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Keller, then, is bilingual when it comes to the discourse of emotion: she understands both the language of bland social accommodation and the language of excessive despair. The former shouts at us like an alibi, jarring in its cheerfulness. The latter is inarticulate and sulking and overcomes us in its morbid embrace. It’s as if this book were written both by a Henry James and a Hubert Selby, Jr.: a glittering chronicler of social mores, where exterior and interior worlds interweave a rich tapestry, and a poète maudit, who savors the most abject and perverse treasures of the human condition. 

Bruce Benderson/The Brooklyn Rail

Tsipi Keller’s Jackpot reminds me of Jean Rhys like no book I’ve read in years. I love Rhys; that’s high praise. It’s also a consumer warning: This book is a study in self-destruction. It’s addictive, intense—a psychological page-turner that doesn’t miss a beat. It’s sexy as hell. But, for readers who like their fiction as crisply edged as their lawns, it’s much too disturbing for the beach or daily commute... And when it’s over? Maggie’s in a zone you wouldn’t have predicted. And so are you. Proof, I’d say, of an exceptional work of fiction. 

Jesse Kornbluth/HeadButler.com

This marvelously engaging and pleasurable novel is like a cross between watching a sly Eric Rohmer film about the spiritual crisis of vacation and reading a Jean Rhys interior monologue of a woman in extremis. For all its horrific aspects, it has a steady undercurrent of humor: the comedy derives from showing the precise mechanisms of low self-esteem, rationalization and self-indulgence. A wickedly readable, psychologically astute and drolly knowing fiction. 

Phillip Lopate

The problem with novels of degradation is that the depressing nature of the narrative slows down the reading. If you like the character, then you’ll not like seeing the character take a trip down the big swirly. Keller gets the reader past this with her present-tense prose and the wealth of understated humor inherent in her perspective on her character...

The publisher of Keller’s novel, Spuyten Duyvil, is not exactly a household name, but they have a huge line of original fiction available in these attractive trade paperback editions. 

Rick Kleffel/Agony Column

The original literary characters to be obsessed by what proved to be a false paradise from which they felt excluded, and who found what they thought was a neat short-cut which ended up taking them in the opposite direction, were Milton’s Adam and Eve. The imaginative brilliance of Jackpot is reflected in its ability to reveal and make new this archetypal pattern, while seeming to focus so relentlessly and exclusively on the here and now immediacy of Maggie and her small world. This is an extraordinary achievement, made even more so by the extent to which it seems hidden, at first, within the fabric of the book’s compelling realism and accessibility. 

Andrew Kaufman

It isn’t very long before you realize that Keller has caught you in a deceptive web of shallow ideals and insanity that in no way resemble the bland Ally McBeal psycho-babble you were prepared for. As a matter of fact it’s closer to the ever-descending rings of hell of Hubert Selby’s Requiem for a Dream. Unlike the intensity of Selby’s work, Keller’s story has a hypnotic, seductive quality that pulls the reader further into Maggie’s escalating disintegration. 

Paul McDonald/Louisville Courier Journal

I guess you could call Jackpot a beach read’s worst nightmare, in the best possible sense: sun, sand, and palm trees cannot begin to mask the dark corners of this paradise. 

Robert Gray/Fresh Eyes

Tsipi Keller’s new novel Jackpot is a skillfully plotted story of a character’s unraveling, so gradual and inexorable that you move from comfort level to comfort level without realizing how uncomfortable you’re getting, like the proverbial frog in the pot... One thinks, oddly enough, of The House of Mirth. Though Maggie doesn’t have to fall as far as Lily Bart, she falls in the same curious stepwise fashion... One thinks, too—continuing the theme of the American fallen-woman novel—of The Awakening, but Jackpot is very much a postmodern fallen-woman novel, without any of the moral and social anxieties that characterize even as modernist a work as The Awakening.  

