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“I condemn equally those who choose to praise man, those who choose to condemn him and those who choose to divert themselves, and I can only approve of those who seek with groans.”

—Blaise Pascal
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“The story of my life does not exist. It is not to tell my story that I write. Writing has taken from me what was left of my life. It has emptied me and I no longer know what—in what I have written about my life—is real, and what I actually experienced.”

—Marguerite Duras
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Unsavory Thoughts


DO NOT READ PREFACES

“In every book the preface is the first and also the last thing. It serves either to explain the purpose of the work or to justify it and answer criticism. But readers are generally not concerned with moral purposes or with attacks in reviews, and as a result, they do not read prefaces. It is a pity that this is so. Our country is still so young and naïve that it fails to understand a fable unless it finds a lesson at its end. It misses a humorous point and does not feel irony: it simply is badly brought up.”

So begins Mihail Lermontov in his masterful preface to his novel, A Hero of Our Time. Lermontov is writing in 1840, and A Hero arrives at the beginning of what will be the golden age of Russian Literature (Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin precedes A Hero by a few years, Gogol’s Dead Souls appears two years later, in 1842, Turgenev and Tolstoy start to publish in the 1850s, and Dostoevsky in the 1860s). Lermontov’s preface reads as if it could’ve been written today. Our own reading public, art-going public, and, well, general public, has hardly become more sophisticated. In fact, over the last two hundred years our ability to read well (closely, with nuance and a recognition of irony) has gotten worse. And in this century, things have gotten much worse. Willfully worse.

This book, Unsavory Thoughts, is a persona poem, a satire, a collection of irony-laced pastilles. This will be lost on many. Even though I have just said it, explicitly. We are living in a literal age. We take ourselves very seriously. We are sincere and unamused by amusement. Lermontov again: “Our public resembles a provincial who, upon over-hearing the conversation of two warring Courts, is convinced that each envoy is betraying his government in the interests of a most tender mutual friendship. The present book has only recently suffered from the unfortunate faith that certain readers and even certain reviewers have in the literal meaning of words. With us the most fantastic of all fairy tales would hardly escape the reproach of being meant as some personal insult.”

Sound familiar? Our audiences seem all too eager to claim personal insult. We willingly ignore irony, satire, and parody. We are fierce literalists. Taking offense is what validates us, and places us firmly on the right side. For to be righteous, is to be aggrieved.

We are all familiar, I think, with the myth that began in the 19th century, that we homo sapiens use only 10 percent of our brains. Let’s assume it’s true, and that in Lermontov’s time we only used one-tenth of our brains. It would seem to me that in our time we surely use less. In fact, we go out of our way to allow technologies to think for us. We outsource our brains. We are addicted to convenience and the hack. Designed obsolescence used to mean a product that was intentionally built to become obsolete in the not-too-distant future. It now seems to mean products that are designed to make us obsolete in the not-toodistant future. What laze is this? Where have all the luddites gone?

Whatever can be delivered to us, we sign up for enthusiastically. Whether that be our groceries or our ideas, our robot vacuum cleaner or our political opinions. The goal for most of us seems to be to think and do as little as possible. As if that were some sort of genius, and only fools (and the poor) would stoop to do anything for themselves. Every day without fail, I have seen out my window my neighbors being brought a single cup of coffee and a pastry. Sometimes the delivery driver is old, nearly unable to climb the front stairs of the brownstone apartments on my block. Always, the car in which the driver has arrived is clunky, dented, and growls as it pulls away. The neighbors never speak to their courier or say thank you. It is arranged to be a contactless interaction. In fact, not an interaction at all. An interaction would require a more vigorous use of the brain, some social skills, perhaps even some wit or empathy, etc. I often wonder what my neighbors are doing that’s so important that it keeps them from walking half-a-block to the café down the street . . . I suppose they lead more interesting lives than I do.

