in relation to pedagogues and schoolboys

in the face of half-witted wise guys '

with reference to deep or high-level beings

with regard to the leading writers of contemporary national litera-
ture, and the most polished, structured, and rigid representatives of
the world of criticism

in the face of schoolgirls

in relation to the mature, and to men of the world

in interdependence with men of fashion, dandies, narcissists,
aesthetes, haughty spirits, and men about town
- with regard to those experienced in life

in bondage to cultural aunts

in relation to urban citizens

in the Face of the country citizenry

with reference to petty physicians in the provinces, engineers and
civil servants of narrow horizons

with reference to high-level civil servants, physicians and lawyers
of wide horizons

int relation to ancestral and other kinds of aristocracy

in the face of the rabble. ) _

Its also possible, however, that my work was conceived out of
torment from assoctating with an actual person, for example, with
the distinctly repulsive Mr. XY, or with Mr. Z, whom [ hold in
utmost contempt, and NN, who bores and wearies me—oh, the
terrible torment of associating with them! And—it’s possible—that
the motive and goal for writing this book is solely to show these
gentlemen my disdain for themn, to agitate, irritate, and enrage them,
and to get them out of my way. In this case the motive would seem to
be clear-cut, personal, and aimed at the individual.

But perhaps my work came from itnitating masterworks?

From inability to create a normal work?

From dreams?

From complexes?
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I BOUGHT: A LITTLE CITY

<4

- So I bought a hittle city (it was Galveston, Texas) and told

‘everybody that nobody had to move, we were going to do it just
gradually, very relaxed, no big changes overnight. They were
pleased and suspicious. [ walked down to the harbor where there
were cotton warehouses and fish markets and all sorts of
installations having to do with the spread of petroleum
:  throughout the Free World, and I thought, A few apple trees here
} . might be nice. Then | walked out on this broad boulevard which
has all these tall thick palm trees maybe forty feet high in the
center and oleanders on both sides, it runs for blocks and blocks
and ends up opening up to the broad Gulf of Mexico—stately
homes on both sides and a big Catholic church that looks more
like a mosque and the Bishop's Palace and a handsome red brick -
affair where the Shriners meet. | thought, What a nice little city, .
it suits me fine, p _

It suited me fine so | started to change it. But softly, softly. I
. asked some folks to move out of a whole city block on I Street,
and then I tore down their houses. I put the people into the
Calvez Hotel, which is the nicest hotel in town, right on the
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seawall, and | made sure that every room had a beautiful view. l "Well, Yﬁ,".he said. “I'd like it to be kind of private.”

Those people had wanted to stay at the Galvez Hotel all their
lives and never had a chance before because they didn't have the
money. They were delighted. | tore down their houses and made
that empty block a park. We planted it all to hell and put some
nice green iron benches in it and a little fountain—all standard
stuff, we didn't try to be imaginative. .

I was pleased. All the people who lived in the four blocks
surrounding the empty block had something they hadn't had
before, a park. They could sit in it, and like that. 1 went and
watched them sitting in it. There was already a black man there
playing bongo drums. I hate bongo drums. [-started to tell him to
stop playing those goddamn bongo drums but then 1 said to
myself, No, that's not right. You got to let him play his goddamn
bongo drums if he feels like it, it's part of the misery of

democracy, to whichi | subscribe. Then [ started thinking about '

new housing for the people | had displaced, they couldn't stay in
that fancy hotel forever. o :

But I didn't have any ideas about new housing, except that it
shouldn't be too imaginative. So | got to talking to one of these
people, one of the ones we had moved out, guy by the name of
Bill Caulfield who worked in a2 wholesale-tobacco place down on
Mechanic Street. o

. "So what kind of a place would you like to live in?" | asked him.

"Well,” he said, “not too big.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Maybe with a veranda around three sides,” he said, “so we
could sit on it and look out. A screened porch, maybe.”

"Whatcha going to look out at?"

“Maybe some trees and, you know, the lawn.”

"So you want some ground around the house.”

“That would be nice, yeah.”

*Bout how much ground are you thinking of?”

“Well, not too much.”

"You see, the problem is, there’s only x amount of ground and

everybody’s going to want to have it to look at and at the same
time they don't want to be staring at the neighbors. Private
fooking, that's the thing.”
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- ways possibly bordered with begonias,” he said

"Well," said, “get a pencil and let's see what we can work out.”

We started with what there was going to be to look at which
was damned difficult. Because when you look you don't ;vant to
be able to look at just one thing, you want to be able to shift your
gaze. You need to be able to look at at least three things, maybe
four. e?iil'l Caulﬂ::lld socivcd the problem. He showed me a box. |
opened it up and insi i i |
ppencd it gn ne e was a jigsaw puzzle with a picture of the

"Lookee here,” he said. "If each piece of ike a pi
‘ X : _ ground was lik
{f)f“thlse-gerl: puz:lle, an?l the tree line on each piccaesolf ;r:)::‘cerot;
ollowed the outline of a piece of the fe—
ha:vc it,- "QED and that's all she wrote.” puzzlewell, there you
"Finc, I said. "Where are the folk going to park their carsy"
In the vast underground parking facility,” he said.

“OK, but how does each householder gain access: to his

- househald?”

“The tree lines are double and shade beautifully paved walk-
“A lurkway l:or potential muggists and rapcrs,." | pointed out,
bo:?I::rc wonht lbc any s::[ch," Caulfield said, “because you've
our whole city and won't aliow that ‘

b e e hole city at class of person to

That was right. | had bought the whole city :
do that. | had forgotten gnt the whole city and could probably

' “Well,” l_ safid finally, “let’s give 'er a try. The only thing [ don't
like abmft it is that it seems a little imaginative.” -
We flzd and. it didn't work out badly. There was only one
co:[[l,l?lamt !.:\ mar:l nl:med A. G Bartie came to see me ‘
isten,” he said, his eyes either gleaming or burnin . !

n, " hy ) g, I couldn't .
te']l wl'm:_}.:, it was a cloudy day, ‘I feet like I'm living in this
glg:{nttc jiveass jigsaw puzzle.”

e was right. Seen from the air, he was living i
He .  air, g in the middle of
a titanic replfoductlon of the Mona Lisa, too, but | thought it be(:t
not to mention that. We alfowed him to square off his property

. into a standard 60 X 100 foot lot and later some other people did

that too—some people just like rectangles, | guess. | must say it

K improved thg: concept. You run across an occasional rectangle in
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Shady QOaks (we didn't want to call the 'dev:elopment anything too
imaginative) and it surprises you. That's nice.
| said to myself: :

Cot a little city
Ain't it pretty

' - ip so lightly and if | do say
d exercised my proprietorship so lig and
Ec): ?:sll? at:ac:etfu]ly that [ wondered if | was em:yggh;??rs;l;
too—neal
enough (and I had paid a heavy pcr:gy oo —near to vall my
fortune). So I went out on the streets then Shat six thausand
is gave me great satisfaction and you have .
:r(:)isc.le—[ﬂtlliygiatvifnproved the city for the better. This left us with a

dog population of 165,000, as opposed to a human population of

he Galveston News,
ing like 89,000. Then [ went down to t .
:g:‘l :r::::ﬁgn'; ;apcr and wrote an editorial ?enc:luncmgtr;:ysift;s
' God had ever placed upon the earth,
the vilest creature the good ' cd upon the carth,
were the citizens of this fine community, . :
:;‘ldfme A:i:ricans of whatever race or <l:reed, rigomg tcidmlt; :t:g
it i i critter cou
" whilé one man, one man, if indeed so vile a ] s
i desk and told them | wante
called, etc. etc.? | gave it to the cit;,r o e
it on the front page in fourteen-point t)-rpel; lw.:s did shis Jus
i they might have hesitated to do it themselves, ‘
;'r:lc:cs:n tﬁ:t Ogrson Wetles picture where the guy \itrrll.t.esI a Ir::ast);
notice about his own wife's terrible singing, whic . alway
thought was pretty decent of him, from some points of view.
A man whose dog I'd shot came to see me.
"*You shot Butch,” he sai%- o
" h? Which one was Butch? ) o . .
"g“rtl(c: brown ear and one white ear,” he said. “Very fnen:::llly,ou
“Mister,” | said, "I've just shot six thousand dogs, and y
’ _me to remember Butch?” ) L
cxgﬁ:cr:ivas' all Nancy and me had,” he said. "We never had no
Ch!'l\'.:l\;:ﬂ' I'm sorry about that,” | said, "but I own this city.
*I know that,” he said. )
*l am the sole owner and | rna.ke all the rules.
"They told me,” he said.
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- Hong's wife. | had wandered int

“I'm sorry about Butch but he 8ot in the way of the big
campaign. You ought to have had him on a leash. "
“l don't deny it,” he said.
“You ought to have had him inside the house.”
- "He was just a poor animal that had to go out sometimes.”
“And mess up the streets something awfuly”

“Well,” he said, “it's a problem. [ just wanted to te]l you how |
feel.” : '

“You didn't tell me, I said. “How do you feely” _
“I feel like bustin’ your head,” he said, and showed me 2 short
length of pipe he had brought along for the purpose.

“But of course if you do that you're going to get your ass iri a lot
of trouble,” | said. :

"I realize that*

*It would make you feel better, but then | own the jail and the

judge and the po-lice and the local chapter of the American Civil

Liberties Union. All mine. I could hit you with 3 writ of
mandamus.* : '

“You wouldn't do that."

°l've been known to do worse.”

“You're a black-hearted man,” he said.
roast in Hell in the etemal flames and th
cooling drafts from any quarter.”

He went away happy with this explanation, [ was happy to be 2
black-hearted man in his mind if that would satisfy the issue
between us because that was z bad-looking piece of pipe he had
there and | was'still six thousand dogs ahead of the game, in a -
sense. So | owned this little city which was very, very pretty and |
couldn’t think of any more new innovations just then or none that
wouldn't get me punctuated like the late Huey P. Long, former
governor of Louisiana. The thing is, | had fallen in love with Sam

o this store on Tremont Street
ties, paper lanterns, and cheap _
d wicker footstools and all that
than I was and [ thought I had

in 2 woman's face before. It was
hard to credit. It was the best face I'd ever seen.
"I can't do that,”

," she said, ‘because | am married to Sam.”

‘I guess that's it. You'll
ere will bé no mercy or

where they sold Oriental novel
china and- bamboo birdcages an
kind of thing. She was smaller
never seen that much goodness
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*Sam)” ,

She pointed over to the cash register where there was a
Chinese man, young and intelligent-looking and pouring that
intelligent look at me with considered unfriendliness,

"Well, that's dismal news,” | said. "Tefl me, do you love me?”

“A little bit,” she said, “but Sam is wise and kind and we have

one and one-third lovely children.”

She didn't look pregnant but | congratulated her anyhow, and
then went out on the street and found a cop and sent him down to
H Street to get me a bucket of Colonel Sanders’ Kentucky Fried
Chicken, extra crispy. | did that just out of meanness. He was
" humiliated but he had no choice. 1 thought: '

I own a little city
Awful pretty

Can't help people

Can hurt them though
Shoot their dogs

Mess ‘em up

Be imaginative

Plant trees

Best to leave 'em alone?
Who decides?

Sam's wife ts Sam's wife and coveting
[s not nice.

So | ate the Colonel Sanders’ Kentucky Fried Chicken, extra
crispy, and sold Galveston, Texas, back to the interests. | took a
bath on that deal, there’s no denying it, but | learned some-
thing—don't play God. A lot of other people already knew that,
but | have never doubted for a minute that a lot of other people
are smarter than me, and figure things out quicker, and have grace
and statistical norms on their side. Probably | went wrong by
being too imaginative, although really I was guarding against
that. | did very little, [ was fairly restrained. God does a lot worse
things, every day, in one little family, any family, than [ did in
that whole city. But He's got a better imagination than | do. For
instance, I still covet Sam Hong's wife. That's torment. Still covet
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" half of

Sam Hong's wife, and probably always will. It's like having a
.tooth pulled. For a year. The same tooth. That's a sample of His
imagination. It's powerful.

So what happened? What happened was that | took the other
. my fortune and went to Galena Park, Texas, and lived
inconspicuously there, and when they asked me to run for the
school board 1 said No, 1 don't have any children.
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[ wander the island, inventing it. T make a sun for it, and trecs —
pines and birch and dogwood and firs — ard cause the water to Jap
the pebbles of its abandoned shores. This, and more: 1 d?posit
shadows and dampness, spin webs, and scatter rulns. Yes: ruins. A
mansion and guest cabins and boat houses and docks. Terraces, too,
and bath houses and even an observation tower. All gutted and
window-busted and autogeaphed and shat upon. I impose a hot mid-
day silence, a profound and heavy stillness. But anything can happen.

o (&) [

This small and secretive bay, here just below what was once the
caretaker's cabin and not far from the main boat house, probably
once possessed its own system of docks, bullt out to protect boats
from the big rocks along the shore. At least the refuse’— the long
bony planks of grey lumber heaped up at one end of the bay -
would suggest that. But aside from the planks, the bay is now only a
bay, shallow, floored with rocks and cans and bottles. Schools of
silver fish, thin as fingemails, fog the bottom, and dragonflies dart
_ - and hover over its placid sutface, The harsh snarl of the boat motot ~
. - for indeed a boat has been approaching, coming In off the Jake into
** this small bay — breaks off abruptly, as the boat carves o Jong gentle

" pebbly copner, Thee are two gicls in the boat. -

Lo
[y &
K ’
- J/
Mg
-

_‘arc through the bay, and slides, scrapleg bottom, towards a shallow - '

|
/

e

,—-‘"? .
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Dedded deep in ¢he grass, near the path up to the ficst guest cabin,
lies a wrought-iton poker. It is Jong and slender with an intricately -
worked handle, and it is orange with rust. It lies shadowed, not by
trees, but by the grass that has grown up wildly around it I put it
there. o

; o o o]
The caretaker’s son, left behind when che island was deserted,’
crouches naked in the heambly fringe of the forest overlooking the
bay. He watches, scratching himself, as the boat scrapes to a stop
and the girls stand — then he scampers through the trees and bushes
to the guest cabin, ' o

o o} 0 . Rk

The gitd standing forward ~ fashionbook-trim in tight gold pants, :
ruflled blouse, silk neckscarf - hesitates, makes one false start, then e
jumps from the boat, her sandaled heel catching the water's edge.. e
She utters a short ircitable cry, hops up on a rock, stumbles, lands. e
finally in dry weeds on the other side. She wums her heel up and
frowns down aver her shoulder at it. Tiny muscles in front of her:
ears tense and ripple. She brushes anxiously at a thick black fly in
front of her facg, and asks peevishly: *What do I do now, Karen?' =
0 , S

ith

E o o o

{ arrange the gucst cabin. 1 rot the porch and tatter the screen door
and fnfest the walis. I tear out the light switches, gut the mattresses,
smash the windows, and shit on the bathroom Roor. I rust the pipes,

kick In the papered walls, unhinge doots, Really, there's nothing to it, -
In fact, it’s a pleasure.

o] o] o
Once, earlier in this age, a family with great wealth purchased ihis'., .
entire island, here up on the border, and built on it all these houses, | -
these cabins and the mansion up therc on the promontory, and the - -
boat house, docks, bath houses, observation tower. They tamed the

) island some, sceded Tawn grass, contrived their own sewage sysrem .. -
" with indoot appurtenances; generated electricity for the rooms inside:
and for the japancse lanterns and postlamps without, and they came )



16 rucxboucs AND DESCANTS

wp here from time to time in the summers. They used to maintain a
caretaker on the island year round, housed him in the cabin by the
boat house, but then the patriarch of the family died, and the rest

had other things t6 do. They stopped coming to the istand andl {argot

about caretaking,

C (o] o

The one in gold pants watches as the girl still in the boat switches
the motor into neutral and upends it, picks up a yellowish-grey rope
from the bottom, and tosses it ashore to her, She reaches for it
straight-armed, then shies from it, letting it fall to the ground. She
takes it up with two fingers and a thumb and holds it out in front of
her. The other gitl, Karen {she weats a light yellow dress with a heige
cardigan over it}, pushes a toolkit under a seat, gazes thoughtiully
about the boat, then jumps out. Her canvas shoes splash in he
water's edge, but she pays no notice. She takes the rope from the
girl in gold pants, loops it around a birch near the shore, smiles
warmly, and then, with a nod, leads the way up the path.

o Q o

At the main house, the mansion, there is a kind of veranda or retrace,
a balcony of sorts, high out on the promontory, offering a spectaculae
view of the Jake with its wide interconnecting expanscs of blue and
its many islands. Poised there now, gazing thoughtfully out on that
view, is a tall slender man, dressed in slacks, white tuctleneck shirt,
and navy-blue jacket, smoking a pipe, leaning against the stone para-
pet. Has he heard a boat come Lo the bsland? He §s unsure, The sound
af the motor seemed to diminish, to grow more distant, before it
stopped, Yet, on water, especially around islands, one can never trust
what he hears.

Q . o (o]

Also this, then: the mansion with its many rooms, its debris, 115 fire-
places and wasps' nests, its musty basement, its grand hexagonal
logpia and bright red doors. Though the two girls will not come hers

for a while - first, they have the guest cabin to explore, the poker to ..
find - 1 haye been busy. In the loggia, 1 have placed a green piano, 1.
have pulled out its wires, chipped and.yellowed Its ivory keys, and

cracked its green patnt, 1 am nothing i not thorough, & real sticklec
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foc detall.  have dismembered the piana’s pedals and dropped an old
boot in its body {(this, too, I've designed: it is liorizontal and harp-
shaped)}. The broken wires hang like rusted hairs.

o (o] o

The caretaker's son watches for their approach through a shattered
window of the guest cabin. He is stout and hairy, muscular, dark,
with shore bowed legs and a rotinded spiny back. The hair on his
head is fong, and a thin young beard sprouts on his chin and upper
tip. His genitals hang thick and heavy and his bultocks are shaggy
His smali Lyes dart 1o and fro: where are they?

18] o4 Q

in the bay, the sun's light has hu.n consiint and oppressive;- along ' .
the path, it s mottled and varied. Even in this vaciety, though, there -

ts a kind of monotony, a determined patteming that wants a good

wind. Fhrough these patterns move the two giels, Karen long-striding -

with soft steps and expectant smile, the other girl hureying behind,
halting, hurrying again, slapping her arms, her legs, the back of her
neck, cursing plaintively. Fach time she passes beyween two trees, the
gicd in panis stops, claws the space with her hands, runs through hut
spidenwebs keep diving and tangling into her hair just the same.

o o O

Bedween two trees on the path, a large spider - black with a red heart
on its abdonien ~ weaves an intricate web, The gicl stops short, Lerd-
fled. Nimbly, the shiny black creature works, as though spelling out
some Lerrible message for her alone. How did Karen pass through
here withour brushing into {12 The gird takes g step backward, hold-
Ing her hands 10 her face. Which way around? To the left it is dark,
to the right sunny: she chooses she sunny side and theee, not far
from the path, comes upon a wrowght-iron poker, long and slender
with an intricately worked handie, She bends low, her golden haun-

. ches gleaming over the grass: how beautilul it is1 On a strange im- .
rooFl before her stands a tall slender-man, -
handsome, dressed In dark slacks, while turtleneck shist, and jacket,
» . smoking a pipe. He smilcs down at her, ‘Thnnk you. he says. and
" takes her haml _

pulse, she kidses it

B 'J,
"




18 PRICKSONGS AND PESCANTH
Karen is some distance in front, almost out of sight, when the other
giel discovers, bedded in the grass, a wrought-jron poker. Orange
with rust, 1t is long and slender with sn elaborate handle. She
crouches to examine it, her haunches curving golden above the blue-
green grass, her long black hair drifring lightly down over her amall
shoulders and wafting in front of her fineboned face. 'Oh|* she says
softly. "How strangel How beautifull® Squeamishly, she touches it,
grips it, picks it up, turns it over, Not so rusty on the undesside - but
bugs! millions of them! She drops the thing, shudders, stands, wipes
her hand several times on her pants, shudders again. A few steps
away, she pauses, glances back, then around at everything abaut
her, concentsating. memorizing the place probably. She hurrics on up
the path and sees her sister already at the frst guest cabin,

o] o o

The girl in gold pants? yes. The other one, Karen? also. In facr,
they are sisters. 1 have brought 1wo sisters to this invented island,
and shall, in time, send them home again. 1 have dressed them and
may well choose to undress them. 1 bave given one three marriages,
the other none at all, nor is that the end of my beneficence and
cruelty. It might even be a-gued that I have invented thelr comnion
parents. No, 1 have not. We have options that may, 1 admit. seem
strangely limited to some ...

(=] o 0

She crouches, haunches flexing golden above the bluegreen grass, and
kisses the strange poker, kisses its handle and its long rusted shait,
Nothing. Osly a harsh unpleasant taste. | am a fool, she thinks, a
silly romantic fool. Yet why else has she been diverted to this small
meadow? She kisses the tip ~ roor! ‘Thank you,' he says, smiling
down at her. He hows to kiss her cheek and take ber hand.

