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Forward
“Speculative literature”, to the editors of Dark Matter, is a phrase intended to delineate poetry,
fiction, and non-fiction attempting to explore thought and reality through natural metaphor that
does not fit within the more rigid expectations of “science fiction” or “fantasy”. I’m concerned
that the term is more often used as a catch-all for these disparate genres, however. What term,
then, can we use to seek out the types of writing we are looking for? There is certainly room for
“science fiction” and “fantasy” within our definition of “sepculative literature”, so long as the
intent of the work is to explore meaning through an expansion of reality, and not simply a
devise to tell a more traditional story set in alternate reality or future setting.
When Robinson Jeffers says, “...to feel greatly, and understand greatly, and express greatly, the
natural beauty, is the sole business of poetry” it reminds me of a quote from Ernest Rutherford
who claimed that particle physics is the only real science, the rest merely stamp collecting. To
reduce “the astonishing beauty of things – earth, stone and water, beast, man and woman, sun,
moon and stars” into words or images naturally strips them of meaning which then must be
recreated in the mind. “The blood-shot beauty of human nature, its thoughts, frenzies, and
passions” of the mind emerge from consciousness, from complexity and consideration of
reason. The sole business of poetry is to recreate the “towering reality” of rock, water and sky,
of human dreaming and animal passion, of diversions of beauty and love and fear of the
meaninglessness of existence. Not to deny the fabric of reality, but to imbue it with a reason to
pay attention.
It is in this light that I might make a suggestion to writers thinking of submitting to Dark
Matter. We often seek poems to inspire us, to set our minds ablaze, to take us to places we’ve
never been and entice us down the eightfold path. But what we often find is that the poems we
respond to the most are the quiet ones. The ones hiding in unexplored forests or nuzzling in the
crevices of critical acclaim. The poems I come back to again and again are the ones glistening
like dew beneath notice, those condensed from clouds brought to earth by the night.
Sincerely,
Bradley Earle Hoge
Managing Editor

Dan Belanger

Life in Times
“Most people are trying to wake up from the nightmare of Reality,” Berceuse said early
one Saturday morning that somehow seemed to follow the Sunday afternoon that it should have
preceded. “I’m trying to fall back to sleep, to get back to the sweet dream that I was having
before I woke up.”
“How I see you is how you look,” Ostinato, apropos of nothing Berceuse was saying,
mused. He then raised his iPhone and snapped a picture of bleary-eyed Berceuse, who, he
thought, looked as beautiful in that moment lying there next to him in bed as she did on the day
that they first met.
“Don’t take my picture so early in the morning,” Berceuse shot back. “I look like shit
before coffee.”
“When I share your picture,” Ostinato went on, ignoring Berceuse as he sent her photo
out on Instagram, “I am sharing my vision of you. Beauty is always beholding to the beholder,
so the more people who view your image, the more it grows and changes.
“When Marilyn Monroe lived, she was a stunningly beautiful woman. On the silver
screen, she grew into a gorgeous movie star. As millions more viewed her image over the years,
she’s transformed into an icon, something more than human.”
“I bet Marilyn never let anyone take her picture before breakfast,” Berceuse snapped,
picking up her own phone from the bed stand to look at the picture of herself that just came in
on Instagram.
“I guess we’ll never know,” Ostinato replied snidely.
“I guess not,” Berceuse said with a yawn, tossing down her phone, and rolling over to try
to get back to sleep, which she was able to do for a second, dreaming in that instant that she was
with Ostinato at a bar somewhere in Times Square.
“Then again, maybe we will,” Ostinato said, reconsidering, if only to keep the argument
going so that Berceuse would not go back to sleep and leave him lying there alone.
“How do you figure,” rolling back, the rudely awakened Berceuse inquired.
“If my gut is right, history doubles back on itself” Ostinato answered, “which means that
everything that’s happened will happen again. Everyone who has lived and died will live to die
again. All of our questions will be answered. We just have to remember to ask the right ones.”
“The question,” Berceuse said with a yawn, “is how the hell do you know?
“I can’t say that I do,” Ostinato admitted, “but I do get the rare inkling, A strange thing
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happened about a month ago, for instance, that got me to thinking.”
“That’s when the trouble usually begins,” Berceuse glibly remarked.”So what troubling
thoughts did you have this time?”
“Well, you know how I never used to delete my pictures?” the now slightly insulted
Ostinato rhetorically asked.
“Ya,” Berceuse said, wiping the sleep from her eyes, “so what?”
“I realized about a month ago” Ostinato explained, “when a number of songs got knocked
off my purchased playlist, that my pics had taken up almost all the space on my iPhone. I
was forced to remove most of them. As I scrolled through thousands of pics, I saw that some
seemed to be out of place. Images of events that I absolutely knew had happened in May,
somehow followed pictures that I was certain that I had taken in June. A picture I shot in
February ended up smack in the middle of my July photos. I wondered what was going on. Was
the past reshaping itself?”
Ostinato’s voice sounded pleasant, reassuring, but Berceuse had stopped listening to his
words. If you want people to pay attention to what you are saying, she thought, try not to say it
in such honeyed tones.
Ostinato was still talking as Berceuse got out of bed, and went to the bathroom.
He’s never stopped talking in all the days I’ve known him, she thought. And that’s a lot
of days. Some of them were troubled, but most were pretty good, thankfully,
During some of the best days, we seemed to live almost completely in our words. We
talked up ideas, strategies, plans of action. We argued, we disagreed vehemently. We told jokes,
we laughed at ourselves, at our lives. We envisioned alternate realities, other times happening
behind this one, futures that had already occurred, kingdoms of the past, which we carefully
constructed in the present tense. We had only a vague awareness of the days passing somewhere in the background of our conversation.
Now, she thought, everything seems a jumble. Days do not follow sequentially. A
Wednesday sometimes follows a Sunday. A Friday occasionally precedes a Monday. I might
find myself out to dinner with a girlfriend one Wednesday night after work while Ostinato lazes
on a Sunday afternoon. We aren’t always even living during the same year. Seasons stream
away from one another and we stream with them. Ostinato is caught in an endless winter that
happened three years ago while I bask in the sun of a lovely late spring afternoon from when I
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was a little girl.
Points in time seemed to repeat like notes in a recurring theme of music as Berceuse
walked downstairs to the kitchen. Events happened and happened again in her mind as she
made the coffee, got out the frying pan and began cooking eggs. She brought the eggs and
coffee over to the dining room table where she sat down with Ostinato to eat. When they
finished, she got up to remove the empty plates from the table. Turning to go into the kitchen,
she suddenly found herself alone on a Tuesday morning that had occurred some ten years prior.
She was standing in the kitchen of an old apartment that she had shared with Ostinato in
another city, the name of which she had forgotten. Was it Paris? Boston? Jacksonville? She
couldn’t remember. Where was Ostinato? If this was the past why were her hands so wrinkled?
She walked over to the mirror that hung on the wall next to the front door, where she saw
that in just a few minutes she had aged. Her blonde hair was not quite as thick or shiny as it
used to be. Her green eyes, though still bright, were now framed by crow’s feet. Her brow was
creased. Her figure, while holding its shape, had grown a few sizes. She turned her gaze from
the mirror, and looked again at her wrinkled hands.
It’s as if while my mind languished, sinking into some hazy past, she reflected,
my flesh has raced on towards its certain end.
She looked back up into the mirror. This time, however, she did not see herself, but the
faces of friends and family staring at her.
Their eyes on me, she thought, manipulate my looks. My photo popping up on smart
phones, tablets and laptops, each viewer seeing me as I once was or as they think I one day will
be. I am becoming or unbecoming, as they see me, the times changing to meet their gaze.
Everything streaming through a cyber looking glass.
As Berceuse stared into the many faces in the mirror, she began to hear the murmur of
their voices judging.
“She looks so much older than when we saw her in Paris a few years ago”
“She still looks so young! I haven’t seen her since Boston fifteen years ago, and she
hasn’t changed a bit!”
“Poor thing, aging so rapidly. Just after they moved to Jersey City last year, we had lunch
in Hoboken and I wondered how it was that she was holding up so nicely after everything that
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she’d been through.”
Berceuse rubbed her eyes and the voices disappeared. Turning her gaze from the mirror,
she opened the door, and walked down five rickety flights. What city is this, she asked herself
stepping out onto the street. She recognized some of the buildings but the shops were not
familiar. There were a series of brownstones lining most of the side streets. A little bar stood
on the edge of a familiar park. Hamilton, she remembered. This is the ale house in Jersey City.
She went in, sat at a table, and ordered a beer, which was brought to her by the bartender, a
broad-shouldered young man with what Berceuse thought a rather snooty air that clashed badly
with the warm, friendly atmosphere of the place.
There was a man sitting on the last stool at the end of the bar by an incredible window
that somehow, instead of looking out on the park across the street, brimmed with the dazzling
lights of Time Square. When the man turned to glance over at her, Berceuse could see that it
was Ostinato. He was young, in his mid twenties. His sleepy blue eyes blinking under thick
brows, his brown hair short, a little messy, like he just woke up. That was when she realized
that he was not here in the same tap room with her, but sitting at Smith’s Bar in Times Square,
on the night that they went out on their first date. Time was streaming. She felt like they were
together while knowing that they were separated by the years.
Berceuse wanted to get closer to Ostinato, so she grabbed her beer and walked over to the
bar. She sat down on the stool next to his. Still, he was far away.
“What a day,” he said, shaking his head.
“I know,” Berceuse said with a sigh, noticing just then that young Ostinato was
uncharacteristically drinking wine. This was not a habit that he developed until much later.
“But why are you drinking wine?”
“It hasn’t mattered what I drink since it occurred,” Ostinato said, suddenly looking as
white as the three sheets to the wind that he seemed to be, “There was confusion. All the music
that I knew was playing at once. All the places that I had ever been crashed together, merged
into the one place that I wasn’t. All the faces that I loved in the one face that wasn’t there.
There were gaps in time that seemed to open up. I was swallowed up in one of these empty
pockets. It seemed like I was nowhere. Then I was everywhere, only I was alone.”
“It was like that for everyone when it happened,” Berceuse replied.
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“I know,” Ostinato agreed. “But knowing doesn’t make it any less lonely.”
“Yes,” Berceuse said, nodding. “but it’s good to be with you even though you’re not
really here.”
“That’s true” Ostinato replied. “I’m not here, and neither are you. It’s been hard to find
a moment that we can share together since Time has ended.”
“It didn’t end,” said Berceuse.
“Some say it did,” Ostinato retorted. “That’s one theory. One kind of time ended and
another began.”
“It’s more like it folded in on itself,” Berceuse replied
“Maybe, so” said Ostinato. “But when did it happen and why?”
“I don’t think anyone knows,” said Berceuse. “I tend to forget, myself, that Time has
changed when I get caught up in a moment. I don’t always realize it when it happens, but when
I do, I’m shocked to see that the next moment doesn’t follow.”
“Right,” Ostinato said. “I realized when looking at pictures on my phone, and I
thought it must have happened then until I remembered that it had happened at some time in the
future. I was walking through Times Square a few years from now when I felt myself starting
to drift off. Just before I trailed away into another time, I saw the look of horror in the many
faces of the crowd passing by. A special report came on the jumbotron. The ruggedly
handsome anchor man looking petrified as he said in a shaky voice ‘Linear time has ended!’
“The next thing that I knew I was streamed back to 1962 where I found myself a
little boy sitting on the ground playing with toy soldiers between two tall pine trees that stood in
front of a small cottage in West Yarmouth on Cape Cod. My mother, still a young woman, came
to the door and called me in for supper.”
“Of course,” said Berceuse, taking a sip of her beer, putting it back down on the bar, and
staring at it, examining the rings that the foam had left around the inside of the glass. “It could
be that it is not Time that has changed but our perception of it. Perhaps it was never linear at
all, and that it is only now, at this point in history, that we have become aware of the fact.
Perhaps Time is like motion. You are never really aware of moving unless you have points of
reference. Take these away and you can’t tell if you’re moving or not. If there is only
darkness without a point A to travel from or a point B at which to arrive, then what does it matter if you’re moving or not? Take away the points of reference and there is no forward progression or backwards motion. You’re just floating through an endless stream, which is how I have
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begun to feel some of these days. I forget where I am or when, and the next thing I know, I’m
somewhere else. Maybe this isn’t such a bad thing, though. If Time truly flows ever on in every
direction, perhaps one day it will carry us back together again. What do you think about that?”
Ostinato did not answer. When Berceuse looked up from her beer, she saw that he was
gone. The lights of Times Square had gone out. The window changed to a mirror. Berceuse
saw the faces again. She heard their voices murmuring.
“I can’t quite place her.”
“No? I put her in the Worcester, Massachusetts of the seventies. They called her Honey
Bee, I think. What was her name? Betty? Barbara? Bercy? It was Bercy. Remember she
married Jimmy’s old roommate from college, Ozzy.”
“Oh, yes, I remember. That’’s Honey Bee? I would never have recognized her. She
looks like hell!”
“Yes, she was never the same after Ozzy had his stroke. Her mind began to unravel.”
“Stop it,” Berceuse cried, covering her ears.
“You all right, miss?” the bartender, a stalky, kind faced man in his mid forties,
asked.
“What?” asked Berceuse, bewildered to see when looking up that she was no longer in
the Hamilton Ale House, but Moynihan’s Pub, a little bar across from Clark University in the
Main South section of Worcester, Massachusetts. It was there that she first met Ostinato,
although they didn’t get together as a couple until sometime after graduation.
“Ready for another one?” the bar keep inquired with a smile and a nod.
“No, I’m all right,” she replied, the place dissolving to shadows as she removed her
phone from her purse to get at her wallet for money to pay for the beer.
Time is streaming again, she thought. Pockets of emptiness opening up. Sick feeling
filling my heart. Suddenly fallen out of time, I am nowhere. Frantically running in circles
through the broken years only to end up old, alone, confused, in a place where no one is
watching. The mirror has been turned to the wall. There are no faces, not even my own. No
voices murmuring. I speak in silence inside my head. No one is listening. I stream away
unseen into a vast emptiness that was once filled by time and space, love, work, family and
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friends.
I keep pushing my way through the shadows until finally I see a glimmer, a splash of
silver light cutting through the darkness. Soon I see the mirror behind the bar. The faces come
again, the voices murmuring.
“She’s an aging beauty, it’s true. Still beautiful, though. That also is true.”
“When I look at her I see her just as she was the night that I ran into them at Times
Square. They were both so happy then. They said that they were out on their first date.”
“She hasn’t changed all that much. She’s gotten older, but she still looks a lot like
herself.”
The murmurs subside. All but one of the faces disappear. The one that remains is the
face of a young woman. Berceuse tries to place her.
She looks so familiar, she thinks. Who is she? I see her pick my phone up from the bar.
She turns it on and stares at it intently. Then, looking up, she sees me streaming through the
mirror and smiles. Putting the phone down, she yawns and stretches, which is when I see that
she is me lying in bed one morning when Ostinato snapped my picture just as I was waking up.
I rolled over and tried to get back to sleep, back to the sweet dream from which I’d just
awakened.
Looking down at my hands, now, I see that they are smooth. I grab my phone, and stand
up, giving the bartender a nod of thanks before walking out the door. Outside, I find myself
young again, standing in front of Smith’s Bar one night many years ago.
In a few minutes, Ostinato will come to meet me for our first real date after graduating
from Clark and moving back to the area. Ostinato, my love, soon we will go in, and sit down
at the bar. Having reentered Time’s endless stream, the conversation of our life together will
begin again.
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Get Philosophical
Change is the foremost constant of life,
with suffering running a near second—
the only thing about change is that it feels different every time it occurs
and therefore is not seen as
one of the constants of life, which it is.
I said,
change is the first
and foremost constant
					
