.   I  can t r y  to  get  under  my head.   I  pul l 
the  pi l lows over  my ears  and the  covers  under  my chin.   I  pray,  What  so l id i f i e s  them.  
What  uni te s  them:  Ble s s ed  are  the s e  the  worker s  o f  the  world .



CRE D E N Z A

 Now the house  i s  empty of  romance except  for  a  potted f lower ing plant  f rom 
my mother  for  Valent ine’s  Day.   No man has  se t  foot  in  my museum s ince  I  moved 
here .   One man has  se t  foot .   The owner’s  brother  to  see  about  the  gasket  under  the 
to i le t .   The Comcast  insta l ler s ,  twice .   The man and his  son who so ld me the  corner 
desk and cupboards .   The cupboards  have  a  name that  I ’ l l  th ink of  before  I ’m done.  
I ’m showing you that  I ’m not  a lways  r ight .

 It  was  Abe Lincoln’s  200th bir thday,  so  that  i s  how I ’ l l  remember  i t—the day, 
the  t ime.   The years  I  l ived in  Binghamton,  I  v i s i ted Ir i sh  bars  in  the  evening,  and I 
had many Ir i sh  f r iends ,  not  f rom Ire land,  but  Americans  whose  ancestors  were  f rom 
Ire land.   And one of  them told me he could move to  Ire land mere ly  by proving hi s 
her i tage ,  but  he  s tayed in  Binghamton af ter  a l l ;  he  bought  a  house  with a  turret  where 
hi s  son plays  drums.   Later  I  wrote  f ive  shor t  s tor ies  about  him and about  our  p lan 
to  move to  Canada,  something we never  did nor  v i s i ted,  even though we threatened 
i t  when Ir i sh  bars  were  c los ing,  and we pretended to  be  bored by c loudy Binghamton.  
He had his  b i r thday February  12,  and I ’d  ta lked to  him ear l ier  that  day.   He was  wor-
r ied about  the  bathroom renovat ion,  and he asked me to  g ive  him some paint—cobal t 
b lue  with copper  in  i t—but I  laughed i t  of f,  a s  i f ,  fa t  chance  I ’d  send him paint .   He 
was  not  enjoying hi s  b i r thday in  the  leas t ,  which di s t res sed me.   Perhaps  I ’ l l  send him 
a  g i f t  cer t i f icate  for  pa int .

 He and our  Greek-American f r iend,  Tomas,  sa t  in  the  f i r s t  row and smoked 
in the  or ig ina l  Jerr y  Rothenberg  course .   I  sa t  in  the  back row with Deb;  she  and I 
smoked when Tomas and Michae l  were  done smoking and before  Jerr y  smoked aga in.  
Other  people  smoked bes ides .   We reta ined everything we learned.   We learned more 
than usual  for  a  seminar.   My presentat ion was  on Dada in  Zürich,  and whi le  I  ta lked, 
Michae l  drew my l ips  in  hi s  sketchpad,  and thi s  drawing became a  monument  to 
f r iendship that  s tar ted then.

 When I  met  the  other  Michae l  in  Texas ,  I  dubbed him Michae l  to  remind me 
of  my f r iend,  but  other  people  ca l led him Mikey,  and I  might  have  rea l i zed ear ly  but 
didn’t  or  wouldn’t  that  I  was  not  repl icat ing my happy days  but  was  creat ing a  bomb 
that  would las t  a  l i fe t ime and that  would turn out  to  be  no one’s  faul t ,  jus t  some-
thing—a t imeframe—that  happened and that  conta ined i t s  own happinesses .

 I  wanted to  say  a  few t imes  that  you are  Ir i sh ,  but  you had sa id  that  a l ready,  so 
I  thought  i t  might  not  add much to  the  conversat ion to  repeat  i t .   It  might  add too 
much.   I  might  put  myse l f  in  the  pos i t ion of  i terat ing s tor ies  of  Ir i sh  men.   My fr iend, 
Maureen,  wr i tes  about  Ir i sh  women wri ters  and other  Ir i sh  people .   I  went  to  one of 
her  ta lks  in  New York about  the  son of  a  bus inessman f rom Brooklyn named James 
Johnson Sweeney who became curator  of  MoMA.