Q o o

The guest cabin is buflt of rough-hewn logs, hardly the frult of
necessity, given the funds at hand, put probably it was thaught
fashiopable; proof of raffic with other cultures Is adeguately, pro»

porch, where Karen is standing, waiting for her sister. Karen waves

il R A .
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.. when she sees her, ducking down there along the path; then she

turns and enters the cabin through the brokey front door.
o 0 o

He knows that one, He's been there before, 14e crouches inside the

door, his hairy body tense. Shie enters, staring siraight at him. He.

grunts, She smiles, backing away. ‘Karenl® His smal! eyes dart to
the doorway, and he shrinks back into the shadows. )

o] 0 Q

She kisses the rusted dron poker, kisses ity grpate handle, its Iong
rusted shalt, kisses she tip. Nothing happeys, Only a roten Jasic in
her mouth. Sumething is wrong. ‘Karenl’

(o] O O

"Karenl® the gkl in pants calls from ontside (he guest cabia. "Kacen,

Ljuse found the maost beantiful thing!” The gecond siep of the porch
Is rotted away. She hops aver it omto the porch, drags apen the

latlered sceeen door. ‘Karen, [ ~ oh, good Godi look what they've

dong to thls bouse) Just luok)” Karen, about 1o enter the kitchen
turns back, smiling, as her sister surveys the room: “The walls ali
smashed in, even the plugs in she wall and (he light switches pulled
out! Think of it, Kasenl They even had electricity! Out here on this
Istand, so far from everything civilized! And, see, what heautiful
paper they had on the wallst And now jusg lm;k at itl It’s 50 - oh!
what a deeadfud beswiful heasdly thing all ay onee’ .

(¢} Q =}

But where Is the caretaker's son? I don’t know, Jie was here. shrink-
Ing into 1he shadows, when Karew's sister eptered. Yot l,hc:ugh she
catalogues the voum'’s discepair, there IS no mention of the care-
taker's son, This (s awkward, Dida't | inveng him mysclt, along wldi
the gicks and the man In the airtdencck shint? pida't 1 ;o;;nd hig back
und stunt his legs und came the bair 1o hang between his buttocks?
I don's know. The glels, yes, and the wl aman in the shitt ~ 10 be
sure, he's one of the ficse of my inventions, Bur (he caretaker's son?

pros .o Ta telt dhe toanh, § t der if it w; i '
vided by its gabled yoof and log cojumns, It s here, on the shaded v g g mmc : m“ e 'f'-l:. w."w ot :he- who invented

.t{
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20 PRICKSONGS AND DESCANTS

The caretaker's son, genitals banging hard and heavy, eyes aglitter,

shrinks back isto the shadows as the girl approaches, and then goes
bounding silently intd the empty rooms. Behind an unhinged door,

‘he peeks stealthily at the declaiming girl in gold pants, then slips, ~ |

. almost instinctively, into the bathroom to hide. It was here, after all,
where first they met. . v

[#] o 0

Karen passes quietly through the house, as though familiar with it. '

In the kitchen, she picks up a chipped blue teakettle, peers inside.
All yust. She thumps it, the sound is dull, She sets it on a bench in
 the ‘sunlight. On all sides, there are broken things: rubble really.

Windows gape, shards of glass in the edges pointing out the middle
spaces. The mattresses un the floors have been slashed with knives.
What lirtle there is of wood Is warped. The gicd in the tight gold
pants and silk neckscarf moves, chattering, in and out of rooms, She
opens a white door, steps into a bathroom, steps quickly aut again.
“Judas God!® she gasps, cleacly hotrified. Karen turns, eyebhrows
raised in concern. ‘Don’t go in there, Karent Don't go in therel’
She clutches one hand to her ruffled blouse. *About a hundred million
people have gone to the bathroom in therel® Exiting the bathroom
behind her, a lone fly swims Jazily past her elbow into the close warm
air of the kitchen. It ciccles over a cracked table - the table bearing
newspapers, shreds of wallpaper, tin cans, a sdff black washcloth —
then settles on a counter near a rusted pipeless sink. It chafes its rear
legs, walks past the blue teakettle’s shadow into a band of pure sun-
light stretchied out along the counter, and sits there.

(o) (o) o

The tall man stands, one foot up on the stone parapet, gazing out on
the blue sunlit Jake, drawing meditatively on his pipe. He has been
deeply moved by the desolation of the jstand. And yet, it is only the
desolation of artifact. is it not, the ruin of man's civilized arrogance,
nature reclaiming her own. Even the willul mutiladons: a kind of
instinctive response to the fudle artifices of imposed order, after all,
But such reasoning does not appease him, Leaning against hig raised
knee, staring out upon the vast wildeness, hoping indeed he has
heard a boat come here, he puffs vigorously on his pipe and affirma
regson, man, order. Are we merely blind brutes Joosed in a system of
H|
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mindless energy, impotent, misdirected, and insolent? "No,” he says

aloud, ‘we are not.” .
i
37 o ) o

.
i

She peeks into the bathroom; yes, he is in there, crouching obscurely,

| ~ shaggily, but eyes aglicter, behind the stool. She heacs his urgenr

grunt and smiles. ‘Oh, Karen!® cries the other girl from the rear of

- . the house. ‘It's so very sadl’ Hastily, Karen steps out into the hall-

way, eases thghbathmom door shut, her heart pounding.

e
. .'Oh, Karen, it’s 50 very sad!® That’s the girl in the gold pants again,

of course. Now she is gazing ont a window. At: high weeds and
grass crowding young birches, red rattan chair with the seat smashed
out, backdrop of grey-rrunked pines. She is thioking of her three
wrecked marriages, her offairs, and her desoladon of spirit. The
broken ra_.ttal;i;'chair somehow communicates to her a sensation of
teal physical pain. Where have all the Princes gone? she wonders. ‘I
mean, it’s not the ones who stole the things, you know, the scaven-
gers. I've'seen people in Paris and Mexico and Algiers, lots of places,
sceoping rotten oranges and fishheads out of the heaped-up gutters
and eating them, and I didn’c blame them, 1 didn'c dislike them, 1
felt sorry for them. T even felt sorry for them if they were just doing ic
to be :steahng:pomelhing. to get something for nothing, even if they
weren't hungey or anything. But it isn’t the people who leok for
things they want ot need or even don't need and take them, it’s the
people who just destroy, destroy because — God| because they just
want to destroy! Lustl That's all, Karen) Sze? Somebody just went
arounf! tl!cs?moms dciving his fist in the walls because he had to
hurt, it didn’t matter who or what, or maybe he kicked them with
his feet, and bashed the windows and ripped the curtains and then
went (0 the bathroom on jc allt Oh my God! Why? Why would any- .
body want to do that?* The window in front of Karen (she has long
since turned her back) s, but for one panel, still whole. In the ex-
cepted panel, the tupture in the glass is now spanned by a spiderweb
more Intricate than a butterfly’s wing, than a system of stars, its

. silver paths s_ci:ming_ to imitate or perhaps merely to extend the deli-
*; cape tracery of the fracrured glass still surrounding the hole. 1t s .

a MW"_WCb. for nothing has eatercd it yer ta alter its original coft- . -



o
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- struction. Karen's hand reaches toward ir, but then withdraws.

‘Karen, let's get ouc of heret’

[v] o [+]

The gicls have gone. The caretaker's son bounds about the guest
cabin, holding himself with one hand, smashing walls aml busting
windows with the other, grunting happily as he goes. He leaps up
onto the kitchen counter, watches the two gitls from the windaw, as
they wind their way up to the main mansion, then squats joylully
over the blue 1eakettle, depositing . . . a Jove letter, 50 to speak,

o o o]

A love letter] Wait a minute, this is getting out of handi What
happened to that poker, [ was doing much bertee with the poker, 1
had something going there, archetypal and even maybe beautiful, a
blend of eros and wisdom, sex and sensibility, music and myth. l.ll.ll:
what am 1 going to do with shit in a rusry teakettle? Np. no, :!mc 3
nothing to be gained by busdening our fabrications with impicties.
Enough that the skin of the world is littered with our contentious
attifice, lepered with the stigmata of human aggression and despair,
without suffering our songs to he flatted by savagery. Back o the

poker.
o} o} o

“Thank you,’ he says, smiling down at her, her haunches gleaming
golden over the shadowed grass. ‘But, tell me, how did you know 10
kiss it?' ‘Call it woman's intuition,” she replies, laughing lightly, and
rises with an appreciative glance. ‘But the neglected siate llu:u it was
in, it must have tasted simply dreadful,” he apologlzes, and kisses her

gently on the cheek. ‘What momentary bitterness | might have suf-

fered.” she responds, 'has been more than indemnified by the sweet-
ness of your disenchantment.' *My disenchantment? Oh no, my tlear,
there are no disenchantments, merely progressions and &tyles of pos-
session. To exist is to be spell-bound.’ She collapses, marvelling, at

.. . his feet,

o o o

-

; Ka;cﬁ. ;.lf;rlg on ;ile p'ath'to the mansion, pauses, Where is her sister?
Hag. gomething distracred her? Has she strayed? Perhaps she has
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gone on ahead. Well, it hardly matters, what can happen on a deso-
late island? they'll meet soon enough at the mansion. In fact, Karen
isn’t even thinking about her sister, she's staring silently, entranced,

_at a small geeen snake, stretched across the path. Is it dozing? Or-
simply unafrai? Maybe it's never seen a real person before, oc!
doesn’t know what people can do. It's possible: few people come here.
now, and it looks like a very young snake. Slender, wriggly, green,
and shiny. No, probably it’s asleep. Smiling, Karcn leaves the path,
circling away from the snake so as not to distueb it. To the right of
the path is a small clearing and the sun is hot theee; to the left it is
cool and shadowed in the gathering forest. Karen moves that way, in
under the teees, picking Lhe flowers that grow wildly here, Her cardi-
gan catches on brambles and birch seedlings, so she puils it off, tosses
it loosely over her shoulder, hooked on one linger, She bears, not far .
away, a sound not ualike soft foutfalls. Curious, she wanders that
way Lo see who oz what ic is.

Q Q 0

The path up to the main house, the mansion, is not even mottled, the
sun does not reach back here at all, it is Jark and damp-smelling, an
ambience of mushsooms and crickets and fingery rustles and dead
brown leaves never quite dry, or so it might seen to the girl in gold
pants, were she (o come this way. Where is she? His small eyes dart’
to and fro. Here, beside che path, rees have collapsed and rotted, -
secdlings and underbrush have sprung up, and lichens have crept -
softly over all surfaces, alive and dead. Strange creatures abide here.

o] [+] [v]

"Call it woman's intuition,” she says with a light laugh. He appraises
her fineboned features, her delicate hands, hee soft maidenly beeasts
under the ruttled blouse, her firm haunches gleaming golden over the -
shadowed grase. He pulls her gently to her feet, kisses her cheek, -
‘You are enchanringly beautiful, my deari® he whispers. "Wouldn't -
you like to lic with me here awhile?® "Of course,’ she replies, and
kisses his cheek In retum, 'but these pants are an awful bother to
rentove, ond my sisier awaits us. Comel Let us go up to the .
mansioni’ ' '



-
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A small green snake lies motionless across the path. The girl ap-
proaching does not see it, sees only the insects flicking damply, the
girl in tight pants which are still golden here in the deep shadows.
Hex hand flutters ceaselessly before her face, it was surely the bugs
that drove these people away from here Anally, ‘Karen, is this the
right way?', and she very nearly walks right on the snake, which has
perhaps been dozing, but which now switches with.a frantic whip of
its shiny green tail off into the damp leaves. The gisl starts at the
sudden whirring shush at her feet, spins around clurching her hands
to her upper arms, expecting the worst, but though staring wide-eyed
at the sound, she can see nothing. Why did she ever let her sister talk
ber into coming here? "Karen!® She quns, ignoring the webs now, right
thirough all the gnats and flies, on up the path, crying out her sister's
name.

4] O =}

The caretaker’s son, poised gingerly on a mass-cavered rack, pecking
through the thick branches, watches the girl come up the path. Karen
watches the caretakes's son, From the rear, his prominent feature is
his back, broad and rounded, humped almost, where wits of dark
hair sprout randomly. His head is just a small hairy lump beyond
the mound of heavy back. His arms are as long as his legs are shou,
and the elbows, like the knees, turn outwaeds. Thick hair grows be-
tween his butrocks and down his thighs. Smiling, she picks up a
pebble to toss at him, but then she hears her sister call her pame,

o [#] 0

Leaning against his raised knee, smoking his pipe, che 1all man on
the parapet stares out on the wildemess, contemplating the island’s
ruin. Trees have collapsed upon one another, and vast arcas of the
island, once cleared and no doubt ¢he stage for garden partics famous
for miles around, are now virtually impassable. Brambles and bunch-
berries grow wildly amid saxifrage and shinlkaf, and everything in
sight is mottled with moss. Lichens: the symblotic unioa, he recalls,
of fungi and algae. He smiles and at the same moment, as though it
has been brought into beiag by his smile, hears a voice on the ganlen
path. A girl. How charming, he's to have company, after alll At least
two, for he heard 1the voice on 1he path behind the mansion, and be-
Jow him, slipping surefoatedly Lhrough the trees and bushcs, moves
another crearure in a yellow dress, carrying a beige sweater over her
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5?‘“}‘]"“» She laoks a Jitle simple, not his type really, but thea dis-
similac organisms can, at times, enjoy mutually advantageous past-

necships, can they not? He knocks the ashes from his pipe and refills
the bowl, _

o] o o

Avtimes, I forget that (his arrangement is my own invention. | begin
to think of the island as somehow seal, its objects solid and inuac-

table, its condition of riin not so much an aesthetic design as an his-.
tarical denouement. | iind myself peering into blue 1eaketeles, batting

at spiderwehs, und contemplaing a greenish-grey growth on the side
of a stone parapet. 1 wander if others might wander here withodt my
knowing it; [ wonder if § might dic and she teakettlc remain, 'T have
brought two sisters 1o this invented island,’ 1 say, This is no exteava-

gance. It §s indeed 1 who burdens them with curiosity, and histosy,..

tapperite and rhegorie, if they have names and griefs, | have provided.

dhiem. 'In fact,’ § add, “withour me shey'd have na cunts.” This Is not
([ Intecrupt here 10 tell you that 1 have done ali that | shall do. I
return here to bring you this news, since this seemed as good a place

as any. Thaugh you have more 10 face, and even more 1o suffer from

me, this is in fact the kst thing | shall say (o you, But can the end
be in the middle? Yes, yes, it always is ...} meant to alarm, merely

to otake a truth manitesy — yet £ am myself somewhat alarmed, 1t js-

one thing o discover the shag of haic between my butiocks, quite
anather ta find myself (ugging ihe tight gold pamis off Karen's sister.
Or peshaps it is the same thing, yet teoubling in cither case. Where
daes this illusion come {rom, this sensation of ‘hardness' in a blue
teaketde or an bron poker, golden hannchies or a geeen piano?

o o o

In thie hexagonal laggia of the mansion stands a grand piano, painted

—

bright green, though chipped and cracked now with age and abuse, .

One can caslly Jvagine a child at such a piano, a piano so glad’and
reidy, perhaps fwo chililgen, and the sun is shining - no, rather, t)icre
Is a storm on the lake, the sky is in a fury, ail black and pitching, the
chifdren are nside here our of the wind and stomm, che litdle girl on
the eight, the boy on the Jeft, pushing at each ather a bit, staking out
propesty lincs oi the keys, a grandmaiher, or perhaps juse a lady, yet

why.notn grandmother; sitling on a window-bench gazing outon the. 7.5
frothy blie-blick lake, and the children are playing Chopsticks,
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laughing, a little noisy surely, and the grandmother, oc Iady, looks
over from dme to dme, forms a patient amile if chey chance to glance
up at her, then —well, but it's only s supposition, who knows wheiher
there were children or if they cared a damn about a green plano even
on a bad day, Chopsticks least of all? No, it's only a piece of fancy,
the kind of fancy that is passing through the mind of the girl in gold
pants who now reaches down, strikes a key, There is no sound, of
- course. The ivory is chipped and yellowed, the pedals dismembered,
the wires tom out and hanging like rusted haics. The girl wonders at
her own unkemptness, feels a lock loose on her forehead, but there
are no mirrors. Stolen or broken. She stares abonyt her, nostalgically
absorbed for some reason, at the elegantly timbered roof of the
loggia, at the enormous stone fireplace, at the old shoe in the door-
way, the wasps' nests over one broken-out window. She sighs, siepa
out on the terrace, steep and proud over the lake. 'It's a sad place,’
. she says aloud. :

o Q [+]

The tall man in the navy-blue jacket stands, ons foot up on the sione
parapet, gazing out on the blue sunlit lake, drawing medilatively on
his pipe, while being sketched by the gir! in the dight gold pants. ‘1
somehow expected to find you here,” she says. ‘I've been waiting for
you,' replies the man. Her three-quarters view of him from the rear
allows her to include only the tip of his nose in her sketch, the edge
of his pipebowl, the collar of his white turtleneck shict. 'f was afraid
there might be others,’ she says. ‘Others?’ "Yes. Children perhaps. Ot
somebody’s grandmother. [ saw 50 many names everywhere 1 weal,
on walls and doors and trees and even scratched into dhat green
piano.” She is carefully filling in on her sketch the dark contours of
bis navy-blue Jacket. ‘No,' he says, ‘whoever they were, they left
here long ago.' °It's a sad place,’ she says, ‘and all too much like my
own Jife." He nods. ‘You mean, the losing struggle against inscrutable
blind forces, young dreams brought to ruin?' ‘Yes, something like
that,’ she says. ‘And getting kicked In and gutted and shat upon.’
‘Mmm." He straightens. "Just a moment,’ she says, and he resumes his
pose. The girl has accomplished a reasonable likeness of the tall man,
except that his legs are stubby (perhaps she falled to centce her
drawing properly, and ran out of space at the bottom of the paper)
and his buttocks are bare and shaggy.

o ] o i
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‘It’s a sad placz,” be says, contemplating the vast Wilderness. te

turns to find her grinning and wiggling her ears at hin, “kacen,
you're mocking me!’ he complains, Jaughing. She props gne foot up
on the stone parapet, leans against her leg, sticks ap iron poker
between her teeth, and scowls upon the lake. ‘Come oy, Stop itt’
he laughs. She pults on the iron poker, blowing im"ginary smoke-
rings, then turns it into & walking stick and hobbles aboy, imitating
an old granny chasing young chiliren. Next, she puts th, poker to
her shaulder Jike a rifle and conducts an inspection of a1l yya proken
windows facing on the terrace, scowling or weeping brogdly before
each one. The man has slamped to 1he cerrace floor, doubyy up with
laughicr. Saddenly, Karen discovers an unbroken window_ ghe Jeaps
up and down, does a somersault, pirouettes, jumps up angd cficks her
heels together, She points au it, kisses it, points again. ‘Yeg yes!* the
man taughs, ' see it, Karenl' She points to herself, then 3¢ he win-
dow, (o herself again. ‘You? You're like the window, g,0n° he
asks, puzzled, bue stilt laughing. She nods her head vigorously,
thrusts the icon poker into his hands. It is dirty and rugy ang he
fecls clumsy with the thing. "1 don't understand ..." She geove it oue
of his hands and — crash — drives it through the winduy, op o,
Karenl No,po ...} :

0 [ ¢] Q

It's a sad place.” Karen has joined her sister on the terrace, 1he bal-
cony, and they gaze out at the luke, two girds alone on 5 gesalate
islandd. "Sad and yet al too right for me, ) suppase. Oh, [ dop segres
any of it, Karen. No, 1 was wrong, wrong as always, but | ggpep regret
it 104 he sllly 10 be all pinched and morbid about it, weyidn'e it,
Karen?” The girl, of course, is tatking about the failure of 1¢p third
marriage. ‘Things are done and they are undone and (hep e get
ready 10 do them again.” Karen Jooks at her shyly, then [yms her
gentle gaze back out across the fuke, blue with a 1iver’s my,ed blue
under this afternoon sun. *The sunl’ the gied in goll pangg exclaims,
thaugh It is not cleac why she thoughe of it. She tries (o xplain that
she is like the sun somehow, or the sun is like her, but she pacomes
confused, Figally, she interenpes herself wo bluct out: "Oh, Karent I'm
so miserablel” Karen looks up anxiously: there are 0@ tearq in her
sisier's eyes, but she is biting down painfully an her lowey lip. Karen
offers o smlile, a linle awkward, not guite undeestanding Perhaps, and -
finally her siger, eyes closing a inoment, then fluttering Upeq, smiles .,
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wanly in return. A moment of grace settles between (hem, but Karen
turns her back on it clumsily,

(=] o O

'No, Karenl Pleasel Stopl® The man, collapsed to the terrace floor,
has tears of laughter running down his cheeks. Karen has found an
old shoe and Is now bholding it up at arm’'s Jength, making broad
silent motions with her upper torso and free arm as though dechim-
ing upon the sadness of the shoe. She sets the shoe on the 1errace
floor and squats down over it, covering it with the skirt of her yellow
dress. ‘Na, Karenl Not' She leaps up, whacks her heels together in
midair, picks up the shoe and peers inside. A broad smile spreads
across her face, and she does a little dance, holding the shoe alofi.
with a licdle custsy, she presents the shoe to the man. "Nod Pleased’
Warily, but still laughing, he looks inside. *What's ¢his? Oh noi A
flower! Karen, this is too muchi’ She zuns into the mansion, retums
carrying the green piano an her back. She drops it so hard, one kg
breaks off. She finds an iron poker, props the piano up with i, sits
down on an imaginary stocol to play. She lifis her hands high over
her head, then comes driving down with extravagant magisierial
gestures, The piano, of course, has been completely discmboweled,
50 no sounds emerge, but up and down the broken keyboard Karen's
stubby fingers fly, acriving at last, with a crescendo of violent flou-
rishes, at a grand climactic coda, which she delivers with such force
as to buckle the two remaining legs of the piano and send it all crash-
ing to the terrace floor, “No, Karen! Ok my God1” Qut of e wreck-
age a wild goose springs, honking in holy tercor, and goes flapping
out over the lake. Karen carries tlie piano back inside, there’s u
splintezing crash, and she returns wielding the poker. ‘Carefull” She
holds the poker up with two hands and does a linde dance, woes
turned outwards, hippery-hepping about the terrace. She siops ab-
ruptly over the man, thnusts the poker in front of his nose, then
slowly brings it to her own lips and kisses it. She makes a wry face.
‘Oh, Karen! Whool Pleasel You're killing me)® She kisses the handle,
the shaft, the tip. She wrinkles her nose and shuddecs, lifts her skirt
and wipes her tongue with it. She scowls at the poker. She takes a firm
grip on the poking end and bats the handle a couple of times against
the stone parapet as though testing it. ‘Oh, Karenl Oht' Then she
lifes it high over her head and brings it down with all hes might ~
wiam! — PooF! it is the cacetaker's son, yowling with pain, She lets
go and spins away from him, as he stxikes out at her in distress and
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f"'.y' Sh"? tumbles intg 5 corner of the terrace and cowers there,
Whm.‘p“mg‘ Pale ang yurified, as the caretakec's son, breathing
heavily, back stooped gng puttocks tensed, circles her, prepared to
spring. Sudienly, she daghes for the pacapes and leaps over, the care-
taker's son bounding 4.y, and off they go, scrambling frantically
theough the trees ang pragbles, leaving the tall man in the white
wirtleneck shiee alone ang limp frou laughter on the tecrace.