of life,
with suffering
running a near second—
					
the only thing about change
is that
it feels different
					
every time
it
occurs
and 			
therefore
is
not seen as
						
one of the
constants
of life, which
				
it is.
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The Glass Museum
Under a spotlight
our viral nemesis
made art, sparkles
in a clear case.
Surface glycoproteins
bead like pearls
on a body,
the crushed ice
of transmembrane
makes me thirsty.
A ribbed core
excites desire,
makes me want
to stretch what lines you.
Unable to touch
the sealed off jewel,
we place our hands
on the glass.
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Public Welfare
Desperation was heading my way again. It was time to move on. I thought that, by
starting the process right away, I could reasonably hope for results in six months to a year, so I
wrote a letter to the Executive Director of the Centre County Assistance Office (CAO)
expressing interest in a transfer from the Warren CAO, if a caseworker position became
available. There were other possibilities, but Centre County had Penn State and everything that
went with it, several old friends from college days, and large state forests. In less than a week, I
received a letter scheduling an interview that could barely be called an interview:
“Why do you want to transfer to Centre County?”
“I’m an artist. This area has lots of cultural opportunities and lots of young women.”
[This was only partially honest. I was also in love with a good friend’s wife and thought
my anguished longing and acute self-pity would be more easily managed from one hundred ten
miles away, than from four blocks.]
“Does Tony know you’re applying here?”
[Tony was the Executive Director of the Warren CAO.]
“Yes, I wanted to be sure he heard about it from me first.”
“When can you start?”
“I can be flexible—I’ll let you work that out with Tony.”
I left the office and bought a newspaper. By dinnertime, I had paid a deposit on an
apartment in Bellefonte, with a small balcony and a large studio space. It all happened not only
more quickly than expected, but more quickly than I wanted. Liam helped me move.
[Liam was the friend whose wife was the secret love of my life.]
December 22, 1977: Though I think fondly of Tiona campfires, unmissed Warren holds
only alien parents, too much snow, and a married woman’s love. Home to me is my studio—
wherever my images are growing.
When Mike was promoted from caseworker to casework supervisor, he created the
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caseworker vacancy I was hired to fill. Mike’s personal wildness electrified the air around him.
We had an instant affinity punctuated by the discovery that we were born the same day. Since
I had been assigned to Mike’s supervisory unit, it was his job to begin my first morning in the
new office by briefing me about local practices and procedures. When the time for our morning
coffee break arrived, we walked to the break room chatting about our personal feelings in
regard to our jobs and the differences between Warren CAO and Centre CAO. As we entered
the break room, I noticed it was occupied by a tableful of the middle-aged female caseworkers
that I had already been forewarned emphatically disapproved of Mike’s promotion.
As I filled my coffee cup, Mike turned to me and said aloud, “Man, am I glad I’m not a
caseworker anymore.”
Being new and naïve, I took the bait and asked, “Why is that?”
“Because that kind of work is only fit for women and niggers,” he replied. I’m not sure if
I actually heard audible gasps, or if that’s just how my mind recorded the palpable shock wave
that momentarily filled the room and then subsided into stony silence. We filled our coffee cups
and returned to Mike’s office. He closed the door.
“I don’t have anything against niggers,” he said. “I kind of like some of them. Kikes,
dagos, and polocks are okay too. I had sex with a spic once—she had incredible tits.”
His eyes twinkled with irony. I was being tested—he was sizing me up, searching out the
limits, hot buttons, and wildness of the new guy.
In those days, middle-aged women comprised a large portion of the casework staff in
most Pennsylvania welfare offices. Welfare caseworker had been a position readily accessible
to women who were college-educated and/or ambitious enough to work their way a relatively
short distance up the civil service ladder from clerical positions. Given the nature of the work,
these women tended toward the liberal side of the political/social spectrum. But outside the
major urban centers, these ladies’ liberalism was largely a thin veneer of decorum. Though they
were predisposed to kindness, their predisposition was based on attitudes that had never been
tested in the complexity and dirt of the real world. Commonplace prejudices often lurked,
unexamined, just beneath their professional courtesies and surfaced in myriad small condescensions. In Mike’s world, such people were fair game. He was duty bound to make them gasp, to
make them squirm against the unwelcome reality of the true contents of their own hearts.
[Decorum was not a trivial thing in their world.]
I recognized that he had done something more than merely offend the sensitivities of
people who had judged him mercilessly; he had slammed them up against their own unadmitted
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bigotry. Those women were old and provincial enough to have a distinctly uncomfortable
relationship with feminism. His pointedly crude and seemingly thoughtless remark made them
feel feminist anger, but part of the anger came from being lumped in with “niggers” at the same
time that they disapproved of the word’s use. He tangled their self-righteousness in webs of
cognitive dissonance. He loathed their sly condescension to the people they purported to
champion. I was more inclined to allow that such pseudo-liberals were carrying their own sad,
invisible baggage, but Mike didn’t suffer fools gladly. If you had visible buttons, Mike would
push them.
Mike tended to jack up the emotional intensity of any social situation exponentially, with
fearlessness easily mistaken for callousness. To like him, one had to be sufficiently open, bright,
and subtle to perceive and value the gentleness and integrity behind his twinkling eyes and
profanity.
January 6, 1978: Beauty is made of tiny ghosts; the rest is television and metal and good
intentions, which don’t matter much.
Jake was manic, delusional, and often drunk. He wore a surplus army trench coat buttoned tightly around his neck, all year round. The bottle of cheap muscatel he usually had in a
pocket looked and smelled like kerosene. He would take a hit off the bottle during the interview,
offer me some, and act seriously insulted when I refused. He would rant and babble about whatever was rippling through his addled brain so relentlessly it was impossible to keep an interview
on track.
His manic energy radiated potential violence.
March 16, 1978: The office is weirdly silent—background murmur composed of low
voices and the scratch of pens. Yearnings both nameless and named and a constant awareness
of a day’s cruel brevity, while unwanted snow falls past the office windows. On and on— so
existential it’s almost parody. Neck deep in over-determination, I would rather believe in fate,
but can’t. Nothing, not even the snow or wind seems simple or even innocent today.
I should be in the woods—follow a fox track, watch hawks, eat snow…
I was in Mike’s office discussing a case and playing fussball when another caseworker
came in.
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[Mike had a fussball table and a dartboard in his office. A dart or fussball game lightened
the atmosphere around a difficult conversation and allowed Mike to wield authority without
being authoritarian.]
“ My eleven o’clock wants an emergency check, and I don’t think we should give it to
him.”
“Why not?”
“He’ll just spend it on drugs.”
“ Yeah, probably—I know him—he’s a fucking junkie. How does he look?”
“Sweating like a pig and fidgety as hell.”
“I’ll go take a look. You take over,” Mike said as he gestured toward the handles on his
side of the fussball table and exited the room.
Mike returned in a few minutes and asked, “Is he eligible?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, he’s hurting, and I don’t give a shit what he spends his money on. If you want to
make people who are hurting, hurt even worse, you’re in the wrong job. Give him his fucking
check.”
The caseworker said, “Okay,” sighed, and walked out.
“Damn, he even fucked up the game—I’m behind now.”
“That’s the only way I’m ever going to beat you, Mike.”
April 21, 1978: Sarcasm in the air. Bored conversations laden with obvious and stilted
innuendo at once veiling and revealing the leering inhibition of middle-class sexuality.
(perversely funny) A layer of serious intent held in careful deniability beneath the sly double
entendres.
The gossip always seems so clear and obvious to speculating others and so utterly
opaque to me. I transit the conversation with body language and vague reflective listening and
exit at my earliest convenience.
The atmosphere in the new office seemed wonderfully loose. I blundered into the place
when it was on a roll. The supervisory units had evolved into teams of compatible people and
were given a great deal of independence, essentially limited only by the Department of Public
Welfare’s procedure manual. Just come in five days per week and get the job done, and
management wouldn’t go out of their way to give you headaches. I had never experienced such
camaraderie in a job before.
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The problem was that it was just a roll. Like compulsive gamblers, we rode the winning
streak that we had neither earned nor crafted, as if it would last forever, even if we did nothing
to earn or craft its continuation. The bizarre mixture of drudgery and tragedy that was the nature
of welfare eligibility work did not tend to foster insight. The work flowed across one’s desk in
a never-ending stream. Nothing was ever finished. It could be satisfying to help some stranger
navigate through a period of misfortune with a minimum of pain and degradation, but when you
were done with that person, there was another waiting in line, and behind them the hopeless
rabble who had been staggering through the appalling dysfunctions of welfare subculture for
generations. It was easy to ache for the children and the sick, but my ache had no more meaning
than their suffering: none, perhaps less than none.
Like poverty, prolonged, stress-ridden drudgery atrophies one’s sense of delayed
gratification. When you have fifteen minutes left in your lunch hour, you have another beer and
when the good-looking female coworker you have nothing in common with wants to give you a
blowjob at the office picnic, you do it. It was insane and for a while, I loved it.
May 31, 1978: Can my hands make mirrors for my spirit?
Biomorphs.
Spaceful flatness (color).
Waiting and hunger.
Light (surface).
Mired in procrastinated necessity—energized in smoke clouds and tea cups.
Cruising into painted action wearing a job like lead shoes. If that’s what patience and
discipline are all about, dare anyone call it virtue? It’s my life, and all this impedimentia must
be a part of me, somehow—along with my written desperation and my spoken while grinning
sarcasms.
A cross match with the Social Security computer system turned up nearly a year of
unreported wages for one of my clients. After obtaining the appropriate documentation from the
employer, I completed an overpayment report recommending prosecution for fraud and sent a
letter to the client notifying her of the pending prosecution and the discontinuance of her
benefits.
The angry, agitated woman telephoned immediately upon receiving the letter. She
demanded an explanation, but wouldn’t pause from her ranting flurry of outrage, denial, and
profanity long enough for me to offer one or even point out that instructions for filing an appeal
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were included in the letter. Since she was literally screaming into the phone, her rant was fully
audible to caseworkers at nearby desks.
[I sat in a large open space containing desks for more than twenty caseworkers. There
were no cubicles.]
Someone alerted Mike, and he was already standing beside me when the woman
demanded to speak to my supervisor.
[Let’s call her Mrs. Doe.]
“Mr. Darling says he recommended prosecution for fraud. Just what the hell is that
supposed to mean?”
“That means you’re in deep shit, Mrs. Doe.”
A renewed torrent of rage and profanity spewed forth from the telephone. Mick rolled his
eyes back and dangled his tongue out the side of his mouth. He held the receiver to his crotch
and began doing theatrical bumps and grinds against it, while moaning softly. The other caseworkers in the room were variously amused and/or aghast.
After a few minutes, Mrs. Doe finally depleted her fury and hung up.
“Fucking lying piece of shit,” Mike muttered as he walked away.
July 12, 1978: Awake and clear at 6:30, despite last night’s excess of beer. Looked at
current paintings, read Fowles, and suddenly, I’m behind my gray steel desk locked into a long
day’s rationed procrastination. (The times that are my own, escape so fast…)
So many words, yet so few.
Cool air sun.
Cumulus clouds.
Interviews.
Wait, want.
Idle temptations.
Visual meaning—you have to start by clarifying what that is—the poignancy, stress,
angst, joy, confusion, clarity, love, time, and motion that can so gracefully inhabit a form, a few
lines, or a splash of color—how does that originate? That’s the question.
Perception itself has to be clarified—revisions in its content are simply not enough to
distinguish art from any other mode of social conditioning.
As I write, Bill and Harry come to my desk to talk business. Behind them sits Olivia who
catches my eye and makes a subtle, but definite show of masturbating beneath her desk, while
maintaining eye contact. I am uncomfortably and involuntarily aroused (remembering a quick,
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surreptitious office picnic blowjob).
I wrote the above while it was happening.
Then the receptionist informed me that a client was here to see me. In the reception area I
find a woman three years younger than I, but seeming so much older. After I got the information
I needed from the hard luck woman, I returned to my desk and sexual tension hung in the air,
like the smoke of our smoldering collective boredom.
Back from lunch twenty minutes late, I had just returned to my desk with a cup of coffee
