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Not from successful love alone,
Nor wealth, nor honor’d middle age, nor victories of politics or war;
But as life wanes, and all the turbulent passions calm,
As gorgeous, vapory, silent hues cover the evening sky,
As softness, fulness, rest, suffuse the frame, like freshier, balmier air,
As the days take on a mellower light, and the apple at last hangs
really finish’d and indolent-ripe on the tree,
Then for the teeming quietest, happiest days of all!
The brooding and blissful halcyon days!
				Walt Whitman
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Islam Beyond the Quran
The Colour of the Water
KEVIN JAMES

Like countless others I remember the collapse of the Twin Towers as though it happened yesterday. I was
president of the FDNY Islamic Society at the time, which filed suit against the fire commissioner to add an Imam
to the Department’s chaplaincy. I had swapped tours to poll-watch for a Muslim City Council candidate since it
was primary day, but instead found myself standing dumbstruck amidst the ruins of lower Manhattan that morning. By evening I had chaperoned the remains of a deputy fire commissioner who was a co-defendant in the lawsuit.
About a week later a fire marshal who lost a dozen members of his old firehouse questioned me at work
about the Quran’s role in the attacks. His manner was respectful but I felt defensive, and responded no, Islam was a
religion of peace. Later, my oldest brother did the same. Unsatisfied with platitudes, he confronted me with Quranic quotes that promoted violence against non-believers.
This led to my own questioning of traditional Islamic sources. The Islam that appears in today’s screaming
headlines was not the Islam I found refuge in 35 years ago. Like debating the number of angels that can dance on
the head of a pin, it seemed pointless for me to approach the Quran as God’s word without first examining my own
anthropomorphic presupposition of God. Only then could I hope to assess the Quran as an incubator rather than
an incinerator for peace.
I searched for a vantage point with which to resolve my crisis in faith. This led me to revisit the Quran’s conflicted phenomenal and political nuances that enable violence and oppression. Not seeking to play favorites among
rogues, I found parallels in America’s historical consciousness. I needed a clearing where religion and nationalism
could be jettisoned for a social solidarity forged from science, public reason, and human need.

Rolling Up My Boots Again
I still remember my first multiple alarm as a probationary firefighter in Ladder Company 12 in Manhattan. We wore heavy hip boots when we went out on the rig, which we kept rolled down below the knee during
non-emergency travel. Part of our daily routine consisted of going out for groceries shortly before lunchtime. We
were on the way to the market when one of the firefighters saw thick black smoke bellowing from an occupied
tenement. When it became apparent we had a working fire in progress, the lieutenant shouted “roll’em up, we got
a job!” It was the call that threw us into action, with all its intense, life and death urgency.
But after 9/11 “roll’em up” became a call to reflect, and left me struggling once again with the demons of
doubt and identity I closeted when I came to Islam. Belief had become integral to my self-esteem, and I sensed
that despite the best of intentions, my deep emotional stake would use confirmation bias and motivated reasoning
to cherry-pick facts for a foregone conclusion. I sought an approach beyond Islamic apologetics that respected the
authenticity of Muhammad’s experience yet questioned my presupposed infallibility of the divine.
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I wrestled with Hegel and Heidegger as well as Mulla Sadr and Mahmoud Taha for answers, sometimes struggling
through only a page or two a day. But in trying to cast the mote of projected preconceptions from my eye, I knew
that I would never be able to sneak up behind my consciousness with that very same consciousness. Nor would I
ever be able to circumvent the embedded and embodied experiences that invariably colored my world. Drawing
on Merleau-Ponty, I realized I could only find in the Quran what I brought to it.
My efforts led to understanding the Quran as an organizing principle and source of wisdom that neither proved
nor disproved anything, but coalesced around subjective lived experience. This yielded fresh insights into the holy
equilibrium of Quranic verses that characterized Islam as a mediation, as a ‘middle way’ that enjoined ‘those who
think’ to listen to the word and follow the best of it, and as a step-by-step revelation absolutely contingent on interpreting events that evolved in real time rather than as a repository of absolute truth.
Joseph Conrad quipped, “the man who says that he has no illusions has at least that one.” Given the Quran purports prophets as products of their environment, Muhammad was no doubt constrained by the mote of his social
milieu. So rather than trade one interpretation of the Quran for another, or imagine what Muhammad experienced
on the furthest horizon of his world, I sought to emulate him by steadily pushing the boundaries of my own. To see
through the eyes of Muhammad meant making ablution in the waters of forgetfulness.

With What Does Islam Begin?
My father quoted Marx with passion and vigor. I daresay a spectre haunts America – the spectre of Islam. Not the
political Islam that parades Quranic dogma as a winner’s narrative for tyranny, but the phenomenal Islam from
which all belief, politics, and the Quran itself emerged. This is the Islam that begins and ends in the individual,
where the command ‘Be!’ confronts an ‘it’ that is all me.
The Quran’s clearly articulated recognition of its own allegorical and foundational aspects called me to an ongoing mediation between primordial vision and cultural norms. This led me to examine Islam as the ground zero
of pre-linguistic thought akin to the Tao that can’t be spoken and Dasein’s ‘Being-in-the-world.’ After concluding
there was no escape velocity from the virtual gravity of solipsism’s singularity, I began to connect the dots.
Socio-economic forces now shaped claims to truth and justice, not the divine. Just as Citizens United exposed how
Capitalism ruled under the delusion of democracy at the altar of markets and margins, Caliphates ruled under the
divine right of violence from texts only they could interpret and enforce. The social evolution that helped dispel
the Dark Ages now threatened its return. Like the Wizard of Oz, the political will to power spoke its dialects of fear
and control behind curtains of certainty wheresoever one turned.
Whether apperception, misperception, or perlocution, I came to believe the Quran arguably reflected Muhammad’s questioning of the status quo from a primordial perspective he experienced as the presence of God. But in
consecrating momentary vision into a political achievement, the Quranic architecture for requiting evil became an
evil itself. The Islam inclusive of all thought from which Muhammad spoke truth to power devolved into a power
that sought control over all thought and speech.
The Islam that began as a noesis without a name became a name without noesis, while the Quran that began as a
noetic artifact cannibalized its genesis. Elites used the authority of tautology to divine vicegerency that effectively
crucified phenomenal Islam to the cover of the Quran.
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Whereas my father spoke of workers alienated by fetishized commodities to the extent that a Capitalist would sell
you the rope with which to hang him, I saw parallels to Caliphates who fetishized the Quran in a way that alienated
believers from voice and perceptual faith.

The Faculty of Islam
At the outset, neither East nor West comes to the banquet of unity with clean hands. From the self-gratification of power each indoctrinates citizens with the myths that hold heroes and martyrs in its thrall; both result in
symmetries of violence projected into the retinal blind spot they call truth.
Yet it became apparent to me that Muhammad saw Islam as an innate operative capacity shaped by the
reciprocity between inceptual thought and the world writ large. In a narrative related by Abu Harair, Muhammad
asserted that all children are born with a natural disposition (fitrah) of Islam, but his parents convert him to Judaism, Christianity, or Magianism.
Muhammad comported with the Quran’s alethic faith that drew me to Islam in the first place, where our
natural disposition sought truth and rejected falsehood prior to any social imprinting. I found further support for
a faculty of Islam in verses that characterized Islam as a religion of truth and described accordingly the generic
qualities of Muslims who prefigured Muhammad.
I discovered a marked example of cross cultural parallelism in phenomenologist Edmund Husserl’s use of
“natural attitude” to describe our innate capacity to question and believe. Surely Husserl would find merit in the
Sufi metaphor of Islam as clear water that takes the shape and color of its container.
As I poked and prodded the Quran and prophetic traditions, I was struck by the way Muhammad insisted
on Islam’s epistemic grounding in human perspective. The inspiration of I am as my faithful servant expects me
to be grounds God in anthropomorphic projection. My goose bumps from the muezzin’s call to prayer no longer
descended from heaven but were embedded and embodied in feelings from lived experience. Even if you can walk
on water, your feet get wet.
I then came across Merold Wesphal, who noted that as human beings we can never encounter God “face to
face” but only through an “earthiness” invariably informed by body, culture, and language. This gave me a perspective of a Prophet who self-consciously expressed meaning from within the milieu of the Arabic terms and culture
that grounded him.

There is no God but Your God in Dualism’s House of Mirrors
It became clear to me that just as Citizens United severed the jugular of true democracy by deigning human
status to corporations, endowing the Quran with divine status aborted individuated free inquiry. With God’s word
encapsulated as the ultimate authority, the self ’s sleight of hand concealed its ‘earthiness’ as the Quran’s true source
of political power.
Since Muhammad made clear his mortal nature, a nomological Quran as God’s literal word poses the
greatest threat to a regenerative, self-actualizing Islam. Rather than emulate his vision quest by seeking inspiration
for our own, we defame Muhammad by outsourcing meaning to ruling elites and wannabes. In mockery of Quranic appeals to question the empty naming of inherited norms, critical thought abdicated the throne of reason to
political Islam’s five pillars of fear, oppression, rigidity, coercion, and elitism.
Given that no finite mind can discern omniscience in dualism’s house of mirrors, such unrepentant
self-worship dams the Quran’s agnostic-existential currents behind the hubris of narcissism and conceit. Thus
begins the slippery slope that ends with God’s self-anointed ministers of truth exploiting text to unremorsefully
execute apostates and dissidents. Followers of Jihadists who derive sanctimony from their power over life and
death forget Abraham’s test to his tyrant interlocutor as to whether he could also make the sun rise from the west.
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I saw that the corollary to the unlettered Prophet who could neither read nor write lay in the men and women who
heard, recorded, and compiled the Quran. Out of intellectual honesty I could no longer ignore that all meaning,
power, and effect in the Quran were amplified by diverse perspectives such as class, lineage, and gender.
I appreciated the full spectrum of subjective and objective thought captured by Nietzsche’s there are no
facts only interpretations and comedian Bill Maher’s you are entitled to your opinions but not your facts. The word
God alone signified highly subjective meanings that exposed language’s inherent ambiguity.
When I bore witness to Shahadah’s “no God but Allah” I instantiated a God particular to Muhammad’s phenomenal experience. But as the dialectic of language presupposed an absolute universal grounded in the Prophet’s
particular intention, “no God but Allah” merely privileged my own personal concept of God, filling an already
overcrowded idol temple rather than probe the entropy of awareness.
It became clear to me that the Quran’s many syntactical gaps required readers to interpolate meanings in a
way that projected their own God into the Quran. There is no lack of irony that Jacques Lacan’s objet petite a - the
projection of unconscious content into an ‘other’ of one’s self – finds perhaps its greatest expression in Allah and
the Quran.

Reliquary or Heuristic – Will the Real Quran Please Stand Up?
I came to understand the Quran as a repository for multimodal perspectives that illustrated the tension between phenomenal experience and intersubjective meaning. The Quran’s epochal character lay not in my projected
preconceptions but as an epoche for understanding the topology of projection. The synecdoche of G_d invariably
reverberated between noun and pronoun in my own cephalic echo chamber.
I acknowledged consciousness’ contingency on content wherein the gravitational pull of dark matter invariably shaped contingent worldviews. Appropriately called the Unseen (Al-ghayb) by the Quran, if all the world’s
oceans were ink we could never exhaust the words written from the black hole of our inmost content. But in contrast to the testable theories informed by Cern’s large hadron collider that continually questions dated understandings, a presupposed Quran as God’s word reduces it to a crucible that merely smashes rocks together and names
the sparks truth and light in perpetuity.
Operating in the transparency of experience, heuristic bias projected a parallax view of me serving a God I
created. Whatever comforts of illusion this mirror image provided me, 9/11 gave me a sobering account of its catastrophic social consequences. I urgently needed to go beyond a reliquary Quran for an approach that encouraged
ecologies of critical thought.
George Pal’s sci-fi classic The Forbidden Planet captured how even Robby the Robot and space age technology fell before the Id, Dr. Morpheus’ primal fears projected by a technology that caused an advanced civilization
to self-destruct. I related it to America’s Id that metastasizes geometrically with each new war on terror. Michel
Foucault proved prophetic with his insight that the real enemy is the fascist in all of us that loves power and desires
“the very thing that dominates and exploits us.” I found special significance in the Quran’s assertion that the condition of a people will not change until they change that which is in themselves.

Transference to the Dangerous Shapes in Trojan-Horse Translations
Martin Heidegger deemed transference to the Id “the most dangerous shape,” where one can surrender and dedicate one’s life to an “other” that is greater than itself “piece by piece and limb by limb.” Evidenced by Heidegger’s
surrender to Hitler’s Nazi party, neither secular nor religious world views are immune.
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I saw the epitome of dangerous shaping surface in radically different translations of the Quran published
by the King Fahd printing complex’s less than a decade apart. In contrast to the temperate tone of Yusuf Ali’s 1989
version, the freely distributed 1998 Hilali-Khan translation struck me more as a handbook for misogyny and world
domination than a religion of peace. In an essay aptly entitled “Corrupter’s of God’s Word,” UCLA Islamic Law
professor Khaled Abou El Fadl characterized the 1998 version as a “Trojan-horse translation” laced with hate-filled
rhetoric directed towards women and other faiths.
My interest in the 1998 version piqued post-9/11 after speaking with a firefighter at a Rockefeller Center
fire prevention demonstration. He related that earlier in the week someone handed him an elegant looking copy of
the Quran gratis, but after reading the first few pages he promptly dumped it into a nearby trash can in disgust.
After painfully reading it cover to cover, my journey in Islam would have likely reached a similar end had I not
previously encountered the earlier Ali version along with translations by Muhammad Asad and Marmaduke Pickthall. Although I question the censorship of third Caliph Uthman’s burning of variant Qurans, this version of the
Quran would kindle well alongside Hitler’s Mein Kampf and Henry Ford’s 500,000 reprints of the Protocols of the
Elders of Zion that informed Hitler.