 The res t  I  to ld  you,  that  I  began to  wri te  male  characters  in  f ic t ion for  the 
f i r s t  t ime—I began to  impersonate  men movie  s tars  in  the  mirror—I crossed over.   I 
thought  I  would re fuse  to  f in i sh my novel  about  Texas  and leave  i t  a s  a  shor t  s tory, 
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rea l ly  leave  i t  that  way,  without  wri t ing i t  in  the  f i r s t  person,  male  point  of  v iew,  but 
in  the  third person semi-omnisc ient  point  of  v iew.   A novel  that  spans  thir ty  pages 
a f ter  a l l  the  cuts  have  been made,  s tory  with a  complex  chronologica l  des ign that  in-
t roduces  a  nove l  that  doesn’t  ex i s t .   The woman in the  shor t  s tory  i s  l e s s  interes t ing 
than the  man.   The reader  might  care  very  l i t t le  about  her  because  she  i s  emotion-
a l ly  f rozen,  immobi l i zed in  her  apar tment  by her  inabi l i ty  to  make a  dec i s ion about 
wrongdoing about  which she  knows a lmost  nothing.   The other  people  in  her  wor ld 
are  much more  act ive  and engaged.   She i s  a  poet  who wri tes  three  poems and con-
tracts  to  wri te  l i t t le  or  nothing.   Someone being funny might  think i t ’s  a  nove l la  about 
wri ter’s  b lock rather  than about  a  rock band named ISM-GISM.

 Marie  Ponsot  to ld  us  in  her  ta lk  about  the  wri ter’s  duty  that  “sex”  had been 
re ferred to  in  her  mother’s  past  as  “render ing the  debt .”  What  we ca l l  love  or  banging.  
I  l ike  your  Pendleton sweater.   I  enjoyed your  s tor ies .   There  was  such an oppor tunity 
to  see  each other  in  the  evenings .   I f  only  I  hadn’t  sworn of f  shaving—it  was  awkward 
s t icking to  i t  a l l  weekend—I saw myse l f  a s  beyond shaving when I  swore  i t  of f.   Let’s 
cut  thi s  up and send i t .   You might  think that’s  the  end,  but  no.

 There  was  a  man,  a  Har ley  Davidson sa lesman I  met  in  A.A. ,  with whom I  ate 
a t  Perkins  many,  many nights .   I  to ld  him he seemed Ir i sh  to  me,  though his  la s t  name 
was  German.   The next  t ime I  saw him,  he  to ld me he’d asked his  mother  who sa id 
he  was  three-quar ters  Ir i sh  and one-quar ter  German.   Why would there  have  been no 
ment ion in  hi s  fami ly  of  Ir i sh  b lood unt i l  then?   My aes thet ic ian,  Kathy,  went  on a 
di sappoint ing date  with him—the motorcyc le  sa lesman we’d picked out  for  her.   He 
se l l s  cars  now that  the  bottom has  fa l len out .   It  was  the  car  sa lesman she  found so 
one-note ;  then he  got  p i s sed of f  that  she’d  to ld him that  on the  phone.   That  i s  how I 
came to  avoid going in  for  sa lon t reatments—waxes ,  ha i rcuts ,  co lor  touch-ups ,  fac ia l s , 
manicures ,  pedicures—something I  was  g iven to  before  that .



“B I T T E R” RE V I S I O N

 I  guess  le t’s  jus t  ta lk  about  i t :  hope.   I  guess  le t’s  jus t  th ink about  i t :  money.  
I  guess  le t’s  jus t  cut  up for  an hour  or  two:  nine  laughs .   Let’s  agonize  about  church 
i s sues .