) o o

There is a storm 61 the lake. ‘Two childeen play Chopsticks on the

green piano, Theie grangother stirs the embers in the fireplace

with au icon poker, they returas 10 her scat on the windowhench.
The children glance over a¢ her and she smiles at them, Suddenly a

strange naked cfcalure comes bounding inéo the loggia, grinning
idivtically. The children ang (heir grandinother scream with terror
and race fsom the toomy 4py on out of the maasion, running for their
lives. The visitor leapg up on the piano bench and squats there,
staring suizaically aC e jyory keys. e reaches for one and it sounds
a note ~ he jerks his Koo pack in frighe. e ceaches for another —
a dilferent note. He bripgs his fist down - sLaml Abal Again: pra!

Excitedly, he 1eaps up g down on the plano bench, banging his fists
on the piune keyboarg 1y, hops up on the pisno, finds wires inside,-
and pulls them oL vy 61 rwanal EHe holds bis genitals with one
hands and £ips out the yires with the other, geunting with delight.
Then he sples the ivun poker. He grabs it up, admires it, then bounds
joylully acound the vagy, smashing windows and wrecking furaiture.
The gir in gold pants eprers and takes the poker away from him.
Lustl That's all it i1 g sealds. She whacks him on the nates with
the poker, and, yelping with pain and astonishment, he bounds
away, leaping over thy gione parapet, and slinks off 1heough the
brambly forest,

(] Q O

‘Lustt’ she says, ‘thay's 1) ic ist* Her sketch is nearly complete,
‘And they're not the vyworgr ones. The worst unes are the ones who
Just fec it hoppen. I (ey'g kept (heir caretaker here ..." The man
smiles. “There never oo o careraker, he explains. ‘Really? But I
thoughtl—1I" "No," he gays *hat’s just a legend of the island.’ She

seems laken aback by ypis new knowledge. ‘Then ... then I don’t . '

"“d“‘md.f‘ - He Telights his pipe, wanders over to appraise her
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sketch, He laughs when he sees the shaggy buttocks, "Marvellous!”

he exclaims, “but a pooc likeness, I'm afraid! Look!® He lowers his
dark slacks and shows her his hindend, smooth as marble and hair-
less as a movie starlet’s. Her cuciosity is caught, however, not by
his barbered buttocks, but by the hair around his genitals: the right
neat curls fan out in both directions like the wings of an cagle, or a

wild goose ..
o o o

The two sisters return to the loggia, their vislt nearly concluded, the
one in goid pants still trying to explain about herseif and the sun,
about consuming herself with an outer fire, while harbouring an ice-
cold centre within, Her gaze falls oace more on the green piana. [t
is obvious she still has something moare o say. But now as she
deciaims, she has less of an audience. Karen stands distractedly be-
fore the green piaro. Haltingly, she lifts a finger, staikes a key. No
note, only a dull thuck. Her sister reveals a new insight she has just
obtained about it not being the people who steal or even thase whe
wantonly destroy, but those who let it happen, who just doa't give a
proper dama, She provides instances. Once, Karen nods, but maybe
only ar something she has thought to herself. Her fnger Jidts, steikes.
Thuck! Again. Thuckl Her whele arm drives the strong blunt finger.
Thucki Thuck! There is something genuinely beautiful about the girl
in gold pants and silk neckscarf as she gestures and speaks, Her eyes
are sorrowful and wise, Thuckl Karen strikes the key. Suddenly, her
sister beeaks off her message. ‘Oh, I'm sorry, Karenl' she says. She
stares at the piano, thea muns out of the room.

G o [+]

I am disappearing. You have ro doubt noticed. Yes, and by some no
doubt calculable formula of eveat and pagination. Bus before we drlft
apart to a distance beyond the reach of confessions {though I wam
you: like Zeno's tuctle, I am with you always), Hsten: It's just as 1
feazed, my invented jsland is really taking its place in wosld geo-
graphy. Why, this island sounds very much like the old Dablberg
place on Jackfish lsland up on Rainy Lake, people say, and | wonder:
~ -can it be happening? Someonc tele me: I understand somebody
©" " hought the place recently and plans to fix it up, maybe put a.tesort
- there or somc;hlng On my island? Bxtraordinaryl - and yet Tt seems
map. yel, there's Rainy Lake, there's Jack.
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fish Istand. Who invented this map? Well, 1 must have, surely. And
the Dablbergs, too, of course, and the peaple who told me about
them, Yes, and perhaps tomorrow [ will invent Chicago and Jesus
Christ and the history of the moon, Just ag | have invented you, dear
reader, while lying here in the afternoon sun, bedded deeply in the
bluegreen grass kke an old iron poker ..,

o: o o

There is a storm on the lake and the waier is frothy and Black, The
wind howls around the corner of the stone parapet and the pine
trecs shake and creak, The two children playing Chopsticks on the
green piano are arguing about the jurisdiction of the bench and key-
board. ‘Come over here,’ their grandmather says from her seac by the
window, ‘and 1'il tell you the story of "The Magic Poker” ...’

(o] o] e}

Once upon a time, a family of wealthy Minnesotans boughe an island
on Ralny Lake up on the Canadian barder, They built a home on it
am) guest cabing and boat houses and an observation tower. They
installed an electric generalor and a sewage system with indoor
toilets, malntained a caretaker, and constructed docks and bath
houses. Did they name It Jackfish Island, or did it bear that name
when they bought it? The Jegend does nor say, nor should ic. What it
does say, however, is that when the family abandoned (he islnd,
they left behind an iron poker, which, years later, on a visit Lo the
island, a beautiful youag girl, ot quite a princess pechaps, yet
altogether equal to the occasion, kissed. And when she did so, some-
thing yuite exteaordinary happened ..,

o] [¥] o

One upon a time there was an istand visited by ruin and inhabited
by strange woadtand creatures. Some thought it had once had a care- -

- taker who had elther died or found another job elsewhere. Others
.sald, no, there was never a caretaker, that was only a childish legend.

Others believed there was indeed a carelaker and he lived there yet
and was in fact responsible for the island’s tragic condition. ANl this
is nieither hete nor there. What is centainly beyond dispute is that no

_ one who visited the island, whether searching for its Yegendacy Magic ,' . ".-'
- Poker or averiging the loss of a loved one, cver came back. Only theic -
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names were left, inscribed hastily on walls and ceilings and carved
on trees,
a o o

Once upon a time, two sisters visited a desolate island. They walked
jts paths with their proclivities and scruples, dceaming their dreams
and sorrowing their sorrows, They scared a snake and probably a bird
or two, broke a few windows (there were few left 1o break), and

~ gazed meditatively out upon the lake from the terrace of the maia
house. They wrote their names above the stone fireplace In the hexa-
gonal loggia and shac in the soundbox of an old green piano. Onc of
them did anyway: the other one couldn’t get her pants down. On
the island, they found a beautiful iron poker, and when they went
home, they took it with them.

Q o o

The girl in gold pants hasicns out of the big house and down the dark
path where earlier the snake slept and past the gutted guest cabin
aud on down the moctled path towards the boat, To either side of
Ler, flies and bees mumble indolently under the summer sun. A
smali speckied frog who will not live out the day squas staring on a
stone, burps, hops into a darkness. A white moth drifts silently into
the web of a spider, flutters there awhile before his execution. Sud-
denly, there on the path mottled with sunlight, the gir} stops short,
hier breath coming in shoct gasps, leoking around her. Wasn't this
— ? Yes, yes, it is the place! A smile begins to form. And in fact,
there it is) She waits for Karen.

Q o o)

Once upon a tme there was a beautiful young Princess in tight gold
pants, so very tight in fact that no one could remove them from her.
Knights came from far and wide, and they huffed and they puffed,
and they grunted and chey groaned, buc the pants would not come
down. One rash Koight even went so far as 1o jam the blade of his
sword down the front of the gold pants, striving to pry them from
her, buc he succeeded only in shattering his sword, much to his life.
long dismay and ignominy. The King at last delivered a Proclama.
_tion, 'Whosoever shall succeed in pulling my daughter’s panta down,’
he deglared, ‘shall have her for his bride|* Since thls was perhaps
not the most tempting of trophies, the Princess having been married

R
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off threee times nlecady in previous competitions, the King added:

‘And moreover he shall have bestowed npon him the Magic Poker,
whose powers and prodigics are well known in the Kingdom!® ‘The.
Old Man's got his bloody cart before his horse,' one Knight.com-
plained sourly to a companion upon hearing the Proclamation. ‘If I
had the bloody Poker, you could damin well bet I'd have no trouble
gentin' the bloody pants off heel’ Now, it chanced that this heedless
remark was overheard by a peculiac little gnome-like creatuse,
huddling naked and unshaven jn the brush atongside the road, and no
sooner had the words been ultered than this strange fellow deter-
mined to steal the Magic Poker and win the beauty for himself. Such
an enterprise might well bave seemed bmpossible for even the most
dauntless of Knights, much less for so hapless a creature as.this
poor;/naked brute with the shaggy loins, bur the th, always
stranger than fiction, was that his father had once been the King's
Official Corctaker, and the son had grown up among the mysieries
and secred chambers of the Court, Inagine the entire Kingdom's
astonishiment, therefore, when, the very next day, the Caresaker's
son appeared, squat, naked, and hirsute, before the King and with
grunts and broad gestures made manifese hs jutention to quit the
Princess of her pants and win the prize for himselft ‘Indeed!” cried
hee father. The King's taughter hoomed throughout the Palace, and
all the Koighus and Ladies joined in, creating the jolliese of uproars,
‘Bring my daughter here at oncel® (he King thundered, delighted by
the droll spectacle. The Princess, amused, bud at the same time some-.
what afrighted of the strange litde man, stepped timidly forward, her
golden haunches gleaming in (he bright lights of the Palace. The:
Carctiker's son promptly drew forth the Magic Poker, pointed it at
the Princess, and ~ poo¥! — the gold pants dropped — plop! to the
Palace floor, "Ohisl® and “Ahs!* of amazement and admication rose up
in exclted chorus from the crowd of nobles actending this most extra-
ordinary moment. Flushed, iremibling, impatient, the Princess grasped
the Magic Poker and kissed it ~ poop) —a handsome Knight in shining ~
armour of white and navy blue staod before her, smoking a pipe.
He drew his sword and slew the Caretaker's son. Then, smiling at-
the maiden sianding in her puddle of gold pants, he sheathed his
sword, knocked the ashes from his pipe bowl, and kaelr before the
King. "Your Majesty," he said, °1 have slain the monster and rescued
your daughter!” ‘Mot ac all,’ seplied the King gloomily. *You have

.. made her a widow, Kiss the {ool, my dear!’ 'No, pleasel” the Knight
: begged' ‘Stopt*?

ocqge e




¢
34 PRICKSONGS AND DEBCANTE

‘Look, Karen, look! See what 1 found! Do you think we can take
jt? It doesn’t huse, does it, ] mean, what with everything else - ? It's
just beautiful and I can scour off the rust and — 7' Karen glances at
the poker in the grass, shrugs, smiles in assent, fumns to scride on
down the rise towards the boat, a small white edge of which can be
glimpsed through the trees, below, at the end of the path. *Karen - ?
Could you please — ?* Karen tums around, gazes quizzically at her
sister, head tilted to one side — then laughs, a low grunting sound,
something like a half-gargle, walks back and picks up the poker,
brushes off the insects with her hand. Her sister, delighted, reaches
for it, but Karen grunts again, keeps it, carries it down to their hoat.
There, she washes it clean in the lake water, scrubbing it with sand.
She dries it on hec dress. ‘Don’t get your dress dirty, Karenl It's
rusty anyway. We'll clean it when we get home.’ Karen holds it
between them a moment before tossing it into the boat, and they
both smile ro see it. Wet still, it glistens, sparkling with flecks of
rainbow-cecloured light in the sunshine,

o [+] o]

The tall man stands poised before hes, smoking bis pipe, one hand
in the pocket of his navy-blue jacket, Begides the jacker, he wears
only a white turtleneck shirt. The gird in gold pants is kissing him.
From the tip of his crown to the Jeast of his toes. Nothing happens.
Only a biuter wild goose taste in the mouth, Something is weong.
‘Karen|® Karen laughs, a Jow grunting sound, then takes hold of the
man and lifts her skirts. ‘No, Karen| Please!® he cries, laughing.
‘Stopl’ poor| From her skirts, Karen withdraws a wrought-iron
poker, long and slender with an intrdcately worked handle. ‘It's beau-
tiful, Karen!® her sister exclaims and reaches for it. Karen grunts
again, holds it up between cthem a moment, and they both smile to
see jt, It glistens in the sunshine, a handsome souvenir of a beautiful
day.

.§qm§ the bay is still agaln. the sllvet ﬁsh and the dragonflies are
. refumed, and only the slightest murmug near the shore by the old

uld:it astopish. rhem to heac ot lt. Az a matter of fact, w!r.h

}Wﬁ;ﬂlngged lumber betrays the recent disquiet, The boat is already
.oyt o the Jake, ita-stern copfronting us in retreat. The family 1.0 E1ist
“prepared this fsland does not know the girls have beéc here, i1 '
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that touch of 1he divinity commeon to the rich, they have probably
forgotten why they built all the things on this island in the first
place, or whatever possessed them serlously to concern themselyes,
to squander good hours, over the selection of this or that object

" to decorate the newly made spaces or to do the things that had

usuaklly to be done, over the selection of this or that iron poker, for
example. The boat is almost out of sight, so distant in fact, it's no
longer possible to see its occupants or even to know how many there
ore - all just a blurred speck on che bright sheen laid on the lake by
the lowering sun. The lake is calm. Hece, a few shadows lengthen, a
frog dies, a strange creature lies slain, a tanager sings.
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The Literature of Exhaustion

YES, WELL.

“Every man is not only himself,”” says Sir Thomas Browne: ''Men are lived
over again.”’ At one point during my tenure at Penn Slate, a fellow with the
sams name as mine in that big-university small town was arrested on charges of
molesling a young womnan. His interesting defense was that he was a Stanis-
lavsky Method actor rehearsing for the role of rapist in an upcoming student-the-
aler piece. For some while after, his fans occasionally rang me up by mistake.
One of them, when enough conversation had revealed his error, said “*Sorry:
You're the wrong John Barth,”

Not for that reason, in 1965 1 moved my family from Pine Grove Mills—an
Allegheny mountain village not far from State College, Pennsylvania—up and
over the Appalachians to Buffalo, where for the nexl seven years | taught in the
new and presperous State University of New York's operation at the oid Univer-
sity of Buffalo. Invtime | was appointed to that university's Edward S. Buller Pro-
fessorship, endowed by and named for a lale local philanthropist. Thus it came
o be declared, on the jackels of some editions of the books | published in those
years, thal their author “is currently Edward S. Butler Professor of Literature at
the State University of New York at Buffalo." And sure enough (O world out
there, what innocents you harborl), mait began coming in addressed to "Ed-
ward S. Butler, Professor of Literature,'” and author—under that nom de piume
du jour, | presume the authors of those letters to have presumed—ol Giles
Goal-Boy, Lost in the Funhouse, and Chimera.

Those years—1965~1973—were the American High Sixties. The Viet-
nam War was in overdrive through most of the period; the .S, economy was fat
and bloody; acadermnic imperialism was as popular as the palitical kind. Among
Governar Nelson Rockefeller’s ambitions was to establish major university cen-
ters at each end and the middle of the Thomas E. Dewey Thruway (Stony Brook,
Albany, Buffalo} as a tiara for the Empire State's 57-campus university system.
SUNY /Buffalo therefore was given virtual carte blanche to pirate professors
away from other universities and build buildings for them to teach in; At one
dizzy point in its planning, Gordon Bunshaft's proposed new campus complex
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for the school was reported 1o bs the largeslt single architeciural project in the
world, after Brasilia. Eighty percent of the populous English department | joined
had been hired within the preceding two years, as additions to the original staff;
so numerous were our illustrious immigrants from raided faculties, troubled
marriages, and more straitlaced life-styles, we came to call ourselves proudly
the Ellis Island of Academia. The somewhat shabby older buildings and hastily
built new ones, all jam-packed and about lo be abandoned, reinforced that
imagse.

The politically active among our facully and studenls had their own ambi-
tions for the place: the Berkeley of the East. They wanted no part of Mr, Bun-
shaft's suburban New Jerusalem rising frem filled-in marshland north of the city
{"*All great cultures,” my new colleague Leslie Fiedler remarked, ''are built on
marshes''}. In some humors, as when our goverament lied with more than usual
egregiousness about its war, they wanted little enough of the old campus,
either. They struck and trashed; then the police and National Guard struck and
trashed them. Mace and peppergas wafted through the academic groves; the
red flag of communism and the black flag of anarchism were literally waved at
English Department faculty-student meetings, which—a sight as astonishing to
me as those flags-—were atlended by hundreds, like an Allen Ginsberg poetry
reading with harmonium and Tibelan finger-cymbals.

Altogether a stimulating place to work through those froubled years: Pop
Art popping at the Atbrighi-Knox Museum; sivange new music from Lukas Foss,
Lejaren Hiller, and their electronic colleagues; dope as ubiquitous as martinis at
faculty dinner parties; polluted Lake Erie flushing over Niagara Falls {*'the toilet
bowl of America,”” gur Ontaric friends called it}; and, across the Peace Bridge,
endless Canada, to which hosts of our young men fled as their counterparts had
done in other of our national convulsions, and from which Professor MclLuhan
expounded the limitations, indeed the obsolescence, of the printed word in our
electronic culture. ' :

The long novel Giles Goal-Boy dane, | took sabbalical leave from novel-
writing and, inspired by those lively new surroundings and by the remarkable
short fiction of the Argentine Jorge Luis Borges, which I'd recently come to
know, | spent two years happily fiddling with short narrative: never my long suil,
in the salad ol a writer's molives, trifling ingredients are tossed with more seri-
ous. Among my ambitions in writing The Sot-Weed Faclor was to perpetrate a
novel so thick that its title could be printed herizontally across its spine; among
my reasons far writing L ost in the Funhouse—a series of short fictions for print,
tape, and live voice-—was that novelisls aren’t easily included in anthologies of
fiction. .

