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Before the others are up, dawn, she walks to the lake, listening to Bach, the first clavichord exercise, which she plans to have played at her funeral someday, has had this plan since she first heard the music, and thinking of it she weeps lightly. The lake is whipped by wind and tides (big lake) doing what tides do, she never knows in or out. There is a man standing onshore and a big dog swimming back to him, stick in mouth. This repeats. The dog does not tire. She peels a swim cap onto her head, goggles, enters the water, which is cold but not shocking. Swims. High waves in one direction. The dog is gone. Now she is alone. There is a mental pressure to swim well and to use this water correctly. People think swimming is carefree. Just a bath! In fact it is full of anxieties. Every water has its own rules and offering. Misuse is hard to explain. Perhaps involved is that commonplace struggle to know beauty, to know beauty exactly, to put oneself right in its path, to be in the perfect place to hear the nightingale sing, see the groom kiss the bride, clock the comet. Every water has a right place to be but this place is in motion, you have to keep finding it, keep having it find you. Your movement sinks into and out of it with each stroke. You can fail it with each stroke. What does that mean, fail it?

After a while she climbs out over stones, puts on small flippers, reenters the water. The difference is like the difference between glimpsing a beautiful thing and staring at it. Now she can stream into the way of the water and stay there. She stays. She is one of the most selfish people she has ever known, she thinks about this while swimming and after, on the beach, in her towel, shivering. It is an aspect of personality hard to change. Generous gestures, when she attempts them, seem to swipe through the lives of others like a random bear paw, often making matters worse. And she finds no momentum in sharing, in benevolence, in charity, no interaction with another person ever brought her a bolt of pure aliveness like entering the water on a still morning with the world empty in every direction to the sky. That first entry. Crossing the border of consciousness into, into what?

And then the (she searches for it) instruction of balancing along in the water, the ten thousand adjustments of vivid action, the staining together of mind and time so that she is no longer miles and miles apart from her life watching it differently unfold but in it, as it, it. Not at all like meditation - a common analogy - but almost forensic. An application of attention, at the same time autonomic, these modes being not exclusive of one another. Swimming has a stoniness, water being as different from air as stones. You find your way among its structures, its ancientness, its history as an entity without response to you and yet complicit in the intrusion. You have no personhood there and water is uninterested in itself, stones don’t care if you tell their story nicely - or yours. The irrational bowels, luck at cards, love of your mother, well-crafted similes, all are lost in the slide from depth to depth, pure, impure, compassionless. There is no renunciation in this (cf. meditation), no striving to detach, all these things, all the things you can name, being simply gone. Meaning, gone.

Her lake visit ends. Back at home, the newspapers, front- page photos of a train car in Europe jammed floor to door with escaped victims of a war zone further south, people denied transit. Filthy families and souls in despair pressed flat against one another in the grip to survive, uncountable arms and legs, torn-open eyes, locked all night in a train waiting for dawn, a scene so much the antithesis of her own morning she cannot think it. What sense it makes for these two mornings to exist side by side in the world where we live - should this be framed as a question - would not be answerable by philosophy or poetry or finance or the shallows or the deeps of her own mind, she fears. Words like rationale become, well, laughable. Rationales have to do with composite things - migrants, swimmers, the selfish, the damned, the plural - but existence and sense belong to singularity. Sentences are strategic. They let you off.

She goes downstairs and out to the stoop, hoping it’s cooler there. Traffic crashes past. Chandler is on the sidewalk making a chalk drawing. Comrade Chandler, she says. He doesn’t look up. What’s the drawing? He goes on chalking. His gaze is ahead and within. He lives in back of the house somewhere, speaks not much, draws a lot. She calls him Comrade because she’d been reading Russian books the summer she met him and she thought him secretive. This was an error. Secrecy implies a concern for one’s own personality. You hardly ever saw Chandler enter a room, he’s just there, or leave a room, he seeps away, small tide of person, noticed as a retraction.