when the receptionist called, “Bud is here to see you.”
Bud was a bully, or at least he fancied himself as one. He believed every effort to get
something should begin with a threat. God knows what kind of childhood he must have had, but
he wasn’t a child any more—he was a man with bulging biceps and dull eyes. He had
threatened to punch me a half-dozen times in the previous two weeks, while making
increasingly shrill demands for benefits he was not eligible to receive. I ignored his threats.
I gestured toward the nearest open interview booth, and he started walking that way,
saying he was sick and tired of hearing the same old bullshit. As he stepped into the booth ahead
of me, I saw his shoulders rise as if he was raising his arms into a fighting position. I freaked—
grabbed the back of his shirt collar, jerked him backward out of the doorway, spun halfway
around, and slammed him against a wall. He turned to face me.
“Go ahead, Bud. Hit me. I want you to hit me, you worthless piece of shit, because then
I’ll hand your ass to you right here in front of everyone. Just think how it’s going to feel to go
home and tell your wife you got your ass kicked by a hippie.”
I was suddenly conscious of a packed reception area full of gaping mouths and amazed
stares.
“Get out of here, Bud, and don’t come back until you have something to say that
matters.”
Then I went to my supervisor’s office, with a red face and a pounding heart.
“I just had a run in with Bad Bud.”
“I know. I could hear it.”
“Really?”
“Reg, the whole fucking office could hear it.”
“Yeah, I really lost it.”
“No shit.”
I told him the whole story and the conversation rambled off into twisted tales of stress,
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absurdity, and the scum of the Earth. Mike’s phone rang. It was the Governor’s Hotline.
“Bud says his caseworker, Mr. Darling, called him a, ‘worthless piece of shit.’ Is that
true?”
“Yes.”
“Is Mr. Darling going to be disciplined?”
“Have you ever met Bud?”
“No, of course not.”
“Well, I have and I’m not going to discipline Mr. Darling for speaking the truth.”
“Please transfer this call to your Executive Director.”
I was assigned a new caseload and never had to deal with Bud again.
August 1, 1978: The weekend was filled with slaughtered hopes. That the deepest
hypocrisies came in the most tender moments isn’t softened by prior suspicions.
August 3, 1978: Not much painting last night. I tried until after midnight, but progress
was slow—too much mental underbrush to struggle through to get even close to the kind of raw
impulse I make beginnings from. I’m weary of being ambushed by my own misinterpretations of
the unsaid. I need to be tough, but it’s an awful rowing toward such hard eyes.
The intake supervisor described Saul as “the dirtiest human being in Pennsylvania.” It
may have been true. He looked like a coal miner at the end of a workday and smelled like a
well-aged blend of fuel oil and cat shit. But Saul wasn’t hard to get along with. All you had to
do was endure the stench, ignore the dead flies and rotting food in his beard, and wash your pen
after he used it to sign papers.
August 7, 1978: The weekend started fine and turned crazy. I painted with renewed
energy and basked in the glow of good work, until Sunday afternoon when there was an outdoor
farewell party for a departing co-worker. Mike got very loaded—much too loaded (Quaalude,
Dexedrine, weed, and beer) and got vulgarly and loudly aggressive toward Maria, with whom
he is secretly and painfully in love. She’s married. I have rather a crush on her too—she’s
extraordinary—but it’s not painful because all my painful spots are already occupied by other
women. I tried to defuse the situation, but he was so crazily persistent, he didn’t back off until I
threatened him physically. He didn’t have to come back down too far to make apologies and ask
forgiveness, and then I drank way too much.
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Sleep came hard, and Monday morning came gray and sick. My somber indifference
mirrors the rainy sky. Waiting for the sun.
There was an open caseworker position, but the director hadn’t requested a civil service
list. A recent hiring freeze could get reinstated at any moment. I had a talk with Mike about Bea,
with whom my longtime on again/off again relationship was in an on phase. Bea was a
caseworker in another county and wanted to transfer. The director wasn’t in his office, but we
knew where to find him. He was at the Sheraton, sitting alone at the bar. Mike took a stool on
one side of him. I took a stool on the other. He glanced back and forth at us with an expression
of mock disgust and said, “What do I have to do to get a little peace? Do I have to go home and
drink; is that what you want me to do?” Then he ordered beers for both of us.
Mike said, “We have a caseworker who wants to transfer in from another county, but
you’ve gotta act on it right away.”
“Which one of you is fucking her?”
“Not me,” Mike replied.
The director turned, looked at me, and said, “This better be worth it.”
“The caseloads are out of control,” I said.
“So is Mike.”
“That’s your problem.”
“No, it’s your problem too.”
“You have a point there,” I said as I raised my glass to tap his in a toast.
“I’ll get on it in the morning.”
It’s impossible to say exactly when our flush of positive energy began to self-destruct.
Probably much sooner than any of us realized. The collective ache of our burned-out cynicism
was always boiling just beneath the surface, needing only a tiny crack in the facade to erupt.
The big cracks, the major fault lines, stand out in memory: the softball game with another
agency that turned into a drunken brawl when Mike bit the umpire, the Alice B. Toklas
brownies eaten by the wrong people at the Christmas party, the angry lecture from a normally
soft-spoken director when a third of the caseworkers showed up for the weekly staff meeting
twenty minutes late and drunk. The teams degenerated into cliques. A series of hiring freezes
drove caseloads to impossible levels.
Daniel, a caseworker who had also transferred in from another county, complained to me
that his latest performance evaluation was the worst he’d ever received. He was clearly troubled
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by it, even though it wasn’t really a bad evaluation, per se. His naive earnestness annoyed me.
I said, “If you think a performance evaluation means diddley shit about you as a person,
then your biggest problem is you need to grow up.”
He went home at the end of the day, put the barrel of his .357 magnum in his mouth, and
pulled the trigger.
Daniel had far bigger problems than his performance evaluation or my insensitivity, but I
was unable to forgive myself easily, and redemption was complicated.
[Daniel’s death delivered the coup de grace to our floundering morale.]
November 16, 1978: This new life with Bea is faltering already. Though we like each
other a lot, maybe more than a lot, ninety percent of the passion in this house is mine. It’s not
difficult to see that the love of her life is elsewhere, and that she is with me as a kind of
surrender. And of course, though I’ve tried to make it otherwise, that’s how it is for me as well.
That I am better able to bring passion and eros into my surrender is hardly something I can
claim as a righteous virtue, but I still feel swindled because passion and eros were abundant
until my commitment was anchored in money and a shared house. Though I have a
well-established track record of being easy to fall out of love with, this change was not gradual.
I’ll try a while longer and hope to find warmth in the winter.
I joked in a staff meeting that when caseloads reached a certain point it should actually be
thought of as a work reduction because nobody needed to feel responsible for anything
anymore. No one even smiled. It was no joke to them.
February 13, 1979: I paint the very substance of my soul’s ache in front of her, and it
provokes neither word nor glance.
I’m tired of working so hard in the dark. I need rest, and kind lies. I want to be treated
like the worthy man I am not, praised like the brilliant artist I am not, fucked like the wild warm
lover I am not.
Ira came in every few weeks to angrily accuse me of spying on him. He believed that I
worked for the CIA, which he was certain had taken an inordinate interest in the details of his
daily life, due to unspecified secret things only he knew. But his rants were mercifully brief, and
he picked up on my subtle enough to be deniable hints that my secret colleagues in the agency
would hunt him down like a dog if he ever harmed me.
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March 12, 1979: I socialize too much with bureaucrats and absorb an excess of their
negative energies. They tend to lack any real aspirations beyond coping with the stress and
strangeness of their vocation. For most of them, that seems to be enough, but for me, it is
despair.
When Rich transferred in from another county there was visible tension between him and
Ozzie from the beginning, but the mutual abrasion was stupidly and comfortably petty on both
sides and enveloped in enough distraction to prevent a collision. Both were Vietnam vets who
bore visible scars that surely had invisible counterparts.
[Ozzie’s from a landmine, and Rich’s from a Vietcong bayonet.]
Ozzie was in a different supervisory unit, but he liked to join Mike’s unit, which included
Rich and me, when we gathered at a country tavern in Pleasant Gap for lunch, beer, laughter,
and wild talk. Mike was the gonzo supervisor and we were the gonzo unit in the welfare
office—outrageous, outspoken, incorrigible, and competent enough to get away with it.
[There was strange darkness in our laughter.]
Today it was different. Joints were passed en route, and pitchers of beer came and went at
a crazy pace while we ranted and laughed—that much was normal, but Ozzie had the proverbial
bug up his ass. He prodded and insulted Rich repeatedly. Rich shrugged it off at first, but I could
see something rising in him that I knew only too well in myself—he was beginning to want
Ozzie to push things too far. Mike saw it too and said ”I can’t watch this shit,” as he got up to
leave.
Rich, well aware of his own sharp edges and tender buttons, kept his temper in check,
until Ozzie said something that he interpreted as threatening to his family. Rich set his beer
glass down on the bar, turned to Ozzie, and said, “Okay, let’s go outside and settle this.”
[Rich had six children and was a devoted father wrestling uncomfortably with his own
inveterate wildness.]
Ozzie smiled, rubbed his palms together, and said, “This is just what I’ve been waiting
for!”
Ozzie was over six feet tall and rail thin. I doubt that he weighed a hundred-fifty pounds.
Rich was over six feet tall and built like the football player he had been in college.
They hustled outside where Ozzie did his best rendition of a yell from a cheap martial
arts movie and assumed his version of a karate master’s fighting stance. Rich seized him by the
shoulders, slammed his head against the side of the brick building, threw him on the ground,
and returned to the bar.
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As Rich reached for the beer pitcher, Ozzie came in the front door, yelled wildly, and
leaped through the air in a surprisingly athletic and faithful rendition of a barroom brawl scene
from an old John Wayne movie. He missed, and as he sailed past, Rich grabbed him and threw
him through the ladies room door. Ozzie bounced off the wall and landed with his shoulders
wedged between the wall and the toilet. Rich strode across the bar to the small ladies room and,
as Ozzie’s legs flailed wildly in a frantic effort to extricate himself, punched him repeatedly,
until we led Rich away and out, while frantically apologizing to the bartender.
As the fight was erupting, Mike missed a curve on the mountain road to his home and
slammed into a cliff face totaling his car. Another caseworker, who lived nearby, found Mike
standing in the road next to the wreckage, spitting out pieces of windshield glass and cursing.
Neither Ozzie nor Rich pressed charges. Ozzie readily forgave Rich and blamed Mike for
the whole incident. Though far from rational, this wasn’t entirely unfounded. Mike had an aura
that jacked up the emotional energy in any situation—it seemed hard wired. He was incapable
of not doing it and when he was cranked, it could be good, sometimes extraordinarily good, and
always better than the background buzz of welfare bureaucracy’s stagnant tragedy. In the wake
of his beating, Ozzie reacted to Mike’s wild charisma as if it was a conspiracy directed at him.
The coke Ozzie snorted in the men’s room didn’t help at all.
[The tavern owner banned all caseworkers from the premises.]
Since we feared Ozzie might be teetering on the brink of an even higher cliff, I became
Mike’s bodyguard for a few weeks.
March 25, 1979: Must one sacrifice transcendence in order to attain comfort?
As I walked past Ozzie’s desk, he hissed like a reptile and sprang out of his chair. I
reflexively pivoted and drew back my fist ready to punch him as he collapsed on the floor in a
seizure. Many heads bobbed up from the rows of caseworkers’ desks in time to see my aborted
punch. Acutely aware of the eyes upon me, I ducked into Mike’s office.
[Ozzie was epileptic as a result of his war injuries. The coke he snorted in the men’s room
didn’t help with that, either.]
“Ozzie is having a seizure—I hope someone out there is helping him because I can’t do
it.”
“He can fucking die as far as I’m concerned,” Mike said as he went to the door to make
sure someone was, indeed, helping Ozzie.
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March 28, 1979: Phillipsburg office—an old lady wanting more food stamps, an
anxious, not very bright young woman who told me, “the doctor says my baby’s head is
growing too fast,” and that her husband beats her up, an old man dying of a heart condition,
a senile old lady who doesn’t know what she wants and can’t hear because she won’t remove
her furry winter hat even though its forty-seven degrees outside, and an about to be evicted, fat
ugly, angry, pregnant young woman for whom I can do nothing.
The intake unit’s casework supervisor, a pathetic, cynical wreck of a human being whose
spirit had foundered on decades of morale-crushing work and a marriage gone hopelessly bitter,
walked over to Bea’s desk, threw a case record folder down in front of her, and said, “That’s the
stupidest goddamned thing I’ve ever seen.” He then proceeded to loudly berate her work