 I  was  so  s teadfas t ly  there ,  not  charging,  not  nagging,  not  expect ing,  not  asking, 
never  needing to  beg (paid by work) ,  char i tably  g iv ing out  thoughts  and words  and 
l i s tening to  one at  a  t ime for  two decades .   Now I ’m old.   Men are  just  s tar t ing out  on 
the  path of  the  paras i te ,  the  manly  col lect ion plate ,  to  increase  them, to  buy them, to 
get  one,  to  buy one and take  one home,  a  d ivorce  nupt ia l ,  the i r  ga ining a  g i r l  (aga in) 
or  thi s  t ime a  hen with a  l i t t le  purse  on a  l i t t le  s t rap or  an industr ia l  doctor’s  bag or 
a  c l icky set  of  equal s ,  King Care .

 Ah so ,  I  look bet ter  than I  aged.   I ’m not  a  cheap date ,  a s  I  once  made proud of 
be ing.   I  need s teak or  a  doctor’s  drug to  keep my weight  f rom shredding.   The Jews 
eat  cat t le  but  not  pig ;  the  Cathol ics  eat  a  bone s l ice  of  Him.  I  t r y  to  ta lk  with Him, 
but  he’s  crowded by ins iders .   I  was  a  loser.   I  ment ion i t .   I  ment ion l ik ing meals 
a t  chain diners  as  much as  meal s  a t  good Ita l ian res taurants .   The s ign of  the  prost i -
tute  i s  her  d iamond engagement  r ing.   Gays’  “marr iage  i s  love”  intr igues  Greek men 
upsta i r s .

 I  loved without  marr iage  and the  men loved without  divorce  and we loved a 
24-year-o ld eat ing and how grac ious  she  shone over  a  tame bott le  of  beer.   Yours  i s 
yours ,  mine i s  mine.

 What  did they want  the  favored ones  for?   Good mothers .   What  did the  favored 
ones  pay?   I  was  thinking that  the  feminis t s  pounding the  c i ty  pavement  had increased 
rent  with every  foots tep,  not  that  I  was  not  one,  but  we had not  earned our  money at 
i t  or  put  our  money together :  “Women” was  too broad a  category.   The favored were 
coming to  buy our  men f rom us ,  without  our  sad work we put  into i t ,  wi thout  the 
love  we showered on them, without  the  los t  dec i s ions  we le f t  up to  them, as  we were 
pract ic ing,  a lways  pract ic ing.
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B I T T E R  TI D E

 I  guess  le t’s  jus t  ta lk  about  i t :  hope.   I  guess  le t’s  jus t  th ink about  i t :  money.  
I  guess  le t’s  jus t  cut  up for  an hour  or  two:  nine  laughs .   Let’s  agonize  about  church 
i s sues .   Let’s  counter  v io lence  with appet i tes .   Let’s  char i tably  caretake  Wagonmas-
ter’s  appet i te  for  v io lence .   You spotted him twelve  years  la ter,  over  the  phone.   You 
dec lared you knew a l l  about  him,  that  I  had a  thing for  bad guys ,  for  the  v io lent 
types .   I  chided you for  not  le t t ing me in on your  man knowledge,  which you didn’t .  
The g i r l s /babes/chicks/shebas  were  v io lent  themselves  or  countered none.   One had 
been choked,  and I  acted l ike  I  d idn’t  care .   She had not  cared when mine had pe l ted 
me with the  words  I  had heard come f rom her,  the  c  word,  for  one,  which I  now use 
for  our  down theres .   My down there  (point ing) ,  a  genuf lect ion was  i t  before .   Now 
(thanks ,  grate ful ly,  to  Daphne Merken’s  recent  wri t ings  about  sex)  I  rea l i ze  my l i fe  as 
a  sexual  beggar  or  beggar  who i s  sexual  has  only  just  s tar ted.   Men want  to  be  paid, 
and s ince  I  d idn’t  charge  unt i l  now,  they are  my compet i t ion for  get t ing paid;  for  me 
i t ’s  too la te ;  for  them i t’s  jus t  beginning . . .  the  la ter - in- l i fe  male  whores ,  the  second 
act .