Tim Morris/Lection

Jackpot is a wonder of a book. It is irresistibly fascinating—painfully fascinating. You may not feel like sharing the experiences of its misguided heroine, but you should, because you’ll have a livelier time sticking with her than to your own comfortable ways. And you can always reassure yourself that you’ll never end up like Maggie; although—who knows?—some day you may get the chance. 

Harry Mathews
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The mystery of who butchered ethereally beautiful and pregnant Elsbeth is at the heart of Keller’s elegant and spooky second novel (part of a trilogy, after Jackpot). Was it the traumatized and fragile narrator, Sally, whose friendship with the dead woman verged on the obsessive? Or was it Elsbeth’s arrogant and demanding boyfriend, Drew, who resented Sally’s relationship with her? Keller flirts with the answer as her novel slips back and forth through time to depict tantalizing glimpses of possible truths filtered through Sally’s uncertain memories. The police, bent on extracting a confession from Sally, harangue her during increasingly abusive interrogation sessions that provide her a forum for creepily pondering her (questionable) innocence. This opaque yet beguiling novel showcases the work of a talented and original writer. 

Publishers Weekly

Readers of Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment always know that Raskolnikov committed murder, but they often don’t know whether Raskolnikov knows that he committed murder... In her new trilogy, Tsipi Keller is revealed as a superlative psychological novelist: “It was the end of the millennium, life rushed at me, the streets reeked of urine. Everybody talked but nobody listened. Men in suits shook hands as if important matters were at stake. It was all a game.” 

Joshua Cohen/The Forward

All of this gives the impression that Sally isn’t someone you’d want to invite over for a nightcap—not without hiding the knives first. But Retelling is great at maintaining mind-bending suspense, and it never entirely rules out the possibility that its narrator is simply an odd case. The book questions its own sense of reality a few times too many, but the buildup is justified by the powerful final arc. In the end, Keller gives her narrator’s eerie delusions free reign—an apt conclusion for this heartfelt and willfully perverse novel. 

Michael Miller/TimeOut

What do you get when you mix a Rashomon narrative with a Hitchcockian detective esthetic? You get Retelling, by Tsipi Keller. Not only that, you get an us against them scenario that constricts tighter as it seemingly unfolds letting you know the universe has other plans beyond comprehension and to attempt understanding is to deal in frustration...In conclusion, we come away with a rich and tightly woven suspense story from Tsipi Keller, a master storyteller of the modern world, who assembles her palette of color and texture in the most exquisitely sensual ways... Not afraid to wear her influences on her sleeve, she does so humbly and without guile, as she offers her predecessors a grand and glorious complement by way of her deft display of mastery under their auspices. 

C.B Smith/MadHatterReview

As in Keller’s previous book, Jackpot (both novels are part of a planned trilogy), Retelling foregrounds a meek, solitary woman (the late Elsbeth once mocked Sally as “the little mouse, nibbling on books in the dark”) who’s bereft when her imperious pal disappears, leaving the beta-girl without a light source to illuminate her own half-formed personality... Capturing the waft and drift of her un-heroine’s unstructured days, Keller has a keen eye for the territorial pissings and unspoken resentments of immature female friendships. Retelling is foremost a discomfiting novel of loneliness—perhaps we can all recognize some past or present version of ourselves in Sally, alone in the dark trying to piece together the shards of ugly memories.  

Jessica Winter/The Village Voice
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Elsa is the third in Tsipi Keller’s trilogy of psychological novels. The first two were Jackpot and Retelling, which trace the fortunes of women. Elsa calls to mind some of Richard Burgin’s noir fiction. Both writers explore the world of nefarious, but initially engaging, operators who insinuate themselves into the lives of lonely strangers aiming to control or ruin them.... Much more than a tale about a smart woman who makes foolish choices, Elsa is a fast-paced, tightly crafted, suspenseful, psychological crime novel that sidles up to the reader, then pounces. 