performance in front of the entire casework staff. She was in tears. As soon as he turned to walk
away, I went to her desk and said, “I’m speaking now as a union steward, not as a friend. Do
you want to file a grievance?”
“No, I just want to forget it.”
“You won’t be able to forget it, because it has happened to others before and it’ll happen
again. That scene was extremely unpleasant for everyone, not just you.”
“I don’t want to do it.”
Though I wasn’t contractually required to obtain an employee’s consent to file a
grievance on their behalf, I reluctantly let it go in the name of domestic harmony.
A week later, I was conferring with a clerk and another caseworker about a case
situation, when the intake supervisor interrupted with a case record folder in his hand, “The
client is in the reception area—go take this application.” I was not on intake, he was not my
assigned supervisor, there was no emergency situation, and no one from the intake staff had
called in sick.
I said, “No, Mr. Calder, I won’t take that case,” in a calm voice.
Already getting red-faced, he said, “Are you refusing a direct order?”
“Yes, Mr. Calder, I am.”
“You can be disciplined for this,” he said in a loud angry voice.
I smiled and said, “You’re welcome to try.”
He roared into a loud blustery, profanity-laden rant.
I filed a class action grievance on behalf of the entire casework staff, named Bea and
myself as the two specifically aggrieved parties, and cited both incidents as examples of verbal
abuse and violation of employee confidentiality. The director was in Harrisburg for two days of
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meetings.
At home that evening, I walked out of a raging, tear-flooded argument with Bea and
returned late and drunk. She left the next morning on a six-day vacation with a group of friends.
When the director returned, he summoned my supervisor, Mike, and me to his office.
Mike said, “I had a unit meeting and ordered all my people to refuse work assignments from
that fat, fucking piece of shit.” The director sighed and said, “I’ll take care of it.”
Though there was little doubt that I was contractually right and that Calder had attempted
to assign work punitively, it was equally transparent that I had deliberately provoked him.
Calder was ordered to conduct all performance or behavior related conferences with
courtesy and respect, in the privacy of his office and to channel any intake work that couldn’t be
handled by the intake unit through his fellow supervisors.
My self-righteousness faded with my anger.
April 30, 1979: Bea started in on me within minutes of her return last night. I had been
working slowly and lazily, but well, in the studio all day and suddenly I was stuck in hurt silence
and a knotted stomach. I had no words that haven’t been said too many times already, and part
of me was still stuck in the world of paint and color, so I sat in sullen sighed silence and waited
for her to finish her tears and retire. Then I rolled a joint and painted on.
This morning, I rose early to watch dawning light spill over the eastern hills until it was
time to bathe and breakfast before driving to the office an hour late because I forgot about
setting the clocks ahead for Daylight Savings Time. Now it’s four-thirty, I can’t get myself to do
any more work, and there are case records piled all over my desk.
Jake came into the Philipsburg office, sat down in front of my desk, and said, “Mr.
Darling, I want to get my nuts cut off.”
“Why is that, Jake?”
“Don’t want nothing to do with women no more and I figure if I get my nuts cut off all
that energy will go into strength, just like a young pig.”
“Did you talk to your doctor about that?”
“Yeah, he wouldn’t do it. You know what I think? I think he’s a goddamned Catholic!”
“Has anything changed in your situation that you need to tell me about?”
“I threw my wife out.”
“Any chance you’ll get back together?”
“No! Never. I caught her in bed with my best friend’s wife. I should never have married
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her. I met her in a whorehouse in Washington, D.C. She fucked rich niggers for seven hundred
dollars an hour and gave it all up for me.”
“I have to ask you to go down to domestic relations at the court house.”
“I already went there. I told them I wanted to shoot the goddamned, lezzie sumbitch, and
you know what they told me?”
“What?”
“They told me it was illegal to shoot a goddamned, lezzie sumbitch!”
“I think they’re right, Jake, and you don’t need any more trouble with the law right now.”
“Here, have a drink.”
“You know I can’t drink on the job.”
“I want to get my nuts cut off.”
I really wanted him to go away. His speech was getting more and more agitated. He was
sweating profusely and taking big gulps of wine. So, I gave him a brochure from family
planning and said, “These are the people you should talk to about that.”
“I’m going down there right now.”
“That’s a good idea, Jake. I’ll recalculate your food stamps and send you a notice.”
An hour later the phone rang. It was family planning. An angry voice said, “Don’t ever
do that to me again.”
I said, “You, of all people, should understand just how desperate I was.”
She hung up.
May 10, 1979: Watching misty moonlight from my bedroom window.
Bird sounds punctuate the body’s call to sleep.
Time.
The director came to Mike’s office looking stressed, “The auditors are eating us alive—
why is this happening?” he asked.
“It’s because we’re incompetent,” Mike replied.
On “Gentle Thursday,” an annual, hippie-esque celebration of spring and peace on a Penn
State lawn, an assortment of people from the welfare office gathered on a couple of blankets to
hang out in warm spring sun, drink beer, listen to music, and talk.
The group was mostly female, plus Ozzie, Earl from the Department of Agriculture office
next door, and me. Ozzie began to hold forth about his mastery of martial arts.
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“You would have to have a gun to touch me,” he said. I picked up an orange in my right
hand, held it out at arm’s length, and tossed it lightly up and caught it a few times. Then Iquickly shot my left hand out to my side and wiggled my fingers. When Ozzie looked at my left hand,
I threw the orange and hit him in the groin.
There was a flash of fire in Ozzie’s eyes. One of the women gasped, and another
muttered, “Oh shit.” I picked up my beer and said, “Cheers.”
Ozzie smiled and said, “Good one!”
I invited Ozzie to smoke a joint on the top level of the Pugh Street parking garage. On the
way there, he told me that women found him irresistible because his penis was ten inches long. I
replied in my best mock-pious tone, “Oh, you must feel so very blessed.”
Ozzie said, “You know, you can be a real asshole sometimes.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed that about myself.”
June 20, 1979: In Phillipsburg today, I saw eighteen clients in ninety minutes. Then, Jake
came in ranting off the edge of coherence in a jumble of phrases about cunt, tits, “lezzy
sumbitches,” “no good fuckin hippie pricks,” etcetera, on and on, while I stood edging across
the comfortable talking distance, moving him incrementally toward the door, and nodding
assent to his every wild assertion. He’s built like a small bear, and I’m afraid of him.
July 4, 1979: Somber, daylong rain—the sun came out just in time to set, and I painted
on, taking breaks for chores, joints, and raspberry picking—quietly wordless all day—
channeling my attention through my brush with a mixture of diligence and escapism.
Now, writing in my solitary bed, I listen to the sounds of distant dogs, cars, and the wind.
Ozzie stepped back from his brink, fell in love, and seemed to settle back toward sanity.
He became a not unpleasant coworker, but I kept my distance socially.
[Ozzie was eventually promoted to casework supervisor. He married, had children, and
died young of lung cancer.]
August 19, 1979: Night comes dense, moist, and filled with cricket song. Far away
lightning, flashes behind the fog. Silence is chewed ragged at its edges by distant engines, while
I ponder, wonder, and regret.
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Ric was wild and bright: a decorated Vietnam War veteran, musician, lecher, tennis
fanatic, horseman, and part-time antique dealer. He had recently split with his wife and was
looking for someone to rent part of his house. I would have the run of a large, old house filled
with an eclectic array of antiques, and two good-sized rooms with high ceilings and big
windows for myself. The timing couldn’t have been better. I jettisoned a truckload of unneeded
possessions and moved. Though we were very different in many respects, Ric and I were
kindred spirits. Funneling our separate daily lives through the same house; we quickly arrived at
the kind of deep, mutual trust that is normally a feature only of friendships of many years.
[Ric was an old friend of Mike’s from college days.]
November 19, 1979: On the phone, a screaming client who wouldn’t take “no” on a car
purchase grant and said he was “coming down there to get it or else.” So he came in, big and
irate, and I talked him down and sent him on his grumbling way.
The hard part is the anticipation—knowing you have to go out there and deal with a boatload of irrational anger agitates the psyche in a way that takes all day to smooth back out.
Dimly understood undercurrents of power, greed, fear, and sleaze had boiled to the
surface in the form of a boom in precious metals. Ric and I had long, rambling, late night
discussions theorizing on the political and economic reasons for it all. We formed a partnership
as freelance buyers and sellers of precious metals and began placing ads in local newspapers
and scheduling buying sessions in motel conference rooms. We sold coins and sterling in
Philadelphia and shipped gold and platinum to a manufacturer of dental appliances in Buffalo.
We constantly monitored the spot value of metals via toll-free phone numbers and paid
the sellers fairly. Word spread fast, and the volume of our business grew as wildly as the
booming market itself. There were runs to Philadelphia when we made an extra thousand
dollars or more apiece, simply by timing our arrival with the flux of the day’s market. We
toasted success with good whisky and celebrated victories with cocaine.
The whole endeavor took on its own momentum. We were on a roll. It felt exciting and
right to make money by wit and nerve instead of by subservience, drudgery, and endurance. We
felt like cowboys.
[We felt free and wild when we were out on the range, but we didn’t own the ranch or the
cattle.]
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We also did business from home, and people knew about us. Hang-up phone calls became
commonplace. I slept with a loaded, short-barreled shotgun beside the bed. My shoulder holster
became part of my wardrobe.
I was wired. While working at the welfare office, I would sometimes make a run to
Philadelphia, be back on the job by one o’clock, leave at five, take a dozen phone calls, do a
couple of deals, paint well past midnight, and arise at five to get high, paint some more, and get
on with it.
After a solitary day at the Phillipsburg outpost office, I was getting ready to close up
when the phone rang. An elderly woman spoke in a voice muddled with tears and panic. She
had a leg in a cast and could barely get around. Her estranged husband had beaten her and
stolen her social security and SSI checks.
I grabbed my briefcase and drove to her house. She seemed kindly, frail, grandmotherly,
and very upset. The house was cold because she couldn’t get down the basement steps to check
her fuel oil tank and didn’t know how much she had left. I checked the fuel oil and assured her
that since she still had three-quarters of a tank, she could turn the thermostat up a bit. I would
check with the energy assistance staff and get her application bumped to the top of the pile. I
completed an application for an emergency welfare grant in lieu of her stolen SSI check.
Instead of mailing the check the next day, I delivered it personally and arranged for a local
service agency to deliver some groceries and assist her in cashing the check.
Back in Phillipsburg the following week, I stopped by on my way out of town to see how
she was doing. “What the fuck do you want?” she asked with a cackling laugh. Her husband
was there, and they were both very drunk. The floor was strewn with beer cans.
February 21, 1980: I just handed in my resignation and waves of exhilaration shoot
through my smile. I look out at this structured chaos of telephones and typewriters in a state of
absolute grin. I am incapacitated by the intensity of my sighing relief.
Within a few minutes of placing my letter of resignation in the director’s in-box, people
were feuding over who would get my prized back corner desk. Run of the mill lunacy, irate
phone calls, small disasters, neurotics, bums, and a too complex set of interlocking
responsibilities—the bitching and desperate humor—all reinforce my relief with their relentless
negativity.
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Clouds grow thick and dark, but lingering warmth belies the winter sky. I’m too giddy
with relief and hope to work.
At my farewell luncheon I had over ten thousand dollars in my briefcase and a Smith and
Wesson nine-millimeter semi-automatic in a shoulder holster covered by a vest. It felt like
freedom, but it wasn’t.
[We were young.]
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Bomb Shelter
I built my bomb shelter because
I want to see what will happen
to my garden after The Bomb.
I fully intend to go in
when the first sirens go off, plan
to shut myself up tight and live
through however many blasts of
intense radiation we all
get hit with. After a month or
so, I’m going to come back up, pop
my head outside, take a look at
the back yard to see how the plants
are doing. It’s not so much that
I’ve seen a number of horror
movies featuring man-eating
plants, poisonous plants, angry plants,
brought to mobile life by a blast
of radiation. It’s more that
I just want to see how far this
whole gardening thing can go, to
see what’s beyond watering
and basic fertilizing. I
desperately want to see some
beautiful, drastic mutant change
in my garden, to see snaky
tendrils waving threateningly
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at me from beneath the birch tree,
tiny green heads snapping at my
feet through the grass, the tree itself
taking a good, hard swing in my
direction. I think that’d be
really cool.
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Just a Speck
When I look down
all I see is bone.
Inside of muscle
inside of flesh
			