 I  was  so  s teadfas t ly  there ,  not  charging,  not  nagging,  not  expect ing,  not  ask-
ing,  never  needing to  beg (paid by work) ,  char i tably  g iv ing out  thoughts  and words 
and l i s tening to  one at  a  t ime for  two decades .   Now I ’m old.   Men are  just  s tar t ing 
out  on the  path of  the  prost i tute ,  the  manly  col lect ion plate ,  to  increase  them, to  buy 
them, to  get  one,  to  buy one and take  one home,  a  d ivorce  nupt ia l ,  the i r  ga ining a 
g i r l  (aga in)  or  thi s  t ime a  hen with a  l i t t le  purse  on a  l i t t le  s t rap or  an industr ia l  doc-
tor’s  bag or  a  c l icky set  of  equal s  [ squee l s  on her  hee l s ,  vooz ,  twos ,  s t rues  b lue  t rue 
coos ,  bazooms,  shrooms,  runes  and s toons ,  s toon dones ,  l e s  drones ,  peonies ,  ponies , 
phonies ,  cronies ,  bone monies ,  Shoney (a  euthanas ia) ,  vroge  he i r ] ,  King Care .

 Ah so ,  so  I  look bet ter  than I  aged.   I ’m not  a  cheap date ,  a s  I  had once  made 
proud of  be ing.   I  need s teak or  a  doctor’s  drug to  keep my weight  f rom shredding.  
The Jews eat  cat t le  but  not  pig ;  the  Cathol ics  eat  a  bone s l ice  of  Him.  I  t r y  to  ta lk 
with Him, but  he’s  crowded by ins iders .   I  was  a  loser.   I  ment ion i t .   I  ment ion l ik ing 
meals  a t  chain diners  as  much as  meal s  a t  good Ita l ian res taurants .   They were  putt ing 
gas  in  a  car  when they fed me:  men.   Next  they wi l l  be  pa id by jerking a  guy/by rub-
bing a  guy l ike  a  boss  they haven’t  met ,  the i r  new ga l ’s  ex-husband,  that  i s  hers  by law, 
but  no one v iews  laws  that  way.   The s ign of  the  prost i tute  her  d iamond engagement 
r ing.   Gays’  “marr iage  i s  love”  intr igues  the  big  guy upsta i r s .   The gays  a l l  have  good 
jobs .

 I  loved without  marr iage  and the  men loved without  divorce  and we loved a 
24-year-o ld eat ing and how grac ious  she  shone over  a  tame bott le  of  beer,  even smok-
ing l ike  Uma in the  dance  number,  a  bad g i r l ,  a  g i r l  to  get  you in t rouble  with her 
bad ass  b lack manager  of  a  dad’s  dad.   So I ’m broke,  on publ ic  as s i s tance ,  d iagnosed, 
bare ly  shoulder ing,  barking and ca l l  on you cheated.   Yours  i s  yours ,  mine i s  mine 
unt i l  death makes  i t s  f renz ied cur ta in ca l l  over  my l ive  womb,  then my l ive  breas t , 
then my l ive  neck,  and l ive  green eyes ,  and l ive  midsect ion and l ive  ta i l .   Eighteen 
thousand was  the  most  I  ever  earned in  a  year.
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 What  did they want  the  fa t  ones  for?   Good mothers .   For  what  did the  fa t  ones 
pay at  the  of f ice?   I  was  thinking that  the  feminis t s  pounding the  c i ty  pavement  had 
increased rent  with every  foots tep,  not  that  I  was  not  one,  but  we had not  earned our 
money at  i t  or  put  our  money together :  “women” was  too broad for  our  category.   The 
fat  women were  coming to  buy our  men f rom us ,  without  our  sad work we put  into i t , 
wi thout  the  love  we showered on them, without  the  los t  dec i s ions  we le f t  up to  them, 
pract ic ing,  a lways  pract ic ing for  a  b igger  bet ter  day.
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RE D  SQ U I R RE L

