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Introduction


W riting  with Intent is an assemblage of occasional pieces—that is, pieces written for specific occasions. Some of the occasions have been books written by other people, resulting in book reviews and articles; some of them have been political in nature, resulting in journalism of various kinds; some of them—increasingly, as time has moved on—have been the deaths of people I’ve known, often fellow writers, so I’ve been asked to write obituaries at short notice and in odd locations. The article on Carol Shields, for instance, was written on a moving train.


When you say the titles of your books out loud, people sometimes hear them wrong. I’ve seen Bluebeard’s Egg become Bluebird’s Egg, The Handmaid’s Tale become The Handmaiden’s Tale, Oryx and Crake become Onyx and Crake. When I told someone that this book was called Writing with Intent, she said, “Writing within Tentsi How do you mean?” But this writing sometimes has been done in tents, or in their equivalent: provisional shelters with just enough light to see by, and just enough heat to make it possible to get on with the job.




Looking back at some of these essays—“essay” in the sense of “attempt”—I feel I might write them in another way if I were writing them today. But then, I’d be unlikely to write them today. Everything we do is embedded in time, and time changes not only us, but our point of view as well. Also, you find out what happened. One year’s prophecy becomes the next year’s certainty, and the year after that, it’s history. How could I know, when visiting Afghanistan in 1978—six weeks before President Muhammad Daoud was assassinated, initiating the chain of events we’re caught in today—that this beautiful, strange country would become unrecognizable over the next twenty-five years? We’re always looking over our shoulders, wondering why we missed the clues that seem so obvious to us in retrospect.


I began writing occasional pieces in the 1950s, when I was sixteen: I was the designated reporter for my Toronto high school’s Home and School Association meetings, and my accounts of these sometimes fraught events appeared in the mimeographed newsletter that was sent to the parents to keep them informed on such topics as the proper length of girls’ skirts. By this age I had decided to be a dedicated novelist—a very dedicated one, with the resulting lung illnesses, unhappy affairs, alcoholism, and early death that would surely follow—but I knew I would have to have a day job in order to afford the squalid flat and the absinthe, and the Home and School Association newsletter was my first foray into the humiliating world of Grub Street hackwork. Did I learn anything from this experience? I ought to have learned that for every tale there is a teller but also a listener and that some jokes are not suitable for all occasions, but that particular lesson took a while to sink in.


Once at university, I took to producing book reviews and articles for the literary magazine—some of them under other names, since we liked to pretend, back then, that there were more people interested in the arts than there actually were. Like many young people I was demanding and intolerant, but I didn’t let that show too much in the reviews, which were inclined to be amiably condescending. I continued with my reviewing while I was attending Harvard Graduate School in the 1960s, and then while I was holding down various low-paying jobs and publishing poetry and fiction in small magazines.


Eventually I found myself appearing in larger places such as the New York Times and the Washington Post and the New York Review of Books and the Times of London and the Guardian, but that took a while. Looking back over this gathering of pages I see that my interests have remained fairly constant over the decades, although I like to believe their scope has broadened somewhat. Some of my earlier concerns—gender issues, environmental worries—were considered lunatic fringe when I first voiced them, but have since moved to the center of the opinion stage. I dislike advocacy writing—it’s not fun, because the issues that generate it are not fun—but I feel compelled to do a certain amount of it anyway. The effects are not always pleasant, since what may be simple common sense to one person is annoying polemic to another.


Some of these pieces were originally lectures and speeches. I made my first speech at the age of ten; it was bad for me. I still have the stage fright in advance, during the writing of the speech. I’m haunted by a metaphor from Edith Wharton’s story “The Pelican,” in which a public lecturer’s talk is compared to the trick by which a magician produces reams and reams of blank white paper out of his mouth. I still find book reviewing a problem: it’s so much like homework, and it forces me to have opinions, instead of the Negative Capability that is so much more soothing to the digestion. I review anyway, because those who are reviewed must review in their turn or the principle of reciprocity fails. Where would blood banks be if none of us gave blood?


There’s another reason, however: reviewing the work of others forces you to examine your own ethical and aesthetic tastes. What do we mean by “good” in a book? What qualities do we consider “bad,” and why? Aren’t there in fact two kinds of reviews, derived from two different ancestries? There’s the newspaper review, which descends from gossip around the village well (loved her, hated him, and did you get a load of the shoes?). And then there’s the “academic” review, which descends from Biblical exegesis and other traditions that involved the minute examination of sacred texts. This kind of analysis holds that some texts are more sacred than others, and that the application of a magnifying glass or lemon juice will reveal hidden meanings. I’ve written both.


