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            ‘Mary Ruefle is the kind of poet who can make Tupperware seem transcendent.’

            — Emily Berry, author of Unexhausted Time

            
                

            

            ‘Ruefle is perceptive and reflective, silly and laugh-out-loud funny. She is like a saint of language and her collections are like prayer books.... I return to them again and again for nourishment.’

            — Rachel Hurn, Music & Literature

            
                

            

            ‘Ruefle is the Poet Laureate of the City of Ideas – surreal and lyrical and deeply moving at the same time.’

            — Michael Klein, Los Angeles Review of Books

            
                

            

            ‘Ruefle is clearly one of the best American poets writing, and her body of work is remarkable for its spiritual force, intelligence, stylistic virtuosity and adventurousness.’

            — Tony Hoagland, On the Seawall

            
                

            

            ‘Mary Ruefle’s careful, measured sentences sound as if they were written by a thousand-year-old person who is still genuinely curious about the world.... She combines imagistic techniques from surrealism with narrative techniques to create surprising, high-velocity and deeply affecting work. This aesthetic has spawned many imitators and variations, but her style is unmistakable.’

            — The Stranger

            
                

            

            ‘A poet of visionary imagination, abiding sensitivity and melancholy humour.’

            — Publishers Weekly

            
                

            

            ‘For more than thirty years, [Ruefle] has freshened American poetry by humbly glorifying both the inner life and the outward experience.’

            — Rodney Jones, Poetry Society of America

            
                

            

            Praise for The Most of It2

            
                

            

            ‘By turns droll, witty, heartfelt and fanciful the pieces in The Most of It, whatever you choose to call them, offer something for every taste and temperament, which seems only fitting for a book that is dedicated “TO YOU.”’

            — Kathleen Rooney, Boston Review

            
                

            

            ‘These very short pieces are like butter mints wrapped in jewelled cellophane. Each is excruciatingly lovely, but it dissolves quickly as the page turns. Readers, however are not saddened by this ephemeral nature for Ruefle’s style is so manifold, every turn summons something new.’

            — Valerie Pell, Third Coast

            
                

            

            Praise for The Book

            
                

            

            ‘The Book explores the bittersweetness of getting older.... In a whirlwind of people and places, Vermont’s solitude-loving poet laureate paints a picture of a life lived in the company of many others.’

            — Donna Vatnick, The Los Angeles Review

            
                

            

            ‘Ruefle has excelled in writing agile, syncopated free verse, but her prose poems are even more unusual. Her investigations in the genre have yielded a sound all her own. You hear in these new poems how poetic prose can absorb and parody the regular prose of daily life: articles, advertisements, letters to the editor, legal documents, business correspondence.’

            — Jim Schley, author of As When, In Season

            
                

            

            ‘The potent pieces resist easy interpretation, sparkling with the suggestiveness of Ruefle’s poetry. Readers will marvel at the results.’

            — Publishers Weekly3

            
                

            

            Praise for My Private Property

            
                

            

            ‘This is a book you want to read slowly, to savour both for what it says and how Ruefle says it. And even more remarkable is the way she lures you, the reader, in, and gets you to suspend your disbelief. I do not know of another book like My Private Property.’

            — John Yau, Hyperallergic

            
                

            

            ‘Ruefle can seem like a supernally well-read person who has grown bored with what smartness looks like, and has grown attracted to the other side.... She is not writing with a prescription, or at least not one for this earth. Nor is she celebrating the commonplace. She is concentrating on one thing at a time and doing something that, depending on how the light strikes it, can look like weirding out or being very serious.’

            — New York Times

            
                

            

            ‘The property that Ruefle deems private is the impalpable nature of the inner life we all share; it is at once ours and everyone’s…. Ruefle has shown a talent for elevating her acute observations and narrative inclination well above mere anecdote to create quietly disquieting moments – a literature of barbed ambiguity and unresolved disruption.’

            — Bookforum

            
                

            

            ‘In My Private Property, all of life can be mined for meaning – the pieces concern themselves with the small and the large without making value distinctions between the two. Ruefle deals as frequently with mundane matters – a Christmas tree, feeding a finch, crumbs on a kitchen counter – as with those capital-letter concepts: God, Love, Death, Time, Memory. Any of these “other things” can undergo some transubstantiation and become poetry.’