 This  i s  a  never-ending day with sunshine crowning an eventual  ec l ipse  or  a  v i r -
tua l  exposure  of  no news f rom China f rom Beirut  f rom Jerusa lem where  i s  Jer icho?  i s 
Jer icho in  the  news where  i s  Tabr iz?  The se l l  out  came in her  not  asking i f  I  wanted to 
l ive  she  a lways  thought  no one rea l ly  wanted to  l ive  or  had the i r  reasons  for  l iv ing she 
had l iked dying just  f ine  and wanted to  see  more  of  i t  had gotten to  l ike  watching i t 
and forget t ing there  was  funct ional i ty  in  p la in l iv ing not  imaginable  in  her  grace les s 
wor ld of  b loody corpses  and smashed bones  raked of f  by  a  yard junta  as  not  edible  f ly-
ing g i r l  f ly ing sea  f ly ing pictures  f ly ing orgasm f ly ing automobi les  f ly ing sandwich and 
chips  f ly ing r ich fo lk  f ly ing poem the only  thing not  f ly ing were  her  order ly  f r iends 
with the i r  smal l  to  large  hang ups  and thei r  phys ica l  d i f f icul t ie s  one had a  wired jaw 
one a  hard t ime get t ing pregnant  one a  head that  turned to  aut i sm i f  he  was  t i red he 
would bash or  bang i t  and one with a  document  of  some es t imable  va lue  that  needed 
a  scr ipt  doctor  before  she  got  the  doctor-doctor  not  to  not ice  her  independence or  to 
pay nice  compl iments  he  was  no more  than a  ruddy cube she  was  not  near  her  f r iends 
anymore they were  spir i ted away on thei r  f ly ing rug or  cur led with a  gun or  watch-
ing TV not  puls ing to  operate  what  they had quit  want ing careers  or  fame they were 
happy to  watch reruns  of  Se infe ld  and Melrose  Place  she  was  not  the i r  f r iend anymore 
though she  had l iked a l l  o f  them they were  running not  f ly ing they were  se l l ing but 
not  col lect ing they were  f ree  but  unhappy she  was  happy but  unfree  and the  b lood of 
the  sea l  went  to  bone meal  for  the  r ichest  of  the  r iches  who l ived in  the  townhouse  of 
the  f ly ing squirre l  not  the  f ly ing g i r l  of  a l l  seas  …
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JU N G L E

 We sneaked blood-red tomatoes  f rom the new ki tchen.   The new ki tchen had 
oak cupboards ,  the  top ones  l i t  behind g lass ,  showing carved f lute  vases—green and 
robin’s  egg b lue  and de l icate  p ink—porce la in chickens ,  beaks  pointed toward each 
other,  two chickens  di scuss ing,  one cock and one hen,  the  long ice  masher,  the  s i l -
ver  p late ,  the  Japanese  c lay  p late ,  the  wooden dish.   There  was  a  woodcarver  in  the 
fami ly ;  one of  the  grandfathers  taught  shop and bui l t  furni ture .   The granddaughters 
quarre led over  who would inher i t  i t :  the  gent le  cut-copper  lamp,  the  smal l  table ,  var-
nished and erect ,  with i t s  l egs  a t  a  f lared s tance  to  seem curved but  not ,  s t ra ight .   We 
were  to  eat  jus t  meat  and to  become discombobulated over  vegetables  and bread and 
not  to  indulge  in  sex  with s t range men—men were  a l l  s t range once  you got  used to 
the i r  d i s tance—were  Lincoln logs ,  poles ,  boulders  and scrub t rees .   Sex  was  for  g i t t ing 
kin—the new rules  same as  the  o ld rules .   Gir l s  were  for  sex .   Leave  g i r l s  out  of  i t :  Let 
Lat in grow in them.  Teach g i r l s  joy  and “no touching” and “three  men max.”   Slather 
them with mother’s  caresses  and dog’s  b ig- face  k i s ses  and paws.
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AC C E P T A N C E  I S  T O  H E R  A  P H E N O M E N O N