But | was interested also in exploring the oral narrative fradition from which
printed fiction evolved. Poelry readings became popular in the Sixlies, bul ex-
cepl in the areas of folklales and oral history there was not much interest in
“live"" narrative, in fiction as a performing art. For several weeks one summer,
the universily's English Department leased the Music Department's electronics
studio, complete with its audio engineers, for the use of any students or staff in-
terested in experimenting with eleclronic means in verse or fiction. | took the op-
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portunity to record {for use in My once-a-month lecture visils) the taped portions
of several tape-and-live-voice pieces from Lost in the Funhpusg. o

In that time and place, experimental was not yet an adjective _of dlsmlssgl,
On the contrary: As in the European Nineteen Teens, artistic experiment was in
the Buffalo air. Even our less sophisticated undergraduates, many from the New
York City area, seemed to breathe it in with the other hydrocarbons, the_ per-
fumes of Lake Erie and the Love Canal. Unaware in many cases pi the h:sto_ry
of, say, edible or self-destructing art, they had neverthele_zss a kind qf media
street-smarts; it their experiments {which, sure enough, included edible and
selt-destructing narratives) most often failed, they failed no more oﬂgn than
non-"*experimental’” apprentice work. For apprentices, all work is experlmental,
as in another sense it is even for seasoned professionals. In my own literary
temperament, the-mix of romantic and neoclassic_al is so_mulabl_e that I hpld
no particutar brief either for ar against programmatic expgrlme_ntallsm, Passion
and virtuosity are what matter; where they are, they will 5_hme through any
aesthetics. But | confess 1o missing, in apprentice seminars in II'!e later 1970s
and the 1980s, that lively Make-it-New spirit of the Buftalo Sidies. A roomiql
of young lraditicnalists can be as depressing as a roomful of young Republi-
cans. _ _

tn 1967 | sel down my mixed feelings about the avani-gardism of the time
in the following essay, first delivered as a Peters Rushton Semine_lrs Lecture at
the Universily of Virginia and subsequently published in the Aliantic. It has been
Irequently reprinted and as frequently misread as one more Degth of the Novel
or Swan-Song of Literature piece. It isn't. Rereading it nox_v, | 55nrff traces of t(—:,'ar
gas in its margins; | hear an echo of disruption between its lines. lts urgencies
are dated: there are thin notes in it of quackery and wisecrackery 1_ha! dlspi_ease
me now. But the main line of its argument | stand by: that virtuosity 1s alwrtug,
and that what artists feel aboul the state of the world and the state of their art is
less important than what they do with that feeling.

I want to discuss three things more or less together: first, some old
questions raised by the new “intermedia™ arts; second, some aspects. of
the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges, whose fiction 1 greatly admire;
third, some professional concerns of my own, related to these other mat-
ters and having to do with what I'm calling “the literature of exhausted
possibility”—or, more chicly, “the literature of exhaustion.” '

By “exhaustion” I don’t mean anything so tired as the subject f’f
physical, moral, or inteliectual decadence, only the used-upness of certain
forms or the felt exhaustion of certain possibilities—by no means neces-
sarily a cause for despair. That a great many Western artists‘ f(.)r a gre:at
many years have quarreled with reccived definitions of artistic mc(.ha,
genres, and forms goes without saying: Pop Art, dramafuc and mu”mcal
“happenings,” the whole range of “intermedia™ or “mixed-means” art
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bear recentest witness to the romantic tradition of rebelling against Tra-
dition.

A catalogue I received some time ago in the mail, for example, ad-
vertises such items as Robert Filliow’s Ample Food for Stupid Thought, a
box full of postcards on which are inscribed “apparently meaningless
questions,” to be mailed to whomever the purchaser judges them suited
for; also Ray Johnson’s Paper Snake, a collection of whimsical writings,
“often pointed,” the catalogue assures us, and once mailed to various
friends (what the catalogue describes as The New York Correspondence
School of Literature); likewise Daniel Spoerri’s Anecdoted Typography of
Chance, “on the surface” a description of all the objects that happen to be
on the author’s parlor table—“in fact, however . . . a cosmology of

Spoerri’s existence.”

The document listing these items is—"on the surface,” at least—the
catalogue of The Something Else Press, a swinging outfit. “In fact, how-
ever,” it may be one of their offerings, for all I know: The New York Di-
rect-Mail-Advertising School of Literature. In any case, their wares are
lively to read about, and make for interesting conversation in fiction-
writing classes, for example, where we discuss Somebody-or-other’s un-
bound, unpaginated, randomly assembled novel-in-a-box and the desir-
ability of printing Finnegans Wake on a very long roller-towel. It is easier
and more sociable to talk technique than it is to make art, and the arca of
“happenings” and their kin is mainly a way of discussing aesthetics,
really; of illustrating more or less valid and interesting points about the
nature of art and the definition of its terms and genres.

One conspicuous thing, for example, about the “intermedia” arts is
their tendency to ¢liminate not only the traditional audience—those who
apprehend the artist’s art (in “happenings” the audience is often the
“cast,” as in “environments,” and some of the new music isn’t intended to
be performed at all)—but also the most traditional notion of the artist:
the Aristotelian conscious agent who achieves with technique and cun-
nihg the artistic effect; in other words, one endowed with uncommon tal-
ent, who has moreover developed and disciplined that endowment into
virtuosity. It is an aristocratic notion on the face of it, which the demo-
cratic West scems eager to have done with; not only the “omniscient” au-
thor of older fiction, but the very idea of the controlling artist, has been
condemned as politically reactionary, authoritarian, even fascist.

Personally, being of the temper that chooses to rebel along traditional
lines, I'm inclined to prefer the kind of art that not many people can do:
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the kind that requires expertise and artistry as well as bright aesthetic
ideas and/or inspiration. I enjoy the Pop Art in the famous Albright-
Knox collection, a few blocks from my house in Buffalo, like a lively
conversation; but I was on the whole more impressed by the jugglers and
acrobats at Baitimore’s old Hippodrome, where 1 used to go every time
they changed shows: not artists, perhaps, but genuine virtuosi, doing
things that anyone can dream up and discuss but almost no one can do.

I suppose the distinction is between things worth remarking and
things worth doing. “Somebody ought to make a novel with scenes that
pop up, like the old children’s books,” one says, with the implication that
one isn’t going to bother doing it oneself. _

However, art and its forms and techniques live in history and cer-
tainly do change. I sympathize with a remark attributed to Saul Bellow,
that to be techaically up-to-date is the least important attribuie of a
writer—though I would add that this least important attribute may be
nevertheless essential. In any case, to be technically out of date is likely to
be a genuine defect: Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony or the Chartres cathe-
dral, if exccuted today, might be simply embarrassing (in fact, they
couldn’t be executed today, unless in the Borgesian spirit discussed
below). A good many current novelists write turn-of-the-century-type
novels, only in more or less mid-twentieth-century language and about
contemporary people and topics; this makes them less interesting (to me)
than excellent writers who are also technically contemporary: Joyce and
Kafka, for instance, in their time, and in ours, Samuel Beckett and Jorge
Luis Borges. The intermedia arts, I'd say, tend to be intermediary, too,
between the traditional realms of aesthetics on the one hand and artistic
creation on the other. 1 think the wise artist and civilian will regard them
with quite the kind and degree of seriousness with which he regards good

_ shoptalk: He'll listen carefully, if noncommittally, and keep an eye on his
intermedia colleagues, if only the corper of his eye. Whether or not they
themselves produce memorable and lasting works of contemporary art,
they may very possibly suggest something usable in the making or un-
derstanding of such works.

Jorge Luis Borges will serve to illustrate the difference between a
technically old-fashioned artist, a technically up-to-date non-artist, and a
technically up-to-date artist. In the first category I'd locate all those nov-
elists who for better or worse write not as if the twentieth century didn't
exist, but as if the great writers of the last sixty years or so hadn’t existed.
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Our century is more than two-thirds done; it is dismaying to see so many
of our writers following Dostoevsky or Tolstoy or Balzac, when the ques-
tion seems to me to be how to succeed not even Joyce and Kafka,
but those who succeeded Joyce and Kafka and are now in the eve-
nings of their own careers.* In the second category—technically up-to-
date non-artisis—are such folk as a neighbor of mine in Buffalo who
fashions dead Winnies-the-Pooh in sometimes monumental scale out of
oilcloth stuffed with sand and impales them on stakes or hangs them by
the neck. In the third category belong the few people whose artistic think-
ing is as au courant as any French New Novelist’s, but who manage
nonetheless to speak eloquently and memorably to our human hearts
and conditions, as the great artists have always done. Of these, two of the
finest living specimens that I know of are Samuel Beckett and Jorge Luis
Borges—with Vladimir Nabokov, just about the only contemporaries
of my reading acquaintance mentionable with the “old masters” of
twentieth-century fiction. In the unexciting history of literary awards,
the 1961 International Publishers’ Prize, shared by Beckett and Borges,
is a happy exception indeed. .

One of the modern things about these two writers is that in an age of
ultimacies and “final solutions”—at least felt ultimacies, in everything
from weaponry to theology, the celebrated dehumanization of society,
and the history of the novel—their work in separate ways reflects and
deals with ultimacy, both technically and thematically, as for example
Finnegans Wake does in its different manner. One notices, for whatever
its symptomatic worth, that Joyce was virtually blind at the end, Borges is
literally so, and Beckett has become virtually mute, musewise, having
progressed from marvelously constructed English sentences through
terser and terser French ones to the unsyntactical, unpunctuated prose of
Commient C'est and “ultimately” to wordless mimes. One might extrapo-
late a theoretical course for Beckett: Language after all consists of silence
as well as soand, and mime is still communication (“that nineteenth-cen-
tury idea,” a Yale student once snarled at me), but by the language of ac-
tion. But the language of action consists of rest as well as movement, and
so in the context of Beckett’s progress, immobile, silent figures still aren’t
altogether ultimate. How about an cmpty, silent stage, then, or blank

* Author’s note, 1984: Did I really say this remarkably silly thing back in "677 Yup,
and I believed it, too. What I hope are more reasonable formulations of the idea may

be found in the Friday-pieces “The Spirit of Place™ and “The Literature of Replen-
ishment,” farther on,
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pages*—a “happening” where nothing happens, like Cage's 4'33" per-
formed in an empty hall? But dramatic communication consists of the ab-
sence as well as the presence of the actors; “we have our exits and our
entrances”; and so even that would be imperfectly ultimate in Beckett’s
case. Nothing at all, then, I suppose; but Nothingness is necessarily and
inextricably the background against which Being, et cetera. For Beckett,
at this point in his career, io cease to create altogether would be fairly
meaningful: his crowning work; his “last word.” What a convenient cor-
ner 1o paint yourself into! “And now I shall finish,” the valet Arsene says
in Watt, “and you will hear my voice no more.” Only the silence Molloy
‘speaks of, “‘of which the universe is made.” _

After which, I add on behalf of the rest of us, it might be conceivable
to rediscover validly the artifices of language and literature—such far-out
notions as grammar, punctuation . . . even characterization! Even plof!—
if one goes about it the right way, aware of what one’s predecessors have
been up to.

Now, J. L. Borges is perfectly aware of all these things. Back in the
great decades of literary experimentalism he was associated with Prisma,
a “muralist” magazine that published its pages on walls and billboards;
his later Labyrinths and Ficciones not only anticipate the farthest-out
ideas of The Something Else Press crowd-—not a difficult thing to do—
but, being excellent works of art as well, they illustrate in a simple way
the difference between the fact of aesthetic ultimacies and their artistic
use. What it comes to is that an artist doesn’t merely exemplify an ulti-
macy; he employs it.

Consider Borges’s story “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote™:
The hero, an utterly sophisticated turn-of-the-century French Symbolist,
by an astounding effort of imagination, produces—not copies or imitates,
but composes—several chapters of Cervantes’s novel.

It is a revelation [Borges’s narrator tells us] 10 compare Menard’s
Don Quixote with Cervantes's. The latter, for example, wrote (part
one, chapter nine):

... truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of
deeds, witness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present,
the future’s counselor.

* An ultimacy already atiained in the nincteenth century by that avant-gardiste of East
Aurora, N.Y., Elberl Hubbard, in his Essay on Sifence, and much repeated 1o the
present day in such empty “novelties™ as The Wit and Wisdom aof Lyndon Joknson, etc.
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Written in the seventeenth century, written by the “lay genius” Cer-
vantes, this enumeration is 2 mere rhetorical praise of history. Men-
ard, on the other hand, writes:

... truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of
deeds, witness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present,
the future’s counselor.

History, the mother of truth: the idea is astounding. Menard, a con-
temporary of William James, does not define history as an inquiry
into reality but as its origin.

Et cetera. Borges’s story is of course a satire, but the idea has consid-
erable intellectual validity. 1 declared carlier that if Beethoven’s Sixth
were composed foday, it might be an embarrassment; but clearly it
wouldn’t be, necessarily, if done with ironic intent by a composer quite
aware of where we’ve been and where we are. It would have then poten-
tially, for better or worse, the kind of significance of Warhol’s Campbell’s
Soup cans, the difference being that in the former case a work of art is
being reproduced instead of a work of non-art, and the ironic comment
would therefore be more directly on the genre and history of the art than
on the state of the culture. In fact, of course, to make the valid intellectual
point one needn’t even recompose the Sixth Symphony, any more than
Menard really needed to re-create the Quixote. It would have been suffi-
cient for Menrard to attribuie the novel to himself in order to have a new
work of art, from the intellectual point of view. Indeed, in several stories
Borges plays with this very idea, and I can readily imagine Beckett’s next
novel, for example, as Tom Jones, just as Nabokov’s recentest was his
multivolume annotated translation of Pushkin. I myself have always
aspired to write Burton’s version of The 100! Nights, complete with ap-
pendices and the like, in ten volumes, and for intellectual purposes I
needn’t ‘even write it. What evenings we might spend discussing
Saarinen’s Parthenon, D. H. Lawrence’s Wuthering Heights, or the John-
son Administration by Robert Rauschenberg!

The idea, 1 say, is intellectually serious, as are Borges’s other charac-
teristic ideas, most of a metaphysical rather than an aesthetic nature. But
the important thing to observe is that Borges doesn’t attribute the Quixote
to himself, much less recompose it like Pierre Menard, instead, he writes a
remarkable and original work of literature, the implicit theme of which is
the difficulty, perhaps the unnecessity, of writing original works of litera-
ture. His artistic victory, if you like, is that he confronts an intellectual
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dead end and employs it against itself to accomplish new human work. If
this corresponds to what mystics do—"“every moment leaping into the in-
finite,” Kierkegaard says, “and every moment falling surely back into the
finite”—it’s only one more aspect of that oid analogy. In homelier terms,
it’s a matter of every moment throwing out the bath water without for a
moment losing the baby.

Another way of describing Borges’s accomplishment is with a pair of
his own terms, algebra and fire. In one of his most often anthologized
stories, Tion, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius, he imagines an entirely hypothetical
world, the invention of a secret society of scholars who elaborate its every
aspect in a surreptitious encyclopedia, This First Encyclopedia of Tién
(what fictionist would not wish to have dreamed up the Britannica?) de-
scribes a coherent alternative to this world complete in every respect from
its algebra to its fire, Borges tells us, and of such imaginative power that,
once conceived, it begins to obtrude itself into and eventually to supplant
our prior reality. My point is that neither the algebra nor the fire, meta-
phorically speaking, could achieve this result without the other. Borges’s
algebra is what I'm considering here—algebra is easier to talk about than
fire—but any smart cookie could equal it. The imaginary authors of the
First Encyclopedia of Tlgn itself are not artists, though their work is in a
manner of speaking fictional and would find a ready publisher in The
Something Else Press. The author of the story Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius,
who merely alludes to the fascinating Encyclopedia, is an artist; what
makes him cone, of the first rank, like Kafka, is the combination of that
intellectually serious vision with great human insight, poetic power, and
consummate mastery of his means—a definition which would have gone
without saying, I suppose, in any century but ours.

Not long ago, incidentally, in a footnote to a scholarly edition of Sir
Thomas Browne, I came upon a perfect Borges datum, reminiscent of
Tlon’s self-realization: the actual case of a book called The Three Impos-
tors, alluded to in Browne’s Religio Medici among other places. The Three
Impostors is a nonexistent blasphemous treatise against Moses, Christ,
and Mohammed, which in the seventeenth century was widely held to
exist, or to have once existed. Commentators attributed it variously to
Boccaccio, Pietro Aretino, Giordano Bruno, and Tommaso Campanella,
and though no one, Browne included, had ever seen a copy of it, it was
frequently cited, refuted, railed against, and generally discussed as if ev-
eryone had read it—uniil, sure enough, in the eighteenth century a spuri-
ous work appeared with a forged date of 1598 and the title De Tribus
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Impostoribus. It's a wonder that Borges doesn’t mention this work, as he
seems to have read absclutely everything, including all the books that
don't exist, and Browne is a particular favorite of his. In fact, the narrator
of Tion, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius declares at the end:

... English and French and mere Spanish will disappear from the
globe. The world will be Tlsn. I pay no attention to all this and go on
revising, in the still days at the Adrogue Hotel, an uncertain Queve-
dian translation {which I do not intend to publish) of Browne’s Urn-
Burial *

This “contamination of reality by dream,” as Borges calls it, is one of
his pet themes, and commenting upon such contaminations is one of his
favorite fictional devices. Like many of the best such devices, it turns the
artist’s mode or form into a metaphor for his concerns, as does the diary-
ending of Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man or the cyclical construc-
tion of Finnegans Wake. In Borges’s case, the story Tldn, etc., for exam-
ple, is a real piece of imagined reality in cur world, analogous to those
Tlonian artifacts called Ardnir, which imagine themselves into existence.
In short, it’s a paradigm of or metaphor for itself; not just the form of the
story but the fact of the story is symbolic; the medium is (part of) the

' message.

Moreover, like alt of Borges’s work, it illustrates in other of its aspects
my subject: how an artist may paradoxically turn the felt ultimacies of
our time into material and means for his work-—paradoxically, because
by doing so he transcends what had appeared to be his refutation, in the
same way that the mystic who transcends finitude is said to be enabled to
live, spiritually and physically, in the finite world. Suppose you're a
writer by vocation—a “print-oriented bastard,” as the McLuhanites call
us—and you feel, for example, that the novel, if not narrative literature
generally, if not the printed word altogether, has by this hour of the world
just about shot its bolt, as Leslie Fiedler and others maintain. (I'm in-
clined to agree, with reservations and hedges. Literary forms certainly
have histories and historical contingencies, and it may well be that the
novel’s time as a major art form is up, as the “times™ of classical tragedy,
Italian and German grand opera, or the sonnet-sequence came to be. No
necessary cause for alarm in this at all, except perhaps to certain novel-

* Moreogver, on rereading Tlén, etc., I find now a remark I'd swear wasn’t in it Jast
year: that the eccentric American millionaire who endows the Encyeclopedia does so on
condition that “The work will make no pact with the impostor Jesus Christ.”
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ists, and one way to handle such a feeling might be to write a novel about
it. Whether historically the novel expires or persists as a major art form
seems immaterial to me; if enough writers and critics feel apocalyptical
about it, their feeling becomes a considerable cultural fact, like the feeling
that Westemn civilization, or the world, is going to end rather soon. If you
took a bunch of people out into the desert and the world dida’t end, you'd
come bome shamefaced, I imagine; but the persistence of an art form
doesn’t invalidate work created in the comparable apocalyptic ambience.
That is one of the fringe benefits of being an attist instead of a prophet.
There are others.) If you happened to be Vladimir Nabokov, you might
address that felt ultimacy by writing Pale Fire: a fine novel by a learned
pedant, in the form of a pedantic commentary on a poem invented for the
purpose. If you were Borges you might write Labyrinths: fictions by a
learned librarian in the form of footnotes, as he describes them, to imagi-
nary or hypothetical books. Aad I'll add that if you were the author of
this paper, you'd have written something like The Sot-Weed Factor or
Giles Goat-Boy: novels which imitate the form of the Novel, by an author
who imitates the role of Author.

If this sort of thing sounds unpleasantly decadent, nevertheless it’s
about where the genre began, with Quixote imitating Amadis of Gaul,
Cervantes pretending to be the Cid Hamete Benengeli (and Alonso Qui-
jano pretending to be Don Quixote), or Fielding parodying Richardson.
“History repeats itself as farce”—meaning, of course, in the form or mode
of farce, not that history is farcical. The imitation, like the Dadaist echoes
in the work of the “intermedia” types, is something new and may be quite
serious and passionate despite its farcical aspect.

This is the difference between a proper, “naive” novel and a deliber-
ate imitation of a novel, or a novel imitative of other kinds of documents.
The first sort attempts (has been historically inclined to attempt) to imi-
tate actions more or less directly, and its conventional devices—cause
and effect, linear anecdote, characterization, authorial selection, arrange-
ment, and interpretation—have been objected to as obsolete notions, or
metaphors for obsolete notions: Alain Robbe-Grillet’s essays For a New

Novel come to mind. There are replies to these objections, not to the point -

here, but one can see that in any case they’re obviated by imitations-of-
novels, for instance, which attempt to represent not life directly but a rep-
resentation of life. In fact such works are no more removed from “life”
than Richardson’s or Goethe’s epistolary novels are; both imitate “real”
documents, and the subject of both, ultimately, is life, not the documents.
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A novel is as much a piece of the real world as a letter, and the letters in
The Sorrows of Young Werther are, afier all, fictitious.