The Social Consequences of Anthropomorphism
Carl Jung saw the Quranic narrative of Moses and Khidr as symbolic of the transformative process one
undergoes in dropping social conventions in arriving at self-knowledge. I see the parable as a double entendre for
the dangers of anthropomorphizing God.
Briefly, Moses and his servant resolutely sought the junction of two seas. They forgot a fish they were to eat
on a rock that “took its way into the sea and disappeared from sight.” Moses retraced his steps, only to find Khidr
at the juncture, a being with direct insight into God’s will. After a series of incongruous events in which he admonishes Moses to patience, Khidr finally explains the divine motives behind his acts.
Jung saw the two seas as symbolic of the intersection of unconscious and conscious, while the fish represented Moses’ latent individuated ‘other’ projected as Khidr. But I see the question of the parable’s intended meaning as highlighting the risks inherent to the gap between textual intent and social consequence.
For example, one of Khidr’s incongruous acts consisted in killing a seemingly innocent young man, which
Khidr later justified by the grief he would have caused his pious parents. While the summary execution may signify
individuation to some, to those predisposed it provides a license to kill in God’s name. The ambiguity in meaning
affords a gap for the fascist in us all to masquerade in the shadow of the divine. Thus the wisdom of another tradition that warns if you meet the Buddha on the road to enlightenment, slay him!
I realized how ambiguity created profound conflicts for a text revealed in real time. The Quran became
increasingly more strident after Muhammad fled Mecca for dear life. Where one verse states there shall be no coercion in matters of faith, another calls for slaying non-believers wherever you may find them in the face of military
threats that confronted the fledgling Muslim community. In light of the Quran’s occasions of revelation and its
confession that there is a time limit for every message, it became clear to me that a religion of truth demands that
reason trumps dogma bound to time, place, and circumstance.
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You are your very thought…
Parts of the Muslim world affectionately deem Jalal ad-Din Rumi’s poetic insights into scripture, the Mathnawi, as the Persian Quran. I believe Rumi captured the primacy of perspectival thought when he uttered “you are
your very thought - if your thought is a rose you’re a garden of roses, if it’s a thorn you’re but fuel for the stove.” I
saw you are your very thought as the proverbial lampblack that illuminated heaven, earth, and even the Quranic
‘face’ before which all things perish.
Hegelian scholar Quentin Lauer noted that “what God reveals to man in thought is as much revelation as
what God reveals to man in Scripture.” I found support for Lauer in Quranic verses that reveal an immanent God
closer to you than your neck vein, in a God that veils itself from all human being that must reveal through inspiration, and that when you remember God, God remembers you.
I later discovered that Hegel drew on Rumi in developing the dialectics of negation and affirmation. The
dynamic structure of ‘no God but Allah’ now assumed an intense, personal import for me against the political
agency of theocratic Gods.
Fidelity to a religion of truth and the middle way required respecting beliefs as Islamic due to organic understandings contingent on lived experience rather than State approval. From Rumi I saw that the prerequisite for working
through the infantile disorder of sectarian violence required decentering the Quran as an unreflective authority
that always, already reflects on first sight.
…God said,
“The world is a play, a children’s game,
and you are the children.”
God speaks the truth.
If you haven’t left the child’s play,
how can you be an adult?
Without purity of spirit,
if you’re still in the middle of lust and greed
and other wanting, you’re like children
playing at sexual intercourse.
They wrestle
and rub together, but it’s not sex!
The same with the fightings of mankind.
It’s a squabble with play-swords.
No purpose, totally futile.
Like kids on hobby horses, soldiers claim to be riding
Boraq, Muhammad’s night-horse, or Duldul, his mule.
Your actions mean nothing, the sex and war that you do.
You’re holding part of your pants and prancing around,
Dun-da-dun, dun-da-dun…
-

From Rumi’s “A Children’s Game”
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Forbidden Truths in America’s Effective History
During the incipient stages of American involvement in Vietnam, I read about the exploits of Marines and
told my father I wanted to enlist when I was old enough. Without a moment’s hesitation, he said he wouldn’t let me
come home in a body bag so Texaco could drill in the Gulf of Tonkin. He prescribed Perlo’s American Imperialism,
Burchett’s Vietnam: The Inside Story of a Guerilla War, and essays written by the most decorated Marine of his era,
Major General Smedley D. Butler.
I learned how Declaration of Independence ideals veiled the forbidden truths behind our lust for natural
resources, new markets, and cheap labor. Among predominantly Muslim populations, America’s cold war struggle
for strategic oil reserves exploited the Quran’s polar tensions between tyranny and human rights. Yesterday’s Gulf
of Tonkin became today’s Persian Gulf and Straits of Hormuz.
History taught me how the CIA subverted Iran’s self-determination by imposing the brutal Shah, which
paved the way for the exiled Ayatollah Khomeini to seize power. In today’s contentious negotiations to constrict
Iran’s uranium enrichment, it seems more fitting for America to first apologize to the Iranian people for facilitating
the rise to power of an equally oppressive regime. Otherwise we assert an impoverished moral authority belied by
Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the Iraqi citizens sickened by the depleted uranium of American smart bombs.
Around the time I became a firefighter we armed the Taliban against the Soviet Union, who later turned those
same weapons on American troops. Lured by the promise of a pipeline to access inland oil, we negotiated with the
Taliban in the months leading up to 9/11 despite their oppression of women and basic human rights. I imagined
the fate of America if England had armed the South during our Civil War to secure cheap cotton, despite their own
ban on slavery.
And in 1985 we turned a blind eye to Sudan’s military dictator Jaafar Numeiri after he publicly hanged
the 76 year old socialist religious leader Mahmoud Taha for apostasy. Taha’s sole crime: opposing Numeiri’s harsh
imposition of Shariah law after Numeiri made a personal choice to stop drinking. Symbolic of the deep-seated
hypocrisy that stokes mistrust and violence against the U.S. abroad, America would have condemned Numeiri had
he executed a Jewish or Christian leader. But with the scent of oil in the air Reagan welcomed Numeiri at the White
House scant months after Taha’s execution.
Taha lived Dr. King’s words that he would rather swing at the end of a rope than live under tyranny. An
unsung pacifist on par with Gandhi, he worked for self-determination against colonialism within the contours
of Sudan’s ethos. Both student and critic of Marx and Hegel, Taha epitomized Muhammad’s exhortation to seek
knowledge from cradle to grave. He sought the very social reforms as those the U.S. tried to impose on Iraq after
Gulf War II. Notably, Numeiri was ousted from power and Taha’s sacrifice commemorated as Arab Human Rights
Day despite U.S. inaction.
As America intermeddles in Syria’s internecine warfare, we conveniently forget sticking our head in the
sand when it suited our oil strategies to let Iraq gas Kurds and Iranians. We also whistled Dixie when the Irgun terrorized Palestinians to establish Israel under the banner of Zionism akin to the genocide of indigenous Americans
marketed by Manifest Destiny.
Forgotten, too, is our own use of chemical weapons in Vietnam. Memories have now faded of lush rainforests despoiled by Agent Orange, and its pernicious effects on Vietnamese civilians and American soldiers alike.
‘Better dead then red’ was the slogan back then, which was somehow supposed to assuage the American conscience assaulted by televised images of children burned alive by Napalm or point-blank summary executions.
Yet correspondence from Ho Chi Minh betrays the utter absurdity of the war. A New York Times op-ed
by Tuong Lai revealed that after fighting alongside U.S. troops in World War II, Minh wrote to President Truman
seeking an alliance that we ignored. This, despite expressions of admiration for the same Declaration of Independence ideals that America disastrously waved the flag for in Vietnam.
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Major General Smedley Butler and the Marine Corps Enforcers
America’s imperial diplomacy recalls Major General Butler’s comments prior to his death in 1940. He decried American adventurism, and gave a firsthand account of how the Marines provided military muscle for Big
Oil and other corporate interests to go abroad unmolested. He called war a racket and even compared the Marine
Corps to Al Capone’s Chicago rackets. Placed in the context of Blackwater’s antics in Iraq and the U.S. backed
Contra terrorists in Nicaragua, Butler exposed a mercenary savagery that conspicuously operated off-camera on
par with the barbaric acts of cruelty Jihadists openly air.
I saw convergence between crew-cut generals serving plutocracy and bearded ideologues exploiting religion as a rallying cry against foreign incursion. Given that America continues to partner with functionally apartheid and fascist states, chickens will come home to roost and innocent lives lost so long as the corporate lust for
profit underwrite violence, oppression, and the denial of self-determination.
The abject living conditions of large Muslim populations belie the false dichotomy beneath the ‘clash of
cultures’ rationale for hatred towards the West. The violence in reaction to mockery of what Muslims hold sacred
drill deep into to the colonialism that drained natural resources, propped puppet regimes, and used a straightedge
to draw artificial borders that exacerbated conflicts among indigenous peoples.
I feel it grossly unfair to blame the oppressed for acting out against perceived oppressors when large swaths
of populations cope with depression due to the lack of basic needs such as food, shelter, and medical attention. Can
we express surprise at ritual burnings of the American flag when barefoot children skim oil from puddles of water
to survive along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border? How long can we ignore the raw hatred of civilian populations
living in constant fear of mini-9/11s from drone strikes that kill innocent civilians and poison their land with depleted uranium?

Defining the Elephant in the Room
I began to appreciate the Quran’s mode of progressive revelation that presented truth as process akin to
Hegel’s assertion that truth was a result rather than a freshly minted coin. Verses repeatedly emphasized how mortal prophets emerged from their cultural milieu to present argumentation within the language and norms of their
audience. I saw an analogue with Hegel’s recipe for persuasive discourse wherein we must penetrate the opponent’s
stronghold and meet him on his own ground; no advantage is gained by attacking him somewhere else and defeating him where he is not.
Abraham’s encounter with astral phenomenon illustrates how the Quran presents the temporal nature of
truth. He first espied a star and deemed it God, then the moon, and finally the sun. When the sun sets below the
horizon, Abraham awakened to the limits of perspective for attaining the absolute.
Since heuristic bias invariably colors one’s objectivity, mutual expression and recognition become key elements
for addressing social concerns. In contrast to Jihadists who destroy sacred signposts of antiquity, the Quran articulated respect for differences in ritual expression as indigenous to nations and tribes. Hence its admonishment to
revile not what others hold sacred.
While the parables of Abraham and Moses represent individuals coming to truth, I viewed the contemporary conundrum as achieving consensus among diverse parties. How do we fuse the horizons of Saudi Islamofascism and Taha’s social-Islam; America’s parasitic capitalism with inclusive participatory governance?
Quranic scholar Farid Esack points out there can be a marked difference between the way scripture functions in the lives of believers apart from clinical assessments. I take Esack and Hegel to mean that obsolete norms
must be allowed to evolve from indigenous perspectives such as Taha’s The Second Message of Islam rather than
imposed from without.
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The Quran’s dynamic structure as a progressive revelation lends itself to leveraging such social evolution
among predominantly Muslim populations. Just as Thomas Jefferson called for revisiting the U.S. Constitution
by each new generation, the Quran repeatedly questioned blind obedience to past generations with facts on the
ground. A religion of truth can no longer function as a religion per se but as a de facto science that recognizes
its answers as tentative and testable. Only then can Quranic appeals to reason and Muhammad as the seal of the
prophets be properly contextualized as points of departure rather than celestial orbs in the night sky.

The Original Position: A Messianic Opening without a Messiah
In law school I learned about John Rawls’ ‘original position’ and this seems a good place to begin dialogue.
Conceived as a thought experiment to address fairness in social policy, Rawls felt that agreements reached after
stakeholders already knew their social status were inherently unjust. His original position forced diverse stakeholders to use public reason to achieve consensus from behind a veil of ignorance where participants were shorn
of the power relations acquired from morally irrelevant traits such as race, gender, and creed. I found comfort in
a footnote where Rawls cited Taha and his student Abdullahi Ahmed An Na’im to illustrate how secular and religious aims could be reconciled.
I was later struck by the writings of Jacques Derrida, who wanted to rethink social relations from a messianic opening sans Messiah. Egalitarian discourse would operate within the finality of an event that could never be
anticipated rather than an imaginary Rapture or Paradise. The Quran hinted at such discourse in Surah Ash-Shura
(Consultation) by bidding Muhammad to bring about equity in mutual viewpoints in the Asad translation.
Yet it seemed to me that the major import of original positions and messianic openings lay in inculcating
empathy for others rather than mere thought experiments. This comports with early Meccan verses that called on
Muhammad to show care for others based on his experiences as an orphan alongside others that chastised him for
ignoring the sincere inquiries of a blind man while trying unsuccessfully to persuade an influential Meccan.
The Dalai Lama exemplified such openness with his willingness to abandon Buddhist tenets when contradicted by scientific consensus. He accorded respect for a neuroscience that increasingly shows we are hard-wired
for temporal causality as one among many traits that enhanced human survival. Indeed, whereas the God we project into the Quran exercises its universal power each day, the constituting self seamlessly originates and recreates
reality in the event horizon of each moment.
I can never transcend the transparency of experience to peer into the cutting-room transformation of chaos into competing Bayesian odds that predict, project, and correct. In order to legitimate political action, therefore,
the Islam contingent on perceptual faith needs to cabin projection for prediction and correction to reach consensus. While individual beliefs call for Constitutional protection so long as they don’t hurt anyone, social cohesion
demands policies forged from debate and demonstrable proof.
Philosopher-activist Alain Badiou termed this process “truth procedures;” my father would tell us to ‘jump
in the pit and match the wit’ at raucous dinner debates. Only then can we hope to overcome the cognitive dissonance expressed by the five blind men who defined the same elephant differently based on touch.
To the extent that the Quran heralded a religion of truth, its relevance needs to be tethered to the way we
process information as diverse operants. Not unlike Hegel’s ladder for coming to truth, the Quran calls on believers to think for themselves based on insights accessible to reason gleaned from history and natural phenomena.
Muhammad likely recognized this when he supplicated “show us the facts as they are.”
Given metaphor’s role as the building blocks for knowledge, the Quran’s dynamic, temporal character present it as a metaphor for truth rather than an immutable truth. I saw that cohesive political action was contingent
on every singular voice much like the birds seeking Attar’s legendary Simorgh who, unbeknownst to them, their
collective shadow constituted the very creature they sought when they flew in formation.
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The Infidelity of Self-Identity versus the Singular Death
After understanding Islam as a constituting consciousness, I saw the apostasy inherent in self-identity such
as Sufi, Sunni, and Shia. Respecting the authenticity of Muhammad’s vision need not be mutually exclusive against
collaborating to meet the contemporary social challenges posed by wealth disparity, climate change, and sectarian
violence.
Taha foreshadowed the Arab Spring by advancing democratic reforms and women’s rights in the Sudan.
Armed with the insight of his The Second Message of Islam, Taha saw the Quran’s dormant humanist currents as
springing clauses that would overcome force and coercion at the proper time. In an age of dirty bombs and escalating sectarian violence, that time has come.
Whatever one believes, the rewards and punishments of an afterlife have proven an abysmal failure in this
respect. Having spent one too many tours at the Cornell Burn Center listening to the screams of burn victims undergoing skin grafts, I cannot entertain a merciful God imposing hellfire on anyone for an eternity.
Tribalism and exceptionalism offer no exit either. Whether stars and stripes, crescent and star, or six pointed star - no matter how well articulated as manifest destiny, the word of God, or the chosen of God - flags epitomize land and ideology as more important than people and need. In The Inoperative Community, Jean-Luc Nancy
provided a sobering admonition against the myths that drive war and violence:
Generations of citizens and militants, of workers and servants of the States have
imagined their death reabsorbed or sublated in a community, yet to come, that would
attain immanence. But by now we have nothing more than the bitter consciousness of the
increasing remoteness of such a community, be it the people, the nation, or the society of
producers. However, this consciousness, like that of the “loss” of community, is superficial.
In truth, death is not sublated. The communion to come does not grow distant, it is not
deferred: it was never to come; it would be incapable of coming about or forming a future.
What forms a future, and consequently what truly comes about, is always the singular
death…
Nancy’s singular death forced me to rethink radical finitude as a touchstone for the sanctity of life. Between
the denialism of magical thinking and the nihilism of radical finitude lay Nancy’s ‘being-with,’ the basic human
need for community in sharing the pain and ecstasy of being singularly alive. In ‘being-with,’ the will to meaning
that stands helpless before the endless span of time when we are beings unremembered can take refuge in the simpliciter of Be! and it is.
As I absorbed the impact of Nancy’s thought I toyed with a refrain from Jimi Hendrix:
If six turned out to be nine, I would not mind;
If the Kaaba were round not square, I would not care;
No one knows what I’m talkin’ about; no one knows what I mean;
You will never believe as I believe, nor will I believe as you;
I’m the one who’s gonna die when it’s time for me to die,
So let me live my life the way I want to.
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Social Solidarity beyond Scripture
Implicit to an Islam contingent on perceptual faith rests the fecundity for actualizing all faiths beyond
scripture. This comports with Chief Luther Standing Bear’s insight that after all the world’s religions are expounded
in fine books with finer covers, each and every one of us will have to ultimately confront the great mystery on our
own.
I read in the Gospel of Thomas that Jesus was not concerned as to whether the flesh was born of the spirit
or more miraculously the spirit of the flesh, but with the marvel of such wealth making its home in such poverty.
The Buddhist parable of the raft then came to mind. After fording the rivers of turbulence and uncertainty, the sage
advised the novice seeker to cast her raft ashore rather than carry it on her head for the remainder of the journey.
Through love, the late Sufi Master Javad Nurbakhsh arrived at a place where no trace of love remained. So
too with texts. Whereas scripture addresses relations between human beings and the unseen, the ongoing task lies
in nurturing and refining those very relations in real time lest we tote weighty tomes on our back like the Quran’s
proverbial donkey. Rather than type people as for or against, why not view their visage as a mirror instead?

