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Dedication

To Marj.




Epigraph


“… we might remember the dead without being haunted by them, give to our lives a coherence that is not ‘closure,’ and learn to live with our memories, our families, and ourselves amid a truce that is not peace.”

—Christian Wiman
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One

April 2023

I’ve agreed to join a “Conversación” in Mexico City. This is not really a conversation but an event where a series of writers from all over the world read a story or an essay or a thing they’ve written on a specific subject, a subject determined by the Conversación Comité in Mexico City. The subject this time is “Why do I write?”

I’ve replied to the Director of the Conversación: Why do I write? Or … Why write?

Why do I write, he said.




“The Russian loves recalling life, but he does not love living.”

—Anton Chekhov





December 28, 1995

Dear Marj,

I have my little Buddha reminding me to be kind, my red-and-black half-moon reminding me of the instability of the universe, my rose-coloured curtain to create a mood of wonder, my rose-scented incense to lull me to sleep, but still … I am so confused, angry, sad (overwhelmingly, close to tears fifty times a day), unproductive, vengeful, snide, lonely, LONELY, most of all, so fucking lonely. But what do I do about it? Read, read, read more and more, never go out, stare at my computer, piss off C with what he thinks are terminal neuroses, say yeah yeah yeah to the kids, dream of getting drunk every night, never do.

What the fuck is my problem?

We’re BROKE, BROKE, BROKE—a piddle of grant dough will come in, then we’re dead.

I hate writing—what a crock of shit, blah blah blah. I’m eating myself. The house is falling apart. I’m bleeding, I’m hemorrhaging, my organs are slipping out of me, dark-red tissue—is it my liver?—like pieces of rotting watermelon. It’s 10 p.m. and I’m wearing flannel pajamas with small blue tulips on them.

Little G is sculpting cats out of clay, and she asks me if I’m ever afraid.




“Punishment, perhaps, or some contagion of fate, finds her here, her hair shorn, both wrists wrapped, her eyes open, pondering the parable of perfect silence.”

—Christian Wiman

“You see, there is nothing for me to do here anymore. I am embarking because I am bored, because I am frightened, because I am sad. But really because I don’t find my jokes funny anymore. Looking back over them I ask myself if they were ever funny, or did I just make them so by my laughter.”

—Sam Savage





November 2022

An email from my mother in the Toronto Western Hospital, to me while I was on a trip to Rome:

Yes Mir, here I am. Doing well, no pain. Still more assessing today. I made quite a turmoil at 2 a.m. Woke up, walked towards the bathroom and accidentally pulled some tubing. Well, I was there, naked, a huge puddle of blood on the floor. I managed to stop the bleeding, pulled a chair over to sit down and waited. My neighbour walked by and said she would get help. So she walked off with her IV. After what seemed like a lengthy wait the nurse arrived, looked at me and said, Oh. First order of the day was to clean up the blood. Then eventually she got to me. Calmly cleaned up my bed, then my vein line, gave me a chance to go pee and got me back into bed. Another nurse came along to check my b.p. Said, Don’t laugh, finally got a reading, just a little high. I went back to sleep, and she went back to her desk. Well, here I am right as rain and ready for a new day.

P.S. It really was funny. You just stay where you are and enjoy it. I’ll definitely let you know as soon as I know if anything develops.

Hey, I love you! Have fun. Chow!

Mom




“One remembers one’s first love as one remembers the first casualty of war.”

—Pushkin





I had that dream again, the one where I’m being shot in the face at close range and my mouth is flying off down some white corridor, and I’m so angry with myself for not getting out of the way in time.

My partner E said last evening: I know you people (meaning, my family) don’t talk about your pain; you just kill yourselves. My daughter G and I were impressed with the genuine comic worth of that statement.

(Another impressive moment from E: Once, when speaking about my exes, he referred to them as my backlist.)

And what is the white corridor in my dream? A narrow spit of land? Is it the act of writing? A thing between life and death? From life, against death—writing? A sort of ledge? A high-up ledge, just wide enough for a smallish foot or hand to hold on to, but easy to drop from. A death-defying ledge?

Awake in the night, I heard my neighbour screaming alone in the back lane. I’ll bring this iron bar down on your fucking face! I. Hate. You.

I lay in my dark bedroom, sinking into my memory foam, and nodded, calmly.