Lynn Levin/Cleaver Magazine

Elsa is a woman of thirty-nine: a tax lawyer who lives alone with her cat. She talks about men with her friends. She is a classic literary figure, a Madame Bovary in the twenty-first century. Tsipi Keller is more than aware of this, as Flaubert sticks his head in at one point: “The promise of love, faint as it is, does wonders for her. The promise of love, of romance, of beautiful sex. So what if women, to believe Flaubert, mistake their vaginas for their hearts? So what? Let them. Let her. What does Flaubert know about love? Let her mistake what part she chooses for her heart.” 

Evan Steuber/American Book Review

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Praise for The Prophet of Tenth Street
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Marcus Weiss is a middle-aged Jewish writer living in New York City, working on a novel called The Reverse Turn of the Heart, as well as a literary reference book—the Dictionary of the Human Gesture in Western Literature. His girlfriend Gina and best friend Oscar have nicknamed him “The Prophet of Tenth Street,” “because he can’t bear the idea that others... are not exactly like him.” Marcus is neurotic like a Woody Allen character without the buoyant humor, obsessing over his literary pursuits, religion, women, love, and death. He produces his notebooks to quote Hitler and Maimonides for visitors ... Poet and novelist Keller (Retelling) handles this poignant tale with the deftness of a writer who has struggled alongside her characters. 

Publishers Weekly

Tsipi Keller has taken us into a writer’s very being.... This is a provocative story that stays with the reader. 

Jewish Book World

It is beyond difficult to write fiction about a fiction-maker; not only do you have to get into the guy’s head, you’ve got to create a plot in which something actually happens. Keller does both, and in a way that’s unnerving—how does she know so much about what it means to be a man, trapped in his head, convinced he will find and reveal the essential truths of life? 

Jesse Kornbluth

In elegant, pitch-perfect prose, Tsipi Keller explores what it means to be a writer in a post-Holocaust world. Her evocation of Marcus Weiss—at once tender and wise—lays bare the felt life of the novelist. Along the way, Keller pays honor to the human experience and to the artful language that gives us our measure. 

Andrew Furman

Marcus Weiss preaches the love of literature in a wilderness where people don’t read. Moreover, he is a writer. He is writing a book about himself writing, and about his lover and his friends, who wonder if they’ll appear in his book. He exhorts them to read books that matter, that make us more human, that make the mind dance. And the marvelous thing is that the book he is writing, which is the one we are reading, is just such a book, because Marcus is generous, opinionated, foolish, and inspired, not merely a creature of words and paper. I’m sure he would add Tsipi Keller to his list of favorite authors if he knew her. 

Joel Agee
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Nadja’s book title — but I see I’m speaking of Nadja as a person, not as a character in a novel; that’s how seductive Keller is — suggests her acute self-awareness. “I have this idea about women in trouble of their own making,” she tells her best friend. “Women who end badly because of their own gullibility and poor judgment. In fiction and in life.”

Graduate students will note that “Nadja” is the title of a book by André Breton; it’s one of the most significant works of French surrealism, posing the question “Who am I?” Keller is a gifted translator, mostly of Hebrew literature into English; she’s won prestigious fellowships. You may confidently believe she was thinking about Breton’s question and his title when she named her character. It is a testament to the high-wire act she has created that Keller has translated her erudition into prose in a way that doesn’t show off anything but her talent. 

Jesse Kornbluth/HeadButler.com
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Writings contain HUMILITY, that is, self-knowledge.

—Alexander Kluge
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I do not need to make phrases. I write to bring certain circumstances to light. Beware of literature. I must follow the pen, without looking for words.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea

––––––––
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A sad condition 

To see us in, yet anybody

Will realize that he or she has made those same  mistakes,

Memorized those same lists in the due course of the  process 

Being served on you now.

—John Ashbery, “A Wave” 

and yes she was

mad at the time, she was married, her marriage had taken her away from the city and planted her in a small college town where her husband taught rich girls the basic tenets of History and Culture. The girls had arrived from all over the country with their horses—the girls lodged in the dormitories, the horses in the stables—and she, let’s name her Annette, tried to imagine the wealth and privilege that came with such accoutrements. 