Lermontov again: “You will say that morality gains nothing from this book. I beg your pardon. People have been fed enough sweetmeats; it has given them indigestion: they need some bitter medicine, some caustic truths. However, do not think the author of this book has the hope of reforming humankind. The Lord preserve him from such benightedness! He merely found it amusing to draw humankind as he found it, such as he has met it again and again. Suffice it to say, the disease has been pointed out; goodness knows how to cure us.”

Here you are then: a little medicine to make us sick, a little poison to make us well.


I.

WRONGS OF PASSAGE

In which the author realizes he doesn’t remember very much about his childhood


Two Truths and a Lie


“Out of a hundred years a few minutes were made that stayed with me, not a hundred years.”

—Antonio Porchia



I don’t think about my childhood very much. Or rather, I didn’t think about my childhood very much, until I had a child myself. Like all new parents, during those first couple years I marveled as my daughter’s unintelligible sounds turned into words, and then those words turned into a-syntactical collages, and then eventually, sentences. It happened quickly, in retrospect. And it seemed that as soon as she learned to form questions, she started asking me the same one nearly every night: “Papa will you tell me a story about when you were a little boy?”

I hadn’t expected this to be part of parenting: reliving my childhood through storytelling. But for several years she asked, and nearly every night for several years it was a challenge for me to come up with something new, a task made all the more difficult as I realized that I didn’t remember very much. Almost nothing. Almost nothing when you consider an entire childhood. Eighteen years of my life reduced to a few dozen memories. I was shocked to find how few stories I remembered. The ones I could remember were mostly vague and incomplete. Impressions, I guess, of memories. Something like how in a Monet painting of water lilies everyone can see that the flowers depicted are water lilies even though they don’t really look like water lilies at all. I found that the “memories” I had of my childhood were little more than images that lacked the narrative elements to be properly called a “story.” My daughter wanted stories, but my memories were merely impressions—water lilies, rotting apples, flags blowing on a beach— not stories at all.

Some things, though, came back to me quickly and nearly complete. Like the time we were sledding up at the water tower. I was probably five or six, and our neighbor Mike Bell gave me a wedgie so violent he ripped my underwear to shreds. My oldest sister was there. She had a crush on him. She watched the whole thing happen. She laughed and walked away with him. I walked home alone, with a plastic sled under my arm. I never forgot that, nor forgave her for not defending me. Forty-odd years after the fact, I confess, though I’m not mad about it, I still haven’t forgiven her. I realize it’s ridiculous. I suppose it’s a kind of scar.

Other stories came as I started telling them, as if I was spelunking, searching for them with the very words I was using to tell them. I remembered them as I went, as I told them. Like the time we all went ice skating at Scout Lake, in Milwaukee. My mom, my little brother, my two sisters and I. I didn’t skate well, but I’d been to hockey games, so I learned to imitate the players. I could skate fast, and stop on a dime. It wasn’t graceful. It was more like running than skating, but it was fun, I guess, for me. My brother was the same. We would skate around the lake trying to knock each other over—not difficult it turns out. Sometimes we carried sticks and used a tin can as a hockey puck, but the game was mostly about knocking the other person down.

My mother, on the other hand, was gifted. She had been a figure skater in her youth. She knew how to skate backwards and spin. She even performed a few jumps. She was pure grace on the ice, and when my brother and I got tired or hurt, we’d lie there on the frozen lake and watch her skate around us. I don’t think we could articulate the concept of beauty yet, I’m not sure children are capable of that, but if we couldn’t speak its name, we could certainly recognize it. We were mesmerized, confused. Huge snowflakes fell in slow unpatterned derivations. Her skates whisked along the ice as she spun herself into a blur, or glided through the flurry with an elegance that hypnotized us.

I don’t remember my sisters skating. They were much older than my brother and me. Teenagers. I have a vague recollection of them drifting slowly around the lake, rolling their eyes at us and talking in whispers with their friends. Their friends—butterflies to our mere larval stage—may as well have been a species from another planet.