Reviewers are either spankers, dealing out slaps for what they consider poor performance, or strokers, awarders of marshmallows for performances they consider admirable. I’m a stroker. I don’t review books I don’t like, although to do so would doubtless be amusing for the Ms. Hyde side of me and entertaining for the more malicious class of reader. But either the book is really bad, in which case no one should review it, or it’s good but not my kind of thing, in which case someone else should review it. It’s a great luxury not to be a professional full-time reviewer: I’m at liberty to close books that don’t seize hold of me without having to savage them in print. Over the years, history—military history included—has become more interesting to me; so has biography. As for fiction, some of my less highfalutin reading preferences (crime writing, science fiction) have made their way out of the closet.


Speaking of these, it’s as well to mention a pattern that recurs in these pages. As one early reader of this book pointed out, I have a habit of kicking off my discussion of a book or author or group of books by saying that I read it (or him, or her, or them) in the cellar when I was growing up; or that I came across them in the bookcase at home; or that I found them at the cottage; or that I took them out from the library. If these statements were metaphors I’d excise all of them except one, but they are simply snippets of my reading history. My justification for mentioning where and when I first read a book is that—as many other readers have observed— the impression a book makes on you is often tied to your age and circumstances at the time you read it, and your fondness for books you loved when young continues with you through your life.


I’ve divided Writing with Intent into three sections. Part One picks up from my 1983 collection of such pieces, Second Words: Selected Critical Prose, which covered the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s. This second collection continues through the rest of the 1980s—years during which I wrote and published a number of volumes of poetry and several novels, including The Handmaid’s Tale, the book of mine that’s most likely to turn up on college reading lists. This was the period during which I graduated from being world-famous in Canada—as Mordecai Richler used to say—to being world-famous, sort of, in the way that writers are. (We’re not talking the Rolling Stones here.) It concludes with 1989, the year the Berlin Wall came down, thus ending the Cold War.


Part Two collects pieces from the nineties—a sort of lull, during which some folk proclaimed the end of history prematurely—culminating in the year 1999, when the twentieth century ended. Part Three runs from 2000, the year of the millennium, through 2001, when the unexpected September 11 explosions rocked the world, and thus to the present time. Not surprisingly, I found myself writing more about political issues during this last period than I had done for some time.


Back to the title: Writing with Intent. There’s a legal echo here—“assault with intent to injure” comes to mind—and a tricky assumption, too, about the difference between this kind of writing and, say, fiction or poetry, which might thus be defined as writing without intent, thus free of instigated designs upon the reader. (They aren’t, of course; insofar as they work toward an effect, they are just as intentional. They are simply more devious.)


But intent has other meanings. It can mean a state of mind or will, but it can also mean an inclination of spirit or soul. And, as a word, intent is joined at the hip with intense. “Eager,” “keen,” and “resolved” are also mentioned in its dictionary definition. “Having the mind strenuously bent upon something,” says the Shorter Oxford, and that certainly describes the feeling you need to have—or that I need to have—when writing these kinds of pieces. Inertia is my constant companion, procrastination my household pet. If I’m not eager and keen and resolved and strenuously bent, I find it very difficult to write at all.


















Part One
1983–1989
 



I n the first years of the 1980s, the Cold War was still in process. The Soviet Union seemed firmly in place, and due to last for a long while yet. But it had already been sucked into a costly and debilitating war in Afghanistan—as is typical of empires, it had expanded its activities beyond its ability to sustain them financially—and in 1989 the Berlin Wall would come tumbling down. It’s amazing how quickly certain kinds of power structures crumble once the cornerstone falls out. But in 1983, nobody foresaw this outcome.


I began the period quietly enough. I was trying, unsuccessfully and for the third time, to write the book that was later to become Cat’s Eye, and I was ruminating about The Handmaid’s Tale, although I was avoiding this second book as much as possible: it seemed too hopeless a task and too weird a concept.


Our family was living in Toronto’s Chinatown, in a row house that had been modernized by the removal of many of its inner doors. I couldn’t write there because it was too noisy, so I would bicycle westward to the Portuguese district, where I wrote on the third floor of another row house.


The second floor of this house was haunted, so I avoided it. Nonetheless, I felt strangely blocked, and so—as often happens—I began a third novel, one I wasn’t destined to finish. All I can say for it is that it had some good chapter titles. I was, however, unable to come up with the good chapters that ought to have gone with them.


In the autumn of 1983 we went to England, where we rented a Norfolk manse also said to be haunted: by nuns in the parlor, a jolly cavalier in the dining room, and a headless woman in the kitchen. None of these was seen by us, though a jolly cavalier did stray in from the neighboring pub, looking for the washroom. The phone was a pay phone outside the house, in a booth also used for storing potatoes, and I would clamber over and through the potatoes to deal with the editing of—for instance—the Updike review that appears here. This was done by phone, for back then there were as yet no fax machines in general use, and e-mail was far in the future.