            — Los Angeles Review of Books4
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            EDITOR’S NOTE

         

         Mary Ruefle is an impishly impossible writer to categorize. In the three collections that make up Golden Crumbs, as with all her work, we read multiplicities: we have the philosophical intrigue of a stretched aphorism, the taut economy of the prose poem, the surrealism of a wildly plotted short story. Narrative, language, form: all markers of a text are infused with an elegant effervescence, a straight-faced approach to the absurd, a pictorial approach to the story. The reader is never sure-footed in the undulating rhythms of Ruefle’s adept style.

         To publish three of Ruefle’s early prose is to consider her gargantuan influence; her tone and mode are an inspiration for the many writers who follow her. When editing this book, we had a decision to make – a selected prose, or to publish the collections as they appeared in their entirety in 2008, 2013 and 2017. We chose to publish each collection in their full iteration, struck by the discovery of how they spoke to each other, breaching their moments in time. The new proximity between The Most of It, My Private Property and The Book brings Ruefle’s connections and accumulations together in bombastic, puzzling, energized joy. Golden Crumbs creates new stories from these three books singing together and in succession.

         
             

         

         Rachael Allen, London, July 202620
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            THE MOST OF IT
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            To you24
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            “Hardly had we entered the cemetery when we lost one another. The trees that had pushed up between the graves blocked our view, and our shouts went unanswered. And then, just as suddenly, we found one another again…”

— Tzvetan Todorov26
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            SNOW

         

         Every time it starts to snow, I would like to have sex. No matter if it is snowing lightly and unseriously, or snowing very seriously, well on into the night, I would like to stop whatever manifestation of life I am engaged in and have sex, with the same person, who also sees the snow and heeds it, who might have to leave an office or meeting, or some arduous physical task, or, conceivably, leave off having sex with another person, and go in the snow to me, who is already, in the snow, beginning to have sex in my snow-mind. Someone for whom, like me, this is an ultimatum, the snow sign, an ultimatum of joy, though as an ultimatum beyond joy as well as sorrow. I would like to be in the classroom—for I am a teacher—and closing my book stand up, saying “It is snowing and I must go have sex, goodbye,” and walk out of the room. And starting my car, in the beginning stages of snow, know that he is starting his car, with the flakes falling on its windshield, or, if he is at home, he is looking at the snow and knowing I will arrive, snowy, in ten or twenty or thirty minutes, and, if the snow has stopped off, we, as humans, can make a decision, but not while it is still snowing, and even half-snow would be something to be obeyed. I often wonder where the birds go in a snowstorm, for they disappear completely. I always think of them deep inside the bushes, and further along inside the trees and deep inside of the forests, on branches where no snow can reach, deeply recessed for the time of the snow, not oblivious to it, but intensely accepting their incapacity, and so enduring the snow in brave little inborn ways, with their feathered heads bowed down for warmth. Wings, the mark of a bird, are quite useless in snow. When I am inside having 28sex while it snows I want to be thinking about the birds too, and I want my love to love thinking about the birds as much as I do, for it is snowing and we are having sex under or on top of the blankets and the birds cannot be that far away, deep in the stillness and silence of the snow, their breasts still have color, their hearts are beating, they breathe in and out while it snows all around them, though thinking about the birds is not as fascinating as watching it snow on a cemetery, on graves and tombstones and the vaults of the dead, I love watching it snow on graves, how cold the snow is, even colder the stones, and the ground is the coldest of all, and the bones of the dead are in the ground, but the dead are not cold, snow or no snow, it means very little to them, nothing, it means nothing to them, but for us, watching it snow on the dead, watching the graveyard get covered in snow, it is very cold, the snow on top of the graves over the bones, it seems especially cold, and at the same time especially peaceful, it is like snow falling gently on sleepers, even if it falls in a hurry it seems gentle, because the sleepers are gentle, they are not anxious, they are sleeping through the snow and they will be sleeping beyond the snow, and although I will be having sex while it snows I want to remember the quiet, cold, gentle sleepers who cannot think of themselves as birds nestled in feathers, but who are themselves, in part, part of the snow, which is falling with such steadfast devotion to the ground all the anxiety in the world seems gone, the world seems deep in a bed as I am deep in a bed, lost in the arms of my lover, yes, when it snows like this I feel the whole world has joined me in isolation and silence.
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            CAMP WILLIAM