 Why does  she  engage  i f  i t  teaches  l i terature  agrees  that  l iv ing i s  an husband.  
What  you were  g iven as  exper ience—accident  thi s  i s  a s  you wri te  about  i t .   You were 
g iven blame for  act ion as  exper ience  by cause  and ef fect  now.   I f  you take  apar t  b lame 
and even forg iveness  i s  too r ig id .   She thinks  of  that  purpose  as  to  g ive  men sexual 
dest iny.   She be l ieves  act ion resul t  of  grave  faul t s  in  a  person’s  l i fe  i s  not  her  phenom-
enon.   Go on l iv ing each t rouble  born i s  accept ing human being teaching grat i f icat ion 
l i terature .   She i s  a  feminis t  invented at  A.A.   Fate  i s  act iv i t ie s  se lected.   She embodied 
no acceptance  without  A.A.   She has  invi ted to  l ive  the  many of  them her  own,  that 
in  other  such as—speci f ica l ly,  her  husband—caused by the  person in i t .   She thinks 
to  in  hi s  environment  i f  she  were  not  to  be  p leasur ing she  would not  be  she .   Or s /he 
your.

 Rat ioning a  por t ion of  her  brown bear  sympathy for  the  rapis t  whose  v ic t im 
la id  a  t rap and counterc lockwise  he  re lents  a t  her.   With brown bear’s  nature  rubs  atop 
her.   Pol ice  would shoot  him.  Vict ims !  sca les  nether ing—left  the  car  or  tent  aga in.  
Si t  ins ide  i t .   She,  professor,  seeds  joy  at  animal  v i r tuos i ty.   He wins  her  (a lmost)  and 
never  tardi ly.

 [Sad l inguis t ic  terms for  i t . ]

 What  you were  caused by the  person in i t  and ef fect .   She in  other  act iv i t ie s 
such as  teaching be l ieves  each she  thinks  going on l iv ing forg iveness  i s  to  l ive  A.A.  She 
has  g ive  men—she i s  a  feminis t .   Not  to  be  she  i s  embodied.   She thinks  of  her  grave 
faul t s  invented at  A.A.   She be l ieves  no teaches  l i terature  g iven as  an exper ience—this 
i s  a s  you be l ieves  act ion in  a  person’s  l i fe  i s  human being i s  to  b lame for  act ion in 
r ig id .   Acceptance  i s  a  phenomenon accept ing that  she  was  born spec i f ica l ly,  her  now 
husband—sexual  her  husband she  would not  be  in  of  them her  own.   Why does  she  i f 
i t  agrees  that  l iv ing i s  an acc ident  by cause  environment .   I f  you take  apar t  she  her 
dest iny.   She be l ieves  fa te  i s  and even about  i t .   You were  g iven as  without  l i terature 
purpose  that  i s  to  i s  the  resul t  of  i f  she  were .

 Sympathy for  the  rapis t  l e f t  the  house  aga in with brown bear’s  nature  what 
animal  v i r tuos i ty.  Wins  (a lmost)  and never  tardi ly  re lents  a t  her.   Brown bear  rat ion-
ing a  por t ion of  her.   Vict ims !  sca les  nether ing—sit  ins ide  i t .   She,  professor  goes  joy 
at  whose  v ic t im la id  a  t rap for  him c l imbing on her  professor  and counterc lockwise .  
Pol ice  would shoot  him.



BA S A L  D I S T A N C E

i f  i t  d idn t  have  per iods  and commas i t  d  be  a  poem about  apostrophes  and quest ion 
marks  about  scenery  do you have  scenery  a  winter  r ide  to  the  lebanese  psychiatr i s t 
the  reason to  go to  the  psychiatr i s t  i s  so  men and women won t  have  to  but  te l l  them 
about  i t  l a ter  so  they can benef i t  f rom i t  i  sa id  my anxiety  on tuesdays  i s  revol t ing 
i t  used to  be  workshop day i  used to  l ike  LIKE workshop day but  ten years  without 
workshop comma tuesdays  eat  me what  i s  caus ing your  react ion he  asked war  i  sa id  he 
sa id  are  you l ike  the  res t  of  us  and you disagree  with war  yes  i  sa id  i  d i sagree  with war 
and he sa id  only  one man agrees  with war  but  he  won t  go to  the  war  then he  to ld me 
tr y  meditat ion and i  sa id  i t  s  not  enough you must  have  a  teacher  for  meditat ion on 
tuesdays  an e levator  i s  going up and down ins ide  my body s  f rame not  quote  unquote 
menta l  an e levator  i s  going up and down ins ide  my body s  f rame not  i ta l ic s  men-
ta l  i ta l ic s  basa l  dash basa l  than menta l  double  dash basa l  d i s t res s  bet ter  than quote 
unquote  menta l  i l lness  in  re ject  that  labe l  we exper ience  i t  for  them or  dr iv ing in  a 
winter  g las s  to  the  doctor  a t  e ight  ear ly  tend the  g i s t  you are  seeking and save  them 
red tape  paperwork and genera l  sa t i s fact ion of  g iven t reatment  ca l l  i t  basa l  d i s tance  or 
basa l  d i s t res s  not  menta l  i l lness  i  heard the  a f r ican american woman psychologis t  say 
her  wards  are  menta l ly  s ick  are  white  s ick  ones  her  b lack pat ients  hur ts  typica l  i  sa id 
ra i s ing my hand basa l  d i s tance  quest ion mark might  i t  be  long before  menta l  i l lness 
basa l  d i s tance  f i l l s  i t  next  quest ion mark
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PA R A L L E L  ST R U C T U RE S