Righteousness in Furtherance of Social Justice
Hans Gadamer opined that an omniscient presence must rely on the infinite reference points of individual
consciousness along its circumference. This made sense to me, for how else could a God who could not feel pain
and joy dispense divine justice to beings who did not ask to be born. Jewish oral tradition posited compassion in
the new day that dawns when you look in the eyes of the person before you and say “this is my brother” or “this is
my sister.” Given the closeness of DNA between Israelis and Palestinians, this may literally be true.
Thus, the truly just will recognize the sobriquet of ‘Chosen’ as a weighty responsibility to be earned through
acts rather than conferred by DNA and ontopology. Only then can a lasting example be set for the rest of the world
by applying ‘Never Again’ to all people and refusing to steal the land and dignity of Palestinians due to an accident
of birth.
Those seeking fidelity to Muhammad’s way will swallow the draught of anger as prescribed by the Prophet
rather use the tyranny of violence against every imagined slight. They will do no harm nor return harm for harm,
and follow the Quranic prescriptions of speaking to others in the most kindly manner, repelling evil with that
which is better, or simply walking away from the hurtful conduct of others.
Aspiring martyrs will realize there is no short cut to paradise and renounce taking the life deemed sacred
by the Quran. They will sear into their hearts that the murder of one person is the same as killing all humanity and
fear taking on the sins of the murdered like Cain in the Quran. True martyrdom will eschew headlines for altruism
in the ultimate self-sacrifice of living to serve God by improving the material conditions of all people.
And just as former heavyweight champion Muhammad Ali refused to step foot in Vietnam to fight an unjust war, the truly righteous will forsake ritual for human rights. Whereas I continue to find meaning in prayer and
fasting, I will refuse to make Hajj in Mecca so long as Saudi Arabia executes apostates, criminalizes dissent, and
allows uncovered school girls to burn to death out of a misogynistic modesty.
But there is no easy formula for social solidarity other than toiling shoulder to shoulder and toe to toe
towards a society that builds the capacity for equality, pacifism, and human rights. This invokes ‘being-with,’ in
using finitude and self-reference as touchstones to empathize and walk in the shoes of others just as the Quran
commanded Muhammad. Failure to do so will cede any hope for community to a wasteland of depersonalized
political identities that consume us all.
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Finish Planting the Tree…
A 1973 NYC Board of Ed photo grabbed my
attention this spring when I finally sorted through
items salvaged from my mother’s home in Red Hook
after Hurricane Sandy. Despite not having a coat, she
glowed in the December air at a tree dedication for
Martin Luther King in front of an elementary school
where she taught in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Marian Anderson and Betty Shabazz, the widow of Malcolm X,
were in attendance, and the hope reflected in their
faces reminded me of Muhammad saying that if you
are planting a tree when the end of the world comes,
finish planting the tree.
The photo sent a shiver of pride up my spine
and I began to truly appreciate what a remarkable
person my mother was. Her activism did not emerge
from some academic or ideological vacuum, but
through a lifetime of sacrifice and struggle. At a time
when interracial marriage was still illegal in many
states, she married my black father against the wishes
of her Jewish parents. Her family doctor went so far
as to warn her that she would develop a brown stripe
across her abdomen if she had children. Yet here I
am.
Her father had a wry sense of humor. He sent
her to Sunday school so she would learn why Jews
were discriminated against. She sold trees for Israel
as a youth, but regretted it when she learned of their
treatment of Palestinians. Then she planted more
trees to commemorate black heroes such as King and
Malcolm X during the turbulent 70’s.

Kevin’s mother dedicating a tree to Dr. Martin
Luther King alongside Marian Anderson and Betty
Shabazz, the widow of Malcolm X.

Mom nursed my father through the trauma of World War II at the hands of redneck
shipmates as well as German U-boats. She stood by him through four children, Jim Crow, the
betrayal by so-called comrades during the McCarthy era, and ultimately Alzheimer’s to which
he succumbed. And whether my brother wore a yarmulke, my sister went to Sunday school, or I
embraced Islam, she loved us all the same and in her wisdom let us each find our own way.
I recalled her simple, heartfelt lines written on the fly outside a Brooklyn detention center housing South Asian detainees post 9/11. After marching more than a mile in the blustery
cold with a bum knee, billboard, and too many stents in her arteries to worry anymore, she read:
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WHAT DOES UNITY MEAN
Does unity mean going back to the Joseph McCarthy period when fighting for desegregation
in a Brooklyn school ––– where the fast classes were “lily white” and the slow classes mainly
minority students ––– meant a visit from the FBI and a lost job,
When helping tenants fight their landlord meant a visit from the FBI and a lost job,
When speaking out for Peace at a rally during the Cuban Missile crisis meant a visit from
the FBI and a lost job,
When being a shop steward during a strike that was lost meant
Visits from the FBI to a series of jobs, and being fired over and over with 15 minutes notice,
When one’s friends and relatives were afraid to visit if one were a community activist for
fear they would lose their government jobs,
When Civil Rights, the Human rights were violated over and over.
Unity to me means:
Working for Peace
Working for Understanding and Friendship among all people
Working to see that people in our country and around the world are free from want –––
that they have adequate food, clothing, shelter and medical care
Working to see that the Civil Rights, the Human Rights of all people are protected regardless
of race, religion or country of origin.
That is why we are here today. That is why we will continue to rally and be active until these
goals are met.
				—Jeanne S. James

Jump in the Pit and Match the Wit

The Christian community betrays its own rich spiritual existence when it clings
to pictures, or defines itself by the ideas of an imperfect original community, or fixates on
the sayings “of the actual man himself.”
				
—Gary Dorrien, quoting Hegel in Kantian Reason and Hegelian Spirit.
I took Dorrien’s take on Hegel as equally valid for a historical Islam that kneels before the Quran and Prophetic speech rather than discern relevancy and truth in real time. Although Hegel wrote from an undernourished
Christian ethnocentrism, another Dorrien quote of Hegel captures the essence of any religion of truth as the dynamic self-determination of reason: Religion is for everyone… Religion is the manner or mode by which all human
beings become conscious of truth for themselves.
American agnostic Robert Ingersoll went further to address the power relations that inhibit reason: When
a fact can be demonstrated, force is unnecessary; when it cannot be demonstrated, an appeal to force is infamous. In
the presence of the unknown all have an equal right to think.

THE HALCYON READER | WINTER 2015

18

It seems to me that the ongoing moves in so-called democracies and religions of truth require dissolving
winner’s narratives in the waters of public reason. Natural and man-made catastrophes kill innocent and sinner
alike, where sinners are invariably defined by winners. As the late Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe noted in a 1994
interview, “There is a great proverb – that until the lions have their historians, the history of the hunt will always
glorify the hunter.”
Tao, Dasein, and Islam are birthrights for all regardless of borders. The promise of Quran and Constitution
lies in their human capital with all their flaws, warts, and restless dispositions. Prioritizing living relations over
accumulating things dead, overcoming the myths of markets and martyrdom all demand an open market of ideas
free of coercion. And when conflicted interests barter for social goods, promote the good and mitigate harm in a
level arena where stakeholders must jump in the pit and match the wit on merit.

Kevin James’ Islam Beyond the Quran was previously published by BlackCommentator.com
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Metasyntactic Variable
JASON RICKETT

In his garage, the doors locked. Shut off, no monitors, no earpiece linked to his communication device.
This space, this time alone, reinvigorated him and made his marriage of thirty years unflappable. He pried the nails
in the lid away from the crate delivered only hours ago, liking the feral squeal of the metal tearing simulated wood.
Packing peanuts snowed a flurry through the crack. He hauled the lid aside and leaned it against the unmarred
workbench.
As the peanuts fell away, her face appeared, closed eyes, drifting smile touching the light pink of her lips.
Sleeping, it appeared. Her brown hair had been bobbed and the sweeping curve of it pointed forward in front of
her ears, the rest of the length lay gracefully against the slope of her art nouveau neck. The dimple at the base of
her throat sloped into a flawless horseshoe adjoining her clavicles, and the sprinkle of freckles pooled sensually at
the base of that horseshoe. A single hand emerged from the snowdrift, lengths of thin finger topped with flesh pink
manicured nails, the small right angle at the delicate wrist, alabaster skin. It was exactly – every last detail – the way
he wanted her. Brushing aside the peanuts clinging to her nightshirt, he reached around the curves above her hips
and lifted her from the packing crate.
Into the folding metal chair, he arranged her limbs. And for a prolonged moment, he stood there, a fist
crammed into his jaw, as he admired her. The teardrop of her breasts, punctuated with a yolk of aureola and nipple,
feeling as they should when they pressed against his shoulder, not jelly like silicone and not sloppy like a water
balloon. The slope of her ribcage and the curl of her abdomen, unmarred with a navel. The strings of her panties
resting on the tiny shelf of her hips. Knees flat and square with taunt tendon drawing lines up through her thighs,
down into her calves. Dainty feet with the scale of toes marking five adagio notes.
He ran a finger along her cheek, down into the jaw, tracing along to the upswing of her neck. A loving
touch, marveling at the perfection of her skin. Even the details of fine filaments of peach fuzz hairs at the nape of
her neck, the shoulder.
It was exactly like her skin, twenty years ago. Every single time, they got that part right, and it still knocked
him stunned.
In the crate, screwed by two boards to hold it in place, was the device. It was as thick as a dinner plate,
but the square of the palm of his hand. A touch screen marked the top, machine burnished metal contained the
microelectronics. He held his finger against the touch screen until a low glow rolled over the plexiglass. A single
word – HELLO – and the company logo of an ideogram of a face recognizing it’s reflection.
She opened her eyes. Almond and light brown with a circle around the outer edge of the iris of pure black.
They always got that right too. He watched her focus on him, and the touch of smile brightened.
“Hello,” she said, the voice a breath, little more than a whisper.
“Hello,” he said.
Her smile intensified without being intimidating. “You hold the remote.”
“I do.”
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“Do I mark you to the remote?”
“Please.”
She blinked, a solitary, rapid flick of eyelids. He had been marked. “Shall I introduce myself, or do you already have a name for me?”
“Your name doesn’t matter.”
Not the slightest dip in her smile, or concern on her brow. “OK. We bypass that.” She looked into the crate,
searching the packing. “Shall I get dressed?”
“Your clothes do not matter.”
Still not a ripple on her expression. Still the peaceful unconcern, the welcoming smile. The air
of a creation too important to be concerned of details that might turn destructive. “What is your name?”
“I am David.”
“Hello, David, keeper of the remote.”
“Hello.”
He did not move, held the remote in his hand, with his finger still touching the glass. Soothing pastels
swirled under the plexiglass, marking the edges of his finger, and when he involuntarily jerked with a shot of anticipation, the colors reacted with a flurry of brightness, rollicking around the touch. Still he stared, admired. And
still she sat in the folding chair, letting him ogle without showing any distress.
She arranged her legs appropriately, perhaps to entice and encourage. Her panties fell on the promises they
offered. She asked, “Am I to pleasure you?”
“Not in the way you may be programmed,” David said.
“Yes, David,” she said. “You know I am designed to accommodate.”
“I’m not interested in your accommodations.”
“Yes, David.” She moved her legs back into place so they sloped away and down. She sat in the chair and
said nothing, occasionally blinking to show activity, making her breathing more pronounced to give the correct
simulations. She smiled, blinked her eyes, tilted her head. Pigmentation lilted into cells to bring color to her
cheeks. And she watched him without intrusiveness, without expectation.
He moved to the workbench. Her beautiful eyes followed him. He took a power drill from the hook and
gave the trigger a squeeze. The bore bit whipped into a blurred cone with a lethal tip.
She did not flinch. Tilted her head a single degree to show interest.
He held the drill. Squeezed the trigger and it yanked from the torque. He held the remote in the other hand
pinching it between his fingers so she could see the swirling colors growing more agitated.
“Who is the keeper of the remote?” he asked over the monosyllabic jazz of the power drill.
“You are, David.”
“Yes, I am.” He jammed the bore bit into her hand, the metal ripping stripes and curls of that perfect skin
away, snapping through refined plastics, and tearing at taunt rubbers. A spray of sticky, luminescent lubricants
struck his cheek.
Her expression melted. Exquisite signs of confusion defying the uncanny valley. Conflicts within her. Self
preservation combating the desire to please the keeper of the remote. “What are you doing, David?”
He jammed the drill into her upper arm, the bit grabbing and seizing so her arm thrashed against the back
of the folding chair. Then into her upper thigh, where the skin and meat shredded away and slapped onto the concrete of the garage floor.
He dropped the power drill and it clattered as it bounced. And in one swift move, he backhanded her,
rocking that graceful head. Her hair sizzled around her face as she returned her jawline to the correct position, and
he heard the low murmur of gyroscopes working to maintain the balance. Her eyebrows knitted above the bridge
of her nose while her skin shouted with lividity, pigment dumping into the individual cells. The back of his hand
pulsated from the blow – it probably hurt him more than it did her – but it was still so satisfying.
“Why are you hurting me?”
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“We’ve only begun,” David said, passing the remote shouting with zipping, bright hues. He sauntered to the
aluminum baseball bat, a wonderful antique he procured for this very purpose. It was well scarred even though he
had bought it vintage new, still cocooned in shrink wrap he had peeled away. He raised it over his head, stretching
both arms into the upswing, and crushed it down, bashing into her shoulder, pulverizing skin, plasticine flesh,
electrostatic rubber that contracted under the slightest of charges. “Why?” she kept asking as he brought the bat
down, “Why?” with each satisfying, wet clunk, “Why?” as bits of her broke off, shattered away, crushed down,
splashed across. “Why?” as he took shivering joy in snapping off each of those delicate toes. David was precise in
not damaging her head, focusing the bites of the bat on her hands, her wrists, her knees, her shins.
Drawing this out as long as possible.
Her eyes drizzled with tears while her mouth worked. “I’ve done nothing wrong,” she said, and her voice
started buzzing with the failure of electronics. It became creepy. No longer holding the sorrowful tones of one unable to comprehend why her protector was killing her, the machine was failing, and now it began loosing it’s fun.
What remained of her lay on her side on the garage floor, limbs broken, strings of skin splayed. One pupil
was blown wider than the other – never had that happened before – but she was still able to track his movements.
The sledge hammer with the size ten head leaned against the spotless worktable. Her eyes marked him as
he hefted it, testing the weight with the bend of an elbow. Planted his foot, dropped the sledge and swung as it’s arc
dipped, up and around and down again. Dead center above her ear, whump and bang, the slight crackle of the last
of the electricity, and one of her eyes dropped from the devastated skull.
Her jaw twitched under the square of sledge. Then stopped moving altogether. The square of remote went
black on the workbench.
Sweat drizzled from the exertion. He huffed a final, cleansing breath. Then took the crate, lay it on its side.
With the wide, water-proof head of the push broom, he swept all her bits back into the crate. Dropped a rag of
towel onto the floor and shoved it around with his foot to mop the luminescent lubricating fluid, kicked the towel
into the crate. Hefted it upright. He touched the electronic paper on the side of crate, made a selection. Touched
LIFETIME WARRANTY. Selected the return address on the electronic paper and locked it. Then he nailed the
crate shut, whistling as he banged.
The first time, the company balked at the destruction and honoring the warranty. Yet, he argued the company designed her to bring pleasure to a human. This was the pleasure sought. Begrudgingly, they capitulated,
specifically because he renewed his warranty yearly, and that renewal was not cheap.
They tried a workaround. Future versions, she had been designed to question why she was in pain, why
she was being hurt, the company gambling the human would take huge precautions to protect her like a child. A
human protecting her would be less apt to need that lifetime warranty.
Fail.
It only made David want to thrash her more.
He took his shirt off and wiped down. Tossed the shirt in the trash. Got another one exactly like the discarded one and climbed into it. He recalibrated himself, getting his breathing back to normal. Over the past twenty
years it took longer and longer for him to calm.
David closed the garage door and locked it with his thumbprint.
“I never will know what you do in there, will I?” Ambrosia barked.
He started, felt a jolt. Regained every scrap of calm and blank and rearranged it on his face. “You know
exactly what I do in there, honey. I decompress.”
“Yeah, whatever.” She flipped away from him and rotated on her heel.
It didn’t matter how long she had been standing outside that garage door. A part of him almost wished she
heard what went on inside. Almost.
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She said, “I need all the dirt in the garden revitalized. You aren’t doing anything tomorrow.” It was not a
question, but a statement. “You pack it up and haul it off.”
“Yes, dear,” he said.
“Be sure to tell them to add nutrients for flowers. Last time you asked for fruits. Flowers aren’t fruits, David.
I thought you knew that.”
“Yes, dear,” he said. His face remained saintly calm.
“I want that dirt delivered by Thursday. You use your money and pay extra for that.”
“Yes, dear,” he said.
She rotated on her heel again, facing him. She was all floral madras print in gaudy yellows and oranges. Flip
flop sandals smashed paper thin. Despite all the rolls of fat, the waddles hanging off her neck, the flaps dangling
under her arms, he could almost see what remained of that sexy little horseshoe divot at the base of her throat,
sprinkled with freckles. Except now, the freckles had degenerated into age spots. “Flowers, David. Not. Fruit.”
“Yes, dear.” There was a dot of luminescence on the inside of his hand. He shoved his hand into his pocket,
sure she didn’t notice. When he brought it back out, he noticed the skin was torn, probably from the sledge. He hid
it back in his pocket and skittered to start moving dirt in the garden.
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The Clown
Stephen Del Greco