One might imaginably compound this imitation, and though Borges
doesn’t, he’s fascinated with the idea. One of his more frequent literary
allusions is to the 602nd night in a certain edition of The 100! Nights,
when, owing to a copyist’s error, Scheherazade begins to tell the King the
story of the 1001 nights, from the beginning. Happily, the King inter-
rupts; if he didn’t, there’d be no 603rd night ever, and while this would
solve Scheherazade’s problem, it would put the “outside” author in a
bind. (I suspect that Borges dreamed this whole thing up; the business he
mentions isn’t in any edition of The 1001 Nights I've been able to consult.
Not yet, anyhow: After reading Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius, one is inclined
to recheck every semester or 50.) )

Borges is interested in the 602nd night because it’s an instance of the
story-within-the-story turned back upon itself, and his interest in such
instances is threefold. First, as he himself declares, they disturb us meta-
physically: When the characters in a work of fiction become readers or
authors of the fiction they’re int, we're reminded of the fictitious aspect of
our own existence—one of Borges’s cardinal themes, as it was of Shake-
speare, Calderén, Unamuno, and other folk. Second, the 602nd night isa
literary illustration of the regressus in infinitum, as are many other of
Borges’s principal images and motifs. Third, Scheherazade’s accidental
gambit, like Borges’s other versions of the regressus in infinitum, is an
image of the exhaustion, or attempted exhaustion, of possibilities—in this
case literary possibilities—and so we return to our'main subject.

What makes Borges’s stance, if you like, more interesting to me even
than, say, Nabokov's or Beckett’s, is the premise with which he ap-
proaches literature. In the words of one of his editors: “For [Borges] no
one has claim to originality in literature; all writers are more or less faith-
ful amanuenses of the spirit, translators and annotators of pre-existing ar-
chetypes.”” Thus his inclination to write brief comments on imaginary
books: For one to attempt to add overtly to the sum of “original” litera-
ture by even so much as a conventional short story, not 10 mention a
novel, would be too presumptuous, too naive; literature has been done
long since. A librarian’s point of view! And it would itself be too pre-
sumptuous if it weren’t part of a lively, relevant metaphysical vision, slyly
employed against itself precisely to make new and original literature.
Borges defines the Baroque as “that style which deliberately exhausts (or
tries to exhaust) its possibilitics and borders upon its own caricature.”
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While his own work is not Baroque, except intellectually (the Baroque
was never 5o terse, laconic, economical), it suggests the view that intellec-
tual and literary history has been Baroque, and has pretty well exhausted
the possibilities of novelty. His ficciones are not only footnotes to imagi-
nary texts, but postscripts to the real corpus of literature.*

This premise gives resonance and relation to all his principal images.
The facing mirrors that recur in his stories are a dual regressus. The dou-
bles that his characters, like Nabokov’s, run afoul of suggest dizzying
multiples and remind one of Browne’s remark that “every man is not only
himself . . . men are lived over again.” (It would please Borges, and illus-
trate Browne’s point, to call Browne a precursor of Borges. “Every
writer,” Borges says in his essay on Kafka, “creates his own precursors.™)
Borges’s favorite third-century heretical sect is the Histriones—I think
and hope he invented them—who believe that repetition is impossible in
history and who therefore live viciously in order to purge the future of the
vices they commit; to exhaust the possibilities of the world in order to
bring its end nearer. The writer he most often mentions, after Cervantes,
is Shakespeare; in one piece he imagines the playwright on his deathbed
asking God to permit him to be one and himself, having been everyone
and no one; God replies from the whirlwind that He is no one either: He
has dreamed the world like Shakespeare, and including Shakespeare.
Homer’s story in Book IV of the Odyssey, of Menelaus on the beach at
Pharos, tackling Proteus, appeals profoundly to Borges: Proteus is he who
“exhausts the guises of reality” while Menelaus—who, one recalls, dis-
guised his own identity in order to ambush him—holds fast. Zeno’s para-
dox of Achilles and the Tortoise embodies a regressus in infinitum which
Borges carries through philosophical history, pointing cut that Aristotle
uses it to refute Plato’s theory of forms, Hume to refute the possibility of
cause and effect, Lewis Carroll to refute syllogistic deduction, William
James to refute the notion of temporal passage, and Bradley to refute the
general possibility of logical relations. Borges himself uses it, citing Scho-
penhauer, as evidence that the world is our dream, our idea, in which
“tenuous and eternal crevices of uareason” can be found to remind us

* It is true that he asserts in another place that the possibilities of literature can never
be exhausted, since it is impossible (o exhaust even a single book. However, his remark
about the Baroque includes the atfempt (o exhaust as well as the hypothetical achieve-
ment of exhaustion. What's mere, his cardinal themes and images rather contradict
that passing optimism—a state of affairs reminiscent of the aesthetics of T1on, where
no book is regarded as complete which doesn’t contain its counterbook, or refutation.
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that our creation is false, or at least fictive. The infinite library of one of
his most popular stories is an image particularly pertinent to the literature
of exhaustion: The “Library of Babel” houses every possible combination
of alphabetical characters and spaces, and thus every possible book and
statement, including your and my refutations and vindications, the his-
tory of the actual future, the history of every possible future, and, though
he doesn’t mention it, the encyclopedia not only of Tlon but of every
imaginable other world-—since, as in Lucretius’s universe, the numbert of
elements and so of combinations is finite (though very large), and the
number of instances of each element and combination of elements is infi-
nite, like the library itself.

That brings us to his favorite image of all, the labyrinth, and to my
point. Labyrinths is the name of his most substantia| translated volume,
and the only current full-iength study of Borges in English, by Ana Maria
Barrenechea, is called Borges the Labyrinth-Maker. A labyrinth, after all,
is a place in which, ideally, all the possibilities of choice (of direction, in
this case) are embodied, and—barring special dispensation like The-
seus’s—must be exbausted before one reaches the heart. Where, mind,
the Minotaur waits with two final possibilities: defeat and death or vic-
tory and freedom. The legendary Theseus is non-Barogue; thanks to
Ariadne’s thread he can take a shortcut through the labyrinth at Knossos.
But Menelaus on the beach at Pharos, for example, is genuinely Baroque
in the Borgesian spirit, and illustrates a positive artistic morality in the lit-
erature of exhaustion. He is not there, after all, for kicks; Menelaus is lost,
in the larger labytinth of the world, and has got to hold fast while the Old
Man of the Sea exhausts reality’s frightening guises so that he may extort
direction from him when Proteus returns to his “true” self. It is a heroic
enterprise, with salvation as its object—one recalls that the aim of the
Histriones is to get history done with so that Jesus may come again the .
sooner, and that Shakespeare’s heroic metamorphoses culminate not
merely in a theophany but in an apotheosis,

Now, not just any old body is equipped for this labor; Theseus in the
Cretan labyrinth becomes in the end the aptest image for Borges after all.
Distressing as the fact is to us liberal democrats, the commonalty, alas,
will always lose their way and their soul; it is the chosen remnant, the vir-
tuoso, the Thesean kero, who, confronted with Baroque reality, Barogque
history, the Baroque state of his art, need nor rehearse its possibilities to
exhaustion, any more than Borges needs actually to write the Encyclope-
dia of Tlén or the books in the Library of Babel. He need only be aware of



76 ~ JOHN BARTH

their existence or possibility, acknowledge them, and with the aid of very
special gifts—as extraordinary as saint- or herohood and not likely to be
found in The New York Correspondence School of Literature—go
straight through the maze to the accomplishment of his work.
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More Troll Than Cabbage

INTRODUCTION FOR
TAPE-AND-LIVE-VOICE PERFORMANCES
FROM THE SERIES LOST IN THE FUNHQUSE

AS A BOY experimenting with sin, 1 once hollowed out a book—it was called
365 Bedlime Stories—io hide a pack of Chesterfield cigareties in, the way Re-
naissance princes sometimes packed pistols in evisceraled prayer-books. It had
been my thought while writing the series Lost in the Funhouse to publish the fin-
ished book wilth a tape cassette enclosed in that same fashion. | have however a
daimon like Socrates's, who seldom tells me what to de, but {less dependably
than Socrates's) sometimes whispers '"For pity’'s sake, don't do that” Dis-
tinctly, when the time came, it announced that the tape-in-a-book idea was an
egregious gimmick; that even to print the lape-and-live-voice pieces in reading-
script format would be tiresome, unbecoming. In 1968 the book appeared
therefore by my awn decision in ordinary left-to-right roman lype as if composed
for print alone like any other book, at cost of part of the sense and most of the
entertainmeant of thé tape pieces, which 1o the eye alane may be wearisomely
self-reflexive exercises in hyperselfconsciousness. That's show business; and
for writers as writers, show business is no business.

As show business, on the other hand, those little experiments worked well
for a season or iwo on the campus circuit, until my nay-saying daimon whis-
pered that it was time to close a run that began at the Library of Congress on
Mayday, 1967.

Why should a mere introduction to a program of readings be here collected
and printed? Because this Friday Book is also a resumé of my Stories Thus Far
and an account of what | believe myself to have been up 1o in writing them.

I have a program of readings from my novels that I've given here and
there on university campuses in the last year. It’s called “The Heroical
Curriculum”; what it consists of is a series of excerpts from The Floating
Opera, The End of the Road, The Sot-Weed Factor, and Giles Goat-Boy,
selected ostensibly to illustrate some of their common themes—that self-
knowledge is generally bad news, for example; or that if you don’t look
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out, you may get pinched between two of the great axioms of Western
civilization: Socrates’s lesson that the unexamined life is not worth living,
and Sophocles’s lesson that the well-examined life may turn out to be
unlivable. But the real motivating principle behind the selections was that
they all read well out loud and lead one to suppose that my fiction has
been getting better over the years.

If we can only accept that last as granted, I'd like to skip the demon-
stration today and do a thing more risky from the show-biz point of view:
I want to lay on you a sample of the short pieces I've been up to since my
goat-boy book was finished in 1966. They are what used to be called “ex-
perimental” pieces: Most haven’t been published yet; some won’t ever be.
A few don’t make much ordinary sense out of the context of their neigh-
bors; others were composed specifically for tape and would lose part of
their point in print. At least one was composed exclusively for public
readings like this one—but I didn’t bring it to Washington with me.

If a writer is not simply going to repeat himself (which isn’t always a
bad thing to do), he has to keep changing, more or less reinventing him-
self. He hopes that the changes are “developments™; that his “stages,” like
a racket’s, are all pushing the same payload toward heaven, in their dif-
ferent ways. He hopes too-—since some legs of the trip are liable to be
rougher than others—that his audience will stay with him across the
troll-bridges and that they’ll reach the sweet cabbage fields together. It
may be that there s more troll than cabbage in these pieces; I hope not.

I don’t think it’s a good idea, as a rule, for artists to explain their art,
even if they can. Jorge Luis Borges puts it arrogantly: God shouldn't
stoop to theology. A modern painter put it more politely and poetically:
Birds have no need of ornithology. But since you'll be hearing these
pieces aloud and for the first time, I'll say one or two things about them
and about the series-in-progress from which they’re taken.

One advantage of electronic tape as a narrative medium is that it has
some of the virtues of the oral tradition, where literature started—I mean
the immediacy of the human veice and the intimacy of storytelling, which
can only be echoed on the printed page—and some of the virtues of print,
such as referability and repeatability. You can replay a tough or delight-
ful passage on tape, or pause to let it sink in, as you can when you're
reading but can’t when you’re watching a film or a stage play.

These pieces share some preoccupations with my novels. They're
meant to be serious enough to be taken seriously, but they're not long-
faced. They’re pessimistic, but I hope they’re entertaining. In all of them,
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for better or worse, the process of narration becomes the content of the
narrative, to some degree and in various ways; or the form or medium has
metaphorical value and dramatical relevance, The medium really is part
of the message. Second, most of them exploit, one way or another, ambi-
guities of language and narrative viewpoint—especially narrative view-
point—to make their particular sense. Neither of these is a new idea.
Third, one objective of most of these stories—the most important to
me—is to try whether different kinds of artistical felt ultimacies and cul-
de-sacs can be employed against themselves to do valid new work:
whether disabling contradictions, for example, can be escalated or exac-
erbated into enabling paradoxes. This objective represents to me in its
little way a general task of civilized people nowadays.

Finally, if the pieces are successful by my personal standards, they
have to be more than just tricky. If I believed my writing were no more
than the formal fun-and-games that T%ne magazine makes it out to be,
I'd take up some other line of work. The subject of literature, says Aris-
totle, is “human life, its happiness and its misery.” 1 agree with Aristotle.

That’s why we object to the word experimental. It suggests cold exer-
cises in technique, and techaique in art, we all know, has the same impor-
tance as technique in love: Heartless skill has its appeal; so does heartfelt
ineptitude; but what we want is passionate virtuosity. If these pieces
aren’t also moving, then the experiment is unsuccessful, and their author
is lost in the funhouse indeed.
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NIGHT-SEA JOURNEY

“One way or another, no matter which theory of our jour-
ney is correct, it’s myseif I address; to whom I rehearse
as to a stranger our history and condition, and will disclose
my secret hope though I sink for it _
“Is the journey my invention? Do the night, the sea, exist
at all, I ask myself, apart from my experience of them? Do
[ I myself exist, or is this 2 dream? Sometimes I wonder. And
' if I am, who am I? The Heritage I supposedly transport?
| But how can I be both vessel and contents? Such are the
questions that beset my intervals of rest.

“My trouble is, I lack conviction. Many accounts of our
situation seern plaumble to me—where and what we are,
why we swim and whither. But implausible ones as well,
perhaps especially those, I must admit as possibly correct.

~ Even likely. If at times, in certain humsrs—striking in
- unison, say, with my neighbors and charting with them
‘Onward! Upward’—I have supposed that we have after
all a common Maker, Whose nature and motives we may -
not know, but Who engendered us in some mysterious wise
and launched us forth toward some end known but to Him
—-if (for a moodslength only) 1 have been able to enter-
tain such notions, very popular in certain quarters, it is
because our night-sea journey partakes of their absurdity.
One might even say: I can believe them because they are
" absurd. :
“Has that been said before?
: “Another paradex: it appears to be these recesses from
(continued} swimming that sustain me in the swim. Two measures on-
ward and wpward, flailing with the rest, then I float ex-
hausted and dispirited, brood upon the night, the sea, the
journey, while the flood bears e a measure back and
down: siow progress, but T live, I live, and make my way,
aye, past many a drownéd comrade in the end, stronger,
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worthier than I, victims of their unremitting joie de nager.
I have scen the best swimmers of my generation go under.
Numberless the number of the dead! Thousands drown as
I think this thought, millions as I rest before returning to
the swim. And scores, hundreds of millions have expired
since we surged forth, brave in our innocence, upon our
dreadful way, ‘Love! Love!” we sang then, a guarter-billion
strong/ and churned the warin sea white with joy of swim-
ming! Now all are gone down—the buoyant, the sodden,
leaders and followers, all gone under, while wretched I
swim on. Yet these same reflective intervals that keep me

- afloat have led me into wonder, doubt, despair—strange
emotions for a swimmerl—have led me, even, to suspect
. . . that our night-sca journey is without meaning.

“Indeed, if T have yet to join the bosts of the suicides,
it is because (fatipae apart) I find it no meaningfuller to
drown. myself than to go on swimming,

“I know that there are those who seem actually to enjoy
the nmight-sea; who claim to love swimming for its own
sake, or sincerely believe that ‘reaching the Shore,’” ‘trans-
mitting the Heritage’ (Whose Heritage, I'd like to know?
And to whom?)is worth the staggering cost. I do not.
Swimming itself I find at best not actively unpleasant, more
often tiresome, not infrequently a torment. Arguments from
function and design don’t impress me: granted that we can
and do swim, that in a manner of speaking our long tails
and streamlined heads are ‘meant for” swimming; it by no
means follows—for me, at least—that we should swim, or
otherwise endeavor to ‘fulfill our destiny.” Which is to say,
Someone Else’s destiny, since ours, so far as I can see, is
merely to perish, one way or another, soon or late. The
heartless zeal of our (departed) leaders, like the blind
ambition and good cheer of my own youth, appalls me
now; for the death of my comrades I am inconsolable. If
the night-sea journey has justification, it is not for us swim-
mers ever to discover it.

“Oh, to be sure, ‘Love!l one heard on every side: *Love

+ it is that drives and sustains us?’ I translate: we don’t know
what dtives and sustains us, only that we are most mis-
erably driven and, imperfectly, sustained. Love is how we
call our ignorance of what whips us. “T'o reach the Shore,’
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then: but what if the Shore exists in the fancies of us
swimmers merely, who dreant it to account for the dreadful -
fact that we swim, have always and only swum, and con-
tinue swimming without respite (myself excepted) until we
die? Supposing even that there were a Shore—that, as a
cynical companion of mine once imagined, we rise from -
the drowned to discover all those vulgar superstitions and
exalted metaphors to be literal truth: the giant Maker of
us all, the Shores of Light beyond -our night-sea journey!
—whatever would a swimmer do there? The fact is, when
we imagine the Shore, what comes to mind is just the
opposite of our condition: no more night, no more sea, no
more journeying. In short, the blissful estate of the drowned.
“*‘Qurs not to stop and think; ours but to swim and -
sink. . . ." Because a moment’s thought reveals the point-
lessness of swimming, ‘No matter,” I've heard some say,
even as they gulped their last: “The night-sea journey may
be absurd, bui here we swim, will-we nill-we, against the
flood, onward and upward, toward a Shore that may not
exist and couldn’t be reached if it did.” The thoughtful

' swimmer’s choices, then, they say, are two: give over

thrashing and go under for good, or embrace the absurd-
ity; affirm in and for itself the night-sea journey; swim on
with neither motive nor destination, for the sake of swim-
ming, and compassionate moreover with your fellow swim-
mer, we being all at sea and equally in the dark. I find
neither course acceptable. If not even the hypothetical
Shore can justify a sea-full of drownéd comrades, to speak
of the swim-in-itself as somehow doing so strikes me as
gbscene. I continue to swim——but only because blind
babit, blind jnstinct, blind fear of drowning are still more
strong than the horror bf cur journey. And if on occasion
[ have assisted a fellow-thrasher, joined in the cheers and
songs, even passed zlong to others strokes of genius from
the drownéd great, it's that I shrink by temperament from
making myself conspicuous. To paddle off in one’s owa
direction, assert one's independent right-of-way, overrun
onte’s fellows without compuaction, or dedicate oneself en-
tirely to pleasures and diversions without regard for con-
science—I can't finally condemn those who journey in this
wise; in half my moods I envy them and despise the weak
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vitality that keeps me from following their example, But
In reasonabler moments I remind myself that it’s their very
freedom and self-responsibility I reject, as more dramati-
cally absurd, in our senseless circumstances, than tailing
along in conventional fashion. Suicides, rebels, affirmers of
the paradox-—nay-sayers and yea-sayers alike to our fatal
journey—I finally shake my head at them. And splash
sighing past their corpses, one by one, as past a hundred
sorts of others: friends, enemies, brothers; fools, sages,
I:Hmtcﬁmuand nobodies, million upon million. I envy them

“A poor irony: that I, who find abhorrent and tauto-
logical the doctrine of survival of the fittest (fitness mean-
ing, m my experience, nothing more thaa survival-ability,
a falent whose only demonsiration is the fact of survival,
but whose chief ingredients seem to be strength, guile,
callousness), may be the sole remaining swimmer! But
the doctrine is false as well as repellent: Chance drowns
the worthy with the unworthy, bears up the unfit with the
fit by whatever definition, and makes the night-sea journey

essentially Aaphazard as well as murderous and unjustified.

““You only swim once.” Why bother, then? '
“ ‘Except ye drown, ye shall not reach the Shore of

Light.” Poppycock.