I admit that when I told my daughter that story over dinner, I embellished it with certain details. Details I didn’t really remember, but must’ve felt: the sting of the cold on my cheeks as we lay there on the ice, my mouth open, trying to catch snowflakes on my tongue, my mother singing “It’s Raining on Prom Night” as she skated around us, floating through the falling snow.

That never happened, exactly, but it’s certainly not a lie.


The Boy in the Barn

My father’s father was, by all accounts, passive. A docile man universally loved. He was dominated by his wife who, to be fair, dominated our entire family. She was a master manipulator (who I loved, may she rest in peace). My father, an only child, could’ve probably put an end to her rather oppressive reign, but for whatever reason, failed to stand up to his mother. Not only that, he passed his unresolved issues with her onto us by either committing some of the same parental abuses himself, or correcting those parental abuses to such an extent that the corrections became abuses in and of themselves.

Perhaps “abuse” is too strong a word (I can hear my sister saying). My siblings and I dealt with the “situation” in various ways. In various ways rebelled, exploited, hid, or simply fled: the old comedy of masks.

One of the ways I dealt with the situation growing up was by getting myself thrown in jail. Indeed, I was the black sheep of black sheep. A black goat, maybe (with the mouth of a lion, and the hairy feet of a bear). Not that I was some sort of dangerous criminal. My jailtime was mostly for petty vandalism, underage drinking, malicious mischief, running from the cops. Like many teenagers, I fell under the spell of a nebulous rebellion, the swank of juvenile delinquency. One of my favorite pastimes was breaking the plate glass windows of fancy-looking banks. After being caught one night, I excused myself by telling my mother I couldn’t resist the sound of shattering glass. Once I stole a carton of cigarettes from a grocery store outside of Chicago and spent four frigid January days and nights in jail. I lived on the street in New Or-leans with my friend Jason (now dead). One night we were caught urinating on St. Louis Cathedral. We were promptly arrested, along with twenty or thirty other street kids loitering about. As the riot squad was loading us into paddy wagons, I was able to sneak away, then sprint away, and lose myself in the drunken chaos of Bourbon Street. In all, I was arrested five times, but that hardly represents my “arrestable offenses.”

I don’t mention all of this to brag. I say it because I don’t really understand it. Or rather, I say it to try to understand it. To shine a light on it. I think I was raised (in an unspoken way) to break the rules, to resent the authorities, not to trust the government, the police and politicians. I wonder if my family has had a chip on its shoulder ever since we immigrated. Each branch of our family tree tinged with trauma and a vague mistrust of the other trees around. Certainly a mistrust of the taller trees. We were farmers, poor and poorly educated, proud, Scots Irish or Welsh or Welsh Irish or Scots or Irish Welsh Scots and yes please I’ll have another. We broke our backs and slurred our words, what of it. We simultaneously resisted wealth and weirdly envied it.

I make the joke sometimes that yes, I’m a Walton, but not from the wealthy Walmart-empire Waltons or the anodyne goodnight-JohnBoy Waltons, I’m descended from the lesser-known line of horse-thief Waltons. I’m not ashamed of it. I’m not proud of it. It just is what it is. But what is it? I guess I’m trying to process it.

My father was an only child, but my mother had four brothers, all of whom were, essentially, salesmen. They sold cars or houses or insurance. If you needed it, they would sell it to you. In fact, they would sell it to you whether you needed it or not. One of her brothers, though, never matured into grift. Sadly, when he was in high school he got in a car accident and became paralyzed from the waist down, suffering brain damage. He spent the rest of his life (fifty-plus years) living with his parents, my grandparents. When we were kids, the three of them moved next door to us. My brother and I would go every day after school to their house, where my invalid uncle would shout from his chair, “lift me up!” My grandfather would curse, walk over to him, then reach his hand down my uncle’s back and grab him by the belt to pull him up straight in the chair. I saw this happen thousands of times, and it never once occurred without a volley of curses thrown from father to son and back again. My brother and I learned how to swear from them. The curses flew like chicken feed around the room. Mean-while, my grandmother played and sang hymns on an out-of-tune spinet piano next to my uncle’s chair. The bread she made weighed a thousand pounds, but that didn’t stop us from smothering it in gravy. That house was a rich mix of the sacred and profane.