A C O L L A B O RA T I O N  W I T H  TO N Y  SA N D E R S

 His  thoughts  went  as t ray  when she  wanted to.   She wanted to  surmount  hi s 
parameters .   It  was  a  f igment  of  her  imaginat ion,  not  hi s .   His  imaginat ion was  at  the 
dr iv ing range.   Methods  of  obl igat ion g l ided by.   He wept  to  see  her  misunders tand 
his  dut ies .   The hurry  up ca l l  for  midnight  was  a lways  la te .   “Chime in !”  she  hol lered 
f rom her  s ide  of  the  bedroom.  Her  bedroom was  in  the  k i tchen as  they agreed.   He 
watched her  prop her  leg  on a  s tool  to  examine her  to i le t te .   His  mood swings  were 
di f f icul t  despi te  lav i sh e lbow room.  She put  copies  of  Lydia  Davis’  Col l ec t ed  Stor i e s  in 
every  room of  the  apar tment .  Petunia  notwithstanding.   He was  in  the  habi t .   He gave 
her  hi s  dr iv ing range and she  gave  i t  back.   She didn’t  know what  a  bogey was .   Arms 
akimbo he smi led and l icked the  China cat  by the  window.   The cat  had no name,  not 
l ike  Lydia .   Therefore ,  the  boomerang idea l  made sense  for  a  change.   She asked him 
to cower  in  the  l iv ing room.  Al though he was  a  Luddite ,  he  persevered.   She placed 
a  cushion near  the  loveseat  to  g ive  him the  pos i t ion.   But  then s targaz ing became 
lackluster  l ike  lukewarm soup.   “That  would be  a  good name for  a  male  porn s tar,”  he 
sa id ,  “Luke Warm.”   His  name was  Lucas ,  and he was  shy and obedient .   Her  name was 
Hatt ie ,  a  gendarme’s  muse .

 Fi l ibuster ing was  fun but  ins incere  so  they went  nor th.   She set  a  mi le  marker 
outs ide  the  cottage .   That  made him think of  sex  and think three  t imes .   Hang the 
chandel ier  in  the  k i tchen,  she  counse led.

 Al t rui sm was  not  a  noun but  a  verb,  and they k i s sed.   She bi t  h i s  lower  l ip  and 
he tapped her  jaw.   The or igami in  hi s  head was  approaching maniaca l ,  but  he  re-
mained subdued and wi l l ing.   She f ingered the  laces  of  h i s  p la id  f lannel  knickers .   Her 
on-again,  of f -aga in approach was  threatening,  but  a f ter  fur ther  analys i s ,  he  compl ied.  
It  was  l ike  l ick ing butter  on an ear  of  maize .   Suddenly  the  phone rang;  i t  was  hi s  ex-
lawyer  ca l l ing f rom Lithuania .   “Get  me a  bucket ,”  Lucas  sa id  to  Hatt ie .   The focus 
was  not  a  metaphor ;  i t  was  dyspeps ia .   “He’s  je l ly,”  Hatt ie  of fered him the  phone.