Only in America, she thought, and yet she also wondered how the purportedly spoiled girls managed their busy daily schedules, but they did, they seemed to thrive in the fresh air of intellectual and physical pursuits, while Annette, not much older than the girls, felt she had become something she never imagined was possible, she became a staid housewife, or, to put a finer spin on it, a staid faculty wife, living in a house rather than an apartment, with plants and curtains and pots and pans and china sets. It was nearly perfect but not quite, her soul, or something in her, suddenly made itself known, it began to agitate, and she, who used to be carefree and nonchalant, now felt, more often than not, disgruntled and old.   

And yes, she did have a graduate degree in English Literature and she could, theoretically at least, teach composition, or give a writing workshop, but she couldn’t see herself standing in front of a class, assuming the authoritative demeanor and mantle of scholarship, it would be a sham, she wasn’t really qualified, she didn’t think, but she did feel qualified to read books and possibly write and finish one if the stars above and perseverance on her part joined forces. 

One morning, sitting in her sun-flooded kitchen—and yes, she had to admit, she loved to sit in her new kitchen, she loved the fact that she could sit in it, something she couldn’t do in her New York City railroad apartment where the kitchen was basically a counter and a sink, right next to the old clawfoot tub shower she had a hard time climbing into, while her new kitchen was a real room, it was spacious, with high-ceilinged windows that faced the backyard where tree leaves fluttered in the breeze, waving effervescent hellos, and, when in the right state of mind, she believed they were waving at her.

And so that morning, sitting in her kitchen and plowing through nagging thoughts about her future and her marriage, she reached for the notebook where she wrote down emergency and other important telephone numbers, as well as her grocery shopping and To Do lists. She liked the notebook, it was her steady and efficient assistant, helping her to systemize and maintain order in her chores, prioritizing them by placing a number next to each. But she also resented the notebook because as she wrote the lists—only to be crossed out when done, only to begin a new one in the days to come—she couldn’t help thinking that much of living one’s life went into organizing one’s life, which, at times, felt like an exercise in futility. 

But that morning, with the notebook open before her, an image began to form in her mind, an image of herself sitting in the kitchen and writing a diary, no, two diaries, one she would title, Squabble Diary, and the other, Love Diary, or, more precisely, Sex Diary, in which she would record the times her husband deigned to touch her. 

And then, just like that, she began, starting with the date, October 14, 1979, and, looking at the white page, unsure where and how to go from here, she focused on the date in the top left corner and then, a decision made, she added the hour—10am—and was soon on her way.

––––––––
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Here I am, at my kitchen table, starting a diary like a twelve year old, but a twelve year old who is already saddled. I’m hoping that the diary, at the very least, will help me to unburden myself. I know that even if I had someone to talk to, I’d be too embarrassed to share all that I need to share, or worse, once I start, who knows what else would pour out of me. 

I feel I must create a space that’s mine alone, a space where I can talk to myself and also describe in detail all squabbles with hubby, so that in the future I can go back in time and read and maybe understand, once and for all, when why and how they come about. Maybe there’s a hidden logic, a frequency to be discerned, a deep-rooted misalignment and its inevitable aftermath. 

Needed as well is a diary wherein to record our sexual encounters to later study the frequency in that department as well and delineate possible correlations. The Squabble Diary, no doubt, will be richer, more varied, and, alas, more frequent; were it otherwise, I wouldn’t be sitting here, stewing in impotent acrimony and writing such drivel. 