A skunk with distemper, who may have lived under our back deck for years until we did renovations, keeps returning to our house and falling blindly into the window well, where it becomes trapped. The city says the skunk is too deranged to understand how not to keep coming back and falling into the same trap.

Meanwhile, I have been finding it very difficult to generate interest from others in my idea of a Wind Museum.

And I’ve been seeing a Russian Jungian shrink. I haven’t yet told her about the Wind Museum.

I read online that the greatest fear therapists have is that their client will commit suicide. Having read that—stupidly, because why am I reading about the fears of therapists—I begin every session of ours, mine and my therapist’s, with a disclaimer: I’m not suicidal, don’t worry. And then I talk and talk and talk about suicide.

In conventional therapy the patient, or “client,” moves forward from A to B to C. But the Zen Buddhist idea is that we can stay at A for as long as we want, and if we stay at A long enough B will come looking for us.

The young fruit vendor in Paris tenderly placing a Bing cherry into the palm of an old woman who eats it on the spot, no words exchanged.

The young minders in Marseille out walking with their old women on the high church promenade, the church at the top of the city, the old women dressed in their best dresses, hats, handbags, canes, staring at their city, at the sea, thinking … what? The young minders staring at their phones and eager to move on, walking too fast, dragging the old women, who find it hard to keep up, their canes out of sync with their steps.

So, says my Russian Jungian shrink, you were born … ?

Last year a derecho blew through town on my birthday, at noon. It turned the sky green, brought down trees and hydro lines, smashed windows, scattered pylons and garbage, tipped cars, knocked cyclists off their bikes, and forced me to pick up my four-year-old grandson and run as fast as I could for shelter in the 7-Eleven near our home. The cashier told us to stay away from the glass door. The skunk with distemper stayed safe, trapped in our window well.

Is it so obvious? My dream of being shot in the face?

Who is the shooter?



Horacio Quiroga. A small glass of cyanide.

Ryūnosuke Akutagawa. Barbital. It was said he had a “vague insecurity” about the future.

Manuel Acuña Navarro. A glass of cyanide. It is thought he drank the poison “because of a woman.” It is said that tears welled up in his closed eyes, as he’d once described in his own poem.



On that day many years ago, my mother finally convinced my father to order a ham sandwich. It was the last time she would see him, although she didn’t know that. He ordered the sandwich to make her happy.

You have to eat something, Mel!

But why would he need to eat?

We sat at a long table at a family restaurant in Winnipeg called Tubby’s. The restaurant is not there anymore. My son was eleven years old and bored with this family dinner. He wanted to leave to meet his friends and shoot hoops. I watched my father watching my son loping down the sidewalk, leaving, with not a single glance backwards. My father’s eyes were trained on him. Long minutes, long sidewalk, long table.

He chatted about colours with my daughter G, his eightyear-old granddaughter.

Why purple?

I just like it.

My father didn’t touch his ham sandwich. He smiled and looked out the window at the long sidewalk and talked about colours. If I’d had the idea of the Wind Museum then, I would have told him and G that a derecho can turn the sky green in seconds.



In Athens, near the Parthenon, I saw a boy and his father standing on a gravel path and staring at a man in a wheelchair. The boy picked up a handful of tiny stones and threw them at the man in the wheelchair. His father laughed and put his arm around the boy.

The beginning and the end.

So … you were born? prompts my shrink.

Well, yeah. I was conceived on the night of my grandfather’s funeral. He was an egg farmer. Imagine handling eggs all your life. It might have been better for him if he’d been a bushwhacker like my other grandfather, just whaling away at trees, knocking them down, chainsawing them to dust, chopping them to shreds. But this grandfather, my father’s father, had to be so careful as an egg farmer. It was the wrong profession for him. Stress had eaten away at his stomach until it was gone, and he starved to death.

My father was destroyed by grief over this. He was going out of his mind. So, the conception was a desperate thing, as far as I can tell. From what my mother told me. To escape a broken heart, to support the idea of life and to ward off death and morbidity.

My mother wouldn’t have described it that way. She said, That night? That night he was either going to kill himself or create a new life.

That’s how I came to be. My mother had prayed for six years to become pregnant again. Had she considered avenues other than prayer? That was my older sister’s joke. And when I came along, finally, they gave me an old name from the Bible that means bitter and rebellious.