My mother’s father worked for eighteen years as an electrician for Union Electric in St. Louis. He was retired by the time I was born. I knew him as an old man, gruff, callous, always busy and always in a fight or argument with someone or some thing. The rooster in the chicken coop was his most consistent and formidable adversary. My grandfather’s bald head was more often than not scratched and bloody. There wasn’t a day we spent there that he didn’t curse that rooster for attacking him. But he never killed it. He suffered his antagonist as if it were a penance.

Though Baptist, my maternal grandparents seemed to me essentially Pentecostal. When I got a tattoo, my mother’s mother told me I now had the mark of the beast mentioned in Revelations (mouth of a lion, hairy feet of a bear) and I was surely going to hell.

“Well at least I’ll have family there,” I said.

She responded dismissively, “Pshaw pshaw.”

I admit I’ve never felt comfortable around WASPS, or wealthy Catholics, or moneyed suburbanites. Not because I’m prejudiced, but because those people are foreign to me, well-adjusted, sophisticated, refined. They know how to set a dinner table and use the correct fork for dessert. Not only that, they have faith in society and cultural institutions in a way that I just don’t understand. I can’t. It’s not in my skin to understand it. Not in my flesh. Not in my roots. Even now I feel like people who are well-adjusted are either highly medicated, extremely adept at self-deception, or mentally ill.

I feel the same way about MFA programs, which, like all 21st-century writers, I felt the need to attend. I made my attempt (if belated) to suffer grad school, but I just couldn’t bear it. Regarding higher education, I’m more likely to get banned from a university than to be matriculated into one. My skin crawled during my time on campus, so much institutionalized dishonesty, elitism, and shoulderrubbing going on. What a perfect little hideous bubble, one far too utopian for me. I’d rather be drinking cheap wine in the bushes offcampus than attending classes on one. I dropped out after a semester, got married and ran away with my new bride to Australia, and then Taiwan. The marriage lasted all of five years. Our daughter is now 18 and, ironically, about to go off to college.

If culture is (as my dictionary says) “the totality of socially transmitted behavior patterns, acts, beliefs, institutions, and all other products of human work and thought,” then it’s not necessarily a positive thing to be cultured. Nor can any one individual or group of individuals have more culture than the next. We are all cultured. We have no choice. Culture is imposed on us. It can be vibrant and delightful, or it can be terrible and destructive, humdrum and boring, materialistic, superficial, or full of elaborate rites and festivals. In every case, it is always culture. Or rather, in every case, it is only culture. I am inclined to think of culture in an anthropological sense. It’s the sea in which we swim, and that swims in us. It’s also the air we breathe and often do not see.

I recognize that my distrust of authority, intellectualism and polite society originates in the culture I grew up in. Originates with my family and their mistrust of all things other than, well, my family. It’s a very odd and very sick snake that eats its own tail. Though weirdly not uncommon. We become saturated by our culture when we’re young, and very seldom dry out completely. To transcend the culture in which we’re raised would seem to me to require an act of Herculean strength. It would necessitate a change so complete that it would have to occur on a cellular level.

What’s the saying? “You can take the boy out of the barn, but you can’t take the barn out of the boy.” Well (as my wife will attest), you can’t take me anywhere. There’s no politesse that can stand the residual stench of the barn in which I was raised.


Maculate Conception

I wasn’t born anywhere.

I have a birth certificate, like anyone else, but what it says is confusing. Essentially that I was born on Friday the 13th at such and such a time in the year 1973 to Beverly J Holcomb and Wallace E Walton. I recognize the names of my mother and father, and the city—Milwaukee— but the birth certificate belongs to someone else. And those names— Beverly and Wallace—who are they now? Who were they then? We cannot be the same person twice, much less fifty years on. My mother was only twenty-seven when I was born. My father thirty. At thirty I was still on drugs, reading Rilke, wandering the flatirons of Colorado imagining I was in a castle in Duino. Hardly ready to be a father, though I would be soon thereafter, ready or not.