“One of my late companions—that same cynic with the
curious fancy, among the first 1o drown——entertained us
with odd conjectures while we waited to begin our journey.
A favorite theory of his was that the Father does exist, and
did indeed make us and the sea we swim—but not a-pur-
pose or even consciously; He made us, as it were, despite
Himself, as we make waves with every tail-thrash, and may
be unaware of our existence. Another was that He knows
we’re here but doesn’t care what happens to us, inasmuch
as He creates (voluntarily or not) other seas and swimmers
at more or less regular intervals, In bitterer moments, such
as just before he drowned, my friend even supposed that
our Maker wished us unmade; there was indeed a Shore,
be'd argue, which could save at least some of us from
drowning and toward which it was our function to strug-
gle—but for reasons unknowable 10 us He wanted des-

perately to prevent our reaching that happy place and
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fulfilling our destiny. Our ‘Father,’” in short, was our ad-
versary and would-be killer! No less ouirageous, and
offensive to traditional opinion, were the fellow’s specula-
tions on the nature of our Maker: that He might well be
no swimmer Himself at all, but some sort of monstrosity,
perhaps even tailless; that He might be stupid, maliciovs,
insensible, perverse, or asleep and dreaming; that the end
for which He created and launched us forth, and which we -
flagellate ourselves to fathom, was perhaps immoral, even
obscene. Et cetera, et cetera; there was no end to the chap’s
conjetYures, or the impoliteness of his fancy; I have reason
to suspect that his early demiise, whether planned by ‘our
Maker’ or not, was expedited by certain fellow-swimmers
indignant at his blasphemies, '

“In other moods, however (he was as given to moods
as 1), his theorizing would become half-serious, so it
scemed to me, especially upon the subjects of Fate and
Immortality, to which our youthful conversations often
turned. Then his barangues, if no less fanmtastical, grew
solemn and obscure, and if he was still baiting us, his
passion undid the joke. His objection to popular opinions
of the hereafter, he would declare, was their claim to
general validity. Why need “believers hold that afl the
drownéd rise to be judged at journey’s end, and non-believ-
ers that drowning is final without exception? In his opinion
(so he'd vow at least), nearly everycne's fate was perma-
nent death; indeed he took a sour pleasure in supposing
that every ‘Maker” made thousands of separate seas in His
creative lifetime, each populated like ours with millions
of swimmers, and that in almost every instance both sea
and swimmers were niterly annihilated, whether acciden-
tally or by malevolent design. (Nothing if not pluralistical,
he imagined there might be millions and billions of
‘Fathers,” perhaps in some ‘night-sea’ of their own!) How-
ever—and here he turned infidels against him with the
faithful—he professed to believe that in possibly a single
night-sea per thousand, say, one of its quarter-billion
swimmers (that is, ope swimmer in two hundred fifty
billions) achieved a qualified immortality. In some cases
the rate might be slightly higher; in others it was vastly
lower, for just as there are swimmers of every degree of -
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proficiency, including some who drown before the joumey
starts, unable to swim at all, and others created drowned,
as it were, so he imagined what can only be termed impo-
tent Creators, Makers unable to Make, as well as uncom-
monly fertile ones and all grades between. And it pleased
bim to deny any necessary relation between a Maker's
productivity and His other virtues—including, even, the
quality of His creatures.

“I could go on (ke surely did} with his elaboration of
these mad noiions—such as that swimmers in other night-
seas needn’t be of our kind; that Makers themselves might
belong to different species, so to speak; that our particular
Maker mightn’t Himself be immortal, or that we might be
not only His emissaries but His ‘immortality,” continuing
His life and our own, transmogrified, beyond our individual
deaths. Even this modified immortality (meaningless to
mec) he conceived as relative and contingent, subject to
accident or deliberate termination: his pet hypothesis was
tha-‘f Makers and swimmers each generate the other—
against all odds, their number being so great-—and that
any given ‘immortalitychain’ could terminate after
mumber of cycles, so that what was “immortal® {still speak-
ing relgﬁvely) was only the cyclic process of incarnation,
which itself might have a beginning and an end. Alterna-
tively hF liked to imagine cycles within cycles, either finite
or infinite: for example, the ‘night-sea,’ as it were, in which
Makers ‘swam’ and created night-seas and swimmers like
ourselves, might be the creation of a larger Maker, Himself
one of many, Who in turn et cetera, Time itsel he regarded
as relative to our experience, like fndgiitude: who knew
mm%& our tails, minuscule seas and
swimmeers, whole eternities, came to pass—as ours, perhaps,
and our Maker’s Maker’s, was elapsing between the strokes
of some supertail, in a slower order of time?

Naturally I hooted with the others at this nonsense. We
were young then, and had only the dimmest notion of what
lay ahead; in our ignorance we imagined night-sea jour-

neying to be a positively heroic enterprise. Jts meaning and
value we never questioneds to-be-suse;Some must go down

by the way, a pity no doubt, but to win a race requires that
others lose, and like all my fellows I took for granted that
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I would be the winner. We milled and swarmed, impatient
to be off, never mind where or why, only to try our youth
against the realities of night and sea; if we indulged the
skeptic at all, it was as a droll, half-contemptible mascot.
When he died in the initial slaughter, no one cared.

“And even now I don’t subscribe to all his views—but
I no longer scoff. The horror of our history has purged me
of opinions, as of vanity, confidence, spirit, charity, hope,
vitality, everything—except dull dread and a kind of mel-
ancholy, stunned persistence. What leads me to recail his
fapcies is my growing suspicion that I, of all swimmers,
may be the sole survivor of this fell journey, tale-bearer
of a generation. This suspicion, together with the
sea-change, suggests to me now that nothing is impossible,
not even my late companion’s wildest visions, and brings
me to a certain desperate resolve, the point of my chron-
icling. :

“‘%’cry likely I have lost my senses. The carnage at our -
setting out; our decimation by whirlpool, poisoned cata-
ract, sea-convulsion; the panic stampedes, mutinies, slaugh-
ters, mass suicides; the mounting evidence that none wﬂl
survive the journey—add to these anguish and fatigue; it
were a miracle if sanity stayed afloat. Thus I admit, with
the other possibilities, that the present sweetening and
calming of the sea, and what seems to be a kind of vasty
presence, song, or summons from the near upstream, may
be hallucinations of disordered sensibility. . . .

“Perhaps, even, I am drowned already. Surely I was
never mean! for the rough-and-tumble of the swim; not
“impossibly I perished at the outset and have only imaged
the night-sez journey from some final deep. In any case, .
I'm no longer young, and it is we spent old swimmers,
disabused of every illusion, who are most vulnerable to
dreams. _

“Sometimes I think I am my drowned friend.

“Out with it; I've begun to believe, not only that She
exists, but that She lies not far ahead, and stills the sea,
and draws me Herward! Aghast, I recollect his maddest
notion: that our destination (which existed, mind, in but
one night-sea out of hundreds and thousands) was no
Shore, as commonly conceived, but a mysterious being, in-
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describable except by paradox and vaguest figure: wholly
different from vs swimmers, yet our complement; the death
of us, yet our salvation and resurrection; simultanecusly
our journey’s end, mid-point, and commencement; not

membered and thrashing like us, but 8 motionless or hugely -

gliding sphere of unimaginable dimension; self-contained,
yet dependent absolutely, in some wise, upon the chance
(always monstrously improbable) that one of 15 will sur-
vive the night-sea journey and reach . . . Hex! Her, he
called it, or Ske, which is to say, Other-than-a-he. I shake
my head; the thing is too preposterous; it is myself I talk to,
to keep my reason in this awful darkness. There is no She!
There is no You! I rave to myself; it’s Death alope that
bears and summons. To the drowned, all seas are calm. . . ..
“Listen: my friend maintained that in every order of
- creation there are two sorts of creators, conirary yet com-
plementary, one of which gives rise to seas and swimmers,
the other to the Night-which-contains-the-sea and to What-
waits-at-the-journey’s-end: the former, in short, to destiny,
the latter o destination (and both profligately, involun-
tarily, perhaps indifferently or unwittingly). The ‘purpose’
of the night-sea journey—but not necessarily of the jour-
neyer or of either Maker!—my friend could describe only
in abstractions: consuwmmation, Iransfiguration, union of
 confraries, iranscension of categories. When we laughed,
ke would shrug and admit that he understood the business
0o better than we, and thought it ridiculous, dreary, pos-
sibly ob ‘But one of you,” he’d add with his wry
ﬁﬂ%ﬁ% the Hero destined to complete the night-sea
journey and be one with Her. Chances are, of course, you

- won't make it.” He himself, he declared, was not even going
i i e CNGRE To - disiniss. -
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to try; the whole idea
W‘% ai ugly fiction, so much the better for us: thrash,

spiash, and be merry, we were soon enough drowned. But
there it was, he could not say how he knew or why he
bothered to tell us, any more than he could say what would
happen after She and Hero, Shore and Swimmer, ‘merged
identities’ to become something both and neither. He quite
agreed with me that if the issue of that magical noion had
no memory of the night-sea journey, for example, it en-
joyed a poor sort of immortality; even pooter if, as he
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rather imagined, a swimmer-hero plus a She equaled or
became merely another Maker of mm mg]_:nt-seqs and
the rest, at such incredible expense of life. This being the

- ' case—he was persuaded it was—the merciful thing to do

was refuse to participate; the gepuine heroes, in his opinion,

were the suicides, and the hero of heroes would be the

swimmer who, in the very presence of the Other, refused
Her proffcred ‘immortality’ and thus put an end to at least

ne cycle of catastrophes. .

° “Iﬁw we mockedphim! Our moment came, we hurtled

forth, pretending to gloty in the adventure, !hrash_m'g,. sing-

ing, cursing, strangling, rationalizing, rescuing, klllmg, n-
venting rules and stories and relationships, giving up,

struggling on, but dying all, and still in darkness, until onls;__
a battered remnant was left to croak ‘Onward, upward,

like a bitter echo. Then they too fell silent—victims, I can
only presume, of the last frightful wave—and the moment
came when I also, uiterly desolate and spent, thrashed my
last and gave myself over to the current, (o sink or float as
might be, but swim no more. Whereupon, marvelous to
tell, in an instant the sea grew stili! Then wa}m]y, gently,
the great tide turned, began to bear me, as it does now,
onward and upward will-I nill-I, like a flood of ]oy—anc_l I
recalled with dismay my dead friend’s teaching.

“I am not deceived. This new emotion is Her doing; the
desire that possesses me is Her bewitchm:mt, Lucidity
passes from me; in 2 moment I'll cry ‘Love!’ bury myself
in Her side, and be ‘transfigured.’ Which is to say, I die
already this fellow transported by passion is not I { am he
who abfures and rejects the night-sea journey! 1. . . . *

“I am all love. *Come!’ She whispers, and I have no will.

“You who I may be about to become, whatever You
are: with the last twitch of my real self I beg You to listen.
It is not love .that sustains me! No; though Her magic
-makes me butn to sing the contrary, and though I drown
even now for the blasphemy, I will say truth. What has
fetched me across this dreadful sea is a single hope, glft of
my poor dead comrade: that You may be stroggcr-va]]ed
than T, and that by sheer force of concentration I may
transmit to You, along with Your official Heritage, a pri-
vate legacy of awful recollection and negative resolve. Mad
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83 it may be, my dream is that some unimaginable em-
bodiment of myself {(or myself plus Her if thg::’s how it
must be) will come to find itself expressing, in however
garblcfi or radical a translation, some reflection of these
reflections. If against all odds this comes to pass, may You
to whom, through whom I speak, do what I cannot: ter-
minate this aimless, brutal business! Stop Your hearing
igaﬁ:j:;sl;lll:ler s:;:g! Hat;i:r:ov;!

ve, afloat, afire. Farewell then m mulfimate
hope: that one may be sunk for direst blasghgzzy on the
very shore of the Shore, Can it be (my old friend would
smile) that only utterest nay-sayers survive the night? But
even that were Sense, and there is no sense, ouly senseléss
love, senseless death, Whoever echoes these reflections: be
more courageous than their author! An end to night-sea
journeys! Make no morel And forswear me when 1 shall
forswear myself, deny myself, plunge into Her who sum-
mons, ginging . . . '

*““Love! Lovel Lovel’”

——

' AMBROSE HIS MARK

Owing to the hectic circumstances of my birth, for some
months I had no proper name. Mother bad seen Garbo in
Anna Christie at the Dorset Opera House during her preg-
pancy and come to hope for a daughter, to be named by
some logic Christine in homor of that lady. When I was
brought homé, after Father’s commitment to the Eastern
Shore Asylum, she made no mention of 3 name nor showed
any interest in selecting one, and the family were too con-
cerned for her well-being to press the matier. She grew
froward—by turns high-spirited and lstless, voluble and

. dumb, doting and cynical. Some days she would permit no

hands but hers to touch me, would haul me about from
room to Toom, crooning and nuzzling: a photograph made

' by Uncle Karl on such a day shows her posed before out

Concord vines, her pretty head thrown back, scatfed and
earringed like a gypsy; her eyes are closed, her mouth
laughs gaily behind her cigarette; one hand holds a cup
of coffee, the other steadies a scowling infant on ber hip.
Other times she would have none of me, or even suffer me
in her sight. About my feeding there was ever some un-
ease: if I cried, say, when the family was at table, forks
would pause and eyes turn furtively to Andrea. For in one
humor she-would fetch out her breast in any company and
feed ine while she smoked or strolled the garden—nor
nurse me quietly at that, but demand of Avnt Rosa whether
I hadn’t Hector’s eyes. . . . _

“Ja, well.” : :

“And Poppa Tom’s appetite. Look, Konrad, how he
wolfs it. There’s a man for you.” :

Grandfather openly relished these performances; he
chuckled at the mentions of himself, teased Uncle Konrad
for averting his eyes, and never turned his own from my
refections.
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Death itself I would embrace like a lover, if I might share
the grave with no other company. To be one: paradise!
To be two: bliss! But to be both and neither is unspeak-
able. Your Highness may imagine with what eagerness His
reply to this petition is awaited by '

Yours truly,

L.

b er———
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LOST IN THE FUNHOUSE

For whom is the funhouse fun? Perhaps for lovers. For
Ambrose it is @ place of fear and confusion. He has come
to the seashore with his family for the holiday, the occasion
of their visit is Independence Day, the most important secu-
lar holiday of the United States of America: A single
straight underline is the manuscript mark for italic type,
which in turn is the printed equivalent to oral emphasis of
words and phrases as well as the customary type for titles
of complete works, not to mention. Italics are also em-
ployed, in fiction stories especially, for “outside,” intrusive,
or artificial voices, such as radio announcements, the texts
of telegrams and newspaper articles, et cetera. They should
be used sparingly. If passages originally in roman type are
italicized by someone repeating them, it’s customary fo
acknowledge the fact. Italics mine. :

Ambrose was “at that awkward age.” His voice came
out high-pitched as a child’s if he let himself get carried
away; to be on the safe side, therefore, he moved and
spoke with deliberate calm and adult gravity. Talking so-
berly of unimportant or irrelevant matiers and listening
consciously to the sound of your own voice are useful
habits for maintaining control in this difficult interval. En
route to Ocean City he sat in the back seat of the family
car with his brother Peter, age fifteen, and Magda G,
age fourteen, a pretty girl and exquisite young lady, who
lived not far from them on B Street in the town of
D____ Maryland. Initials, blanks, or both were often
substituted for proper names in nineteenth-century fiction
to enhance the illusion of reality. It is as if the author felt -
it necessary to delete the names for reasons of tact or legal
liability. Interestingly, as with other aspects of realism, it
is an llusion that is being enhanced, by purely artificial

~

q .
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means. Is it likely, does it violate the principle of veri-
similitude, that a thirteen-year-old boy could make such a

sophisticated observation? A girl of fourteen is the psycho-

logical coeval of a boy of fifteen or sixteen; a thirteen-year-

old boy, therefore, even one precocious in some other

respects, might be three years her emotional junior,
Thrice a year—on Memorial, Independence, and Labor
Days—the family visits Ocean City for the afternoon and
evening. When Ambrose and Peter’s father was their age,
the excursion was made by train, as mentioned in the novel
The 42nd Paraliel by John Dos Passos. Many families

from the same neighborhood used to travel together, with -

dependent relatives and often with Negro servauts; schoal-
fuls of children swarmed through the railway cars; every-
one shared everyone else’s Maryland fried chicken, Virginia
ham, deviled eggs, potato salad, beaten biscuits, iced tea.
Nowadays (that is, in 19__, the year of our story) the

journey is made by automobile—more comfortably and

quickly though without the extra fun though without the
camaraderiec of a general excursion. It's all part of the
deterioration of American life, their father declares: Uncle
Karl supposes that when the boys take their families to
Ocean City for the holidays they'll fly in Autogiros. Their
mother, sitting in the middle of the front seat like Magda
in the second, only with her arms on the seat-back behind
the men’s shoulders, wouldn’t want the good oid days back
again, the steaming trains and stuffy long dresses; on the
other hand she can do without Autogiros, too, if she has
16 become a grandmother to fly in them.

Description of physical appearance and mannerisms is
one of several standard methods of characterization used
by writers of fiction. It is also important to “keep the senses
operating”; when a detail from one of the five senses, say
visual, is “crossed” with a detail from another, say audi-
tory, the reader’s Imagination is oriented to the scene,
perhaps unconsciously. This procedure may be compared
to the way surveyors and navigators determine their posi-
tions by two or more compass bearings, a process known
a8 triangulation, The brown hair on Ambrose’s mother’s
forcarms gleamed in the sun like. Though right-handed,

o —e
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she took her Jeft arm from the seat-back to press the'dast-l-
board cigar lighter for Uncle Karl. When the glass bead in

its handle glowed red, the lighter was ready for use. The

smell of Uncle Karl’s cigar smoke reminded one of. The
fragrance of the ocean came strong to the picnic ground

~ where they always stopped for lunch, two miles inland
- from Ocean City. Having to pause for a full hour almost

withiz sound of the breakers was difficult for Peter and
Ambrose when they were younger; even at their present
age it was not easy to keep their anticipation, stimulated
by the briny spume; from tuming into short temper, The
Irish anthor James Joyce, in his unusual novel entitled
Ulysses, now available in this country, uses the adjectives
snot-green and scrotum-tightening to describe the sea.
Visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory, gustatory. Peter and
Ambrose’s father, while steering their black 1936 LaSalle
sedan with one hand, could with the other remove the
first cigarette from a white pack of Lucky Strikes and,
more remarkably, light it with a match forefingered from
its book and thumbed against the flint paper without being
detached. The matchbook cover merely advertised U. S.
War Bonds and Stamps. A fine metaphor, simile, or other
figure of speech, in addition to its obvious “first-order”
relevance to the thing it describes, will be seen upon reflec-
tion to have a seccond order of significance: it may be
drawn fiom the milieu of the action, for example, or be
particularly appropriate to the sensibility of the narrator,.
even hinting to the reader things of which the marrator is
unaware; or it may cast further and subtler lights upon the
things it desctibes, sometimes ironically qualifying the
more evident sense of the comparison. )
To say that Ambrose’s and Peter’s mother was pretty is
to accomplish nothing; the reader may acknowledpe the
proposition, but his imagination is not engaged. Besides,

- Magda was also pretty, yet in an altogether different way.

Although she lived on B Street she had very good
manners and did better than average in school. Her figure
was very well developed for her age. Her right hand lay
casually on the plush upholstery of the seat, very near
Ambrose’s left leg, on which his own hand rested. The
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space between their legs, between her right and hig left
leg, was out of the line of sight of anyongeh sitting on the
other side of Magda, as well as anyone glancing into the
rear-view mirror. Uncle Karls face resembled Peter's—
rather, vice versa. Both had dark hair and eyes, short
huskj.r statures, deep voices. Magda’s left hand was prob-
flbl}f in a similar position on her left side. The boys* father
is difficuit to describe; no particular feature of his appeat-
::gi m; manTner sto%g out, He wore glasses and was prin-
of a un de sc .
o asonry Comimactes ty gra hool. Uncle Karl was
Although Peter must have known as well as Ambrose
that the latter, because of his position in the car, would be
the first to see the electrical towers of the power plant at
V____, the halfway point of their trip, he leaned forward
and slightly toward the center of the car and pretended to
be looking for them through the flat pinewcods and tuck-
ahoe crecks along the highway, For as long as the boys
could remember, “looking for the Towers” had been 4
Ecatur_c of the first half of their excursions to Ocean City
looking for the standpipe” of the second. Though the
game Was childish, their mother preserved the tradition of
rewarding the first to see the Towers with a candy-bar or
piece of fruit. She insisted now that Magda play the game;
the prize, she said, was “something hard to get novvadays.‘:
Ambrose_ decided not to join in; he sat far back in his seat.
Magda, like Peter, leaned forward. Two sets of straps were
fhsc_::emi!:le through the shoulders of her sun dress: the
inside right one, a brassiere-strap, was fastened or short-
ened with a small safety pin. The right armpit of her dress
presumably the left as well, was damp - with perspiralion:
- The simple strategy for being first to espy the Towers
which Ambrose had imderstood by the age of four, was to
sit on the right-hand side of the car. Whoever sat there
however, had also to put up with the worst of the sun, and
80 Ambrose, without mentioning the matter, chose s::'me-
times the one and sometimes the other. Not impossibly
Peter had never caught on to the trick, or thought that his
brother hadn’t simply because Ambrose on occasion pre-
ferred shade to a Baby Ruth or tangerine,

T
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The shade-sun situation didn’t apply to the front seat,
owing to the windshield; if anything the driver got more
sun, since the person on the passenger side not only was
shaded below by the door and dashboard but might swing
down his sunvisor all the way too. _

“Is that them?” Magda asked. Ambrose’s mother teased
the boys for letting Magda win, insinuating that “some-

- body [bad] a girlfriend.” Peter and Ambrose’s father

reached a long thin arm across their mother to buit his
cigarette in the dashboard ashtray, under the lighter. The
prize this time for seeing the Towers first was a banana..
Their mother bestowed it after chiding their father for
wasting a half-smoked cigarette when everything was so
scarce. Magda, to take the prize, moved her hand from so
near Ambrose’s that he could have touched it as though

~ accidentally. She offered to shase the prize, things fike that

were so hard to find; but everyone insisted it was hers
alone. Ambrose™s mother sang an iainbic trimeter couplet
from a popular song, femininely rhymed:

“What's good is'in the Army;
What's left will never harm me.”