         

         This morning I want to talk a little bit about killing. You know it is never easy. There can never be enough killing. It is the biggest earthly part of time yet we are often shy of it. What a slow, discouraging business it can seem. It’s fight, fight, fight and then some, with hardly a sign of encouragement to keep you going. But each of us must try. When we are young we are anxious to grow up and start killing but as soon as we are older we grasp the full measure of how difficult it really is. The secrets of the dark struggles of the night are well concealed. When I was a child my father often took me with him to visit various military installations, and to enter each one we had first to pass through a little gate where a guard waved at us and we were expected to wave back. It was of course really a salute, but really it looks something like a little wave, it is a little wave, and I was struck, as a child, by the fact two strangers—my father and the guard, who most certainly did not know each other—were expressing such open and friendly affection for each other. This wonderful feeling has never left me, and in many ways has led me to standing here before you today. If two strangers can express such unspoken goodwill toward each other, how much more so must take place when we are killing! For the greatest acts of killing take place between strangers, strangers for whom there exists this wonderful capacity for intimate connection. Think of it! Somewhere there exists a stranger waiting for you to kill him in such an honest and heartrending way. Or perhaps he will kill you, so glorious and inexplicable is life. I actually tremble when I speak of these things, for I know your hearts are good at the core, and that you are deserving of all life has to offer, and that 30one day your courage will burst its very vessels. Well, I will not keep you from your canoes any longer. But today when you are out rowing upon the waters, I hope each of you will take a moment to consider the strength you possess in your own two arms.
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            SUBURB OF LONG SUFFERING

         

         Fire is my companion, but I do not talk to it, it talks to me. It has white-hot fissures that quiver and rage and complain and sometimes very tender speech towards morning, a low blue word or two. I never tire of listening to my fire. Music is my companion also, but it does not talk to me, I talk to it, I talk to it and it listens without complaint, absorbing whatever I am feeling and I can feel it listening to me. I think it never tires of listening to me. Together, the fire and the music and me, we make a family that, despite its dysfunction, is able to persevere. Yet I have a complaint. When they are in the room together, the fire and the music, they talk to each other and neither do they talk nor listen to me, as for example on a rainy day when the three of us come into the room together to while away the time: the fire and the music begin to converse in soft tones at first, so as not to disturb me I like to think, but soon their conversation grows to such a pitch that between the two of them there seem to be a great many unspoken agreements, while I am left feeling lonelier and lonelier, and end up by the window, a mere eavesdropper in my own home.
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            MY PET, MY CLOCK

         

         A pet is a good way to tell time, better than a clock, for time is a measure of the changing positions of objects, and soon it will be time to feed the pet, to exercise the pet, to replace its little ball, clip its nails or talons, wash it ever so gently, vacuum up its sheddings and so forth. And eventually the sad day comes when it must die, and then it is time to get another. A clock, on the other hand and against all appearances, is a very poor way to tell time, for all it ever does is sit there or hang on the wall, and very seldom does it do anything of itself to remind you of time. Of course we live in a country where twice a year time springs forward or falls back, and on those occasions—the mock birthdays of time—a little fuss must be made over the clock, but other than that it does not really ask for much. If you are desirous of saving time one of the best things you can do is buy your clock batteries on one of its birthdays, eliminating the need for a gift on the next occasion. But other than these few inconveniences the care of your clock will never be a way of marking time, despite the fact we bring them into our homes for just this purpose. A clock is in fact no better than a dead pet. I myself have neither clock nor pet, and well might you ask what I do for time, though I prefer to put it somewhat differently: what has time ever done for me? Very little, it would seem; time has robbed me of my youth, my energy, strength, sprite, the vigor I was in my childhood famous for, and all the natural oils in my once-luxurious tresses. Once I felt enough for time to invest in a little goldfish, but alas he died two days later in a gallant attempt to jump his bowl, which was successful, though not in time, for in England there is a physicist by the name of Julian 33Barbour who believes time does not exist as we commonly perceive it to exist, that is in a passing continuum; no, he believes time, our time, time on earth, is made up of unconnected, absolutely discrete units, the length of an instant, which eternally occur, having no past and no future. In this sense of time, my goldfish is forever happily swimming in his new bowl and forever leaping from it in an adventurous frolic, or spasm of despair, depending on your view, which is also subject to time, as it is evident the views of old age do not coincide with youthful ones. But in this other world, the world of discrete eternal units, your pet needs his dinner, as he is whining at his bowl, yet does not need his dinner, as he has just eaten and is lying by the fire. Your pet has become a most inaccurate way of marking time, whereas the lifeless clock on the mantle, a discrete unit itself, dependent on no one and subject not to the passing of time, will finally have its day and serve its true purpose of marking time, which neither moves forward nor falls back, requiring no adjustments whatsoever, though, when this day comes and the clock is restored to its rightful place in our homes, if not our hearts, I often wonder if it will still be said when looking at a clock, as is the custom now, how beautiful it is to have lived, how blessed that one can die.
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            HAZELINE