She stands nearer. The drawing is a pear tree. She can see the pears all over it, small perfect green chalk globes with yellow-cream-white highlights. She wants to lean down and bite them. You’ve hit the nail on the head here, Comrade, she says. He doesn’t answer. Once they had a conversation, extending over many months, in broken bits, about mushrooms. He’d said the thing he hated about being in jail was the mushrooms. For several days she wondered if he meant the food, but it didn’t make sense they served mushrooms in jail often enough to be a problem, or if he had a damp cell with fungus sprouting in the corners, but this too seemed extreme, and gradually she understood him to mean he had been able to see a patch of mushrooms, boletes, from one of the jail windows and he used to go hunting for those in the woods with his mother when he was a kid and it made him sad. Not a mushroom fancier herself she didn’t have anything subjective to say at the time so she told him John Cage was a mushroom hunter too, with his mom, when a kid, and wrote a book about it, a sort of mushroom guide, that she could lend him. Chandler had not answered. She wasn’t sure he read books or knew who John Cage was. Conversation is precarious. Now, looking at the very round chalky pale pears, mushrooms come to mind again and she says, One day John Cage was out mushrooming with his mother and after an hour or so she turns to him and says, We can always go to the store and buy some real ones.

Silence from Chandler. He is adding touches of red to the pear array, here or there. Then suddenly all his five teeth laugh. The laugh slams out of him and is gone. He returns to chalking. Quickenough quickenough, muttering to himself, and something something buttended something. She goes back to the stoop and stands on the bottom step. Evening now. Still hot. Long day, Chandler, she says to the back of his head. He’s moving down the sidewalk to mark out a new drawing. Red chalk in hand, it will be a fox, he likes a fox at the end of the day.

Upstairs she finds herself thinking again about the failure to swim. It can be quantitative as well as qualitative. Imagine how many pools, ponds, lakes, bays, streams, stretches of swimmable shore there are in the world right now, probably half of them empty of swimmers by reason of night or negligence. Empty, still, perfect. The waste, the extravagance - why not make oneself accountable to that? Why not swim in all of them? One by one or all at once, geographically or conceptually, putting aside gleaming Burt Lancaster, someone should be using all that water. Across the level ocean of her mind come floating certain refugees in a makeshift plastic boat so crowded with passengers they are stacked in layers and dropping over the sides. She had seen this picture. She had read that larger ships might sail very near, that they would stop to consider the woe and the odds, then keep going. Sometimes bottles of water or biscuits were tossed from the larger ships before they started their engines again. What could she put against the desolation of that moment, watching the ship start its engines again. What is the price of desolation and who pays. Some questions don’t warrant a question mark.

Passengers. To pass. To pass muster. To pass over. To be passed over. To pass the buck. To pass the butter. To pass out. To pass to one’s reward. She is eating yogurt when the doorbell rings. Didn’t know that bell worked, she says, wiping her mouth with her sleeve as she gets to the door. Comrade Chandler gestures with his head toward downstairs. They descend. Got yogurt on your eyebrow, he says over his shoulder. Oh, she says, thanks. The finished fox drawing is under a streetlamp. It glows. He has used some sort of phosphorescent chalk and the fox, swimming in a blue-green jellylike lucidity of its own, is escaping all possible explanations. She stares at the blue-green. It has clearness, wetness, coolness, the deep-lit self-immersedness of water. You made a lake, she says, turning to him, but he is gone, now that it’s night, off to wherever he goes when he is once again absolved. She stands awhile watching the fox swim, looking back on the day, pouring in and out. To be alive is just this pouring in and out. Ethics minimal. Try to swim without thinking how it looks. Beware mockery, mockery is too easy. She feels a breeze on her forehead, a night wind. The fox is stroking splashlessly forward. The fox does not fail.
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AN EVENING WITH JOSEPH CONRAD

Once somehow, once somehow I lost both of them, a man was saying as he came out of the elevator that morning. He was alone. He flicked his eyes on me, off me. He had a furtive tinge and a swank black overcoat - I thought at once of Joseph Conrad, as he is in formal photographs, with the not-quite-Western eyes and virtuosic goatee.