Uncle Karl tapped his cigar ash out the ventilator window;
some particles were sucked by the slipstream back into the
car through the rear window on the passenger side. Magda
demonstrated her ability to hold a banana in one hand and
peel it with her teeth. She still sat forward; Ambrose pushed
his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose with his left
hand, which he then negligently let fall to the seat cushion
immediately behind her. He even permitted the single hair,
gold, on the second joint of his thumb to brush the fabric
of her skirt. Should she have sat back at that instant, his
hand would have been caught under her. _
Plusk upholstery prickles uncomfortably through gab-
ardine slacks in the July sun. The function of the beginning
of a story is to introduce the printipal characters, establish
their initial relationships, set the scene for the main action,
expose the background of the situation if necessary, plant
motifs and foreshadowings where appropriate, and initiate
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the first complication or whatever of the “rising action.”
Actually, if one imagines a stoty called “The Funhouse,”
or “Lost in the Funhouse,” the details of the drive to
Ocean City don’t seem especially relevant. The beginning

should recount the events between Ambrose’s first sight of -

the funhouse early in the afternoon and his entering it with
Magda and Peter in the evening, The middle would narrate
all relevant events from the time he goes in to the time he
loses _his way; middles have the double and contradictory
function of delaying the climax while at the same time
preparing the reader for it and fetching him-to it. Then the
ending would tell what Ambrose does while he’s Jost, how
he ﬁnally'ﬂnds his way out, and what everybody makes of
the experience. So far there’s been no real dialogue, very
little sensory detail, and nothing in the way of a theme.
And a long time has gone by already without anything
happening; it makes a person wonder. We haven't even
ll;?:ll.lcsl;ed Ocean City yet: we will never get out of the fun-
_ The more closcly an author identifies with the narrator,
literally or metaphorically, the less advisable it is, as a rule,
to use the first-person narrative viewpeint. Once three
years previously the young people aforementioned played
N:gge;rs and Masters in the backyard; when it was> Am-
brose's turn to be Master and theirs to be Niggers Peter
had to go serve his evening papers; Ambrose was afraid
to punish Magda alone, but she led him to the whitewashed
Torture Chamber between the woodshed and the privy in
the Slaves Quarters; there she knelt sweatilg among bam-
boo rakes and dusty Mason jars, pleadingly embraced his
knees, and while bees droned in the lattice as if on an
ordinary summer afternoon, purchased clemency at a sur-
prising price set by herself. Doubtless she remembered
nothing of this event; Ambrose on the other hand seemed
unable to forget the least detail of bis life. He even recalled
how, standing beside himself with awed impersonality in
the reeky heat, he'd stared the while at an empty cigar box
in which Uncle Karl kept stone-cutting chisels: beneath
the words E! Producto, a laureled, loose-toga’d lady re-
garded the sea from a marble bench; beside her, forgotten
or not yet turned to, was a five-stringed lyre. Her chin re-
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posed on the back of her right hand; her left depended
negligently from the bench-arm. The lower half of scene -
and lady was peeled away; the words EXAMINED BY
were inked there into the wood. Nowadays cigar boxes are
made of pasteboard. Ambrose wondered what Magda
would have done, Ambrose wondered what Magda would
do when she sat back on his hand as he resolved she
should. Be angry. Make a teasing joke of it. Give no sign
at.all. For a long time she leaned forward, playing cow-
poker with Peter against Uncle Karl and Mother- and
watching for the first sign of Ocean City. At nearly the
same instant, picnic ground and Ocean City standpipe hove
into view; an Amoco filling station on their side of the
road cost Mother and Uncle Karl fifty cows and the game;
Magda bounced back, clapping her right hand on Motber’s
right arm; Ambrose moved clear “in the nick of time.”

At this rate our hero, at this rate our protagonist will
remain in the funhouse forever. Narrative ordinarily con-
sists of alternating dramatization and summarization. One
symptom of nervous tension, paradoxically, is repeated and
violent yawning; neither Peter nor Magda nor Uncle Karl
nor Mother reacted in this manner. Although they were no
longer small children, Peter and Ambrose were ¢ach given
a dollar to spend on boardwalk amusements in addition to
what money of their é6wn they’d brought along, Magda too,
though she protested she had ample-spending mioney. The
boys' mother made a little scene out of distributing. the

~ bills; she pretended that her sons and Magda were small

children and cautioned them not to spend the sum too
quickly or in one place. Magda promised with a merry
laugh and, having both hands free, took the bill with her -
left. Peter langhed ,also and pledged in a falsetto to be a
good boy. His imitation of a child was not clever. The
boys’ father was tall and thin, balding, fair-complexioned.
Assertions of that sort are not effective; the reader may
acknowledge the proposition, but. We should be much
farther along than we are; something has gone wrong; not
much of this preliminary rambling seems relevant. Yet
everyone begins in the same place; how is it that most go
along without difficulty but a few lose their way?

“Stay out from under the boardwalk,” Uncle Karl



76 LOST IN THE FUNHOUSE

growled from the side of his mouth. The boys’ mother
pushed his shoulder in mock annoyance. They were all
standing before Fat May the Laughing Lady who adver-
tised the funbouse. Larger than life, Fat May mechanically
shook, rocked on her heels, slapped her thighs while re-
corded laughter—uproarious, female--—.came amplified from
a hidden londspeaker. It chuckled, wheezed, wept; tried in
vain to catch its breath; tittered, groaned, exploded raucous
and anew, You couldn’t hear it without laughing yourself,
no matter how you feli. Father came back from talking to
a Coast-Guardsman on duty and reporied that the surf was
spoiled with crude oil from tankers recently torpedoed off-
shore. Lumps of it, difficult to remove, made tarry tidelines
on the beach and stuck on swimmers. Many bathed in the
surf nevertheless and came out speckled; others paid to use
a municipal pool and only sunbathed on the beach, We
would do the latter. We would do the latter. We would do
the latter.

Under the boardwalk, matchbook covers, grainy other
things. What is the story’s theme? Ambiose is ill. He per-
spires in the dark passages; candied apples-on-a-stick, de-
licious-looking, disappointing {0 eat. Funhouses need men’s

-and ladies’ rooms at intervals. Others perhaps have also
vomited in corners and corridors; may even have had
bowel movements liable to be stepped in in the dark. The
word fuck suggests suction and/for and/or flatulence.
Mother and Fdiher; grandmothers and grandfathers on
both sides; great-grandmothers and great-grandfathers on
four sides, et cetera. Count a generation as thirty years:
in approximately the year when Lord Baltimore was
granted charter to the province of Maryland by Charles I,
five hundred twelve women—English, Weish, Bavarian,
Swiss—of every class and character, received intc them-
selves the penises the intromittent organs of five hundred
twelve men, ditto, in every circumstance and posture, to
conceive the five hundred twelve ancestors of the two hun-
dred fifty-six ancestors of the et cetera et cetera et cetera
et cetera et cetera et cetera et cetera et cetera of the author,
of the parrator, of this story, Lost in the Funhouse. In al-
leyways, diiches, canopy beds, pinewoods, bridal suites,
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ship’s cabins, coach-and-fours, coaches-and-four, sultry
toolsheds; on the cold sand under boardwalks, littéred with
El Producte cigar butts, treasured with Lucky Strike ciga-
rette stubs, Coca-Cola caps, gritty turds, cardboard lollipop
sticks, matchbook covers warning that A Slip of the Lip -
Can Sink a Ship. The shluppish whisper, continuous as sea-
wash round the globe, tidelike falls and rises with the cir-
cuit of dawn and dusk. C
Magda’s teeth. She was left-handed. Perspiration.
Theyve gone all the way, through, Magda and Peter,
they’'ve been waiting for hours with Mother and Uncle
Karl while Father searches for his lost son; they draw -
french-fried potatoes from a:paper cup and shake their
heads. They've named the children they'll -one day have.
and bring to Ocean City on holidays. Can spermatozoa
properly be thought of as male animalcules when there
are no female spermatozoa? They grope through hot, dark
windings, past Love’s Tunnel’s fearsome obstacles. Some

- perhaps lose their way.

Peter suggested then and there that they do the fun-
house; he had been through it before, so had Mapda, Am-.
brose hadn’t and suggested, his voice cracking on account’
of Fat May’s laughter, that they swim first. All were chuck-
ling, couldn’t help it; Ambrose’s father, Ambrose’s and
Peter’s father came -up grinning like a lunatic with two
boxes of syrup-coated popcorn, one for Mother, one for
Magda; the men were to help themselves. Ambrose walked
on Magda’s right; being by nature left-handed, she carried
the box in her lefthand. Up front the situation was reversed.

“What are you limping for?”’ Magda inguired of Am-
brose. He supposed in a husky tone that his foot had gone

. to sleep in the car. Her teeth flashed. “Pins and needles?”

It was the honeysuckle on the lattice of the former privy
that drew the bees. Imagine being stung there. How long is
this going to take?

The adults decided to forgo the pool; but Uncle Karl in-
sisted they change into swimsuits and do the beach. “He
wants to watch the pretty girls,” Peter teased, and ducked
behind Magda from Uncle Karl’s pretended wrath. “You've
got all the pretty girls you need right here,” Magda de-
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clared, and Mother said: “Now that’s the gospel truth.”
Magda scolded Peter, who reached over her shoulder to
sneak some popcorn. “Your brother and father aren’t get-
ting any.” Uncle Karl wondered if they were going to have

fireworks that night, what with the shortages, It wasn't the’

shortages, Mr. M______ replied; Ocean City had fireworks
from pre-war. But it was too risky on account of the enemy
submarines, some people thought.

“Dor’t seem like Fourth of July without ﬁreworks,” said
Uncle Karl. The inverted tag in dialogue writing is still
considered permissible with proper names or epithets, but
sounds old-fashioned with personal pronouns, “We'll have
’em again soon enough,” predicted the boys’ father. Their
mother declared she could do without fireworks: they re-
minded her too much of the real thing, Their father said
all the more reason to shoot off a few now and again.
Uncle Karl asked rheforically who needed reminding, just
look at people’s hair and skin.

“The oil, yes,” said Mrs. M.

Ambrose had a pain-in his stomach and so dide’t swim
but en]oyed watching the others. He and his father burned
- tred easily. Magda’s figure was exceedingly well developed
for her age. She too declined to swim, and got mad, and
became angry when Peter attempied to drag her into the
pool. She always swam, he insisted; what did she mean
not swim? Why did a person come to Ocean City?

“Maybe I want to lay here with Ambrose,” Magda
teased. .

Nobody likes a pedant.

“Aha,” said Mother. Peter grabbed Magda by one ankle
and ordered Ambrose to grab the other. She squealed and
rolled over on the beach blanket. Ambrose pretended to
help hold her back. Her tan was darker than even Mother’s
and Peter’s, “Hc]p out, Uncle Karl!” Peter cried. Uncle
Karl went to scize the other ankle, Inside the top of her
swimsuit, however, you could see the line where the sun-
burn ended and, when she hunched her shoulders and
squealed again, one nipple’s auburn edge. Mother made
them behave themselves, “You should certainly know,” she
said to Uncle Karl. Archly. “That when a lady says she
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doesn’t feel like swimming, a gentleman doesn’t ask ques-
tions.” Uncle Karl said excuse Aim; Mother winked at
Magda; Ambrose blushed; stupid Peter kept saying “Phooey
on feel like!” and tugging at Magda’s ankle; then even he
got the pomt and cannonballed with a holler into the pool

“I swear,” Magda said, in.mock in feigned exasperation,

The diving would make a suitable literary symbol. To
go off the high board you had to wait in a line along the
poolside and uvp the ladder. Fellows tickled girls and
goosed one another and shouted to the ones at the top to
hurry up, or razzed them for bel]yﬂoppers Once on the
springboard some took 4 great while posing or clowmng
or deciding on a dive or getting up their nerve; others ran
right off. Especially among the younger fellows the idea
was to strike the funniest pose or do the craziest stunt as
you fell, a thing that got harder to do as you kept on and

* kept on. But whether you hollered Geronimo! or Sieg heill,

held your nose or “rode z bicycle,” pretended to be shot
or did a perfect jacknife or changed your mind halfway -
down and ended up with nothing, it was over in two sec-
onds, after all that wait. Spring, pose, splash. Spring,
neat-o, splash, Spring, aw fooey, splash,

The grown-ups had gone on; Ambrose wanted to con-
verse with Magda; she was remarkably well developed for

‘her age; it was said that that came from rubbing with- a

turkish towel, and there were other theories. Ambrose
could think of nothing to say except how good a diver
Peter was, who was showing off for her benefit. You could
pretty well tell by looking at their bathing suits and arm
muscles how far along the different fellows were. Ambrose
was glad he hadn’t gone in swimming, the cold water

. shrank you up so. Magda pretended to be uninterested in

the diving; she probably weighed as much as he did. If
you knew your way around in the funhouse like your own
bedroom, you could wait until a girl came along and then
slip away without ever getting caught, even if her boyfriend
was right with her. She’d think ke did it! It would be bet- -

ter to be the boyfriend, and act outraged, and tear the
funhouse apart,

Not act; be.
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“He’s a master diver,” Ambrose said. In feigned admira-
tion. “You really have to slave away at it to get that good.”
What would it matter anyhow if he asked her right out
whether she remembered, even teased her with it as Peter
would have?

There’s no peint in going farther; this isn’t getting any-
body anvwhere; they haven’t even come to the funhouse

vet. Ambrose is off the track, in some new or old part of .

the place that’s not sunposed to be used; he strayed into it
by some one-in-a-million chance, like the time the roller-
coaster car left the tracks in the nineteen-teens against all
the laws of physics and sailed over the boardwalk in the
dark. And they can’t locate him because they don'’t know
where to fook. Even the designer and operator have for-
gotten this other part, that winds around on itself like a
whelk shell. That winds around the right part Iike the
snakes on Mercury’s caduceus. Some people, perhaps,
don’t “hit their stride” until their tweaties, when the grow-
ing-up business is over and women appreciate other things
besides wisecracks and teasing and strutting. Peter didn’t
have one-tenth the imagination ke had, not one-tenth.
Peter did this naming-their-children thing as a joke, mak-
ing up names like Aloysius and -Murgatroyd, but Ambrose
knew exacrly how it would feel to be married and have
chifdren of your own, and be a loving husband and father,
and go comfortably to work in the mornings and to bed
with your wife at night, and wake up with her there. With
a breeze coming through the sash and birds and mocking-
birds singing in the Chinese-cigar trees. His eyes watered,
there aren’t enough ways to say that. He would be quite
famous in his line of work. Whether Magda was his wife
ot not, one evening when he was wise-lined and gray at
the temples he'd smile gravely, at a fashionable dinner
party, and remind her of his youthful passion. The time
they went with his family to Ocean City; the erotic fan-
tasies he used to have about her. How long ago it seemed,
and childish! Yet tender, too, nest-ce pas? Would she have
imagined that the world-famous whatever remembered how
many strings were on the lyre on the bench beside the girl
on the label of the cigar box he'd stared at in the toolshed
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at age ten while she, age eleven. Even then he had felt
wise beyond his years; he’d stroked her hair and said in
his deepest voice and correctest English, as to a dear child:
“I shall never forget this moment.” '
But though he had breathed heavily, groaned as if ec-

. static, what he’d really felt throughout was an odd detach-

ment, as though some one else were Master, Strive as he
might to be transported, he heard his mind take notes upon
the scene: This is what they call passion. I am experienc-
ing it. Many of the digger machines were out of order in
the penny arcades and could not be repaired or replaced
for the duration. Moreover the prizes, made now in USA,
were less interesting than formerly, pasteboard items for
the most part, and some of the machines wouldn’t work
on white pennies. The gypsy fortune-teller machine might
have provided a foreshadowing of the climax of this story
if Ambrose had operated it. It was even dilapidateder than
most; the silver coating was worn off the brown metal han-
dles, the glass windows around the dummy were cracked
and taped, her kerchiefs and silks long-faded. If a man
lived by himself, he could take a department-store manne-
quin with flexible joints and modify her in certain ways.
However: by the time he was that old he'd have a real
woman. There was a machine that stamped your name
around a white-metal coin with a star in the middle:
A . His son would be the second, and when the lad
reached thirteen ‘or so he would put a strong arm around
his shoulder and tell him calmly: “It is perfectly normal.
We have all been throogh it. It will not last forever.”
Nobody knew how to be what they were right. He'd smoke
a pipe, teach his son how to fish and softcrab, assure him

“he needn’t worry about himself. Magda would certainly

give, Magda would certainly yield a great deal of milk,
although guilty of occasional solecisms. It don't taste so

‘bad. Suppose the lights came on now! :

The day wore on, You think you're yourself, but there -
are other persons in you. Ambrose gets hard when Am-
brose doesn’t want to, and obversely. Ambrose watches
them disagree; Ambrose watches him watch. In the fun-
house mirror-room you can’t see yourself go on forever,
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because no matfer how you stand, your head gets in the
way. Even if you had a glass periscope, the image of your
eye would cover up the thing you really wanted to see.
The rolice will come; there'll be a story in the papers, That
must be where it happened. Unless he can find a surprise
exit, an unofficial backdoor or escape hatch opening on an
alley, say, and then stroll up to the family in front of the
funhouse and ask where everybody’s been; he’s been out of
the place for ages. That's just where it happened, in that
last lighted room: Peter and Magda found the right exit; he
found one that you weren’t supposed to find and strayed off
iato the works somewhere. In a perfect funhouse you'd be
able to go only one way, like the divers off the highboard;
getting lost would be impossible; the doors and halls would
work like minnow traps or. the valves in veins.

On account of German U-boats, Ocean City was
~ “browned out”: streetlights were shaded on the seaward
side; shop-windows and boardwalk amusement places were
kept dim, not to silhoueite tankers and Liberty-ships for
torpedoing. In a short story about Qcean City, Maryland,
during World War I, the author could make use of the
image of sailors on leave in the penny arcades and shooting
galleries, sighting through the crosshairs of toy machine
guns at swastika’d subs, while out in the black Atlantic a
U-boat skipper squints throngh his periscope at real ships
outlined by the glow of penny arcades. After dinner the
family strolied back to the amusement end of the board-
walk. The boys’ father had burnt red as always and was
masked with Noxzema, a minstrel in reverse. The grown-

ups stood at the end of the boardwalk where the Hurricane

of 33 had cut an inlet from the ocean to Assawoman Bay.

“Prononnced with a long 0,” Uncle Karl reminded Magda
with a wink., His shirt sieeves were rolled up; Mother
punched his brown biceps with the arrowed heart on it and
said his mind was paughty. Fat May’s laugh came suddenly
from the funhouse, as if she’d just got the joke; the family
laughed too at the coincidence. Ambrose went under the
boardwalk to search for out-of-town matchbook covers
with the aid of hig pocket flashlight; he looked out from
the edge of the North American continent and wondered
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how far their laughter carried over the water. Spics in rub-
ber rafts; survivors ia lifeboats. If the joke bad been be-
yond his understanding, he couvld have said: “The laughier
was over his head.” And let the reader see the serious
wordplay on second reading, '

He turned the flashlight on and then off at once even
before the woman whooped. He sprang away, heart athud,
dropping the light. What had the man grunted? Perspira-
tion drenched and chilled him by the time he scrambled up
to the family. “See anything?” his father asked. His voice
wouldn’t come; he shrugged and viclently brushed. sand
from his pants legs. '

“Let’s ride the old flying horses!” Magda cried. Il
never be an author. It's been forever already, everybody's
gone home, Ocean City’s deserted, the ghost-crabs are
tickling across the beach and down the littered cold streets.
And the empty halls of clapboard hotels and abandoned
funhouses. A tidal wave; an enemy air raid; a monster- -
crab swelling like an island from the sea. The inhabitants
fled in terror. Magda clung to his trouser leg; he alone
knew the maze’s secret, “He gave his life that we might

live,” said Uncle Karl with a scowl of pain, as he. The

fellow’s hands had been tattooed; the woman’s legs, the
woman’s fat white legs had. An astonishing coincidence.
He yearned to fell Peter. He wanted to throw up for
excitement. They hadn’t even chased him, He wished he
were dead. ' .

One possible ending would be to have Ambrose come
across another lost person in the dark. They'd match their
wits together against the funhouse, struggle like Ulysses
past obstacle after obstacle, help and encourage each other.

-Or a girl. By the time they found the exit they’d be closest

friends, sweethearts if it were a girl; they’d know each
other’s inmost souls, be bound together by the cement of
shared adventure; then they’d emerge into the Jight and it
would turn out that his friend was a Negro. A 'blind girl.
President Roosevelt's son. Ambrose’s former archenemy.