I wrote in a fisherman’s cottage turned vacation home, where I struggled with the Aga heater as well as with the novel I’d started. I got my first case of chilblains doing this, but had to give up the novel when I found myself snarled up in the time sequence, with no escape visible.


Right after that we went to West Berlin, where, in 1984 and with no other prospects in sight, I began The Handmaids Tale, on a rented typewriter with a German keyboard. The irony of the year was not lost on me: how could I be so corny as to start a dystopia in the year scheduled for George Orwell’s? But the thing could no longer be avoided: it was that novel or none. We made some side visits, to Poland, East Germany, and Czechoslovakia, which doubtless contributed to the atmosphere of the book: totalitarian dictatorships, however different the costumes, share the same climate of fear and silence.


I finished the book in the spring of 1985, where I was a Visiting Chair at the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. It was the last book I wrote on an electric typewriter. I faxed the chapters as they were finished to my typist in Toronto, to be retyped properly—faxes could now be sent from copy stores—and I recall being amazed by the magic of instant transmission. The book came out in Canada in 1985 and in England and the United States in 1986; it won the Los Angeles Times fiction prize and was short-listed for the Booker Prize, among other forms of uproar.


We spent part of 1987 in Australia, where I was finally able to come to grips with Cat’s Eye. The snowiest scenes in the book were written during balmy spring days in Sydney, with cuckaburras yelling for hamburger on the back porch. The book was published in 1988 in Canada and in the United States and England in 1989, where it, too, was short-listed for the Booker Prize. It was at about this time that the fatwa was proclaimed against Salman Rushdie. Who knew that this was an early straw in what was to become not just a wind but a hurricane?


All this time The Handmaid’s Tale had been making progress through the intestinal workings of the film industry. It finally emerged in finished form, scripted by Harold Pinter and directed by Volker Schlorndorflf. The film premiered in the two Berlins in 1989, just as the Wall fell: you could buy pieces of it, with the colored ones being more expensive. I went there for the festivities. There were the same kinds of border guards who had been so cold in 1984, but now they were grinning and exchanging cigars with tourists. The East Berlin audience was the more receptive to the film. “This was our life,” one woman told me quietly.


How euphoric we felt, for a short time, in 1989. How dazed by the spectacle of the impossible made real. No more Cold War! Now, surely, peace and prosperity could become possible for all. How wrong we were about the brave new world we were about to enter.
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Review: 
The Witches of Eastwick
 by John Updike


TThe Witches of Eastwick  is John Updike’s first novel since the much-celebrated Rabbit Is Rich, and a strange and marvelous organism it proves to be. Like his third novel, The Centaur, it is a departure from baroque realism. This time, too, Mr. Updike transposes mythology into the minor keys of small-town America, but this time he pulls it off, possibly because, like Shakespeare and Robert Louis Stevenson before him, he finds wickedness and mischief more engrossing as subjects than goodness and wisdom.


Mr. Updike’s titles are often quite literal, and The Witches of Eastwick is just what it says. It’s indeed about witches, real ones, who can fly through the air, levitate, hex people, and make love charms that work, and they live in a town called Eastwick. It’s Eastwick rather than Westwick, since, as we all know, it’s the east wind that blows no good. Eastwick purports to be in Rhode Island because, as the book itself points out, Rhode Island was the place of exile for Anne Hutchinson, the Puritan foremother who was kicked out of the Massachusetts Bay colony by the forefathers for female insubordination, a quality these witches have in surplus.


These are not 1980s Woman-power witches. They aren’t at all interested in healing the earth, communing with the Great Goddess, or gaining power within (as opposed to power over). These are bad witches, and power within, as far as they are concerned, is no good at all unless you can zap somebody with it. They are spiritual descendants of the seventeenth-century New England strain and go in for sabbats, sticking pins in wax images, kissing the Devil’s backside, and phallus worship; this latter, though—since it is Updike—is qualified worship. The Great Goddess is present only in the form of Nature itself, or, in this book, Nature herself, with which they, both as women and as witches, are supposed to have special affinities. Nature, however, is far from Wordsworth’s big motherly breast. She, or it, is red in tooth, claw, and cancer cell, at best lovely and cruel, at worse merely cruel. “Nature kills constantly, and we call her beautiful.”