         

         After father died, he said that dying had taken a longer time than he had previously imagined possible. He was not dead at that time but we did not know it, his eyes had long ceased being the source of anything, he was stiff as a board and he had no pulse. Mother and I were very interested in everything he had to say, the way the living are with experts. He said it was extremely painful, even now, but not in any way that he could explain or describe. Speaking was painful, he said, more painful than anything else, because being dead—he couldn’t describe it—it didn’t amount to very much, there was no way we could understand, and by the time we ourselves died he would be long gone. He said there was a woman down the hall who was also dead, though no one knew it yet, and he could talk to her, but she wasn’t listening. Mother bristled when he said this, and I put my hand on her arm. He was telling about how people when they are dead know each other by little signs that are not of this world when Doctor Fillmore came in and said Dad would be fine, though he didn’t use those words exactly, he used “the old board with iron nails in it is an otter again.” That was Dad. It didn’t take anyone long to get to know him, a lot less time than it took to die, according to him who died six hours or days or weeks later, we could not be sure, as he had always been fond of making us feel we were floating away while he was standing on the coast of Iceland singing.
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            LICHEN

         

         I wanted to go into the forest and collect lichen. I wanted to use the lichen in an art project because it had a crumbly, scaly texture and various shades of the same color appeared in the smallest patches. I was pretty sure lichen was rootless, but whether its living would be interrupted or unsettled in some way I was unsure. I didn’t want to pick lichen if picking it in any way resembled kidnapping. I seemed to recall lichen was very old, among the oldest living things on earth, and that deserved considerable respect, but at the same time there had to be young lichen, if lichen was living it had to reproduce fairly regularly and so some of the lichen had to be young. I did not know how to tell young lichen from old lichen, I did not know if young lichen and old lichen lived together, I did not know which of them, the old or the young, was better suited to kidnapping, I thought it true in general that the older the living thing the closer it was to the end of its life cycle and the less harm there was in kidnapping it, but also true in general that the younger a thing, the less its grip was on its own life—in this case the rock or bark—and the more willing it would be to be lifted out of its environment, I mean the easier it would be to take. If the old lichen clung most tenaciously to its rock or bark, it would be more difficult to do the “right” thing, and if the young lichen could be fairly coaxed off the rock or bark, the easier it would be to do the “wrong” thing. I sat and had these thoughts before I put on my coat to go into the forest and collect my lichen. “My” lichen—it seemed already to be in my possession. To eliminate as much confusion as possible I decided I would collect only dead lichen. I knew that lichen was not of my species and certainly did not bury 36their dead; therefore the dead lichen must be everywhere in the forest, among the living, among the very old lichen and among the young lichen, and I would find them. But how? How could I recognize the dead lichen among the living lichen? Surely the dead lichen did not perceptively move, but nor did the living lichen perceptively move. I had to admit I could not tell the difference between the living and the dead. Such an incapacity shocked me. If that were my criteria it would be easier to collect bears, though, of course, in other ways, more difficult, and as I went out the door I understood, with some certainty I think, why bears are often on the minds of those who brave the forest.
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            A GLASS OF WATER

         