I wasn’t born anywhere. It wasn’t exactly a straightforward delivery. I weighed ten and a half pounds, and my mother says I was “black and blue all over. You looked like you’d been in a fight,” I’ve heard her say a thousand times, “and lost.”

The apartment my parents took me to in Milwaukee, after the hospital, on Root River Drive, I don’t remember. I couldn’t find it if I had to. I do remember the black-and-white TV, its grainy picture and the weird light it cast through the room. It was always dark in that apartment, in the early ’70s.

I was born in the 1900s, the certificate says. The 20th century used to feel modern. I mean, modernism happened in the 20th century! In fact, it started in the 19th century! By mid-century, the 20th century came to feel futuristic, post-modern. With moon landings and space needles, The Jetsons, Mork from Orc and Star Trek. We had DeLoreans and robots, and vacuum cleaners that looked like robots . . . We were living in the space age of our imagination. We’d learned to fly, but not that cigarettes could kill us. We had cordless phones, but weren’t as yet umbilicalized to them.

As I’m writing this, it’s 2023, fifty years until 2073, when I will be 100. I’ll soon be closer to 2073 than to 1973. What weird and wild, mind-numbing, sloth-producing, self-defeating technologies will we have then? What designed obsolescence? What divine putrescence? How far will God have sunk then? If we are to credit Descartes with having struck the first death blow, then it’s been centuries already since we killed that poor bearded myth in the sky.

I wasn’t born anywhere. Like an immigrant, my home too is imagined. First forgotten, then imagined. A figment rather than a certificate. An embellishment, a fantasia whose actuality is lost to time as well as place.

There was an era when children were born in the same house they would decades later die in. At least born in the same town they would die in. And they knew where they were born, could take you there and say, “see that house . . . that’s where I was born and raised.” But not anymore, not for a long time. I’m afraid the house is gone, torn down, abandoned. So now we merely imagine our birthplaces. We spin fantastic narratives about how wonderful it was before our parents moved us away from the place we were born to some other town, to some other town from which we’ll most likely also grow to feel estranged.

I wasn’t born anywhere. I don’t live anywhere, and I won’t die anywhere. I probably won’t be buried anywhere either. Who gets buried anymore? They will carry me to the fire and turn me to ash. And I will drift away in a pointless breeze, that same or similar breeze from which I came.


My Brother, My Killer

When we were kids, my brother and I wrapped duct tape around whiffle balls and threw them at each other. The object was simple: hit the other in the face. Oh sure, we started out playing a proper whiffle ball game, but that game always devolved into war. And tears.

My brother had no sense of the ethics of war. He feigned ignorance of the Geneva Convention, or any other convention for that matter. War crimes to him were not taboo, but exercises in innovation. Over the years, he threw all kinds of things at me—whiffle balls, baseball bats, skateboards, hammers. He put the gorilla in guerilla warfare: in fact, if he’d had a gorilla, he would’ve thrown it at me.

Every whiffle ball contest (every contest of any kind, really) ended with him running into the garage and searching for something to launch at me. He usually missed. I was agile enough to avoid his attempts to murder me. It’s surprisingly easy to dodge a hatchet thrown at you by a hysterical seven-year-old. Even if you are only nine.

He did connect on occasion, and I still have a few scars as evidence of his success. Once, an aluminum baseball bat spinning wildly through the air caught me in the knee. It didn’t hurt so much as tingle. A shiverous vibrato played up and down my left leg.

The worst by far was the hubcap. The hubcap came whizzing toward me like a UFO, except that I knew the whole time it was a hubcap. It was an IFO. Or an IFH. Or just an FH, a flying hubcap.