“Well fine, motherfucker. Let’s race!” The clown drags his foot across my lawn, ripping dirt and grass to
designate the starting line. My voice was stoic, but hesitant since I could think of nothing better to say than to
repeat what his words with a touch more profanity. The cake is delicious though and I deeply regret that the best
bite I got had to be jettisoned from my throat to avoid asphyxiation. A little less icing next time, maybe. The white
cream is abundant across my face.
“This is stupid. You’re both just stupid.” My wife wipes away the cake from my daughter’s mouth. Her cake
had smeared itself in the natural toddler way; in other words, it wasn’t smashed with great vigor by an asshole
clown. And my wife is right; several stupid things have happened within the past five minutes. It’s stupid that the
clown grabbed a handful of cake and smashed it in my face. It’s stupid that my reaction was to push him over the
picnic table and tear off his clown wig. It’s stupid that the clown’s ultimate test of manhood is to challenge me to a
foot race and it’s even more stupid that I accepted.
He’s in better shape than I am but not by much. Comparing us would be like comparing a diseased tree to
a slightly less diseased tree. My back is awful so I can’t lean forward into a sprinter position like he is. It’s clear he’s
done this before. I quickly ponder how many other children’s birthday parties he’s dropped “motherfuckers” in and
how many idiot fathers he’s challenged to race. It then occurs to me that maybe some of those fathers weren’t idiots;
some probably tossed XoXo out to the curb, leaving him to walk shamefully back to his rust-stained El Camino.
And here I am, leaning forward slightly as the child with Harry Potter glasses stares at me with a finger up his nose.
I consider walking away and calling the police, but I can’t imagine how it would look if I just quit. I already
dedicated myself. Who knows what reputation I’d gain amongst XoXo’s roving band of miscreant and rejected circus performers? “The guy on Elm was too scared to race me!” he’d say as he lit his ridiculously large cigar. “Yeah,
what a pussy!” is what the miniature XoXo would say. I felt shame just thinking about it. There has to be a way to
get out of this with my dignity and a small wife penalty.
He shouts before I think of an alternative and by instinct I jolt forward. XoXo is quite fast and is ten yards
away very quickly. I panic for an instant and stumble. I stop entirely. XoXo is halfway across the yard now, running
with fury as his elbows flail into the air and his knees jut out to the sides as he kicks his legs. I stand with my hands
on my hips, stunned at first, but then I laugh. His polka-dotted Mumu flaps in the wind like a flag in a thunderstorm. I laugh again, a little more jolly this time. Harry Potter kid laughs. My wife snorts. My daughter uses her
tongue to get the icing from the crevices of her hands. I lost the race. But I also won.
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VIDMAR
MARY STEER

Try as he might—and try he did—Vidmar could hear no music in the screech and wail of the garbage
truck’s brakes, no pleasing rhythm to the movement as they lurched and jolted up the streets. Hurling fat black or
green sacks of other people’s refuse held no joy, even if Vidmar felt a fierce delight when they came to their last stop
and he tossed the final smelly bag into the gaping maw of the truck. Then there was beauty in the tattoo he beat on
the side of the truck to signal Benson to drive on, on to the dump and then back to the depot.
Vidmar had something important to do at home, every single day, but even more important was his task
today, and it was not at home. He had to start there, though. He had to go home before he could go on. Go home
and get the grime off; go home and get the smell off. Go home and get his violin. Today were the auditions for the
symphony orchestra.
He didn’t have an audition—not this time. He had, once before. He still remembered it well—how he had
stepped onto the stage, and the audition committee had stared at him, their eyes cold, their faces like stone. Only
their mouths moved, and before he even began to play, he heard one murmur, “Short, dark and ugly. One out of
three ain’t bad.” The one sitting next to him at the table shuffled papers, looking down, trying to put on a disapproving expression; he was only successful until the first one added, “Too bad we don’t have a quota for trolls.”
Then they had both raised their hands to their mouths to hide their smirks. Oh, the first committee member said
these things quietly enough, but Vidmar heard them, and even though a third one told the other two to be quiet, it
had not quelled the powerful rage and pain inside him. It affected his playing. His bow sprouted a cascade of hair,
his violin screeched and nagged like a crazy old witch. Perhaps it was their intent to bring out the worst in him.
Certainly no one else in the symphony orchestra looked like a troll.
He had been to the concerts—he couldn’t get enough of the music—that music!—music to cleanse your
soul, even if it could do nothing for your skin and hair! If only he could get into the symphony—if only he could
play with them. He knew he was good enough. And if he got in—the salary was close to what he made now, but he
would get to live in music instead of garbage, all day, every day. He would get up at seven o’clock instead of at four.
He would practise all day, and rehearse with others who loved music and played it well, and perform in concerts
for people who appreciated it as he did.
Except—he had no audition.
He had seen the notice, that they needed a new violinist, but he had not been given an audition this time.
He knew he’d got his application in early enough. It didn’t matter. He had a plan.
He knew where the auditions took place, where the committee members parked their cars. He knew the
exact stretch of sidewalk they would have to traverse. He would get there before auditions began and he would
play. And he would wait until auditions were over and he would play. He would not let snide comments interfere
with his music this time. He would show them there was no one better.
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Scrubbed clean, wearing his best clothes, he set himself up at the mouth of the alleyway that ran between
the parking lot and the entrance to the theatre. It was quarter to one. He took his violin out, leaned the case neatly
behind him against the front wall of the theatre. He tuned his instrument fastidiously, plucking gently, running
shimmering scales, pausing to adjust the tension of this or that string until the sound was pure and perfect. And
then—he began to play.
With no audition committee to distract him with whispers, he became immersed in his music. His eyes fell
shut and he cradled his violin like a lover, stroking and smoothing her with the bow, making her sing and wail and
then croon, sliding up to squeaks of surprise and down into throaty moans of desire. He was lost and knew nothing
outside the river of sound he created, until the piece ended and he opened his eyes to a burst of applause.
There was a knot of people in front of him, and they were clapping. He scanned the faces; none of them
were committee members. He looked around in confusion.
“Encore!” someone shouted, and to cover his bewilderment he began to play. This time he closed his eyes
to shut out the world, but gradually the notes took over and soon he was once again lost.
When he came to the end of the piece and opened his eyes, the people around him applauded as before—all
but two committee members who stood to one side, their faces immovable as ever. The moment he saw them, they
turned and went into the theatre. He looked across the remaining listeners. Some of the people he had noticed
after the first piece he’d played were gone—the three teenage girls in the short shorts, the man with the red tie—but
some were still there. The man in the moss green suit; the pretty woman in the blue dress, holding hands with
a small boy. New people had arrived to take the place of those who had left. Among them he noticed one of the
symphony’s two cellists, with a look on his face Vidmar could not read. Anger?
Amazed and shy as the applause continued around him, he lowered his eyes to the pavement at his feet and
noticed someone had dropped a dollar coin. Maybe they were too embarrassed to come closer and pick it up while
he was playing. He stepped back to make room and began to play once more. Ah, he could play forever if people
listened and took pleasure from his music. He would play forever, if he got his place in the symphony orchestra.
Vidmar played for two hours, and people came and went, including committee members. No one approached him until he stopped and put his violin away in its case, and then it was not anyone representing the
orchestra. The pretty woman in the blue dress and the little boy stepped forward. They were holding ice creams;
they must have left and come back. The woman smiled but said nothing. The little boy was the one who spoke.
“Excuse me, sir. That was really good.” His eyes were shining. “Are you going to play here tomorrow?”
“No,” said Vidmar.
“Oh. Well, are you going to play here again ever?”
“No.”
“Aw.” The little boy looked genuinely disappointed. His mother was still smiling.
“Come on, Liam,” she said. “Don’t bother the man.”
“It is no bother,” Vidmar heard himself saying.
The woman walked away slowly, looking back, and in a moment he saw why: the little boy darted up and
dropped a two-dollar coin onto the pavement at his feet and then ran after his mother.
“Oh no, I am not—wait, no!” Vidmar cried, but they were gone. He noticed, in astonishment, a puddle of
shining coins at his feet. The rest of the listeners had drifted away too, perhaps while he was putting away his violin.
None of the committee members had waited to speak with him. He’d wasted his time here. Everyone had thought
he was a simple street performer. He drew back his foot and aimed a vicious kick at the small pile of change. The
money leaped into the air and fell back to the ground, ringing on the concrete, some pieces spinning on the spot,
some rolling down the sidewalk, some skidding across into the gutter. Vidmar hugged his case to his chest and set
off for home.
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On Saturday he went to the library and used one of the public computer terminals to look up the symphony’s website, the office phone number, the name and telephone extension of each audition committee member.
Carefully he wrote them down on a piece of scrap paper from the little plastic basket next to the monitor, and on
Monday afternoon, after his shift on the truck, he tried calling each of them in turn. None of them picked up.
This was message enough. He didn’t need to humiliate himself further by having them tell him in words
they still didn’t want him.
***
After the screech and wail of the truck on Tuesday morning, after going home to clean up, he went to the
grocery store. He usually shopped on a Saturday, but this past weekend had been one of alternating hope and despair and he hadn’t stuck to any of his routines. Finding he was out of milk for his tea had brought reality home.
Life must go on.
In the queue at the checkout, he heard the cashier say, “It’s too bad you won’t be busking any more,” and he
looked up to see the mother of the little boy.
“My son loved your music,” she said. “He doesn’t stop for all the buskers, but he stopped for you.”
“Oh.” Vidmar blinked. “I am sorry—what is busker?”
“Oh.” She blinked back. “I thought that was what you were doing. What were you doing, then?”
Vidmar stared at her. He shook his head.
“A busker—busking—it’s performing in public, just on a sidewalk or street corner, for people walking by.”
Vidmar nodded. A street performer. Someone who wished to be in the symphony orchestra, but couldn’t
because he looked like a troll.
The woman was still talking. “And if they like what you’re doing, if it makes them stop and listen for a while,
they might put in a coin or two or even a bill. I did wonder why you didn’t have your violin case open in front of
you.”
“My violin case is for my violin,” said Vidmar.
The woman shrugged. “Some people put down a hat or a little cloth or something.” She hit a final button on
her cash register. “That’ll be fifty-one fifty, please.”
Vidmar fumbled with his wallet, handed over bills and coins.
“Thank you.” She smiled. “Hope we see you again, maybe. If you play again, that is.” She turned to her next
customer.
Walking home with his groceries, Vidmar tried to recall the day. The faces he could remember shone with
happiness—well, not those of the committee members. Then the expression on the face of the cellist came back to
him. Had that been anger—or envy? Vidmar thought back to his last visit to the symphony: how the players had
sat and risen together, how those not playing during a particular part had remained still, waiting until they were
needed once more. How they’d play just a handful of notes and stop again. He turned his thoughts back to Friday
afternoon, and two feelings returned with perfect clarity: the bliss of surrendering to the music, and the satisfaction in the astonishing applause that was just for him. He began to walk faster, his steps matching the tempo of the
music in his head.
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The Laughter of God
RICHARD LUTMAN