Shortly after the mirror room he’d groped along a musty
corridor, his heart already misgiving him at the absence of
phosphorescent arrows and other signs. He'd found a crack
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of light—not a door, it turned out, but a seam between the
plyboard wall panels—and squinting up to it, espied a
small old man, in appearance not unlike the photographs at
home of Ambrose’s late grandfather, nodding upon a stool
. beneath a bare, speckled bulb. A crude pancl of toggle-
and knife-switches hung beside the open fuse box near his
head; elsewhere in the little room were wooden levers and
ropes belayed to boat cleats. At the time, Ambrose wasn't
lost enough to rap or call; later he couldn’t find that crack.
Now it seemed to him that he’d possibly dozed off for a few

minutes somewhere along the way; certainly he was ex-

hausted from the afternoon’s sunshine and the evening’s
problems; he couldn’t be sure he hadn’t dreamed part or
all of the sight. Had an old black wall fan droned like
bees and shimmied two flypaper streamers? Had the fun-
house operator—gentle, somewhat sad and tired-appear-
ing, in expression not unlike the photographs at home of
Ambrose’s late Uncle Konrad—murmured in his sieep? Is

there really such a person as Ambrose, or is he a figment

of the author’s imagination? Was it Assawoman Bay or
Sinepuxent? Are there other errors of fact in this fiction?
Was there another sound besides the little slap slap of thigh
on ham, like water sucking at the chine-boards of a skiff?

When you're lost, the smartest thing to do is stay put till

you're found, hollering if necessary. But to holler guaran-
tees humiliation as well as rescue; keeping silent permits:

some saving of face—you can act surprised at the fuss

when your rescuers find you and swear you weren’t lost, -

if they do. What’s more. you n:ught find your own way yet,
hkowever belatedly.

“Don’t tell me your foot’ s still asleep!” Magda exclaimed
as the three young people walked from the inlet to the area
set aside for ferris wheels, carrousels, and other carnival
rides, they having decided in favor of the vast and anciént
merry-go-round instead of the funhouse. What a sentence,
everything was wrong from the outset, People don't know
what to make of him, he doesn’t know what to make of
himself, he’s only thirteen, athletically and socially inept,
not astonishingly bright, but there ar¢ antennae; he has

. some sort of receivers in his head; things speak to -
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him, he understands more than he shbuld, the world winks

~ at him through its objects, grabs grinning at his coat.

Everybody else is in on some secret he doesnt know:

they’ve forgotten to tell him. Through simple procrastina-
tion his mother put off his baptism until this year. Bvery-
one else had it done as a baby; he’d assumed the same of
himself,”as had his mother, so she claimed, until it was
time for him to join Grace Methodist-Protestant and the
oversight came out. He was mortified, but pitched sleep-
less through his private catechizing, intimidated by the
ancient mysteries, a thirteen year old would never say that,
resolved to experience conversion like St. Augustine. When

. the water touched his brow and Adam’s sin left him, he

contrived by a strain like defecation to brimg tears into his
eyes—but felt nothing. There was some simple, radical
difference about him; he hoped it was genius, feared it was
macdness, devoted himself to amiability and inconspicucus-
ness. Alone on the seawall near his house he was seized by
the terriflying transports he’d thought to find in toolshed,
in Communion-cup. The grass was alivel The town, the
river, himself, were not imaginary; time roared in his ears
like wind; the world was going on! This part onght to be
dramatized. The Irish author James Joyce once wrote. Am-
brose M.___ is going to scream.

There is no fexture of rendered sensory detail, for bne

‘thing, The faded distorting mirrors beside Fat May; the

impossibility of choosing a mount when one had but a sin-
gle ride on the great carrousel; the vertigo aftendani on
his recognition that Ocean City was worn out, the place of
fathers and grandfathers, straw-boatered men and para-
soled ladies survived by their amusements. Money spent,
the three paused at Peter’s insistence beside Fat May to
watch the girls get their skirts blown up. The object was to
tease Magda, who said: “I swear, Peter M , you've
got a ope-track mind! Amby and me aren’t interested in
such things.” In the tumbling-barrel, too, just inside the
Devil’ssmouth entrance to the funhouse, the girls were
upended and their boyfriends and others could see up their
dresses if they cared to. Which was the whole point, Am-
brose realized, Of the enmtire funhouse! If you looked
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around, you noticed that almost ali the people on the
boardwalk were paired off into couples except the small
children: jn a way, that was the whole point of Ocean
City! If you had X-ray eyes and could see everything going
on at that instant under the boardwalk and in all the hotel
rooms and cars and alleyways, you’d realize that all that
normally showed, like restaurants and dance halls and
clothing and test-your-strength machines, was merely prep-
aration and intermission. Fat May screamed.

Because he watched the goings-on from the corner of
htis eye, it was Ambrose who spied the half-dollar on the
boardwalk near the tumbling-barrel. Losers weepers. The
first time he’d heard some people moving through a cor-
ridor not far away, just after he’d lost sight of the crack
of light, he’d decided not. to call to them, for fear they'd
guess he was scared and poke fun; it sounded like rough-
necks; he’d hoped they’d come by and he could follow in
the dark withont their knowing. Another time he’d heard
just one person, vnless he imagined it, bumping along as
if on the other side of the plywood; perhaps Peter coming
back for him, or Father, or Magda lost too. Or the owner
and operator of the funhouse. He'd called out once, as
though merrily: “Anybody know where the heck we are?”
But the query was too stiff, his voice cracked, when the
sounds stopped he was terrified: maybe it was a queer who
waited for fellows to get lost, or a longhaired filthy monster
that lived in some cranny of the funhouse. He stood rigid
for hours it seemed like, scarcely respiring. His future was
shockingly clear, in cutline. He tried holding his breath to
the point of unconsciousness. There ought to be a button
you could push to end your life absolutely without pain;
disappear in a flick, like turning out a light. He would
push it instantly! He despised Uncle Karl. But he despised
his father too, for not being what he was supposed to be.
Perhaps his father hated Ais father, and so on, and his son
would hate him, and so on. Instantly! . :

Naturally he didn’t have nerve enough to ask Magda to
go through the funhouse with him. With incredible nerve
and to everyone’s surprise he invited Magda, quietly and
politely, to go through the funhouse with him. “I warn you,
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I've never been through it before,” he added, laughing
easily; “but I reckon we can manage somehow. The impor--

tant thing to remember, after all, is that it’s meant to be a -

furhouse; that is, a place of amusement. If people really
got lost or injured or too badly frightened in it, the owner'd
go out of business. There’d even be lawsnits. No character
in a work of fiction can make a speech this long without
interruption or acknowledgment from the other characters.”

Mother teased Uncle Karl: “Three's a crowd, I always
heard.” But actually Ambrese was relieved that Peter now
had a quarter too. Nothing was what it looked like. Every
instant, under the surface of the Atlantic Ocean, millions
of living animals devoured one another. Pilots were falling
in flames over Europe; women were being forcibly raped in
the South Pacific. His father should have taken him aside
and said: “There is a simple secret to getting through the
funbouse, as simple as being first to see the Towers, Here
it is. Peter does not know it; neither does your Uncle Karl.
You and I are different. Not surprisingly, youw've often
wished you weren’t. Don't think 1 haven’t noticed how
unhappy your childhood has been! But you’ll understand,
when I tell you, why it had to be kept secret until now.
And you won't regret not being like your brother and
your uncle. On the contrary?” If you knew all the stories

behind all the people on the boardwalk, you'd see that

nothing was what it Jooked like. Husbands and wives often
hated each other; parents didn’t necessarily love their chil-
dren; et cetera. A child took things-for granted because he
had nothing to compare his life to and everybody acted
as if things were as they should be. Therefore each saw
himself as the hero of the story, when the truth might turn
out to be that he’s the villain, or the coward. And there
wase’t one thing you could do about it

Hunchbacks, fat ladies, fools—that no one chose what
he was was unbearable. In the movies he’d meet a beauti-

ful young girl in the funhouse; they’d have hairs-breadth

escapes from real dangers; he’d do and say the right things;
she also; in the end they’d be lovers; their dialogue lines
would match up; he'd be perfecily at ease; she’d not only
like him well enough, she’d think he was marvelous; she’d
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lie awake thinking about Aim, instead of vice versa—the
way his face looked in different lights and how he stood

and exactly what he’d said—and yet that would be only '

one small episode in his wonderful life, among many many
others, Not a turning point at all, What had happened in
the toolshed was nothing. He hated, he loathed his parents!
One reason for not writing a lost-in-the-funhouse story is
that either everybody's felt what Ambrose. feels, in which
case it goes without saying, or else no normal person feels

such things, in which case Ambrose is a freak. “Is any- -

thing meore tiresome, in ﬁction, than the problems of sen-
sitive adolescents?” And it’s all too long and rambling, as

if the author. For all a person knows the first time through,
the end could be just around any corner; perhaps, rot im-
possibly it's been within reach any number of times. On
the other hand he may be scarcely past the start, with
everything yet to get through, an intolerable idea.

Fill in: His father’s raised eyebrows when he announced
his decision to do. the funhonse with Magda. Ambrose un-
derstands now, but didn’t then, that his father was wonder-
ing whether he knew what the funhouse was for-—espe-
cially since he didn’t obiect, as he should have, when
Peter decided to come along too. The ticket-woman, witch-
like, mortifying him when inadvertently he gave her his
name-coin instead of the half-dollar, then unkindly calling
Magda’s attention to the birthmark on his temple: “Watch
out for him, girite, he’s a marked man!” She wasn’t even
cruel, he understood, only vulgar and insensitive, Some-
where in the world there was a young woman with such
splendid understanding that she’d see him entire, like a
poem or story, and find his words so valvable after all
that when he confessed his apprehensions she would ex-
plain why they were in fact the very things that made him
precious to her . . . and to Western Civilization! There
was no such girl, the simple truth being, Viclent yawns as
they approached the mouth. Whispered advice from an
old-timer on a bench near the barrel: “Go crabwise and
ye’l get an eyeful without upsetting!” Composure van-
ished at the first pitch: Peter hollered joyously, Magda
tumbled, shricked, clutched her skirt; Ambrose sckrambled
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crabwise, tight-lipped with terror, was soon ouf, watched
his dropped name-coin slide among the couples. Shame-
faced he saw that to get throngh expeditiously was not the
point; Peter feigned assistance in order to trip Magda up,
shouted *I see Christmas!’’ when her legs went flying, The
old man, his latest betrayer, cackled approval. A dim hall
then of black-thread cobwebs and recorded gibber: he took
Magda’s elbow to steady her against revolving discs set in
the slanted floor to throw your feet out from under, and ex-
plained to ber in a calm, deep voice his theory that each
phase of the funhouse was iriggered either automatically,
by a series of photoelectric devices, or else manually by
operators stationed at peepholes. But he lost his voice
thrice as the discs unbalanced him; Magda was anyhow
squealing; but at one point she clutched him about the
waist to keep from falling, and her right cheek pressed for
a moment against his belt-buckle, Heroically he drew her

up, it was his chance to clutch her close as if for support -

and say: “I love you.” He even put an arm lightly about
the small of her back before a saifor-and-girl pitched into
them from behind, sorely treading bis left big toe and
knocking Magda aspraw! with them. The sailor’s girl was
a string-haired hussy with 2 loud laugh and light blue
drawers; Ambrose realized that he wouldn’t have said “I
love you” anyhow, and was smitten with self-contempt.
How much better it would be to be that common sailor!
A wiry little Seaman 3rd, the fellow squeezed a girl to
each side and stumbled hilarious info the mirror room,
closer to Magda in thirty seconds than Ambrose had got
in thirteen years. She giggled at something the fellow said
to Peter; she drew her hair from her eyes with a2 movement
so womanly it struck Ambrose’s heart; Peter’s smacking

her backside then seemed particularly coarse. But Magda .

made a pleased indignant face and cried, “All right for
you, mister!” and pursued Peter into the maze without a
backward glance. The sailor followed after, leisurely, draw-
img his gir] against his hip; Ambrose understood not only
that they were all so relieved to be rid of his burdensome
company that they didn’t even notice his absence, but that

" he himself shared their relief. Stepping from the treacher-
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ous passage at last into the mirror-maze, he saw once again,
moze clearly than ever, how readily he deceived himself
into supposing he was a person. He even foresaw, wincing
at his dreadful self-knowledge, that he would repeat the
deception, at ever-rarer intervals, all his wretched life, so
fearful were the alternatives. Fame, madness, suicide; per-
haps all three. It’s not believable that so young a boy could
articulate that reflection, and in fiction the merely true
must always yield to the plausible. Moreover, the symbol-
ismn is in places heavy-footed. Yet Ambrose M_____ under-
stood, as féew adults do, that the famous loneliness of the
great was no popular myth but a general truth—further-
more, that it was ag much cause as effect.

All the preceding except the last few sentences is expo-
sition that should've been done earlier or interspersed with
the present action instead of lumped together. No reader
would put up with so much with such prolixity. It's inter-
esting that Ambrose’s father, though presumably an intelli-
gent man (as indicated by his role as grade-school principal),
neither encouraged nor discouraged his sons at all in any
way—as if he either didn’t care about them or cared all
right but didn’t know how to act. If this fact should con-
tribute to one of them’s becoming a celebrated but wretch-
edly unhappy scientist, was it & good thing or not? He toc
might someday face the question; it would be useful to
know whether it had tortured his father for years, for ex-
ample, or never once crossed his mind.,

In the maze two important things happened. First, our
here found a name-coin someone else had lost or dis-
carded: AMBROSE, suggestive of the famous lightship
and of his late grandfather’s favorite dessert, which his
. mother used {o prepare on special occasions out of coco-
nut, oranges, grapes, and what else. Second, as he won-
dered at the endless replication of his image in the mirrors,
second, as he lost himself in the reflection that the necessity
for an observer makes perfect observation impossible, bet-
-ter make him ¢ighteen at Jeast, yet that would render other
things unlikely, he heard Peter and Magda chuckling some-
where together in the maze. “Here!” “No, here!” they
shouted to each other; Peter said, “Where’s Amby?’
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Magda murmured. “Amb?7” Peter called. In a pleased,
friendly voice. He didn’t reply. The truth was, his brother
was a happy-go-lucky youngsier who'd've been better off
with a repular brother of his own, but who seldom com-
plained of his lot and was generally cordial. Ambrose's
throat ached; there aren’t enough different ways to say
that. He stood quietly while the two young people giggled
and thumped through the glittering maze, hurrah’d their
discovery of its exit, cried out in joyful alarm at what next
beset them. Then he set his mouth and followed after, as
he supposed, took a wrong tumm, strayed into the pass
wherein he lingers yet. _ -

The action of conventional dramatic narrative may be
represented by a diagram called Freitag’s Triangle:

B
a/\e
or more accurately by.a variant of th;it diagram;
- c
¥ | _y\ D

in which AB represents the exposition, B the introduction
of conflict, BC the “rising action,” complication, or devel-
opment of the conflict, C the climax, or turn. of the ac-
tion, CD the dénouement, or resolution of the conflict.
While there is no reason to regard this pattern as an abso-
lute necessity, like many other conventions it became con-
ventional because great numbers of people over many years
learned by trial and error that it was effective; one ought
not to forsake it, therefore, unless one wishes to forsake

. as well the effect of drama or has clear canse to feel that

deliberate violation of the “normal” pattern can better can
better effect that effect. This can’t go on much longer; it
can go on forever. He died telling stories to himself in the
dark; years later, when that vast unsuspected area of the
funhouse came to light, the first expedition found his skele-
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ton in one of ity labyrinthine corridors and mistook it for
part of the entertainment. He died of starvation telling
himself stories in the dark; but unbeknownst unbeknownst
to him, an assistant operator of the funhouse, happening
to overhear him, crouched just behind the plyboard parti-
tion and wrote down his every word. The operator’s daugh-
ter, an exquisite young woman with a figure unusually well
developed for her age, crouched just behind the partition
and transcribed his every word. Though she had never laid
eyes on him, she recognized that here was one of Western
Culture’s truly great imaginations, the eloquence of whose
suffering would be an inspiration to unnumbered. And her
heart was torn between her love for the misfortunate young
man (yes, she loved him, though she had never laid though
she knew him only—but how welll—through his words,
and the deep, calm voice in which he spoke them) be-
tween her love et cetera and her womanly intuition that
only in suffering and isclation could he give voice et cetera.
Lone dark dying. Quietly she kissed the rough plyboard,
and a tear fell upon the page. Where she had written in
shorthand Where she had written in shorthand Where she
had written in shorthand Where she et cetera. A long time
ago we should have passed the apex of Freitag’s Triangle
and made brief work of the dérouement; the plot doesn’t
rise by meaningful steps but winds upon itself, digresses,
retreats, hesitates, sighs, collapses, expirig. The climax of
the story must be its protagonist’s discovery of a way to
get through the funhouse. But he has found none, may have
ceased to search, ' =

What relevance does the war have to the story? Should
there be fireworks outside or not? '

Ambrose wandered, languished, dozed, Now and then
he feil into his habit of rehearsing to himseif the unad-
venturous story of his life, narrated from the third-person

poiat of view, from his earliest memory parenthesis of

maple leaves stirring in the summer breath of tidewater
Mf:lry_land end of parenthesis to the present moment. Its
principal eveats, on this telling, would appear to have been

"4, B, C, and D.

He imagined himself years hence, successful, married, at
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ease in the world, the trials of his adolescence far behind
him, He has come to the seashore with his family for the
holiday; how Ocean City has changed! But at one seldom
at one ill-frequented end of the boardwalk a few derelict
amusements survive from times gone by: the great car-

rousel from the turn of the century, with its monstrous
griffins and mechanical concert band; the roller coaster
numored since 1916 to have been condemned; the mechan-

_ical shooting gallery in which only the image of our ene-

mies changed. His own son laughs with Fat May and wants
to know what a funhouse is; Ambrose hugs the sturdy lad
¢lose and smiles around his pipestem at his wife.

The family’s going home. Mother sits between Father
and Uncle Karl, who teases him good-naturedly who
chuckles over the fact that the comrade with whom he’d
fought his way shoulder to shoulder through the funhbouse
had turned out to be a blind Negro girl—to their mutual
discomfort, as they’d opened their souls. But such are the
walls of custom, which even. Whose arm is where? How
must it feel. He dreams of a funhousec vaster by far than
any yet constructed; but by then they may be out of
fashion, like steamboats and excursion trains. Already
quaint and seedy: the draperied ladies on the frieze of
the carrousel are his father’s father’s moonchecked dreams;
if he thinks of it more he will vomit his apple-on-a-stick.”

He wonders: will he become a regular person? Some-
thing has gome wrong; his vaccination didn’t take; at the
Boy-Scout initiation campfire he only pretended to be
deeply moved, as he pretends to this hour that it is not so
bad after all in the funhouse, and that he has a little limp.
How long will it last? He envisions a truly astenishing fun-
house, incredibly complex yet utterly controlled from a
great central switchboard like the console of a pipe organ.
Nobody had enough imagination. He could design such a
place himself, wiring and all, and he’s only thirteen years
old. He would be its operator: panel lights would show
what was up in every cranny of its cunning of its multi
farious vastness; a switch-flick would ease this fellow’s
way, complicate ‘that’s, to balance things out; if anyone
seemed lost or frightened, all the operator had to do was.
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He wishes he had never entered the funhouse. But he

~ has, Then he wishes he were dead. But he’s not. Therefore

he will construct funhouses for others and be their secret
operator—though he would rather be among the 1ovcrs for
whom funhouses are designed.

ECHO

One does well to speak in the third person, the seer advises,
m the manner of Theban Tiresias. A cuore for self-absorp-

tion is saturation: telling the story over as though it were
another’s until like a much-repeated word it loses sense.
There’s a cathartic Tiresias himself employs in the interest
of objectivity and to rid himself of others” histories—
Oedipus’s, Echo’s—which distract him fore and aft by
reason of his entire knowledge.

Narcissus replies that the prescription is unpalatable,
but he’s too weary of himself not to attempt it. Where
to begin, The prophet’s cave seems a likely place, which
he stumbles into one forenocon in flight from his admirers.
What started as a staghunt has thrmed into yet another
love~chase, led this time by a persisting nymph soon joined
by her quarry’s companions. It wanpts all the Narcissan
craft, resentfully perfected, yet again to mislead the lot.

An imperfectly dark passage. Outside his ardentest
suitor calls, pederast Ameinius, spurned. The nymph soft-

* seconds his bugger woo. Chaste Narcissus shivers, draws

farther in, loses bearmgs, daresn't call, weeps. The life-
long baother! Seized he gives shriek, is released. How come?
What next? Hadn’t he as well have his blossom pluckcd?
Who says so?

Tiresias the prophet. What’s he doing here? Conversing
with Narcissus. How does he know-—because he knows
everything. Why isn’t he in Thebes? For the reason that,

as during a prior and a posterior extravagance of his,

Thebes is enjoying an interregnum, hard on prophets. First
there was the sphinx, whose elementary riddle was none
of his affair; he withdrew to the Thespian cave, there acted
as adviser to the blue nymph Leirope, Narcissus’s mother.

“ The current pass.is sorer: Oedlpus s tragedy, too awful to
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