I screamed non-stop the entire first year of my life. And my father stopped talking for that entire year. He was completely silent, like a mime—but without miming. He would forget that I’d been born. My mother would point at me, tell him, The baby is here. Look, I am holding the baby. She’s in my arms, can’t you see? Sometimes my mother would flee to the neighbour’s house to cry at their kitchen table, leaving me screaming alone behind the bars of my crib. My father remained utterly silent.

I had a terrible rash all over my body. I was allergic to milk. I was bright red, and I bit myself and clawed my arms and face and pulled my hair out. My parents thought I was mentally “retarded” (the term they used at that time). Well, they had wanted me, they had prayed for me. It was me or death. And they got me: conceived from death and despair and six years of begging God and born on the hottest day on record in my town. I moved into my new home, a little Hades. My mother and father couldn’t see me or make out my features or my gender, there was so much sweat in their eyes— and tears—blinding them. But I existed, with my biblical name, irate and brooding.

In my town, when I was young, every home had a Daily Devotional calendar in their kitchen. Three hundred and sixtyfive pages, each with their own bit of cribbed and vaguely biblical advice for the day. These weren’t wall calendars; they were in the shape of small boxes and sat smugly on counters and tabletops. Every morning I’d rush out of bed to be the first to rip the day’s page off, crumple it into a ball and shoot it into the garbage can under the sink. I kept a mental tally of my scores and stats and strove to break my record every single day. It was important to me that the page tore away in one clean piece, perfectly, from the perforated edge, and that my throw into the garbage can was nicely arced and not a bank shot. I used only one hand, my right hand, for each step of the process, which was meant to be fluid and quick. Tear, crumple, shoot.

Eventually I realized that nobody, not my parents or my sister, ever noticed or cared. Not a single one of us had ever read the Daily Devotional, our “One Minute with God.” Would it have made a difference? At the dinner table one year, my mother asked me what I wanted for Christmas, and I answered emphatically, The Daily Devotional! My family laughed and laughed.

Our first major family holiday, organized by my jubilant mother when I was twelve, was in the Ecuadorian Amazon jungle, where we were robbed at gunpoint, threatened with death by machete, dive-bombed by vampire bats, had our flesh culled by multiple schools of piranhas (“culled” was the word my sister noted in her journal) and were force-fed guinea pigs.

A note in the margin of my sister’s Ecuador Trip notebook: What is mom up to?

When we were robbed my sister was mortified that our father hadn’t understood what was happening, was more troubled by his dorky Dad-style bumbling than the idea of being shot to death.

Honey? said my mother, taking over. We’re being robbed now, okay? Give this fellow your wallet.

My sister in her notebook: I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life.

Another summer, my mother arranged for the four of us to have a picnic on a small uninhabited island in Falcon Lake. We set off in our tiny, nine-horsepower aluminum boat, my father steering with his hand on the motor, my sister in the prow, peering out ahead, acting as a spotter for rocks and other hard things we might collide with, and my mother and me huddled together on the middle bench.

Later that afternoon, our boat disappeared. When we’d arrived at the island my father had hauled it up onto the beach, well enough out of the water that it could be lodged firmly there in the sand. Now, it was gone. We four stood in a neat row on the beach, our hands visors blocking the sun, as though we were saluting an invisible major general, peering out at the water, the boat nowhere to be seen.

My mother began to laugh, and then my sister and I, and finally, my father.




“It is ignominious to wage a confetti war against an utterly ruthless enemy.”

—Major General Sir Edward Louis Spears





Sitzkrieg, the phony war, the sitting war, the confetti war. The British dropped thirteen tons of paper leaflets over Germany to convince them the Nazis were evil. It didn’t work.

Writing vs.?

Futile.

Speaking of futile. My first job after graduating from journalism school was as “traffic girl” for the tiniest radio station in the province of Manitoba. The station was a four-by-six cinder-block structure, no windows, with an antenna on top, in the middle of a wheat field next to the Perimeter Highway. There wasn’t much traffic. My job was to get up early, at 5 a.m., listen to another radio station’s traffic report, and then call in to my tiny station and say exactly the same thing. Maybe change a word or two. For example, Watch out for exhaust fog at the intersections. I’d
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