The doctor expected the padre at the birth of this child, first son to Ruiz the carpenter, but he hadn’t been
there. A new birth always seemed to please the padre. Afterwards, over tequila in the doctor’s office, the padre
would talk of what he would do for the child, how he would baptize it and teach it the ways of God.
When the doctor slapped the child on the bottom, he cried lustily and the doctor oiled him and wrapped
his wriggling body in a blanket. As an afterthought, and because the padre wasn’t there, he popped some garlic in
the baby’s blanket to keep evil away. He knew the child’s mother would like the gesture.
The woman’s labor had been hard, and there were signs of it in the shadows of her face, but the pain was
forgotten now. This was a welcome child, unlike many he and the padre had introduced. The mother held out her
arms and gently took the bundle.
A neighbor would be in after supper to clean up. Yet the doctor lingered, watching the mother and child,
hoping the padre might still arrive. “What’s his name?” said the doctor.
“Carlos Manuel Ortega,” said the woman.” As good as any, the doctor thought. He hadn’t had a Carlos in
months. He placed a cold cloth on the woman’s forehead.
“Where’s Ruiz?” said the doctor.
“He is getting drunk at the cantina with the gypsy. She said we would have a son. Where is the padre, Doctor? I want him to bless my Carlos,” she said. “He must bless my child. It is what I want done. I want to make my
God happy. Why is the padre not here? He was at the Gonzalez’s for their son. Does he no longer love us?”
“I’ll go look for him.”
Before coming to Espiritu the doctor had worked in the Canal Zone, treating the Americans in service
there. It was a job he never liked. There was more to medicine than taking temperatures and giving out pills to the
rich; he needed a purpose for his skills and knowledge. He had jumped at the chance to work with a man who was
known to be dedicated to helping the poor and asked for little in return.
At first it had been hard to adjust to the new life, but over the years the doctor had built up a toughness to
the conditions around him, just as the padre said he would or he would fail.
The doctor put on his raincoat and stepped into the rain, which was now thick in the mountains, but in
the street was only a thin gray haze that bore the pungent scent of mud and the spicy odors of food. A damp chill
spread through the village.
As much as he hated the rain and what it brought with it, the misty countryside still excited him in the early
mornings. The shiftings of the sun and vapor werelike the beginnings of a new world. Yet he knew it wasn’t so.
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To the west, around the dirt airstrip, a burnt-out plane lay where it had crashed. To the north was the
cemetery where crude crosses tilted from the soil. Metal tags made from the lids of cans were nailed to each cross.
They glittered fiercely when the sun caught them before slipping behind the trees.
Maria, his housekeeper and first patient, met him as he came in from the rain. She helped him out of his
coat and hung it in the hall. Age had been kind to her. When he first found her she had been near death from
malnutrition and infection. Her round face, the eyes dark and bright with fever, reminded him of a painting of
innocence. With diligence he restored her health. To repay him she had stayed as his housekeeper.
“You have a visitor,” she said. “It is the padre.”
At sixty-eight, the padre still looked youthful and alert, yet lately his black, bird-like eyes seemed to focus
on something in the distance. The years of living in Espiritu had carved ever deeper web-like lines on his face.
The padre thumbed through a photograph album with pictures of the village children. The black and gold album
rested awkwardly on his angular knees. On some pages the labels and whole pictures had been ripped out by the
curious villagers who had taken the pictures home with them.
“I expected you at the birth,” said the doctor. “Why weren’t you there? It was a boy. The first for Ruiz.
Carlos Manual Ortega. The mother’s doing fine. She asked for you. She thinks you no longer love the villagers.”
“Perhaps she is right.”
“How can you say that?”
“You still have much to learn, my friend. What does she or any of the other villagers know about love? I
don’t think many of the villagers believe Christ died for their sins. There is still much darkness and the poison of
doubt in their souls.”
The padre stared fixedly at a pot of small-petaled red flowers in the doctor’s window.
“You can make poison from those,” said the doctor, noting the padre’s interest. “The plant is quite rare. I
didn’t think it would grow well here. One of the villagers gave it to me yesterday. He had come from the interior.”
“Poison?” said the padre.
“It can kill in a few seconds and can also be used as an anesthesia.”
“When that farmer, Miguel Santiago, poisoned himself,” said the padre, “he came home from the fields and
kissed his wife and children. When I found him he was sitting under his favorite tree with his shoelaces untied.
He had just started coming to church and had asked me for a Bible, which I was bringing to him. I never knew his
soul was so troubled.”
“You need a drink, my friend.” The doctor poured out two glasses of tequila and gave the padre one. Then
sat.
The padre gazed into his glass.
“You do what you can,” said the doctor. “Isn’t that what you told me? You can’t stop now simply because
things aren’t going the way they’re meant to.” He raised his glass. “To what we have done and to what we will leave.
To the future.”
The padre looked away.
When the doctor arrived in Espiritu twenty-six years ago on a bus full of women, children, and chickens,
the only person to meet him had been the padre. From the bus, the doctor had his first view of the village from
the bridge over the broad shallow river and the large church that dominated the huts and narrow streets.
The bridge was the only bit of good road within one hundred miles. It was flat and hard as a floor, and one
eighth of a mile long. Below the bridge as he crossed was a horseman in traditional poncho and sombrero splashing across the river with a dog at his heels driving a few cattle. Naked children swam in the shallows where naked
children had swum since before the Conquest.
The padre had been waiting for him on the plaza, worn bare by pigs, heavy rain, and many feet. He had
a bottle of tequila and, together, they finished it off. As they neared the end of the bottle the padre looked at the
doctor with sharp, intent eyes and said, “You are new to this life, and flushed with the thoughts of being a doctor
where few have been doctors before. You know nothing of the poverty, sickness, and fear that is here.
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Sometimes I am full of such doubt that I wonder about my own abilities. I fear that I can no longer heal the soul or
spread God’s word. Then I see a new face among my congregation and know that all is not yet lost. The next week
the face is gone. You have no choice but to go on because there is nothing else for you to do and there is always the
hope of a new face will stay.”
“There has been much more rain this season than I remember,” said the doctor to the padre.
“It won’t be enough to cleanse the poison that is about.” The padre rose to his feet. “In your flowers. The
seas, the earth, air. We are slowly dying of a disease for which neither you nor I have a cure. It is all around you.
Even in the vast and tangled jungle, there is poison. In the toad, the snake, and in man.”
Dogs barked in the street. The doctor rose and opened the door.
A new wave of rain clouds was building in a mass formation over the dark ragged mountains. Lightning
reflected on the underside of the clouds glowed like a distant explosion.
A young couple, spattered with mud, walked up the path. The man was muscular, unshaven with deep set
yes. His free hand was around the limping woman’s shoulder. She was wide-hipped with long black hair. The
doctor heard the padre behind him and felt him press near, smelling as he always did of mothballs.
The couple stopped in front of the door. The woman put the canvas bag she carried on the ground and
flexed her cramped fingers. The man swung the battered fiber suitcase down from his head.
“May we have something to drink?” said the man. “Water, perhaps. My wife is very thirsty. I am Gomez.
My wife is Rosa.”
“Come far?” the doctor said.
“Sixty miles, maybe,” said Gomez.
“You seem in a hurry,” said the doctor.
“It is our baby,” said Gomez. “He is ill. We left him and our little girls with my mother where it is safe. We
have land in one of the new districts, but we are still clearing it. It is no place for children.
“We have been traveling nearly five days. The road is in bad shape. We had to help push the bus many
times, build a few log bridges. But, the last washout was too much. We left the bus and walked.”
“There’s no traffic going your way,” said the doctor. “And the road’s out ahead, too.”
The woman bit her lip, close to despair. Tears glittered from the corners of her eyes as she fought to keep from
crying.
“The bulldozers have been sent for,” said the doctor. “The roads might be open tomorrow. Please come in.
Stay for the night. There’s plenty of food and drink. I’ve a few beds next door in my clinic. I can look at your wife’s
foot later.”
“Gracias,” said Gomez. The doctor poured out a glass of water and gave it to the man’s wife. She took a
long drink, and then passed the glass to her husband. He took a sip then returned the glass to the doctor. They
picked up their luggage and stepped into the hallway, then followed the doctor to the clinic, which was divided into
cubicles off a dark central corridor. In the cubicles were tables and rough-hewn bed frames with thin mattresses
and clean white sheets. Mosquito nets hung above the beds.
“If you need anything,” said the doctor. “I’ll be right next door. The walls are very thin; you will not need
to shout.”
“We will be fine,” said Gomez. “We will be fine. Gracias.”
The doctor returned to the sitting room where he filled his glass with tequila and then sat rolling it between
his hands. The padre stood nearby looking out the window.
The woman began to cry softly from the next room.
“I never should have left our child,” she said. “Never. It was a bad thing.”
“It is not your fault,” said Gomez gently. “We did what we thought best. Do not worry. Everything will be
all right. I love you.”
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“I am sorry,” said the woman in a calm voice. “I have been silly. Tomorrow the road will be open like the
doctor says and, perhaps in two or three days, we can go home again. Our baby will be well. When we arrive,
everything will be all right. We must have faith.”
“Yes,” said Gomez. “We will never be separated again. Things will be better. We will ask God for help and
the padre for his prayers. He looks like a good man.”
The padre poured a drink and downed it. His face became flushed, and his eyes shone. The doctor wondered how bad this seizure was going to be. As always he’d let things take their course and see what happened.
“A good man? How in such a place as this can I maintain the purity of His church on earth. How?” said
the padre his voice rising to a shout. “He has forgetten us here in Espiritu.”
The couple stood in the hallway. The woman was frightened. Gomez stood awkwardly behind her.
“It’s nothing,” said the doctor. “Sorry to have disturbed you. The rain makes him so.”
Gomez nodded. The doctor poured another drink to steady himself, and then sat down heavily, watching the
padre.
The padre opened his mouth as wide as it would go, screwed up his eyes, and screamed “Ay Dios” so piercingly that the surprised doctor banged his knee against the table.
Maria stood in the kitchen doorway and shook her head at the padre.
“Now look what you’ve done,” said the doctor. “Disturbing our guests and bringing Maria from the kitchen.”
The padre said nothing.
Maria shook her fists in the air, and then returned to the kitchen where she rattled her pots and pans.
“Our guests have enough to worry about without you going through all this,” said the doctor.
“Thank you,” said Gomez. “It is all right. Our padre is the same when he is with God. Thank you.”
He took his wife’s hand and led her back to the clinic.
“Ay, Dios Mio,” said the padre in a low voice as he fell to his knees. “Ay, Dios Mio.”
“Once more,” said the doctor, “and that’ll be it. Do you understand?”
He took the padre by the shoulder and pulled him roughly to his feet.
“I mean it this time.”
“Ay, Dios Mio,” said the padre and pushed the doctor’s hands away “Praise the Lord. Oh yes, dear Jesu,
for today we have in our midst a new little lost lamb, Carlos, who is crying out to be saved, but by whom? Tell me
Lord, who is to bless Carlos? Who will save his soul? And for whom? I can do no more.”
The padre breathed hard and swayed slightly as he stood in the center of the room staring at the backs of
his hands. He blinked his eyes as though he had just come in from the dark.
“Tomorrow,” said the doctor. “First thing in the morning, you come see me.”
“Yes,” said the padre, slowly, as if he were thinking about something else. “Tomorrow things will be better.”
Then he lurched bareheaded out into the rain.
The doctor watched the figure disappear and remembered an Indian from the Canal Zone who once said
he never saw a sadder bunch of people than those who worshipped God. When he heard the priest begin to wail
about something, the Indian always felt like laughing because the priest was trying to feel holy and full of the spirit
and then would forget what God was really like. The Indian thought that God might enjoy laughing, true laughter,
more than the silly wailing over sins.
The doctor turned back from the door, shut it then filled his glass again. Things always seemed to go badly
during the four months of rain when people were thrust together in the close quarters of the village. He wondered
if the padre would be all right. Perhaps he should have given him an injection. That way he could have kept him
here. Each season the padre seemed to be worse. Soon there would be little the doctor could do.
Loud banging on the door woke him from these thoughts.
“Doctor. Doctor. You must come quickly.” The voice rose with the increased pounding. “Doctor. Come
quickly.”
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The doctor opened the door. Olivio, the church sexton, stood in front of him. His face silver with rain. “It
is the padre.”
The look of primitive fright in the man’s eyes made the doctor’s stomach turn, and he cursed himself for
not having kept the padre with him. The doctor grabbed his raincoat and medical bag then followed Olivio out
into the rain toward the church. The padre lay near the altar. In his hand was a small vial. His face had the sad,
peculiar pose of one in a drunken asleep.
“Madre de Dios,” said Olivio. “When he drink like this, he is like one who is dead.”
“It is not drink,” said the doctor. He is dead.”
They picked up the limp body and carried it to the small sleeping room, then lowered the padre to the bed.
“I will miss him much.” Tears flowed from Olivio’s eyes.
“I, too,” the doctor said in a trembling voice. “I, too.”
The doctor picked up his medical bag and walked slowly back to the clinic in the rain. He would have another drink, perhaps more, and contemplate the padre’s act of despair and the future.
Later, he would care for the injured foot of the woman who was returning to her children.
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Drenched to the Bone
JAMES MULHERN