clothes.
When I look up
all I see is veins
inside of leaves
inside a tree
			
bark.
When I look west
all I see is foam
inside a wall
inside a house
			
shingles.
I’m a Human
X-Ray Machine
inside a world
inside a solar system
		
inside a solar interstellar neighborhood
			
inside a galaxy
				
inside a local galactic group
					
inside a supercluster
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inside an observable universe
inside a proposed universe

inside
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Infinity.

John Flynn

The Death of Heat

Equilibrium is the goal,
heat death, a universe eventually cold and unchanging.
But first, a chaos of small matter,
then, an overall average
where the bits become so many
each recedes from view.
A leaf loses its size in a forest of leaves.
As a young adult
the chaos of my life appeared both huge and painful.
Loss loves, parents looming large and frowning, a job I hated.
Now past 60 I have gathered a whole life of this matter.
More hurt. Throw it on the pile.
Life is averaging out. Equilibrium awaits in a few decades.
I look forward to it like peace.
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Alice’s Garden: Sexual Identity in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
. . . And we’ve got to get ourselves back to the garden.
(“Woodstock,” Joni Mitchell)
Since Lewis Carroll first published Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in 1863, there have
been innumerable reinventions of his novel, ranging from the first film adaptation (a British,
silent film made in 1903, directed by Cecil Hepworth), to books, graphic novels, comics,
animation, rides at Disneyland and Disney World, and made-for-TV movies. The past few
years, in particular, produced three additions to the genre: Alice on the SyFy channel, directed
by Nick Willing, a contemporary sequel to the Alice narrative, wherein Alice is an adult,
martial arts instructor, who, after her boyfriend is kidnapped, ventures into Wonderland to
retrieve him. The second was Tim Burton’s Alice in Wonderland. While Burton set his piece
in the same Victorian time frame, he imbued Alice with post-feminist sensibilities, a desire to
seek out her own destiny, and not yield to the patriarchal visage of marriage and motherhood.
Finally, author Melanie Benjamin wrote, Alice I Have Been, a reimaging of the real “Alice,”
Alice Lindell, who inspired Dodgson to write the novel, a poetic, historical novel exploring the
impact of inadvertent fame. The narrative is trapped in amber, frozen in time, and as the New
Yorker writer, Anthony Lane noted in “Go Ask Alice: What Really Went on in Wonderland,”
“The river never ended, and the children never grew up.” However, all recent manifestations of
the Alice saga, to some extent, address the issue of feminine autonomy, but do so through
different means. The question for this is essay is simple: what is it about the Alice narrative
that has become emblematic of feminist idealism and therefore fodder for the popular
imagination?
As a mathematical scholar at Christ Church College at Oxford, a poet, and a man interested in psychic phenomena, it is more than probable that Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, Lewis
Carroll, like most of his contemporaries, was familiar with the increasing Victorian attention to
the mental sciences (Untermeyer 6). By the time Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was written
in 1863 (under its original title, Alice’s Adventures Under Ground), public interest in psychological phenomena was at its height, and “numerous articles about mental science were featured
in the same magazines (such as Blackwood’s) that published their poetry reviews” (Fass 13).
Further, as an admitted believer in the preternatural, Carroll was most likely versed in the now
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extinct school of psychological investigation known commonly as Mesmerism, named after the
physician Franz Anton Mesmer. In addition to Mesmer’s belief that humans and animals
contained energy that could be harnessed through the use of magnets to cure certain ailments,
he also explored issues relating to extrasensory perception. Although it would be absurd to
assert that Carroll necessarily intended to write a “psychological” children’s tale, I am
suggesting that Carroll, fascinated by Mesmerism, with its appeal to dream states and altered
states of consciousness, may have led him to encase his novel into a Victorian psychological
framework
Thank Heaven for Little Girls
On July 4, 1862, Dodgson, then thirty, took three young sisters on a boating trip. One of
the little girls, Alice Pleasance Liddel, ten years old at the time, was later to become the
fictional Alice. Dodgson writes of his excursion:
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

Many a day had we rowed together on that quiet stream—the three little maidens
and I—and many a fairy tale had been extemporized for their benefit. . . Yet none
of these many tales got written down; they lived and died like summer midges,
each in its own golden afternoon until there came a day when, as it chanced, one
of my little listeners petitioned that the tale might be written out for her. That was
many a year ago, but I distinctly remember now as I write, how, in desperate at
tempt to strike out some new line of fairy-lore, I had sent my heroine straight
down a rabbit-hole without the least idea what was to happen afterwards
(qtd. in Untermeyer 7).

We might take Carroll at his word and assume that Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is
nothing less than a narrative based on dreamy tales told to the Liddel sisters during that warm
summer day. However, as contemporary readers, we cannot ignore Carroll’s fascination, near
obsession, with the real Alice, and his similar interest in other little girls.
A photographer of some skill, Carroll’s sensual photographs of children have often been
scrutinized by critics, with some seeing the photographs of children as a manifestation of
Carroll’s repressed pedophilia. The notorious image of Alice is recast in Benjamin’s book,
where she has Alice reflect, “I felt exposed, betrayed, and then, suddenly, alarmingly, powerful”
(Benjamin 70). And it this motif of power that reemerges in the popular portrayals of Alice.
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Alice, in all her many incarnations, is always depicted as a woman/child who resists the
confinement of proscribed sexuality, a rebel, a character who cannot, as her potential husband
admonishes her in Burton’s screenplay, “When in doubt, remain silent” (Burton).
While there has been no evidence that Carroll’s interest in little girls went beyond the
voyeuristic, I would like to suggest that Alice’s dream of Wonderland is an exploration of
Carroll’s obsession with the emergence of female sexuality (a cultural obsession common in
Victorian England), and the delineation it creates between childhood and adulthood. The poem
excepted here, which introduces Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass, illustrates my point:
		
			
		
			
		
			
		
			
		
		

Come, hearken then, ere voice of dread,
With bitter summons laden
Shall summon to unwelcome bed
A melancholy maiden!
We are but older children, dear
Who fret to find our bedtime near.
Without, the frost, the blinding snow,
The storm-wind’s moody madness—
Within, the firelight’s ruddy glow,
And childhood’s nest of gladness.

		

The magic worlds shall hold thee fast:

		

Thou shalt not heed the raving blast. (Carroll 157-158)
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While there are innumerable ways to interpret this passage, given what we know of
Carroll, it is not difficult to see that the emergence of female sexuality is a “storm-wind,” a
“raving blast,” an affront to the innocence of childhood, shaking it to its very core. The
Victorian notion of sexuality can best be described as schizophrenic. While pornography and
prostitution flourished, an “avowed interest in sex was frowned upon more severely than at any
period since the brief political ascendancy of the Puritans in the seventeenth century. Mothers
began to warn their daughters that only bad women enjoyed intercourse, whether in or out of
wedlock; good women were repelled by it, yielding only from a sense of duty” (Loth 118). We
have the notorious quote attributed to Queen Victoria, who gave her daughter this advice on her
wedding night: “Close your eyes and think of England.” While the quote has not been
authentically attributed, it does suggest the widely held Victorian view of female sexuality.
Carroll shared this view of adult female sexuality as an “unwelcome bed” to be endured by a
“melancholy maiden.”
A Hole
In all the narratives, Alice begins her adventure in Wonderland by falling down the rabbit hole, which incidentally, has been mirrored time and time again in popular explanations for
a journey into the unknown (think Lost’s hatch, and Pan’s Labyrinth’s hole). If we put aside the
easy temptation to analyze the rabbit as a symbol of sexual potency, we cannot ignore the
falling action of Alice’s entrance into her dream world. Most of us have experienced the sensation of falling in our dreams, our abrupt transition from sleep to disconcerted wakefulness.
Freud concludes that dreams of falling are connected to anxiety in the dreamer, and that women,
in particular, are symbolically susceptible to falling dreams. Women, Freud suggests, “almost
always accept the symbolic use of falling as a way of describing a surrender to an erotic
temptation. Nor have we yet exhausted the infantile sources of dreams of falling. Almost every
child has fallen down at one time or other and afterwards have been picked up and petted; or if
he has fallen out of his cot at night, has been taken into bed with his mother or nurse” (Freud
430). If we accept Freud’s analysis that falling dreams symbolize anxiety, logically, we should
ask, what has Alice to be anxious about? Perhaps the answer is simple: losing her sense of
childhood identity. The confusion Alice continually faces in Wonderland about her identity is a
manifestation from her waking world about the anxiety she feels about moving from innocence
to sexual maturity. Our “dream thoughts,” Freud continues, “are dominated by the same
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material that has occupied us during the day and we only bother to dream of things which have
given us cause for reflection in the daytime” (207). Alice’s waking identity crisis (of becoming
a sexual creature) has been translated into her dream state; throughout her journey in
Wonderland, her identity constantly fluctuates—sometimes she is small, large, mistaken for
others, and almost always misunderstood.
The Garden
As soon as she enters Wonderland, Alice’s most basic desire is to make her way into the
garden: “She knelt down and looked along the passage into the loveliest garden you ever saw.
How she longed to get out of that dark hall and wander among those beds of bright flowers and
those cool fountains, but she could not even get her head through the doorway” (Carroll 26). In
mythic terms, it’s not too far of a stretch to suggest that Alice’s garden can be linked to the
Garden of Eden. Moreover, as a Judaic-Christian archetype, we know that the garden
symbolizes that which is hidden, mysterious, and tantalizingly forbidden. Extending the
symbolic relevance of gardens of course is the obvious connection to flowers, and “flowering”
or perhaps its opposite colloquial term, of “deflowering.” From a psychological perspective,
flowers in dreams offer a bouquet of sexual meaning. Freud, in analyzing a dream of one of his
female patients, which he called, “The Language of Flowers,” points out that flowers have
a sexual nature, branches are seen as phallic symbols, and red often represents menstruation
(Freud 380-84). In recounting a patient’s dream, Freud examines the analysand’s use of flowers. He writes,
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