Once I was invited to a christening in a country far away. It was June. On the drive the weather closed in, grey and vague, typical summer weather for that region. The ceremony was in a tiny white church. Everyone sat packed like teeth. Short glorious off-key songs were sung by a ten-year-old girl. The sun came out. Everyone rushed from the church to stand amid graves, talking, amazed. Vast general fields reached away on every side to the mountains, a greenness so dazzling it hurt the eyes. Soon all embarked in cars and drove to a nearby farmhouse for lunch. Sunlight was spilling over everything. The farmhouse stood with all doors open, children tumbling in and out, busy conversation everywhere. I knew scarcely anyone, so stood in an inner room, near a table draped in a lace cloth and heavy with cakes. If I were Joseph Conrad, I could not help thinking, I would be mastering this room in case I might one day write about it. There stood a cake as big as two schoolbooks emblazoned with the name of the new baby; a cake in chocolate shaped like a bear full of candies that erupted for children; several tall blocklike structures layered with red jam alongside fluffy cream cakes and other smaller foods, shrimps on crackers and so forth. Finally, carried in late with a sort of hasty deference, on its own blue-patterned china plate, a stack of sliced white bread. The plate was placed, as it happened, in a shaft of sunlight and the white bread shone, as white as a freshly laundered cuff, as white as its own piety, on the lace cloth in that shadowy room. There was something ultimate, adorable, almost sexual, something certainly historical, in that stack of bread set into the larger history of a sunlit afternoon on that ancient property amid fields stretching to the ends of the mind. No one ate the white bread. It wasn’t there to be eaten. It was a chapter of civilization. Joseph Conrad, who had lived that chapter, now groping in his pocket for the small notebook in which he liked to record thoughts, would find he’d left it back at the hotel.

Once Conrad shot himself in the chest. Not much is known about that.

Once a student of mine, translating Euripides on a mid-term exam, came up with “wild in the grips of a god.” Those were the days.

Once Thomas Hardy was strolling on the heath with a telescope. He put the telescope to his eye. He saw a man in white on the gallows at Dorchester and at that moment the man dropped down and the town clock struck eight. “Faintly,” says his autobiography. A faint note from the town clock. A man has lost things.

Once I wondered if white is a colour.

Once you touched Thomas Hardy he recoiled, so a childhood playmate records. This peculiarity never left him. I doubt he offered to shake hands with Joseph Conrad when introduced to him in the drawing room of Charles Hagberg Wright on a January night of 1907. It was a dinner for the Gorkys, who were late.

Once I was waiting for the elevator in my building and Joseph Conrad came walking out.

Once I began wondering about history, I couldn’t escape the feeling that we only call it history when things go wrong.

Once a reporter wrote of “the miracle of white bread” in a valuta store in Moscow - this glowing heap of crisp little loaves twice as radiant as the rubies and diamonds of the jewellery department at the other end of the shop (Eugene Lyons, Assignment in Utopia, 1937).

Once I spent a season impersonating Joseph Conrad. Dressed in a large overcoat I would emerge from the elevator, hoping to catch myself waiting for me. He was hot in my coat.

Once Goethe called colour “a degree of darkness.”

Once I encountered the term “counterespionage,” I became confused about what “espionage” was. How many sides can a piece of paper have? Why put a mirror behind your head (Freud did)? When I wish to report that I, as Joseph Conrad, never pick up the check in a restaurant, whose dossier do I put it in?

Once Charles Hagberg Wright realized the Gorkys were going to be not just late but very late, did he try to get a conversational crackle going between Thomas Hardy and Joseph Conrad? History is blank.

Once I was sitting and wondering about the mirror behind Freud’s head when a letter dropped through the mail slot, inviting me to a christening in a country far away. Aha! I thought: I would send Joseph Conrad.

Once I relaxed about counterespionage I began to enjoy gazing down through layers of Joseph Conrad going about his faint, preconscious tasks. Several ladies at the christening found his faintness attractive. Standing by the cake table chatting about the blue of the sea, the tumbling of the sea, redemption by sea, he did not let on, nor did I, how gloomy it made him to be the guy to go to for all this sea stuff, whereas Thomas Hardy published novel after novel on any topic he liked and they sold and kept selling.

Once the analysis is over, said Freud to H.D., the person is dead. And H.D. said, Which person?

Once Patroklos fell, did the horses of Akhilles see colour for the first time?