It has been two years since my ex-wife, Kate, announced that she was unhappy and wanted to end our
marriage. I had confronted her about emails from her female lover, Deb, whom she met in yoga class.
Kate said that our relationship lacked passion and if I were honest with myself, I would recognize this truth.
In order for both of us to grow, she explained, we needed “clarity in our communication process.” Meeting Deb was
the beginning of a new phase in her life. A process of individuation, she called it, a term Dr. Kelleher, her Jungian
psychologist had used.
“Crisis is good, Jack,” she said one morning while we were both getting ready for work. “Both of us have the
opportunity for real growth here. I’m sorry that you had to find out this way, but why the hell were you snooping
around in my email account?” She looked at me in the mirror as she applied her makeup. Her blue eyes, the first
thing that I had noticed about her when we sat across from each other in high school math class, seemed cold and
hard.
“The computer geek fixing the hard drive found them. I wasn’t looking for anything. I had no reason to be
suspicious. I wouldn’t invade your personal space.” I sat on the edge of the tub, feeling a pit in my stomach, wanting
to lash out at her.
She laughed. “Jack, that’s just it. You don’t even know who I am, what I want. You don’t ask me anything.
You don’t listen. All you ever do is sit in that goddamn chair and read.”
“So I read! Jesus, Kate. I’m not a womanizer. I don’t drink. I’m home every night with you and the girls.
What the fuck did I do wrong?” I could feel my cheeks flush, and my hands were trembling.
She turned and faced me, her hands behind her back, bracing the edge of the sink. “Look, I care about you very
much and I don’t want to hurt you. But this whole thing isn’t working.”
“You mean our marriage?”
“Yes. Our marriage.”
“You want to end it? Just like that?”
“Jack, I don’t want to wake up someday and feel I’ve wasted my life.”
I couldn’t believe how cavalier she seemed. “You’re saying our marriage has been a waste?” How could this
be happening?
“It’s nobody’s fault. You’ll be happier, too. You’ll see.”
“You can’t know that I’ll be happier.”
“You’re right. I can’t know.” She was suddenly crying. “Because I don’t know who you are anymore. You
don’t talk to me. This is not how I wanted it to be.”
“Kate, is it really that bad? I thought it was pretty good.”
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“Not bad. I just need something different, something more. I’m not happy with things the way they are. I’m
sorry, Jack, but life is too short for us to be unhappy.”
“I’m not unhappy.”
“But I am.” Her voice was tight, and the red spot that appeared on her forehead whenever she was upset
was obvious. “You never want to do anything,” she said, “I’ve tried. Really, I’ve tried.” She turned back to the mirror,
rifling quickly through her makeup bag. A lipstick rolled into the sink. “If you want to spend your life holed up in
this house, you can. Not me.” She wasn’t looking at me, staring directly into her own face, a face that I had loved
for over twenty years. My auburn-haired beauty, I would call her, lightly tracing the line of small freckles over her
cheeks and the bridge of her nose with my fingertips, as she laughed and said I was tickling her. I couldn’t remember the last time I had done that.
I wanted to say so much. Remind her of everything we had been through, that we had two teenage daughters to consider. But I couldn’t speak. Shock, I guess. I tried to convince myself that she was just in a foul mood that
day. Maybe she was going through a rough patch in therapy. This, too, would pass, I hoped. Christ! I didn’t even
give a damn about her lesbian lover. Let her have a fling if it would make her feel better.
But things didn’t improve. Eventually I moved out. The divorce became a reality. Our girls, Danielle and
Colleen, of course were upset, running through the gamut of emotions, but they, too, came to terms with the
change. Danielle would be moving away to college the next fall, and Colleen, a ninth-grader and never very studious, immersed herself in the social aspects of high school.
I have never been one for confrontations or conflict. I gave Kate everything that she wanted in the divorce.
Mostly, I just wanted the whole thing over with. I heard that they needed teachers in Florida, and I attended a job
fair, where I was offered five jobs in one hour. In August of this past year I began teaching at a school in Fort Lauderdale. I thought a complete change would help me start over, or as Kate would say, “move forward in my spiritual
journey.”
One day, Deidre Schleppi, a fellow English teacher, and I are walking down the hallway. Someone has
smashed the glass front of a vending machine. Bags of Lays potato chips, Doritos, Starbursts, Cheetos, Skittles,
and other assorted healthy foods that we provide for our students--lie on the floor in a jumbled mess. Students,
laughing and screaming, crouch, dive, slide, and shove each other to get the goods.
“Hey!” I shout. “Get away from there.”
When they see Deidre and me, they begin to bolt.
“Fuck you!” a girl in a red dress screams.
By the time we reach the machine, the looters have dispersed. To our amazement, everything is gone except
for a ripped bag of skittles, the contents of which are spread across the floor.
“This school is out of control,” Deidre says, looking around. “Where the hell is security?”
Ms. Lane comes out of her classroom. “I called the office, guys,” she says. “I was eating my lunch in the
back of my room when I heard this loud crash. I was scared to death. I didn’t dare step outside.” She is a beautiful
20-something brunette from El Paso, Texas. Fresh-faced and athletic, she could pass for one of the kids.
In a few moments, Ms. Jackson, our principal, and two maintenance people show up. Cecelia is a demure
Latin woman with a broom always in hand, and Carver, a tall, serious man with pale blue eyes and a red stache that
he obsessively fingers.
“Did any of you see who did this?” Ms. Jackson’s impeccably clean and shiny blond hair glitters like a helmet under the fluorescent light. She’s wearing a stylish black business suit and pumps--probably Gucci, Prada, or
some other expensive designer.
“Not exactly. Ms. Schleppi and I were just returning from the cafeteria when we saw a crowd of kids making
off with the food. It was a free for all. Reminded me of Filene’s Basement at Christmas.” I laugh.
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All business, Ms. Jackson finds no humor in the situation. She squats down to pick up a big piece of glass.
To Cecelia and Carver she says, “If a student cuts himself, we could have ourselves a terrible lawsuit.” She waves
the glass in the air. Cecelia ducks slightly, as though she thinks Ms. Jackson might scratch her with it. “I want this
thing moved and the whole area swept thoroughly.
“You English teachers,” she says to the rest of us, “need to have more of a presence in the hallway. I’d appreciate it
if you check the hallway periodically and keep an eye on which students use the vending machine. We all should
be vigilant.”
I look around the dimly lit hall with its pea-green floors and beat-down blue lockers and think, Shit. Another painin-the-ass thing to do. When do we get to teach?
“Will that be a problem?”
“Yeah, I have a problem,” Deidre says. “Where’s security? Why aren’t they up here during lunch. It’s not the teachers’ responsibility to patrol the campus.” Her face is red.
“Some of the students are pretty disruptive,” I say. “Something’s gotta be done.” I can feel my own anger rising.
“Look. I understand where you guys are coming from. But security can’t do it alone. I need the cooperation of my
teachers.”
Ms. Lane says, “Isn’t anybody watching the cameras?” She points to the camera at the end of the hall.
“Well, sure. They’re supposed to be. On my way up here, I checked with Ms. Vickman. Evidently, she screwed up.
She didn’t have the damn camera on, or it’s broken, or God knows what’s wrong with the system. I promise you I’ll
check into it. By the end of the week, I’ll have this fixed,” she says, patting the side of the vending machine, “and I’ll
be watching the cameras myself.”
The period bell rings and students begin to enter the corridor. Ms. Jackson pushes her way through a group
of flashy Latin girls who mutter under their breath “bitch” and “fat ass,” but Jackson either doesn’t hear, or chooses
to ignore them.
The next day I teach “Civil Disobedience” to my English Three class.
As always, it takes a while to get the students settled. When I tell them to put their cell phones, iPods, and
any other electronic devices away, I always feel like the classroom is about to take off. I’m the flight attendant and
they are my passengers.
“Put all book bags underneath your desks and open your textbooks to page 370.”
I start to read Thoreau’s essay aloud. The kids are talking over me. A few haven’t opened their books yet.
Eventually though, the class settles down, becomes less frenetic, and some are listening. Mostly, they don’t understand the turgid prose, so I have to stop every few sentences and paraphrase. When I get to the sentence, “The only
obligation which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what I think right,” Leo Turpin, one of the chronic
nappers, raises his hand. The other kids think he is cool and call him “Turp.”
“So this guy is saying that we don’t have to do what other people tell us?” He leans back in his chair, smirking.
“In a way, Leo. Thoreau is talking about an individual’s conscience as being the most important aspect of
who we are. You remember Emerson? ‘Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind’ and his other
quote, ‘What have I to do with the sacredness of traditions, if I live wholly from within?’ ” He looks clueless, as do
most of the others.
Brandi, a heavyset black girl who is always writing about her diabetes, raises her hand. “Isn’t he the guy that
invented electricity?”
“You’re talking about Edison. He invented the light bulb. Good point though.” I don’t think it’s a good
point, but sometimes you lie because at least students are listening and some semblance of a discussion has begun.
Darren from the back shouts, “What page?”
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Sandy, a quiet Pakistani girl next to him, points to the paragraph in his book. Sandy types are blessings.
Beneatha by the back window says, “I gotta use the bathroom.”
“Not now,” I say firmly.
“Mr. . . . “ She looks around, confused. I hear her say to Reggie under her breath, “What’s his name?” I have
been her teacher for four months.
“Mr. McCarthy, if you don’t let me go, my pussy’s gonna burst.” This is followed by laughter from the others.
“You better go,” I say. ‘And don’t be such a smartass with that mouth of yours.”
Amelia and Brandi are whispering. Then Amelia raises her hand.
“I like this guy,” she says. At first I think she is going to tell us about another boyfriend who broke her heart,
but I am jubilant to realize she is talking about Thoreau. “It’s cool what he says about government and how we don’t
need one.”
Brandi adds, “Yeah, why should we have to follow laws if we don’t agree with them? We should only have
to listen to our own conscious. No one has a right to tell us how to think or what we should do.”
“It’s conscience, you moron,” Mary Grace, a pimple-faced obese white girl from Georgia shouts from the
back of the room. She is always reading. Lately, she is consumed with the Bible. She told me she was going to finish
it by the end of the school year. “And Mr. McCarthy, I don’t think living by yourself in the woods for two years like
Thoreau did is healthy. I think he was a narcissist.”
“What’s a narcissist?” Brandi asks.
“It’s a person that is really into himself. Very self-centered.”
Mary Grace snickers and opens Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood. I don’t care that she rarely pays attention
to what we are reading in class. She is far ahead of the other students.
“Amelia and Brandi both make good points,” I add. “Thoreau thinks our conscience is very important.
An individual, according to him, should have the freedom to disobey a law that his conscience tells him is unjust.
He’s saying that it is really important for us to speak up if we have decided that something isn’t right. What would
happen, though, if we all decided to ignore the laws that we disagreed with? And what would happen if we didn’t
have any laws at all? If we didn’t pay attention to what other people needed and just lived for ourselves?”
Brandi says, “Everyone should just do what they want. We shouldn’t have to follow rules if we think they’re
dumb. It’s messed up.”
“This school is like a prison,” Amelia says, and the other members of the class are suddenly very interested.
Someone says, “Yeah. Fuck this place.”
“Hey! Watch your language,” I say.
“Then bits of black dust begin to spew out of the air conditioning vent next to the American flag.
“What’s that?” Trisha, a student prone to hysteria, screams.
“Mr.! There’s black shit all over my desk,” Mike says.
“Lily you got some in your hair!” Vega jumps up and points.
Lily pushes her hands through her hair and screams. “Oh my God!”
The fire alarm goes off and I manage to guide my class along the corridor and down the east stairwell to the
designated area of lawn behind the school. After accounting for all my students who meet me under a fichus tree,
I walk over to Deidre and Ms. Lane, who are leaning against a chain-link fence by a section of dead grass.
“Stupid bastards,” Deidre says. “They are working on the roof and they forget to turn off the ventilation
system. All of us breathing in that tar. That stuff is so carcinogenic.”
“Really?” Lane gasps. “Cancer runs in my family. Like I need any more risk factors.” She puts her hand over
her mouth, and looks visibly distressed.
“Look at her,” Deidre says, pointing to Jackson who is yelling up at two roofers descending a ladder by the
auditorium. “I’m sure she’s giving them hell. Probably worried about another lawsuit. Forget about the health of
the faculty and students.” She shakes her head.
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“She’s not so bad,” Lane says. “It’s not her fault that they fucked up. Can’t blame her for everything. She’s got
a lot on her plate.” Lane looks smug, like she knows something we don’t.
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“I was talking to her secretary, Elsa. She said Jackson has a mother at home with dementia and a brother
who doesn’t do anything but hang out all day. He’s unemployed. Never even finished high school. She said Jackson’s
been getting a lot of calls from neighbors who find her mother wandering around the neighborhood. Her brother
is usually stoned in his room. A total loser.”
Brandi and Amelia come running over to us.
“Is the school on fire?” Brandi asks excitedly.
“No, but we’ll probably all get cancer,” Deidre mumbles, then laughs.
I explain to the students about the tar and tell them not to worry. “I’m sure they’ll clean it all up.”
Carver and Cecelia have joined Jackson and the roofers. Jackson is giving the two of them some directives. They
nod their heads, ask a couple questions, and then head into the building. Jackson takes her radio from her waist
and says something. A few minutes later, Ms. Vickman and two other security guards make the rounds among
the crowd of faculty and students. We are told that we’ll be allowed to enter the building in about twenty minutes,
once the maintenance crew has had a chance to clean up. The students are disappointed that the school didn’t go
up in a blaze.
“They don’t care about us,” Amelia says. “We could get cancer and die.”
I explain to the kids that their chances of getting cancer from this one incident are slim.
“Uh-uh,” Brandi says. “This ain’t right. It’s like that guy Walden said.”
“You mean Thoreau,” I say.
“Yeah him. This is a type of injustice. We should break a law or something.” She’s smiling and wide-eyed.
“Yeah. We should stage some kinda civil obedience,” Amelia adds. “Make a big statement.”
“Disobedience. You dumbass,” Brandi says.
I decide to teach a less political text the next day so I choose what I think is a benign piece by Langston
Hughes called “Salvation,” a bittersweet essay in which Hughes recounts his childhood attendance at a church revival and the “special meeting for children ‘to bring the young lambs to the fold’ “ at the end of the service. Most
of my students come from religious backgrounds so I think they will be able to relate. In the essay, Hughes relays
his anxiety and frustration as he “kept waiting to see Jesus,” how he believed that Jesus would literally come into
the church and walk down the aisle. That night he cried over his deception, when after waiting an interminable
amount of time during which his “aunt came and knelt at [his] knees and cried, while prayers and songs swirled all
around [him] in the little church,” he finally approached the altar, pretending to “see” Jesus come, joining the fold
of “little lambs” (his tired peers) who had already been “saved.”
The reading of this essay creates an animated discussion about beliefs. Kayla, one of my favorites, announces, “I have a question about the Bible. Are we supposed to believe that Jonah was swallowed by a whale and lived
inside that thing for three days? Cause I think that’s crazy! I don’t believe that junk is true, Mr. McCarthy. Is it
true?” And she looks at me with an adamant cause-I-just-really-gotta-know expression on her face, as though I
will end her confusion right then and there.
I answer, as teachers are supposed to respond, respectful of the students, many of whom come from Biblical
literalist religious traditions, that people read the Bible in different ways: some believe that it is the literal word of
God, and others believe that the stories are meant to be understood symbolically. In America, I add, we believe in
tolerance, and respect the diversity of religious beliefs.
Vega, who is seated at the back of the room, bursts into laughter at something she is remembering. She
jumps up and down in her seat, and exclaims, “Jesus came into my church this weekend.”
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She runs to the front of the room, sits down, and begins her story, fluttering her hand in front of her mouth,
excited in her recollection, laughing, her white teeth shining. “There’s this homeless guy. He thinks he’s Jesus.”
The class explodes with laughter. Brandi, Amelia, and others said, “I know him!” They exchange stories of
this man, discussing how he’s made the rounds in their churches.
Vega continues, “He just walked in, said he was Jesus, and started rollin’ on the floor. We were all singin’
and the pastor, he just ignored him. I wanted to laugh, but I knew my mother would kill me.” I, like Vega’s classmates, find the story amusing, so I prod her. I want the details, trying to picture the reactions of the congregation
more completely.
“No one did anything? They just ignored him?” I ask.
“Yeah.” She laughs. “We didn’t want to disrespect him. We just carried on!”
The other students share their anecdotes, and then I bring the class back to order, back to our discussion
of Hughes’s “Salvation.” Students draw comparisons between their individual religious experiences and those of
Langston Hughes.
Turpin wakes from his nap and says, “I don’t believe Jesus even existed. And how can someone pay for our
sins by getting nailed to a cross? That shit don’t make sense.” He grins, looking around the classroom for approval.
“Turp” is the unspoken leader among his peers. Students are afraid to disagree with him.
Mike says, “Yeah. I don’t believe any of that stuff either. It’s a bunch of propaganda to keep the masses under
control. I read that somewhere. The oxycodone of the masses.” He smiles and nods his head.
“You mean opium of the people. What Karl Marx, a famous philosopher, actually said was ‘Religion is the sigh
of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the
people.’ ”
“You’re so smart, Mr. McCarthy. How do you remember all those quotes?” Amelia says.
“I read a lot, and all of you should, too. Reading helps make you a free thinker.”
Mary Grace says, “You can read all you want but it won’t make you a better person. You need to act in the
world, not retire from it like Thoreau. Helping others is what God wants us to do.”
Sandy, who barely speaks in class, pipes up, “I agree with Mary Grace.” She glances at Leo and Mike. “And
free thinking should not allow people to make fun of others’ beliefs.” Then she slouches on her desk, looking sheepish.
“I have a right to say whatever I want, Sandy,” Turp says. “Like that guy Edison said.”
Mary Grace puts down O’Connor’s novel, her face bright red. She takes off her glasses; her eyes twitch, and
her forehead is sweating. “It’s Emerson. And you’re all as dumb as rocks, especially you Turd!”
Beneatha, who sits in the desk in front of her, quickly asks to go to the bathroom. When she passes my desk,
she whispers, “That white girl’s crazy” and hurries out of the room.
“Fuck you, you fat ugly bitch!” Turp says and laughs. Mike laughs, too. The girls in the room look at Mary
Grace with both pity and fear.
Mary Grace snaps her teeth and turns down her lip. She throws her psychology textbook at Turpin and
almost hits him in the head. Luckily, he dodges and the book hits the wall. “You are all a bunch of pigs, especially
you, Turd. And you’re no better than Turd, Mr. McCarthy. I know you think that because you’re a teacher you
know everything, but you don’t! I read, but I pray, too. And I try to help other people by going to church and reaching out to others.”
Turpin laughs. “Admit it. You go to church because you have no friends. Get a life.” He looks at his peers
with a big grin.
Mary Grace charges Turpin and some of the students run for the door. The girls scream. Mary Grace begins
choking Turpin; his face blanches. I press the emergency alarm and dial security at the same time. Mike pulls the
two apart, managing to free Turpin from Mary Grace, who kneels on the floor and places her hands together in
prayer: “Do not give dogs what is holy, and do not throw your pearls before pigs, lest they trample them underfoot
and turn to attack you.’ ” Then she stands on her chair, looking up at the ugly water-stained ceiling tiles, hands
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raised, a crazed look on her face. “We are all sinners and the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal
life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
The security guy, Mr. Pierre, enters, a tall black guy with dreadlocks. He glimpses Mary Grace, then looks at
me and raises his eyebrows. I nod. Beneatha returns from the bathroom, standing behind him, as if for protection.
“I told you that girl was crazy, Mr. She thinks that she’s Joan of Narc. I’m getting out of here. Types like her might
have a gun. It’s always the Caucasian kids who go nuts and shoot everyone up.” The remaining students follow her,
hurrying out of the room.
“Don’t worry, Mr. McCarthy. I’ll get them to return,” Mr. Pierre says. Mary Grace is surprisingly quiet and
well behaved now, a strange smile on her face.
“Come with me, young lady,” Mr. Pierre says.
She puts her glasses on and begins to follow him out the door.
“Could you take Leo Turpin to the office and make sure he’s okay? He looked fine, but Mary Grace really
went after him.”
“Sure. I got your back.” He has a kind smile.
I sit at my desk, trying to absorb what has just happened. The experience unnerved me. And it wasn’t so much the
chaos. Mary Grace, as deranged as she had acted, uttered a truth about me. I did think I knew a lot. I did keep to
myself. In the stillness of the classroom, I sit at my desk, looking out at the swaying palm trees and clouded sky.
Some droplets began to fall on the vegetation.
Soon the students return, ushered in by Mr. Pierre. I thank him and tell the class to spend the rest of the
period reading quietly. I fill out the necessary paperwork to document what has happened, but am preoccupied by
what Mary Grace said, reflecting on my arrogance and self-centeredness.
That afternoon, I stay late to put grades into the computer, which is a rarity for me. I’m usually one of the
first to leave. When I exit the building, the parking lot is nearly empty. In the far corner, behind the cafeteria dumpster, I spot Jackson, who waves for me to come over. She’s staring at the side of her silver Audi as I approach.
“Look at this.”
Someone has keyed her car from front to back on the driver’s side.
“Well that sucks,” I say, rubbing my hand over a portion of the scratch. Then I see where the vandal etched
‘bitch.’
“At least they spelled it right.” Jackson laughs.
“You can check these cameras, can’t you?” I point to them and wonder if the car scratching is Brandi and
Amelia’s doing, a bit of civil disobedience. I’m pissed at the monsters I might have created.
“Nope. The entire surveillance system is down. I have a service person coming tomorrow. It seems everything’s falling apart. Everything’s broken. Can’t even park in my designated spot because of the burst pipe in front
of the school. God knows when they’ll be through with that project. I thought my car would be safe over here, off
the beaten track.”
“Nothing’s safe anymore,” I say.
“You can say that again.” She leans against the hood of the car and takes a cigarette out of her purse. “You
want one?”
“Nah. I don’t smoke.”
“One of my vices. Helps me with the stress.” She lights up, then exhales slowly. “I know the kids hate me.
Most of the faculty, too. But I’m just trying to do my job. Keep things running smoothly, maybe make a few improvements. Get us the money we need. You understand that, don’t you?”
“Of course.”
Her cellphone rings and she takes it out of her back pocket, then steps away while holding up her index
finger. She speaks softly into the phone. Her expression is strained and serious.
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When she’s finished, she says, “My mother. She keeps asking for me. That was the aide who looks in on
her a couple times a week. Alzheimer’s is a horrible disease. Do you have anyone in your family with it?”
“No. Well at least not yet.”
“Good.” She tamps her cigarette out against the side of the dumpster, then flicks it inside. “I wouldn’t wish
that disease on anyone. Watching someone lose their mind is awful, Jack.” I’m surprised by her use of my first
name.
“It must be difficult for you.”
“My mother isn’t who she used to be. She was a strong woman, very independent. I wish I had asked her
more questions when she was well. I wish I had taken the time to talk to her. Really talk to her. We spend too
much time in our own heads. There is so much I wish I knew about her life, but it’s too late. If only I had asked.”
She is staring at something in the distance. Then she nods her head, not to me, but to something she is thinking. “I miss her.” She sighs and looks into my face. Her eyes are rheumy. “But we all have our problems. Your
day wasn’t so great either. I suspended Mary Grace for two weeks and had Elsa set up an appointment with the
school psychologist.”
“I’m glad. That poor girl needs help. Thank you.”
“Thank you for coming over. I needed to vent.”
“We can all use a little of that.”
“I’m outta here,” she says, opening her car door. “You should go home, too. Before you get drenched.” She
looks up. “That sky looks ominous.” A flash of lightening zigzags in the sky beyond her.
On the way home, I think about the chaos and brokenness that surrounds me—the tumult in my classroom, the ridiculous vending machine, the cameras that do not work, Jackson’s mother wandering and getting
lost, my failed marriage, even my aging body. The thought of all these things depresses me.
It begins to rain hard now, as is often the case during South Florida afternoons. People dodge puddles as
they hurry across the street, some with umbrellas, others holding bags over their heads. When I pass the church
on the corner of 26th Street and 15th avenue, the rain is pelting, obscuring the road in front of me. I drive into
the parking lot to wait it out and read the large quote on the entry sign. The irony in the words of St. Francis
strikes me: “We have been called to heal wounds, to unite what has fallen apart, and to bring home those who
have lost their way.”
But could my wounds, or those of anyone else, ever be really healed? And isn’t it a law of physics that
objects in our world eventually fall apart: entropy, the gradual decline into disorder leading ultimately to the
death of our universe. Galaxies are floating further and further away, drifting into the infinity of space. That is
alienation, not unity. On this October day, so much of life seems “fallen apart,” spiraling into an inevitable state
of decline.
What exactly is the way? Who will tell us? Had Mary Grace been trying to tell me? Kate? Maybe I was too
self-absorbed during our marriage. “You don’t ask me anything. You don’t listen. . . . I don’t know who you are
anymore. You don’t talk to me,” she had said. My eyes begin to burn. I realize that even I am not sure who I am.
Midway through my life, I am lost.
These are my thoughts as I sit in the steeple-shadowed parking lot. I put the wipers on high and rub the
inside of the fogged-up windshield. Lightening crackles across the dark horizon. I wait.
Soon the time between the thundering lengthens, and the intense rain begins to diminish. I hope that
before long I will be able to see the way home. When the rain starts to abate, I put the wipers on low and turn the
radio to a station that plays classics from the sixties. I increase the volume in an attempt to block out my uncomfortable thoughts. As I ease out of the parking lot, I read the other side of the sign: “Will you follow the road to
experience God’s salvation and have eternal life? Join us Sundays 9 am and 11 am.”
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I turn onto 15th Street, where pools of water continue to grow from rain that is falling, but more softly
now. The light is red at the next intersection. I dial Kate on my cellphone.
“Hi Jack,” she says.
“Kate, I’m sorry. I should have paid more attention to you.”
The light changes to green. Bob Dylan sings,
Come gather ’round people
Wherever you roam
And admit that the waters
Around you have grown
And accept it that soon
You’ll be drenched to the bone
If your time to you is worth savin’
Then you better start swimmin’ or you’ll sink like a stone
For the times they are a-changin’
“I’m also responsible for the problems we had. Don’t blame it all on yourself. I’m sorry, Jack. . . .Hey, I like
that song. It reminds me of when we were young.”
“Tell me about you, Kate.”
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Greetings from Cambodia!
JEFFREY MILLER