I arrange the centre of the table with flowers for a birthday.” In reply to a
question, she told me that in the dream she seemed to be in her own home. . .and
had a “feeling of happiness. “Popular” symbolism made it possible for me to
translate the dream unaided. It was an expression of her bridal wishes: the table
with its floral centre-piece symbolized herself and her genitals; she represented
her wishes for the future as fulfilled, for her thoughts were already occupied with
the birth of a baby; so her marriage lay a long way behind her... When I asked
what flowers they had been, for her first reply was: “expensive flowers; one has to
pay for them,” and then that they had been “lilies of the valley, violets and pinks or
carnations. (Freud 409).
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Freud concludes that the lilies of the valley represent the preciousness of her virginity, and
express her expectation that her husband would appreciate its value. Further, he argues that the
violets relate to the English word violate, “In order to express in the language of flowers the
dreamer’s thoughts on the violence of defloration” (another term that employs flower symbolism) (Freud 410). Now, if we accept the Freudian interpretation of flower symbolism, what
significance are we to attach that the “red” rose bush in the Red Queen’s garden is really white,
only painted red? Might we assume that Carroll was concerned about the inevitable start of
Alice Liddel’s menstruation, and with it, her sojourn into womanhood? In other words, does
Alice’s dream of Wonderland and the forbidden garden somehow represent Carroll’s anxious
view of Alice Liddel’s emergence into sexual maturity?
We may be able to answer these questions by realizing that the first lesson Alice learns in
Wonderland, and the one she eventually masters, is that she needs to “adjust to unexpected
changes, as in female puberty. By drinking from a mysterious bottle and eating from a small
cake, she experiences great changes in body size until she becomes unsure of her own identity”
(Kelly 77). Alice’s identity crisis is related to her entrance into the garden of female sexuality.
Alice finds herself torn between the world of childhood and adulthood. This dichotomy is
manifested by Alice’s often repeated admonishments to herself to behave like an adult. When
Alice again tries to make it into the garden by shrinking herself, she remembers that she left the
key to garden door on the table which she can no longer reach. When she begins crying, she
sharply tells herself to “‘leave off this minute!’ . . . she remembered trying to box her own ears
for having cheated herself in a game of croquet she was playing against herself, for this curious
child was very fond of pretending to be two people” (Carroll 28). This theme of confused
identity reverberates throughout the narrative:
		
		
		
		
		

Dear, dear! How queer everything is today! And yesterday things went on just as
usual. I wonder if I’ve changed in the night? Let me think: was I the same when I
got up this morning? I almost think I can remember feeling a little different. But if
I’m not the same, the question is, ‘Who in the world am I?’ Ah, that’s the great
puzzle! (Carroll 34).

Besides not being sure of her own identity, nobody else in Wonderland seems to be able
to recognize Alice for what she really is—a little girl. The White Rabbit calls her Mary Ann,
believing her to be some sort of servant, and tells her to run home and bring him has fan and
gloves; the Pigeon confuses her with being a serpent:
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“But I’m not a serpent, I tell you!” said Alice. I’m a—I’m a—”

		

“Well! What are you? said the Pigeon. “I can see you’re trying to invent

something!”
		

“I—I’m a little girl,” said Alice, rather doubtfully.

By this point in the story, Alice has trouble ascertaining her own identity, and begins to
doubt that she is still the same little girl who entered Wonderland. Furthermore, from a Jungian
perspective, animals in dream states (particularly snakes, rodents, lizards, and sometimes fish),
are “symbolic denizens of the collective unconscious. . . Perhaps the commonest dream symbol
of transcendence is the snake. . . .”(Jung 154). As Alice’s sexuality emerges, she metaphorically
becomes a serpent, shedding her child’s skin for an adult form.
The Caterpillar as Phallus
Nowhere in the novel is this metamorphosis of child into adult made clearer than in
Alice’s encounter with the Caterpillar, who repeatedly demands Alice to state her identity to
him. When he asks Alice, “Who are you?” she stutters her reply: “I—I hardly know, Sir, just at
present—at least I know who I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have changed
several times since then” (Carroll 61). Kelly has suggested that the Caterpillar “fuses the
themes of sexuality, changing body forms, and the mystery of personal identity. . . As a symbol
of sexuality, he represents a threat to Alice’s childhood innocence (Kelly 77). Carroll’s chapter,
“Advice from a Caterpillar,” distinctly illustrates Carroll’s fascination with Mesmerism. The
Caterpillar has extrasensory perception and can read Alice’s thoughts, and while all the other
creatures in Wonderland bully Alice, the Caterpillar smokes his hookah, and quietly dominates
Alice by his psychic powers. When the Caterpillar tells her that she’ll get used to being three
inches tall, she replies:
		

“But I’m not used to it!” pleaded poor Alice in a piteous tone. And she thought

[italics mine] to herself, “I wish the creatures wouldn’t be so easily offended!”
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“You’ll get used to it in time,” said the Caterpillar. (Carroll 67)

The Caterpillar’s commanding presence creates a turning point in the story. In essence,
he acts as her mentor, since he too will eventually change into another form. Alice reminds
him, “‘. . . when you have to turn into a chrysalis—you will some day, you know—and then
after that into a butterfly, I should think you’ll feel it a little queer, won’t you?” to which he
replies, “‘Not a bit.’” (Carroll 62). The Caterpillar’s acceptance of his inevitable changes
profoundly affects Alice, who later in the novel not only begins to adapt to the haphazard rules
of Wonderland, but, thanks to the Caterpillar’s advice, can now exact control over her identity
by eating the mushroom and changing her own size on demand. Freud has remarked that, in
dream-works,
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

Wild beasts are as a rule employed by the dream-work to represent passionate
impulses of which the dreamer is afraid, whether they are his own or those of other
people (It then needs only a slight displacement for the wild beasts to come to
represent the people who are possessed by these passions). We have not far to go
from here to cases in which a dreaded father is represented by a beast of prey or a
dog or a wild horse—a form of representation recalling totemism. It might be said
that the wild beasts are used to represent the libido, a force dreaded by the ego and
combated by means of repression. (Freud 445)

Although, admittedly, the Caterpillar is not a “wild beast,” he is surprisingly menacing
and intimidating to Alice, and may suggest that the Caterpillar psychologically represents
Alice’s adolescent libido, which is struggling to free itself from the confines of her ego.
Moreover, it would not be too far of a stretch to view the Caterpillar as phallic—in terms of his
knowledge, power, and physical state. However, a Jungian analysis of animals in dreams takes
us into a different interpretative direction, but still concerns itself with the issue of identity. The
Caterpillar, although at times belligerent and arrogant, he is, in fact, the most helpful creature in
Wonderland. Jung, rather than viewing animals as “passionate impulses,” sees them as manifestations of the Self, which is often “symbolized as an animal, representing our instinctive nature
and its connectedness with one’s surroundings (that is why there are so many helpful animals in
myths and fairy tales). This relation of the Self to all surrounding nature and even the cosmos
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probably comes from the fact that the “nuclear atom” of our psyche is somehow woven into the
whole world, both outer and inner” (207). Applying a Jungian interpretation to Alice and her
relationship with the Caterpillar might lead us to conclude that since dreams are a
condensation of moments in our waking life, the Caterpillar functions as Alice’s mirrored Self,
coming to terms with her new sexual identity. No longer fighting her physiological changes,
Alice tells the Mock Turtle and Gryphon, “I could tell you my adventures—beginning from
this morning,” said Alice a little timidly; ‘but it’s no use going back to yesterday, because I was
a different person then’” (128). Alice, finally, understands that she is transformed, and she has
come to accept the nuances of this transformation.
Finally, in the novel’s concluding paragraph, Carroll makes evident his vision of the child
emerging into a “melancholy maiden.” Interestingly, in an attempt, perhaps, to veil his thoughts
on the subject, he chooses Alice’s sister to reflect on the issue of Alice’s loss of innocence,
rather than the narrator: “Lastly, she pictured to herself how this same little sister of her would,
in the after-time, be herself a grown woman; and how she would keep, through all her riper
years, the simple and loving heart of her childhood . . . and how she would feel with all their
simple sorrows, and find a pleasure in all their simple joys, remembering her own child-life, and
the happy summer days (Carroll 153).
As the fictional Alice says in Alice I Have Been, “For the first time, I understood that
childhood would end” (Benjamin 84). We might attribute the recent profusion of Alice
narratives to a cultural desire to reclaim the vestiges of childhood imagination, where anything
is possible. More likely, however, is that the Alice story reverberates for women, touches
some sort of collective sexual nerve, and even though Victorian mores attempted to keep the
key to the garden out of Alice’s reach, with the Caterpillar’s help, she learns to grasp it on her
own.
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11.00 PM, Warren County

We sparkle with a scheme
to veer you off the straight and narrow —
too many to name
and yet naming us
is just what we desire of you.
We cover the night
and yet leave so much room
for your circling mind we have enough darkness,
thank you very much —
minuscule as you may imagine it;
we crave your light.
For without your presence,
we’re nothing but fiery graves.
We incinerate ourselves
for want of your explanation.
Yes, you, boy on the veranda
of that farmhouse in Kentucky —
this is starspeak.
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Observations from an Inside-Out Snow Globe