And it’s not like we’ve been married forever, this is our fifth year as a couple, we got married two years ago, and before that we lived together for three. Except for the wedding bands adorning our fingers, not much has changed, our fights are as ugly and disturbing as they were before we got married. Apropos, my husband proposed to me on St. Patrick’s Day, against the background din of a Blarney Stone Pub on Third Avenue, no doubt hoping to whitewash a fight we’d had the night before. And even though we’d already imbibed a few beers and felt very cool and pleased with ourselves, it was still a noisy Blarney Stone, not quite a romantic setting for marriage proposals. There was no going down on your knees, a rose in one hand, a ring in the other; rather, it was more in the vein of a suggestion made on the spur of the moment, a simple, and possibly desperate, possibly spontaneous “Hey, let’s get married” from him, and a simple, and possibly timid, possibly confused “Okay” from me, and then the two of us smiling and laughing with a sense of having accomplished something, of having stepped over a hurdle, or a milestone.    

Milestone or not, I don’t feel “married” at all. I don’t feel a deep-tissue/heart connection to him as I think I should, and I don’t think he feels a connection to me. I think that for him marriage means stability, be it between two robots waking in the same bed every morning, eating at the same table, and signing the same Hallmark cards. No need and no time for idle talk, for amorous cuddling, for hanging out on the couch, side by side, doing nothing but breathing together mouth to mouth, exchanging sweet-saliva kisses. 

As things stand, I can’t even remember when we did it last, but I’m sure that at least two weeks have gone by and, except for a fleeting masturbation session he granted me a few days ago, there’s been nothing at all. I’m not religious, but the Talmud says that sex is a married woman’s right. Not only should a husband give his wife abundant sex, he should also make sure she is enjoying it. He should also be attentive to signs that his wife wants sex without her having to ask for it. 

So, okay, my husband is not Jewish, he has other problems, but regardless, his strategy is to shirk all responsibility, telling me I should be more patient, more understanding, thereby cleverly shifting all sympathy/empathy duties on to me. 

True, he is busy at the college, and he is also working on a book. After all, it’s a new position for him, he’s associate professor and he must prove himself and do research and publish if he is to get tenure. He is a dedicated teacher and, need I mention, a young generation of females depends on him, on his brilliance, hanging on every word that makes it to his lips as they dutifully take notes, and therefore, it so seems, I’m supposed to pleasure myself or find a fuck on the side. 

Pfui, Annette, watch your language! 

And if I sound bitter, I am, he’s turned me into a bitter person, I’m too young to be/feel bitter, and “bitter” was never my thing. Still, I sometimes wish I were a different person, less “romantic” and more matter-of-fact practical, more mature, more deliberate, but I also know enough to know that I can’t be someone I am not.

To the point: a squabble last night October 13. During the day my mood was kind of lukewarm, and then, in the afternoon, it veered toward lousy, if mildly so, not yet the acute and vicious kind, and by the time Monsieur arrived in the evening I was agitated, enveloped in morosity for the simple reason that my labors at stove and oven—Quiche Lorraine—resulted in a flop, but then, happily, my bad mood dissipated because we went out to eat, and he was nice, and then he went back to his office, and I sat down at my desk and wrote a few lines that could lead to something, or would point me in a certain direction, to an opening that would widen, and thanks to those few lines I was in an excellent mood and waited impatiently for him to come home so I could tell him right away that I did manage to write something (this past week I’ve written nothing, which, of course, doesn’t help my mood), and I was also going to tell him that I found a solution to a story I’d told him about in the restaurant.

And so I sit at home and read, waiting for him to arrive, and then it’s 11pm, 11:30pm, midnight, and I begin to simmer, and my desire to tell him anything evaporates and I decide not to tell him a thing, for what’s the point of sharing with someone I hardly see. And, as I’m simmering, I find it hard to concentrate on the book I’m reading, and this makes me even more simmery, and, in a flash, I decide that since I can’t connect with the words on the page, I might as well leave the house and go for a ride through the dark and empty streets of our sleepy town to clear my head of unhelpful thoughts, with the added bonus that when he finally gets here he won’t find me waiting with nothing to show for myself but a rotten mood. 