Once I was doing badly and read Lacan for help. Ce que je cherche dans la parole, c’est la réponse de l’autre, I read. Ce qui me constitue comme sujet, c’est ma question. I felt better already. Next came a bit of French I couldn’t construe. I flipped to the endnotes and found:

ab1y 1b view ad w11t w111 ie. lb 

ar1er ta d1b1 11d

Once the party had ended and I was clearing plates with the hostess, I asked her about the white bread, its signifying supremacy, its itinerary as a fetish, I may even have quoted Lacan. She laughed. No, it was just a mistake. Her sister had misheard her on the phone, she’d been exasperated at first but then it didn’t matter, there were too many cakes anyway.
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CLIVE SONG


If I were an early person

I’d look for the limits of human wisdom

by going to sacred oak trees

or the local blind man with lips on fire.

But this is now. This is NYC.

I go to Clive.

We meet in a diner

and queue for the breakfast special.

Clive’s British.

He tries to make the large Hispanic short-order cook appreciate “underdone”

French toast. “My wife told me

not to say soggy,” says Clive.

We pay. Currie shows up.

We sit and talk

of Clive’s next trip to Guantanamo where,

although he’s visited 56 times, they’re questioning

(this time) his signature.

He laughs.

His current client, a Moroccan man,

has been cleared for release

and also informed

he will never leave.

Clive, a lawyer, questions the logic of this.

“I shouldn’t laugh.”

He tells more stories.

“Evidence” at Guantanamo comes often from snitches.

When the same snitch brought evidence

against 300 different people,

Clive wondered about motive

and did some research. The fact was,

each time the guy snitched

he got a free pass to “the love shack”

where the Americans show porn.

Clive plans to question

the number 300

on statistical grounds.

Most of us know only 300 people

in the whole world, demographers say.

If you think like a lawyer

you find the limits of human wisdom 

in facts like that.

His French toast arrives.

“Is it underdone?” I ask. He sighs

and tells

of his son at home who’s obsessed with The Goon Show.

I don’t think like a lawyer.

I’m looking to see

how the sacred oaks come whispering through a man like Clive,

now striving for people on death row or places like Gitmo

for 35 years,

but worried

his son doesn’t see the merits of Monty Python

or grasp its direct descent from the Goons.

I imagine a tumbling squabbling family

back home in the Midlands.

Clive looks at his watch.

I take scraps of French toast to the trash.

We’ll meet again.

He likes the idea

(Currie’s idea)

of travelling around Pakistan with a troop of square dancers.

Because the square dance is a “greeting dance”

and we need more greeting! Clive smiles

and goes up the street

in his saggy-butt pants,

looking not much like a high-powered lawyer,

and the limits of human wisdom remain

(as we who confuse the greetings of dogs and gods 

prefer limits

do) more

or less

where they were.
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[image: Dear Krito]
Dear Krito, don’t come today. If you do I’ll have to pretend to be asleep or ashamed or explain why I sent my wife home. Tears are all about the weeper, aren’t they? My kid has more sense. She was here, took one look around, said, It’s really damp in this place you need a hat, came back a half hour later with that woolly cap you gave me last winter. I like practical people. My death is set for three days hence. There’s nothing you can do. But let me thank you for the hemlock. I know it wasn’t cheap with the bribes and the tax - why can’t they just grow the stuff in this country? - but God, it’s better than the other way, the so-called bloodless crucifixion, with the stakes and the iron collar. No one wants to see another person die like that - Krito, you’d have nightmares for years. And I sort of like the idea of just numbing out. I’ve been numb for years according to my wife - it was the only way to bear her - oh that was unkind. I’ve been unkind for years, at home anyway, funny how the worst self comes out there. My life is guys, you know that! guys and drinking. I’m a talker. I believe in talk - rip the lids off! let all the cats out of all the bags! - though




[image: and bit someone. Too bad it was Virginia Woolf. Who rallied the locals who rallied the local magistrate who said destroy the dog. locals appalled. Oh we don’t want it destroyed, just restrained. Poor Maudes, they said. Need their dog. So how’d it turn out? Eddy says. I don’t know. VW cuts the anecdote off right there. Eddy makes a hmmm sound, goes back to work.; But the dog! the dog! she wants to say. I hate when people bare their souls, early remark of his she’d tucked away.]
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