Postcard #1
On the Road to Cambodia
Hey D!

You’ll never guess where I’m at!
Remember a few years ago when you were living in Chicago and we watched the film, Swimming to Cambodia and we decided to add Cambodia to our bucket list of places to visit? Well, Buddy, yours truly just arrived
here a few hours ago!
Before I get to that, let me apologize for not keeping in touch as much as I should have. After Korea, I
was feeling pretty bummed out about quitting my job, so I came to Thailand hoping to find something here. I’ve
been knocking around here for a month, taking in the sights: one day it’s the Golden Buddha, the next day it’s the
Reclining Buddha. I’ve been to the Bridge over the River Kwai (which is nothing like the one in the movie!), rode
an elephant through the jungle, took in a couple matches of Muay Thai kickboxing, and got myself a tattoo from
Thailand’s legendary tattoo artist, Jimmy Wong (he tattooed punk rock guitarist Johnny Thunders two weeks before he was found dead in a New Orleans hotel).
All in all it’s been a great holiday even though I probably should be looking for a new job.
Anyway, my journey to Cambodia started early this morning. The first leg of the journey was three hours
packed in a minivan with five other people from Bangkok to Aranyaprathet for the border crossing into Poipet,
Cambodia. Only two of us are going onto Siem Reap, though; the other five people are on a visa run. They piss
and moan all the way. Turns out they’re upset that they have to leave Thailand every thirty days to get a new visa
because they are working illegally in Bangkok.
Remember that time we went to that little Mexican border town and we said how depressing it was and
how guilty we felt for coming there because we could buy those cheap sombreros? Times that by a hundred and
you get an idea what Aranyaprathet and Poipet are like: dusty, dirty, depressing. Kids scrounging for anything they
can to salvage and sell on the streets in the shadow of a string of seven casinos stuck between the two border towns.
Who would want to come here to gamble amid this slice of third world filth and squalor? Obviously a lot of Thais
and Cambodians do because gambling is illegal in both countries.
It gets worse. In the labyrinthine maze of narrow alleys and back streets, there’s a thriving sex and drug
trade which would make Soi Cowboy in Bangkok blush.
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There’s a steady procession of Cambodians entering Thailand for the day for work; huge trucks rumble by
kicking up so much dust that it’s hard to breathe which adds to our misery. Vendors lugging plastic buckets hawk
overpriced bottles of Coke, water, and other beverages. We know they’re overpriced, but who’s going to haggle
over a couple Baht? At least we could wash the dust out of our mouths. We’re there for an hour—waiting to clear
immigration and for our ride to Siem Reap—but it seemed like an eternity. It’s not the end of the world, but you
can see it.
After we got through immigration, my traveling companion and I met our guide and driver who will take
us to Siem Reap. Our mode of transportation is a four-wheel drive Volvo, not exactly what I expected, but at least
we’ll be able to ride in comfort. At this point, I’m glad that I decided to travel overland instead of flying. Once we
got out of that hellhole and started toward Siem Reap the country turned idyllic—verdant paddies of rice stalks
swaying in the breeze, kids swimming in waterholes along the way and farmers herding livestock down the unpaved road.
Unfortunately, the feeling didn’t last long.
Whatever you do, DON’T take the overland route to Siem Reap from Thailand! It was one pothole after
another; in some spots, the road was washed out by the heavy monsoon rains. Remember all those trucks I mentioned earlier rumbling through the immigration and customs checkpoint? They’re one of the reasons for all the
potholes; the heavy rains did the rest. At one point, water gushed into the car after our driver miscalculated the
depth of one of those potholes and the water running off from the flooded paddies. A farmer had to pull us out
with his water buffalo. I would have taken a photo, but we when we hurried to get out of the car, I forgot to grab
my camera. Believe me, it was something else to see this farmer and his buffalo save the day.
Still, I’m glad I booked a travel package through a travel agency in Bangkok and not roughed it like some
travelers have—packed into the backs of pickup trucks bouncing up and down the road. It looks exciting, but it’s
something you do in your twenties, not your early fifties.
		Later.
		J

Postcard #2
The Killing Fields
D,
Six hours from the Thai border to Siem Reap. Feels as though my kidneys are still bouncing around inside my body. Note to self: next time fly.
We stopped once in a small sleepy town about halfway to Siem Reap. After being bounced around for
three hours it felt good to stand still for an hour.
As soon as we got to Siem Reap, our tour guide took us to a Killing Fields Museum. Not the Killing Fields
Museum—the one I read about in my dog-eared Lonely Planet guidebook, but a smaller one. I feel gypped. This
was not what we were promised when I paid the 15,900 Baht for the package in Bangkok three days ago.
“You must see this first!” exclaimed our guide Sammy. He really meant it, too. At first glance, it wasn’t
much to see, though; just a stone structure filled with human skulls enclosed in glass. They looked real enough; I
mean no one is going to cut corners with remembering the genocide that took place here. Still, with one vendor
selling overpriced Cokes and snacks and another selling souvenirs just a few yards from the structure, it did seem
a bit surreal.
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After we had toured the grounds and getting a quick history of what the Khmer Rouge did, my traveling
companion and I were hit up for some donations. I bought some postcards from a young girl who accosted every
foreign tourist she saw. Two men—one minus a leg and the other an arm—asked us for some money. I pulled out a
wad of bills from my pocket and gave them a couple bucks. I think they were hoping for more because one of them
shoved them in his pocket without so much as a thank you.
“Get used to it, Mate,” a bearded foreigner with an Australian accent said, hopping on the back of threewheeled rickshaw with an Asian woman with big breasts and a tattoo of a spider on her neck.
I watched the two men approach another group of tourists, who seem just as confused as I was about
whether or not this was the real Killing Fields Museum.
“Landmines,” Sammy said as we got back into the car and headed to our hotel.
“Excuse me?” I asked.
“Landmines,” Sammy replied, pointing to the two men. “It’s the only way they can make a living.”
It took me a while to process what Sammy had said, which when I did, put a damper on the day as we got back
into the van and headed to our hotel. I guess it didn’t make any difference if this was the real museum or not. Some
things don’t need to be in a museum to remind you of what happened here.
		