I’m sitting here in my kitchen,
between the big corner windows that face south and east,
windows now filled with the sight of swirling snow enfolding the house.
In fits and starts, with flurries and gusts, but hardly any noise,
the wind etches lacy patterns of impermanence into the air,
images that dissolve and disappear as they fly by,
a mini-whiteout that blocks the familiar:
broken bird feeder, empty hydrangea vines, frozen planters,
the neighbors’ brick chimney with its wisps of pale smoke,
shovels leaning against the fence—all hidden from view
by the gentle blizzard speeding past these big windows,
and I just sit here within the spinning,
just sit here motionless,
			
mesmerized,
			
watching. . .
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Defying Gravity
Soon after Martin Finch figured out how to levitate himself, his personality changed. He
became snooty and superior—uppity, you might say.
I’d hired him; I admit it. And I was his supervisor. So in some respects, I felt
responsible. But up till the levitation business, he’d done OK for us. He always did his fair
share of the work, and our clients seemed to like him.
Then came the levitation. Someone said it was an old fakir trick, but I couldn’t see any
“trick” to this. It was amazing to watch, especially at first.
You’d go into Finch’s office, and he’d be sitting in the lotus position in mid-air. About
five feet off the floor. Hair neatly combed, expression smug behind the wire-rim glasses, suit
pressed and superbly cut—but sitting in mid-air. He’d be floating over his desk like a
helium-filled balloon.
First time I saw it, I almost fainted.
“Nothing to be alarmed about,” he said. “I studied hard and learned how to do it.”
I wasn’t the only one who took notice. People came from down the hall, from across the
street, from parts unknown. When they first saw him, they’d react the way I had. They’d
stagger, they’d abuse the Lord’s name. Then they’d search for wires and such, but they never
found any. Near as any of us could tell, what we were witnessing was the real article:
honest-to-God levitation.
Fact was, Finch would stay levitated not just for a few fragile seconds, but for solid hours
at a time. Sometimes he’d stay airborne for the entire workday. He’d lower himself a bit to
grab the phone, to tap at his computer or the like. But he’d still be afloat, legs folded
beneath him, his staid business suit looking somehow out-of-place under the circumstances.
And more often than not, his thin-lipped mouth would be set in a manner that suggested
supreme confidence, as if now he were above it all.
“Oughta give it a rest once in a while,” I told him. “Come on down here and spend some
time with the earthbound.”
“I like it up here,” he said. “It’s stimulating. It’s exhilarating.”
Possibly it was; I had no way to judge.
One day he conducted a seminar on the proper attitude: how to achieve it, how to
maintain it. Like everyone else, I thought the session went quite well, especially since he did
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his whole spiel while hanging effortlessly in the air. He urged us to scale new heights, to soar
beyond our limitations, and so on. Pretty cute.
Ironic, though, that the topic he’d chosen was attitude, since his was taking a tumble even
as the rest of him stayed right up there. I’d say hi to him—sometimes he’d say hi back, and
sometimes he wouldn’t. I had the impression he was looking down his nose at me. He was
losing interest in his work as well; his productivity plummeted.
All he seemed to care about was this thing he could do that the rest of us couldn’t.
Defying gravity.
A certain client, a real bigwig, took me aside and gave me an earful.
“This levitation stuff is nice,” he said. “It’s different. But it’s not what we’re shelling out
our cash for.” He had the soft but deadly voice of a capo di tutti capi. “And what we are
shelling out cash for . . . well, those projects are all up in the air.”
I understood what I had to do.
Tight-jawed, I took up my invisible ax and went to Finch’s office. When I went in, I was
startled to discover that he’d elevated his oddball skill to the next level. Now he wasn’t merely
sitting in mid-air, he was moving. He was actually swooping, darting and sailing around the
room. From time to time, he’d execute a barrel roll or a loop-the-loop.
“I can fly,” he said.
I said nothing. My neck was hurting from staring up at him.
“Flying,” he said, “is simply levitation with a little oomph behind it.”
“Marty,” I began. I had to duck when he buzzed me. He almost took my head off.
“Marty,” I said, “I’m afraid this isn’t working out.”
“The job, you mean.” He’d wafted up near the ceiling, close to a light fixture. White light
was streaming all around him.
“The job,” I said.
“I know. I’ve already cleaned out my desk.”
I held up my hand to block the light. “I’m sorry it had to be this way.”
“I’m not,” he said. His tone was buoyant. He floated down a few feet and shook my
raised hand. “But you’re right—it did have to be this way.”
“Don’t be a stranger,” I said.
He gave me a noncommittal smile and, with a kind of swimming movement, glided out
the door. I watched him coast down the hall, one arm extended before him. He looked like a
slow-motion Superman.
Frankly, I was glad to be done with him. We run a business here, not a carnival. We want
people with their feet on the ground.
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Akward Conversation

So derivative, you said with a
dismissive wave, the sparks flying
off your fingertips invisible to you
as if the dictionary were the only
relevant narrative: everything in
order, nothing more important than
another, place holders of equal
rank except maybe the Q, which
always needs to be combined to be
of use, and X, which functions
quite independently without the
rest and has marked more spots
than any of them. The tone was in
my ear by then, high pitched but
pleasant, as if I would soon hear
an important communication, as if
the whole world were not in your
exhibit, and there were a future to
anticipate. How do I fix this, I
asked, make these flames become
sparkles, your words into a code
which sounds like something else,
compassion between us like a bridge.
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“Ozone Smoking”

When the last of Antarctica’s glaciers have skittety skatted
and the hole in the ozone layer extends its reach, swelling like a hot air balloon
I breathe in the carbon emissions
one
by
one
savor the carbon dioxide elevations
and tickling chlorofluorocarbons melting in air.
Hand beckoning the inhaler
wheezing in and out
I respire the nectars of methane and sulfur.
Who would not resist a puff
a whiff
a sniff
that hankering
to expand and consume
limitlessly
the skies without end.
At night I don the fragrance of sweet cow pastures.
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How to Save a Dying Lake

(Lake Urmia)
There’s an entire village
catching snow flakes
on their tongues,
in brass pots, mismatched
tea cups,
eyelashes held still
to balance tears,
sealing them in white envelopes
lined with cellophane
and postmarked to the ghosted flocks,
bleached boats
and sunbaked
cradle
that once held
a lacquer of black mud
that eased stiffened joints.
There’s an entire village
removing stitching,
undamming rivers
to free
the source,
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and when they walk
with bare feet
the salt crystals
splinter into soles
where water should
be stomping.
There’s an entire
village of black burkas
walking on water
and the white
smells like torn air
tanging
with the sulfur-song
of casings
as they hit
the desert floor.
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In Search of a Dead Constellation
		
		

We disappear as stars do,
soundless, without a trace.		

— Charles Wright

1
I fix my eyes on the monitor
as the tech narrates our journey
through space. Wind tunnels,
whorls, weird black holes,
a shadow, a small milky galaxy.
That is only a cyst, not a mass,
and she clicks the next slide,
a cross-section of pectoral tissue,
black and densely-veined.
We lean together, looking for
a solitary pinprick of light
or cluster of stars
where once-living cells
cast a footprint, flared
and burned out.
Her silence deepens.
I fall and fall through bardos
of doubt until, at last,
the tech announces,
No dead stars today!
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and I return to my thin
gata of peace, which goes:
I am okay until I am not.
2
The first signs, found
on a slide two years ago,
looked like a photonegative
of tiny pencil dots I once made,
doodling in Science class.
I dismissed those specks
as mere flaws in the film,
but the tech was a more adept
astronomer—astrologer, too—
who, divining by stars, foretold
my life’s great lessons
and the demise
of a cone-shaped universe.1

1 Microcalcifications appear on a mammogram as tiny points of light, and may indicate the presence of cancer.
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Bend but Don’t Break

Worldly desires
serve as an albatross
around the soul’s neck,
sending the entrapped flesh
below the tide
to drown in ocean’s depths;
but sometimes
a little bit of pressure
on the lungs is nice,
as it helps develop
oxygen capacity to breathe
much better
when the new wave rises
and the body is released
to seek the next
treasure around the bend.
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Parallel Universes
Every choice opens another universe
where every choice occurs, the boys
tell me. Sounds like Borges, I say,
Worm-holing myself into cosmos
where, I want a sandwich, and Why
don’t I get a raise bloom wholeheartedly,
And while I’m picturing those heavens
I’m aware of my choice to not think
Why won’t these kids sweep the kitchen,
Or, Does she still like me edge
their way around domestic tranquility,
and the ecstatic release of, Punk,
I quit, and, I’d like to thank the academy,
but I won’t, shore up the darkly blissful
landscape I’m not sure I’ve chosen,
But I’ve certainly entered. So I’m telling
the kids that maybe we don’t get to choose
so much, that maybe we’re fated to live
Only one thread, barely laying across
others wisps, racing our neighbors
to where all the strings are knotted and cut:
There are no forking gardens or looped
dimensions behind filament strings, I go on,
those are the oases of ragged living
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We call daydreams and releasing penned
insecurities. We get one blast to reach
the stars, and spend most of it figuring
Somehow else I’ve already done this,
I’ve already been perfect, there’s a grace
in the galaxy with my name on it.
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Yourself From the Outside

It’s not when you’re trying to find it that you do.
It happens by accident, like tuning to a private
signal on a cluttered frequency, except it’s your
own voice that stutters. Unknown wavelength without
a number or a place to call home, corruptible,
ephemeral, diving for shelter in between
scattered decimals. You want to call someone,
or at least listen in, silence wrapped snugly
over your shoulders. Sounds get thick and a little bit
ugly. Could be the television talking to itself again.
Could be the car trying to start, or coughing down
the hall. Can’t tell if that’s a consolation, cooing
shhh, oooo, or the wind pacing like a circus lion.
The windows are all closed but the eaves sigh
in the night, a dress letting its hems unstitch.
There it is, that flicker-blip spitting pre-recorded
lines. You as you appear from the outside,
unbearably calm in a snowstorm of static.
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Hypnogogia

From sepia clouds the faces
emerge, blossom like flowers
in a time-lapse image.
Behind their hazy scrim
they appear and fade,
one into another.
Women and men,
ancestors, spirits,
dream or reality.
I watch their folding
and unfolding in
search of recognition.
To which world do
they belong and why
this nocturnal visit?
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Schrödinger’s Anticipation

The bayou is deep
in eyes and waiting.
An ancient dinosaur
observes a toad
through the stillness
of white feathers.
A living log drifts,
mostly submerged,
watching with cold
and patient eyes.
In one version,
egret lances toad
with its appetite as
gator drifts downstream.
In a second version,
the gator lunges
for a meal of egret
as the toad leaps away.
The tableau is
quiet uncertainty.
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It Matters

He read Asimov’s story ‘Nightfall’ again.
On his desk, the amateur photo of De Sitter
at Berkeley in ‘thirty two. The old man stood
at the chalkboard describing the curvature
of space, holding his pipe and losing his hair.
He read a poem about the dying of the light.
On Sunday he visited May and talked with her
as he tidied up their plot. He left a few weeds
that had reasserted themselves. On this day
it seemed like a hopeful item of world news,
that it may not all crash to zero in a distant
singularity, and have been for nothing.
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Seventh