I ran when I saw it coming, zig zagging to try to avoid its trajectory, but the FH’s coordinates were locked in on me. No zig was zig enough, and no zag. The hubcap was single-minded, and caught me on the crown of my head. I fell, and then put my hand up to my head. I could feel the warm blood trickling down the back of my neck. There was a gash in my skull, a thick flap of skin had flipped up and filled with hair. It burned and bled and I could feel it throbbing.

That’s the time, after the hubcap, that I’d had enough. I confess I beat my little brother to a pulp. I confess I derived a kind of sadistic pleasure from it. I confess that after the beating, I stuffed him in one of those plastic garbage bins that latch shut. I confess that I told him if he made a single sound, I would roll the garbage can into the hole where we dumped all the rotten apples and grass clippings, the hole we both knew was full of snakes and spiders and hornet nests.

“You better not make a sound,” I said, and went inside.

An hour or so later, at dinner, we all sat down and started eating. My parents, my two older sisters and me.

“Where’s your brother?” my dad said, with a tired expression.

I shrugged, “Don’t know.”

He turned his head away from the TV to look at me, “Go find him.”

I went out to the garbage bin. There must’ve been holes in it that allowed for air to enter, because he was still alive. I unlatched the lid and opened it. He was trembling, and there were mud streaks under his eyes where the tears had run.

“Dinner’s ready.”


Edible Undies

We had a dog when I was a kid, but only briefly. It was the kind of dog that misbehaves. It chewed everyone’s shoes up, chewed up our toys, raided the laundry and chewed my father’s underwear. The dog was sick. Perverted. Obsessed. We got rid of it.

I never loved the dog or wanted it. I can’t remember who did. It just showed up one day. That’s how I remember it. Maybe Trish, my oldest sister. She fell in love easily, was whimsical, emotional. She had strong feelings about things. I can’t remember if she was upset when my parents sent it back. Probably so, but I don’t remember.

Sent it back where? I never knew. They just kept saying, my parents: “We’ll have to send it back.”

“No, don’t send it back!” my brother cried, but he was the baby of the family and no one cared what he thought. Even now we don’t care what he thinks. He’s a forty-eight-year-old college professor of sociology with a PhD, and my family still doesn’t care what he thinks.

I just watched the whole thing happen. That’s just the way I was, I guess. I just watched things. My mother always said I was “observant.” I suppose that’s true. But I wasn’t just neutrally observing things, I was watching things the way you might if you were in an operating theatre and some terrible botched surgery was taking place in front of you. When I say I just watched the whole thing happen, I mean the whole thing with the dog, but also everything else, too. It never made sense to me. None of it. It didn’t make sense that day the dog was suddenly there, and it didn’t make sense when they sent it back.

I don’t remember caring, really, either way. I only wondered where they were sending it. Where do you send a dog that eats underwear?


No One Slams the Porchdoor AnymoreE

In the Pacific Northwest, thunderstorms are rare. It’s been almost two years since we had a proper storm. September. A morning like this. I remember it well. I was reading a book about Isaac Newton. One of those revisionary histories where you find out it wasn’t really Newton at all who discovered this or that, but someone else, someone else who’s name (until this book) had been lost to obscurity.

That’s the last time we had a thunderstorm around here. I know because I remember the dogwoods were just starting to turn reddish purple, like now. Just like they used to do in southern Illinois where my grandparents lived, where we went when we were kids. We would drive down from Milwaukee. The trip would take all day, the six of us in our panel wagon, not a seatbelt in sight. (I’m sure the old car had seatbelts, but no one ever used them. We thought of them as ornamental. Or something to play with when we got bored.) We’d have to leave early, before the traffic in Chicago got bad. If that happened, my father would curse the city and everyone who lived there. I was raised to hate Chicago, and only recently changed my mind. Old prejudices are hard to shake, and die a slow, ungraceful death.

My grandparents lived on a farm. Or rather, there was farmland all around where they lived, so it seemed
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