Bye for now.
		J

Postcard #3
Siem Reap
Greetings from Siem Reap, D!
Before I go any further, I suppose I should tell you about my traveling companion, Christine. We met at this
café on Khao San Road a few weeks ago (Khao San Road is this foreign enclave in Bangkok that’s been a magnet
for backpackers and low-budget travelers for years). She’s been knocking around Southeast Asia for about as long
as I have and comes with her own set of emotional baggage.
Christine, who’s from Sweden, came with her boyfriend, but they had some sort of falling out and went
their separate ways—his loss, my gain. She woke up one morning in their guesthouse and discovered he had split.
Her day hadn’t gotten any better when she found he had left her with the bill. When I overheard what had happened, I offered to help out. Christ knows I didn’t need to carry any more emotional baggage than what I’m already
carrying, after quitting my job and breaking up with my Korean girlfriend, but I couldn’t leave her stranded there.
She said she’s good for the money, which came to around a hundred bucks, until she has some money wired to her.
I told her not to worry. Chivalry hasn’t died, my friend; it just took some time off.
In the meantime, we’ve been hanging out ever since. It’s strictly platonic. Nothing wrong with having a little
company; there are some places on this planet that just need to be shared with someone as some kind of affirmation.
Enough of my digression; now back to the story.
When people think about Cambodia, they usually think about Phnom Penh the capital or Angkor Wat, but
Siem Reap (pronounced “see-em ree-aap”) is where everything begins.
Siem Reap—from what little I’ve seen it’s an amazing place, but its seamy underside bared its troubled soul
when I went for a walk around the hotel last night. A rickshaw driver outside the hotel accosted me and rattled off
his services and the goods he could obtain for me: ganja, hashish, ladies, girls or boys. I turned around and hurried
back to the hotel. Sammy warned us about these touts. What he hadn’t warned us about were the young boys and
girls who follow you everywhere begging for money. Their English is impeccable.
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One small boy—he must have been eight or nine—followed me into a convenience store later in the evening and
wouldn’t let me alone until I have him a dollar. I wouldn’t be surprised if these kids were working for some local
thugs who made a living shaking down tourists. Sure enough, no sooner had I paid him off than he was off hounding another tourist.
Today, Sammy’s tour company had a full day planned for us. We’re not going to be alone; there’s another
guy in our group, Don, who’s staying in the same hotel. He’s a likable fellow—met him at breakfast this morning—but he’s really chummy with Sammy in a creepy kind of way, though. At breakfast they were laughing about
something that happened to them at some discotheque last night.
First it was Banteay Sri and Pre Rup, followed by Ta Prohm and Bayon. How am I ever going to keep track
of all these names? One is famous for its pink sandstone structure and delicate, intricate carvings; another for all
its rocky Buddha visages. As the sun climbed higher in the sky, these stone structures began to boil. Now I know
how a baked potato feels. Why does it have to be so hot here?
Remember those two guys I wrote about yesterday—the ones minus some limbs at the Killing Fields Museum? You see a lot of that here. At every stop, there’s a small group of men and boys—missing a hand or foot, an
arm or a leg—playing traditional Cambodian music that sounds both eerie and haunting.
There’s a traffic gridlock everywhere; one tour bus leaves, another two or three pull up right behind. Chinese, French, Indian, Japanese, Korean tour groups file out of buses and follow guides waving different colored
flags. Some guides bark orders or narrate histories through portable sound systems. If there are any Khmer ghosts
lingering among the ruins, I wonder what they think of this spectacle.
We stop for lunch at a cafe that services all the mini tour groups; all the tour guides have lunch at a special
table, stuffing their faces with spicy papaya salad that could peel the paint off a car. Probably some of that 15,900
Baht gets skimmed off for the owners who are already charging inflated prices. We’re all served the same dish:
chicken fried rice—which is a piece of fried chicken on top of a mound of rice, three tomatoes and cucumber slices. Bon apetite!
		
Talk to you soon.
		J

Postcard #4
Angelina Jolie was here
Hey again D!
If you ever do Siem Reap, don’t do it all in a day. You need at least three or four days here.
At Ta Prohm—famous for its enormous roots growing out of the moss-covered rocky edifices and towering trees overhead, Sammy told us that some of this has been recreated just for the tourists. A Korean tour group
doesn’t seem to care; all fifty of them take turns jockeying for position in front of one of these edifices—the one
featured in Angelina Jolie’s Tomb Raider—for their perfunctory photo op. They also don’t mind holding up the
stream of tourists who have also seen the movie and the same photo in their Lonely Planet guidebooks and want
the same photo to show everyone back home that they’ve been to Cambodia.
“Angelina Jolie was here last month,” Sammy told us. “It was no big deal.”
What’s with Sammy’s angle, I thought. He seemed to be a little too anti-Cambodian for being a tour guide.
Christine looked at me and shrugged her shoulders. She also picked up on Sammy’s negativity. He didn’t like it
when Christine and myself took a little extra time exploring one of the temples. When we got back to the van, he
looked at his watch and heaved a heavy little sigh. I felt like all he wanted to do was get home and that he was doing
us a favor by taking us to all these places.
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Angle or no angle, he saved the best for last. Angkor Wat. Yeah, the Angkor Wat and it definitely lived up to
all its hype—a picture’s worth a thousand or so words, that sort of thing. We jockeyed for position with a hundred
or so tourists talking selfies of themselves standing in front of Angkor Wat as the sun set. I opted for old-school
and had Sammy snap a picture of Christine and I standing in front of it. I’ve got my arm around her. It seemed the
right thing to do.
He even gave us an extra thirty minutes to climb up some steep stairs to one of the upper levels of Angkor
Wat for a bird’s eye view of the compound below.
It doesn’t get any better than this.
		Later.
		J

Postcard #5
One dollar, please
Hey D!
Let me tell you about the kids here.
No matter where you go, you are quickly accosted by kids who’ve really got their English speaking skills
down pat—I mean these kids are using idioms and slang. There all looking for handouts for the most part; some
sell postcards like the girl the other day. Some just want money flat out.
In front of the entrance to Angkor Wat, a young girl was washing some pots and plates in the dirty water
of a moat which ran around this ancient wonder. When she saw Christine and I, she looked up and smiled.
“What brings you to Cambodia?” she asked. “On business or pleasure?”
I’ve made a living teaching English in Asia, but I’ve never heard anyone use English as flawless as many of
the kids I’ve met here the past three days. These are kids who should be in school or kicking a ball around. Instead,
they are shaking down tourists for money. I’d be lying to you if I said it didn’t tug at the old heartstrings a bit, but
it’s all part of the scenery. It’s what comes with the package deal.
Today I got accosted for the umpteenth time today by another dirty, sad-looking child outside Angkor Wat.
This one really knew how to work the sadness angle.
“One dollar,” he said with droopy, almond-shaped eyes.
He had to be the saddest boy in all of Siem Reap.
“Give him a dollar,” Don said.
“I don’t have a dollar, just this Cambodian money.”
“Give it to him.”
I handed him a handful of crumpled, Cambodian Riel bills—probably a dollar or so. The kid took one look
at the bills and shook his head.
“One dollar,” he said again.
“Come on kid, this has got to be at least two dollars,” I pleaded, waving the money in front of him.
“They’re told only to accept dollars,” Sammy explained. “Whoever recruits these kids tells them to only take
dollars.”
That’s when Sammy told us that gangs used these kids to shake down tourists for money. They tugged on
the old heartstrings as well as someone’s purse strings.
I gave the kid two bucks and sent him on the way. A few minutes later, he’s working those sad eyes and
making his pitch again.
“That’s so sad,” Christine said.
“This is Cambodia,” Sammy added. “Not everything is what it seems to be.”

THE HALCYON READER | WINTER 2015

turned.

46

I detected a hint of sarcasm and xenophobia in Sammy’s voice. I’d be jaded too, I guess if the tables were

It must be tough being a kid in Cambodia.
		Later,
		J

Postcard #5
You won’t find this in a guidebook
Hi D,
The day started on a somber note.
At breakfast this morning, I overheard some tourists talking about how a young boy was found lying
dead in one of the drainage canals down the street from our hotel. They heard it from one of the hotel workers.
I wonder if he was one of the same kids who accosted me the other night. What makes me feel so bad is that last
night I was complaining to Christine that the Wi-Fi in our hotel sucked. I said something like, “if you want people to come here, you’ve got upgrade your third-world mentality.” It was a callous thing to say. Christine didn’t
say much to me the rest of the evening.
It cast a dark cloud on this holiday as well as what happened later that night.
Last night, after Christine and I showered and freshened up, Don treated us to dinner. Don’s got another day in Siem Reap. Christine and I head back to Bangkok in the morning. I wonder what adventure awaits us
next.
The hotel concierge suggested dinner and a show—traditional music and dancing and Cambodian food
at a nearby restaurant. The food was okay, but not as spicy as I would have liked it. And the show was put on by
some high school kids. They did a good job, but like the food, a little bland. It was too much of the same thing
that I’ve seen in Thailand and Laos.
After dinner, we moved outside and had a few drinks. At 11:00 all the restaurants, cafes, and bars closed
at the same time. As people drifted out onto the streets on their way back to hotels and guesthouses, suddenly
from out of nowhere came throngs of beggars—men, women, and children missing limbs, young girls holding
naked babies, mothers nursing babies with one hand and one bared breast with a child or two in tow, rickshaw
drivers fighting for fares. There were people grabbing my arm and Christine’s as we fought our way through the
crowd.
“It’s like this every night,” the same bearded foreigner we had seen at the Killing Fields Museum yesterday
said. “You just can’t let it get to you. You wouldn’t want to buy some weed, would you?”
Excuse me for the brevity. Just thinking about that child in the canal has really jolted me.
		
Until the next time,
		J
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Postcard #6
Where to next?
D,
No rest for the weary. After a few hours of an uneasy sleep (the air conditioner in our hotel was broken)
and a less than appetizing breakfast of watery scrambled eggs and cold bacon, Christine and I got back in a car
for our trip to Bangkok. On the road back to Thailand, our car broke down and we had to wait for someone from
the tour company in Aranyaprathet to send another car. A truckload of backpackers on their way to Siem Reap
bounced by in a cloud of dust. I wondered what kind of experience they were going to have.
By the time we got to the border, immigration was a madhouse. We were stuck in the immigration line
for nearly two hours. When we finally got to the van that would take us the rest of the way to Bangkok, there
were three more foreigners who had used the travel agency for a visa run are pissed that they had to wait as long
as they did. Even though I tried to apologize, they start this tirade about how bad everything is in Thailand and
how the country will never become modernize. Ironically, these three foreigners were also in Thailand teaching
illegally. Just my luck to have to put up with the same shit twice!
(Postscript: they probably thought the driver and the representative from the travel agency didn’t understand their tirade; they did. When we finally got back to Bangkok, they deliberately went out of their way to take
me back to the hotel I’ll be staying at for the next couple of days. Boy, were they pissed. Ha! Karma at work!)
On a sad note, Christine and I have decided to go our separate ways. She wants to track down her boyfriend before she flies back to Europe. Supposedly he’s on one of the islands south of here. After telling me she’s better off
without him, she still feels something for the guy. On the other hand, it might have something to do with all the
unflattering things he’s been saying about her on Facebook. Guess they haven’t split up officially yet. That’s too
bad. She was a fun traveling companion. Who knows what could have been. We promise to keep in touch, but I
know we won’t.
Now that I’m back here in Bangkok, I don’t know what I’ll do; maybe chill for a few days. After that, I
don’t know. Who knows, maybe I’ll end up China or Vietnam. As long as my money holds out, the world is my
oyster—or something like that. I’m such a migratory bird, you know.
You once asked me when I plan on coming home. I wish I knew the answer to that question. I’ve been
away too long to cash it all in and come back with a box full of memories and albums filled with snapshots that
will eventually defy meaning and significance. Maybe Wolfe was right after all, you can’t go home.
On the other hand, I probably should have left a trail of bread crumbs.
		
Over and out.
		J

Poems
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Jessica Van de Kamp
When a Songbird Sings
The road’s about to freeze.
From here to Paddy’s low-damp hills,
I look at the edge of a sister township.
I look at light through branch-lines.
Each ribbon touches me.
Turns a feather up like a cotton breeze.
The salt-kind carried from the ocean
by rock-flint and gull-steam.
I can almost see the hideaway tree,
its black-pine skirt.
A taste of the womanly.
A swell of bills for the bodily hells.
Jukebox travels on a wood slab
that used to be the road we travelled
to get to Paddy’s water fields.
Water bells that ring as you slip under.
Parts of ourselves we freeze
in the daylight, voices and genes.
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Seth Jani
Negative Weight
Zodiacal light in the landscape of the deceased.
Banana slugs carrying windbruised bodies
To their kingdom beneath the leaves.
Above us, the moon as gorged
As someone’s pet hyena.
In this place the stars are a
Reversed solution for seeing clear.
In ultimate blackness we say “Star-dark,
The world clothed in snuffed-out lanterns.”
Like bees painted in heavy coats of waxen ochre
There is no shining in the flowers.
The field just beautifully dark
Between spliffs of color.
The soul, not twenty-one grams
Of calculable dust,
But a negative weight
Tricking the scales.
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Storm Front
Under the wind, the field fakes composure.
The landscape wants to give a sense of peace,
A modicum of letting things happen as they are.
The white caps are like blossoms
Atop a lovely, static tree
Which contains every color
Of aquatic life. They swim off
As leaves and more magically appear.
Believing the desert is a platform
For the voice of gods,
The jackrabbit adopts inhuman proportions.
This is not projection but the secret
Gratitude and faith that things
Are more than they appear,
That it’s not just brain waves
Then the start of rot,
But electricity leaving the body,
Entering the giant unknowable sky
Filling the darkness with a jolt.
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Valentina Crano
Square
I have a square in my mind.
It travels often down to my fingers,
itching to be drawn,
to become embellishments for the kitchen chair
bruised with watermelon,
or the wooden boards by the door
that have tarnished themselves gazing
at the summer sky.
The square pulses,
braids that cut into my brain,
forcing its silhouette down
like a knife through clay.
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