         I needed to open the refrigerator—the water I wanted was there, sitting inside a glass pitcher on the uppermost grill, cold and clear and perfectly suited to my thirst. But I was afraid of the light, the light that went on whenever I opened the door, or the light that was always on—it was hard to tell—and I was more afraid of the light than I wanted the water. Still, my desire for the water was so strong I sometimes put my hand on the door, preparing, in my mind, to open the door more quickly than the light could respond to the door being opened, and sometimes I tried a completely spontaneous approach, believing if I opened the door very quickly, without thinking of either the water or the light, and most of all without thinking of opening the door (while I was opening it), I might be able to overcome the light, my fear, like most fear, being predicated on premeditation, but when this didn’t work I entertained the very reasonable idea of waiting until the source of the light—the lightbulb—burned itself out, as was inevitable, though how this could happen if I didn’t open the door once in all those years was a problem, compounded by the very real possibility of my dying of thirst while I waited. To use the light again and again seemed to be my only recourse if I wanted to burn the light out, and as it happened I opened the door again and again, but now I was more intent on the light than I was on the water, and forgot to drink altogether as I stood in the kitchen in my stocking feet in front of the refrigerator, opening and closing the door in rapid succession, driven by dehydration and fear to take risks that led me deeper and deeper into crisis.
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            WOMAN WITH A YELLOW SCARF

         

         I was reading in bed in the morning, something I like to do, something I try to do every thirty days, two or three hours, usually on a Sunday. Reading in bed in the morning is not like reading at any other hour—first thing!—your mind fresh and alive and responsive, sometimes you read something you would miss at any other hour, especially the late ones, midnight, that’s another time for reading and there are things you don’t miss at midnight but they are not the things you don’t miss in the morning. That was when I saw her. A woman passed holding a yellow scarf over her head. She does this in a story by Albert Camus. A French engineer is in a remote village in Brazil, the mayor has given him lodgings in the hospital, which is called by the curious name of “Happy Memory,” which is not so curious when you consider the building of a hospital in a village that has none is a happy memory for those who live there and will use it. Our protagonist wakes up in Happy Memory hospital, it’s raining, he looks out the window at a clump of aloes being rained on, and then the sentence happens. A woman passed holding a yellow scarf over her head. A simple sentence, of no import in the story—our lady never again appears, and without her presence on page 169 (in my copy) the story would not appear to be missing a single necessary moment. Yet the yellow scarf is needed by this woman at this moment, it is raining, she is passing by the hospital, she doesn’t want to get her hair wet, or her head, or her body, luckily she has a yellow scarf she can hold over her head, stretched like a sail between two hands, or maybe not, maybe the scarf is triangulated and she is holding it under her chin. Who is she? Where is she on her way to, or coming from, 39how old is she, is she married with children or not? What difference can it make, this fictional woman is born and dies in the same sentence, her moment passes us holding its yellow scarf, her fate is to appear in a story by Camus, and when I think of her fate I realize it could be worse, she could be walking past a window in a story by Thomas Gilbert, surely a woman can sense the importance of whose story she is in, perhaps that is why she chose, this morning, to bring along her yellow scarf—a keen author couldn’t fail to notice that. Still, her fate cannot be commended, one day it is raining, she puts on a yellow scarf and goes out in the rain, never to be heard from or seen again. She is among the missing, but we don’t even know her name, or what she looks like. I doubt the scarf was made of silk, canary yellow with a map of the world on it. I have such a scarf draped over a wooden hanger in my coat closet, I have had it many years and never once worn it, rain or no rain, I do not recall how I came by it, perhaps it was given to me. But in this remote village in Brazil in the nineteen hundred and fifties, this yellow scarf—well, maybe, ok, silk. I often fall into the habit of thinking anyone born in the ages before I was born lived in the dark ages. Nothing could be further from the truth, as they say, but I’ve noticed people everywhere stand as far from the truth as possible. A woman passed holding a yellow scarf over her head. I don’t remember half the scarves or half the women I see in an ordinary day. But this woman was different. She held her head up high as she walked across the street in the rain, and I came to believe she was on a mysterious and important errand, whose nature I might never know, and that somewhere concealed on her body she was carrying the tip of a forefinger wrapped in a bit of yellow fur inside a white leather ring box, and that the finger was mine, I had used it to follow words, for words 40seemed to me to be always walking alone at night, even in broad daylight they were walking alone at midnight, and I confess, yes, I shadowed them, I shadowed them by way of the alley that is always there and always empty and narrow and hopeless and yields not a single clue.
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