Once…. No.
Twice?
Not here, but far away.
The girl—youngest of seven girls (twins and twins and twins and then her), silent but
smart—stared into the closet, saw a tumble that could have been discarded chickens, nesting
dogs, a cauldron of bones. Her golden hair fell over her face.
Lolly. Her name was Lolly.
Three times this happened.
A sound like the closet inhaling. And then, “Money’s short,” it said. “We can’t feed
them,” it said. Someone else said, “Don’t, darling. Don’t. You’re making me sad.” And the first:
“They could fend for themselves.” And the other: “Wait. Maybe I’ll get paid tomorrow?”
Herbs hanging from the rod emitted odors of vanilla, thyme, and sage. All that was left:
ghosts of turkey and pie. A light switch operated nothing.
Lolly swished her skirts, blue with a white apron over top. She wondered if escaping her
fate meant leaving home or finding some way to stay. There would be many obstacles to
overcome, she thought, and helpers? Not so much. Maybe a bee. Maybe a rat or, in the park,
a squirrel. Not even a rabbit—or a dog. Dogs were smart. Her sisters were useless, bopping to
bubble gum pop on their iPods. She peered more deeply into the closet.
Here, in the first sphere, she chose toe shoes, that slick not-quite-pink. The pet goldfish
watched her criss-cross the ribbons and tie them. She’d been doing plies and ronds de jamb
from the youngest age, and had just gone up on pointe. Carefully packed lambs’ wool protected
her toes from blisters. She did a pirouette for practice, the world a winking refraction. Blood on
the parquet floor, spin-art red. “Did you bleed through those shoes again?” her father would say.
The other time, he’d been so mad, but the pain was nothing to him.
Out the door Lolly went, keys in one hand to lock the deadbolts, gum wrappers in the
other, ones she’d been saving for the jokes. Her sisters trailed behind her, like ducks following their mother even though she was the youngest. Down the shitty hall. The smell, as always:
musty, bacon, Windex. Her toe shoes clumped down the six flights of linoleum stairs. When she
opened the door to the street, sound hit her, and heat—yellow taxis honking, air brakes, a boom
box shouting Saturday Night Fever. A little rat terrier was waiting for her, a tilt to his head,
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inquisitive eyes, feet planted squarely. He seemed well-fed, with a firm tummy and a happy
stump of a tail. Even though there were more wise cats than dogs in the old stories, she followed
him. Little dogs are said to trot, or sometimes scamper, but this one did some sideways skip
thing that lifted him nearly off the sidewalk. Already, so early in the morning, people crushed to
work. Above, squeezed between the apartment buildings, the sky was already turning white. Air
conditioners already dripped. Fans already whirred. Lovely linen suits were already crumpled
and t-shirts already sweat-stained. The dog turned right at the avenue and only his little tail was
visible, shivering in some abbreviated Morse Code. Means to keep walking, Lolly guessed. She
was going, but where? When the little dog disappeared, she disappeared too. Would her sisters
even notice or would they happily stand on the corner, waiting for the light to change and
discussing the shirt that boy wore to the dance, knitting patterns in complex algorithms,
Minecraft? And she was in a museum. Or a hotel ballroom. Or a castle. There were chandeliers:
something, something, crystal, something, tear-drop. You’ve all seen those in enough movies,
perhaps with someone swinging on them. Suddenly this thought drilled her head: Wait—no
money for food but money for chandeliers?
And then, she was back home. I guess, Lolly thought, that trail of crushed papers worked.
It was OK for a while, family dinners where each sister told a riddle about what had happened
at school before the oldest twins went off to work on their college applications. But then, too
soon, again, her sisters were hungry; peanut butter and jelly sandwiches once reviled were
now described lovingly, as if speaking them would stick the peanut butter to the roofs of their
mouths. Again, the closet was open. Again, she was staring down at a tumble of bones. No
exhale but her own. Because she had neglected her corset, her ribs creaked. Her breasts were
just needing a bra. Where were her parents? Out to rob a bank? This was the second sphere.
She sat on the floor and put on her old PF Flyers which she hoped would make her speedy, like
they had in the old days, and told her sisters to do so too. They ventured out—again—but in
this sphere, it was impossible to exit the building. Through the highest windows, she could see
the East River in one direction and the Hudson in the other, the Empire State Building in one
direction and the Twin Towers in the other, and far off, past them, the Statue of Liberty raised
her torch. For hours, the girls ranged the stairs and traversed the hallways, jiggling each doorknob. Some of them opened, but each time Lolly found herself back in front of the same closet.
Her feet did disturb the dust, and her hands on the banisters mopped up that sticky, black, New
York City combo of dirt and soot. It was like being chained but not exactly, more like caged but
they’d never fatten. The hallways were hot and silent, and her sisters had dropped and curled in
separate corners. They were napping, their faces sweaty, each with a palm under her twin’s
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cheek. One sister held a corsage; another, a thick book; a third cradled a red patent leather
pump. The bee buzzed in Lolly’s ear. No rest for you, Lolly, it seemed to say.
She tried to wake her sisters but they were locked in sleep, dreaming of ogres. When she
opened the closet again, there was no nest; there were no shoes but there was a door. This was
the third sphere. Trees grew up around her, and she saw a path that skittered and slipped
downhill through fallen leaves toward a lake. Up above in the branches, a demented squirrel
chattered and grinned. “Take a step,” it said to her. She was in a land where squirrels were not
just intelligent but verbal. Her sisters would surely laugh at her. “Verbal in ENGLISH,” Lolly
imagined saying. “How else do you think I knew which way to go? And what were you doing
while I was gone, anyway?” This tiny amount was the most she’d said in forever. Her sisters
talked to each other in their own secret languages, a different language for each set of twins.
You’d think she’d understand them by now, but “Anyway,” she said. When they were still kids,
sitting in a circle, flicking marbles, they’d talked this way, paying her no mind. She loved the
blue swirly marbles but she never won them. OK, that’s the past, she told herself; she was here
now, in the woods. And she was barefoot, and the path had disappeared, and somewhere her
sisters were hiding—no, being kept hidden, being kept from their husbands and children, not
allowed to venture out to their offices or see their patients or paint their pictures. From behind,
a hand grabbed her, lifted her into the air, and flung her over a leather-clad shoulder. Upside
down, her heart slid into her throat. She could choke herself or scream, it didn’t really matter
because she knew that here, no one existed except her and him. The hands holding her ankles
were icy and tight. One step and they were at the lake, then in the lake, then over it. Head
swinging, she watched the man’s boot heels kick up mud. Another step, up top a mountain, and
the man stopped, breathing hard. He tossed her into a cave where a car was parked, near a pile
of broken bones and half-cooked flesh. Odor of roasting and rot. You know—cobwebs, bat shit,
paintings of bison. She closed her eyes. When I open them, I’ll be at the closet again, Lolly
thought, but when she did, she wasn’t. Now the man was asleep, his huge hands still grasping
a rope that ended in a knot around her waist. Busily picking at the knot was the squirrel. Lolly
thought about finding the car keys, having to dig her hands deep into the man’s pants. She was
so far from home and she suspected she wasn’t as smart as she’d thought. But then there were
the man’s boots: made of thigh-high burgundy leather, lined with green paisley silk, adorned
with various buckles and zippers. Forget about the car, the squirrel said, and Lolly lifted her
feet very high and slid them down into the boots, down the shaft and through the throat, past the
counter, instep and vamp, until she could finally stretch her toes. She rocked back and forth on
the stacked heels. Then they wrapped the man in moss so cold wouldn’t wake him.
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Dawn. The clouds had lifted. The breeze had warmed. One step and she reached the lake.
Another step and she crossed it. Another and she was back in town. And one more brought her
to her old building where she found her parents sitting on the stoop, fanning themselves with
take-out menus from the Chinese place down the block and arguing—again, as if she’d never
left. They looked at her seven-league boots, her black jeans and the extra-large t-shirt she’d
knotted at her waist, at her tangly hair and sparkly purse, and at the nine ice creams cones she
was somehow managing to hold and which were somehow managing not to melt in the August
evening.
“Let’s go in,” her parents said in unison. “Your sisters will be home any minute for the
holiday.”
She didn’t know which holiday. She didn’t know if her foot would strike concrete or if it
would sink clean through the steps when she tried to enter, just as if the building were a ghost.
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Nothing To Be Done

In the meantime nothing happens
— Estragon
They have been waiting; we are always waiting. In the short term, things overtake us, but
more often than not they are not the things we were waiting for. We need to examine this
waiting. Beckett in Godot seems to be showing us that waiting (passing the time in
inexpressible anticipation) is the human condition. It could be, but consider this; for
someone who has definite expectations (waiting to be rewarded, admitted, healed,
discovered, loved) the waiting is at least temporarily definite, but for someone whose life
is humdrum (the Mexican field worker, the bureaucrat, the soldier, the housewife, the
long-distance truck driver) the waiting is vague, featureless, and general.
show them waiting
the restless unsatisfied
dreamer always waits
whereas the bored contented
one is waiting aimlessly
something wonderful
comes along, some prize, rewards
the waiting, benumbed
the waiter shifts attention
how boring the long moment
how can we ever
know what we are waiting for
so much is absent
the horizon lies far off
darkness has either come or gone
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I’ll Take Manhattan
The beauty of silence
And broken boughs
And the homes of small animals
							
— George Oppen
We had driven all night through the desert. At the end of it, coming over a long slow rise
to a vast panorama, just as the sun edged bright red through the horizon, and the whole of
mountain, rock, and desert sand blushed. It was so large and quiet at first it seemed no
one lived here, but gradually the lights from distant mines, from small houses and trailers,
from gas stations and truck stops, from a distant borax mine, and from hilltop thermal
turbines all began to shimmer and flicker. It was morning in the great Mojave, and we
started to look for somewhere to get breakfast.
evidence of human
habitation lay incognito
and thick under the night
— an isolated cigarette glow
— next the spectacle of Vegas
we cannot suppress
our garrulity, laboring
to produce some noise
against nature’s forbearing
silences or her dark nights
you find your poetry
once you’ve fought your way through
dampening spider webs
past muffled echoes in dirt caverns
when you’ve come out of the quiet
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Dark Energy

I could hear her crying in the other room, soaking the pillow with regret and fear. My
stomach felt like it was in a perpetual lurch—I was in a falling elevator, waiting to hit the
bottom. Today started out as a pretty good day, too.
Millions of thoughts crowded around in my head, shuffling and pushing each other
around because my skull was obviously too small to hold them all. Millions of ideas and only
one could fit through the door out of my head. What should I do? Which decision is the right
decision? Maybe I should try to make the right decision for once.
Out loud, I slurred “God, just forget it” and grabbed another beer. In the next room her
sobs intensified, as if she could sense that once again she had been abandoned. Dark Energy,
maybe.
Gulp gulp gulp. My million thoughts dimmed and blurred and faded into oblivion as I
laid my sobriety to sleep. She had been my wife. That poor, sobbing sound in our bedroom. I
couldn’t even remember what we had fought about this time. It could have been anything, the
rent, the dishes, her damn in-laws. For all I knew, it was my drinking problem. Heisenberg uncertainty principle— you can know where you are or where you’re going, but never both. When
her particle and my particle came together, we repulsed and we didn’t know where we were
anymore because we were in Hell. It was almost twelve years ago that I met her and thought we
would be the happiest people ever together. Chaos theory— the initial conditions can’t always
be used to predict a given outcome, because the chaotic system constantly provides new initial
conditions, such as alcohol.
Hah. She just needs a beer. After I’m done drinking. Gulp gulp gulp. Dark Energy,
maybe.
The universe is constantly expanding. This expansion is occurring at an accelerating
rate, even despite all mass’ inherent gravitational pull towards itself. In order for the universe’s
expansion to accelerate, a force must be literally pulling it apart. Stretching it thinner and
thinner across the membrane of existence. This force must be tiny, sparse, undetectably subtle,
but homogenous and all encompassing. We can’t feel it but we know it’s there. It’s everywhere,
and it’s pulling us all apart. Dark Energy.
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We met on the campus of Dartmouth. Me, the bright eyed and sharp grad student
determined to make a difference in the field of astrophysics. Her, the junior undergrad
transferring from Cornell. She was lonely, but soft and kind. She wanted to teach history, and
even as I teased her for it, in a way I admired her passion for wishing to make a difference in the
lives of others. She had her own small gravity well that drew people in, but for all that she was
liked she was never understood.
I used to think I was the one to understand her. I saw our romance the way I saw an equation. I thought I could use my superior intellect to figure her out, to help her let her guard down.
Unfortunately, she thought so too.
No. Thoughts. Gulp gulp gulp. Die, thoughts, die. Leave me alone.
She was still sobbing in the bedroom, but more quietly.
Only about five percent of all mass-energy in the universe is baryonic matter. Atoms.
You. Me. Her. Another twenty five or so is dark matter: elementary particles only a fraction of
the size of an electron. Light doesn’t interact with them in any way, so there’s almost no way to
know they’re even there. We know dark matter’s there, though, because it still exerts gravity. We
see light bend around completely empty space and that’s where dark matter is. Essentially the
entire rest of the universe, seventy percent, is Dark Energy. It permeates all things. It fills all
voids. There is no place anything can go where there isn’t Dark Energy. It pulls galaxies apart.
Dark Energy, maybe, pulled us apart. I used to just chalk our fights up to entropy, but
these days everyone blames entropy for everything. It’s the scapegoat for every failure and disappointment on every level. If I was going to be heartbroken, it was going to be while maintaining my sense of scientific and cultural dignity.
I was drunk. I reached for another beer. All was quiet in the bedroom. I couldn’t think.
I thought I could, but I truly could not think. If my heart was beating, it was beating under the
crest of a wave of alcohol and depression and Dark Energy.
In my drunken stupor I allowed myself to relax. I stood up and clumsily stumbled to the
door. I hesitated for a moment despite being too drunk to be fearful or worried, and turned the
knob.
There she laid, face down on a soaked pillow, breathing the slow breaths of someone that
had cried themselves to sleep. I controlled my fall into the bed just enough to not wake her, then
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pulled the blanket over us. I put my arm over her and hugged her close to me. I couldn’t tell, but
I was trying to think of something comforting to say to her. She slept a deep but restless sleep. I
leaned into her ear and summoned the willpower to speak coherently:
“I wouldn’t blame you if you left me tomorrow, because you are a wonderful being and
I’m a sad, sad man. I can’t bring myself to leave my own head for you, and though your gravity
is strong, I always feel myself pulling away. Dark Energy, maybe. For you, everything will be
alright. But me, I’m drifting away forever.”
I fell asleep with my arm around her for the last time that night.
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