At 12:20am I quickly get dressed and run out of the house before he shows up and foils my plan. I’m thoughtful enough to leave him a short and cheerful note, saying I went out, see you later, and, like a thief, quickly get in the car and speed away.

I come back around 1:30am, shout a happy Hello to Monsieur and go into the bathroom to pee. Monsieur sits in the living room and watches TV (what’s got into him all of a sudden, watching TV in the middle of the night). To make long short, my “brief” note didn’t please him, he was worried, why didn’t I explain in greater detail, and I say that it didn’t occur to me that he would worry, after all, I did leave a note. I also promise (why?) that next time I will leave a longer note, and, aiming for more emphasis and clarity, I add (and this is the truth) that I didn’t know where to and for how long I’d be gone and that’s why the note was brief.

But, my explanation doesn’t appease him, quite the contrary, as he goes on and on about the stupid note, and I, losing my patience, begin to agitate, but I’m still in a good mood thanks to my rebellious act, and I explain further and say that I was in a hurry and, frankly, was not going to leave a note at all, and here he goes ballistic and the fight is on. It ends after two hours of a hostile sit-down in the kitchen with wine and cigarettes, as I, all the while, remind myself that I’m trying to smoke less, but, on the other hand, when in crisis mode, one must not deny oneself, one is allowed, even invited, to indulge. Indeed, it’s possible that the both of us create these dramas during which we can freely and darkly imbibe sorrow, tobacco, and alcohol alongside silent self-recriminations. 

This morning, he’s a new man, dripping love and sweetness, telling me that this week or next he’ll take a day off and won’t go to his office so that he and I can spend some time together. Hallelujah! 

I forgot to mention that last night I also told him that from now on I want us to do as we please, he can come and go as he pleases, and I’ll come and go as I please, and I think that this declaration of independence is what caused his sudden and, no doubt, temporary “reawakening” this morning. He probably got anxious about me disappearing in the middle of the night, and/or about the prospect that I might get busy with activities outside the home, in which case he’d lose the luxury of a little wife cooking and shopping and cleaning and sitting in an empty house waiting for him. In fact, the reason I fled last night was precisely because I didn’t want to be here when he got home. I wanted him to know that I would not always be here, sitting and waiting. I wanted him to have a taste of what it feels like to sit and wait, day after day after night, having been transplanted to foreign soil in a friendless environment. So, that’s it. Squabble number one to start, and to be continued.

And also to be mentioned is the fact that my period is due. According to the calendar it should have arrived today, or even last night, but it didn’t. It’s possible that because of my emotional distress and frustrations, my menses decided: This month I’m staying put!                 

I think that at my core I’m a feminist, not in the sense of movements and slogans, but a feminist the way most women are in the world, and always have been, natural feminists since time immemorial, not because of one theory or another but because of their life experience. Feminists in the sense of self-preservation, of wanting/seeking justice, of: Enough is enough. Some open their mouths and rebel (and often get killed), while others keep quiet but are consumed by a growing resentment within. A good example: my mother-in-law, who, at times, does let show a flicker of anger—no, rage—precisely now when her husband, getting on in years, is nicer to her, or so it seems to me, the outsider. 

And what about me? Where am I in this mosaic of marriage and the pledge of everlasting love? Time will tell. Meantime, you, little book, are the place where I can talk to myself, where no one eavesdrops, and no one doubts or contradicts me. And: no more To Do lists. If I remember, I remember, and if I forget, I forget.

––––––––
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Saturday night. Monsieur had spent the day in his office, presumably working on his book; arrived here for dinner, served by his maid and lasting ninety minutes, then off he went to the college again, and then, at 11pm, he returned. For the duration of the night—ha! We are not in a state of war, but rather in what one might call détente. We’re quiet, we don’t speak. I’m writing in the kitchen, he sits in his chair in the living room, reading. When he came home for dinner, he announced, sorrowfully, that he is not happy. I think he expected to elicit a reaction from me, stormy or otherwise, but I stood my ground, saying nothing at all, for how do you respond
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