How did these middle-class, small-town, otherwise ordinary women get their witchy powers? Simple. They became husbandless. All three are divorcees and embodiments of what American small-town society tends to think about divorcees. Whether you leave your husband or are left “doesn’t make any difference,” which will be news to many abandoned women stuck with full child support. Divorced, then, and with the images of their former husbands shrunk and dried and stored away in their minds and kitchens and cellars, they are free to be themselves, an activity Mr. Updike regards with some misgivings, as he regards most catchwords and psychofads.


Being yourself involves artistic activity, albeit of minor kinds. Lexa makes ceramic earthmothers, which are sold in the local crafts store, Jane plays the cello, and Sukie writes, badly, a gossip column for the weekly paper, her participles dangling like earrings. All three are dabblers, but their “creativity” is seen in the same light as that of other, more accomplished female artists. The townspeople of Eastwick, who act as a collective chorus, credit them with “a certain distinction, an inner boiling such as had in other cloistral towns produced Emily Dickinson’s verses and Emily Bronte’s inspired novel.”


It’s doubtful, however, that either of the Emilys went in for the sexual loop-the-loops indulged in by these three weird sisters. Sisters in more senses than one because the novel is cunningly set at a precise moment in America’s recent history. The women’s movement has been around just long enough for some of its phrases to have seeped from New York to the outer darkness of provincial towns such as Eastwick, and the witches toss around words such as “chauvinist” in light social repartee. In the public, male world, which is offstage, the Vietnam War goes on, watched by the witches’ children on their television sets, and the antiwar activists are making bombs in cellars.


The witches don’t busy themselves with “causes,” however. At first they are merely restless and bored; they amuse themselves with spiteful gossip, playing mischievous tricks and seducing unhappily married men, which Eastwick supplies in strength; for if the witches are bad, the wives are worse, and the men are eviscerated. “Marriage,” one of the husbands thinks, “is like two people locked up with one lesson to read, over and over, until the words become madness.”


But enter the Devil, the world s best remedy for women’s boredom, in the form of the dark, not very handsome, but definitely mysterious stranger Darryl Van Home, who collects pop art and has an obvious name. Now mischief turns to maleficio, real evil occurs, and people die, because Van Home’s horn becomes a bone of contention—nothing like not enough men to go around to get the witches’ cauldrons bubbling. And when Van Home is snatched into marriage by a newcomer witchlet, the eye of newt comes out in earnest.


This may sound like an unpromising framework for a serious novelist. Has Mr. Updike entered second childhood and reverted to Rosemary’s babyland? I don’t think so. For one thing, The Witches of Eastwick is too well done. Like Van Home, Mr. Updike has always wondered what it would be like to be a woman, and his witches give him a lot of scope for this fantasy. Lexa in particular, who is the oldest, the plumpest, the kindest, and the closest to Nature, is a fitting vehicle for some of his most breathtaking similes. In line of descent, he is perhaps closer than any other living American writer to the Puritan view of Nature as a lexicon written by God, but in hieroglyphs, so that unending translation is needed. Mr. Updike’s prose, here more than ever, is a welter of suggestive metaphors and cross-references, which constantly point toward a meaning constantly evasive.


His version of witchcraft is closely tied to both carnality and mortality. Magic is hope in the face of inevitable decay. The houses and the furniture molder, and so do the people. The portrait of Felicia Gabriel, victim wife and degenerate afterimage of the onetime “peppy” American cheerleading sweetheart, is gruesomely convincing. Bodies are described in loving detail, down to the last tuft, wart, wrinkle, and bit of food stuck in the teeth. No one is better than Mr. Updike at conveying the sadness of the sexual, the melancholy of motel affairs—“amiable human awkwardness,” Lexa calls it. This is a book that redefines magic realism.


There’s room, too, for bravura writing. The widdershins’ dance, portrayed as a tennis game in which the ball turns into a bat, followed by the sabbat as a hot-tub-and-pot session, is particularly fetching. Students of traditional Devil-lore will have as much fun with these transpositions as Mr. Updike had. Van Home, for instance, is part Mephistopheles, offering Faustian pacts and lusting for souls, part alchemist-chemist, and part Miltonic Satan, hollow at the core; but he’s also a shambling klutz whose favorite comic book is—what else?—Captain Marvel.


Much of The Witches of Eastwick is satire, some of it literary playfulness, and some plain bitchery. It could be that any attempt to analyze further would be like taking an elephant gun to a puff pastry: an Updike should not mean but be. But again, I don’t think so. What a culture has to say about witchcraft, whether in jest or in earnest, has a lot to do with its views of sexuality and power, and especially with the apportioning of powers between the sexes. The witches were burned not because they were pitied but because they were feared.


Cotton Mather and Nathaniel Hawthorne aside, the great American witchcraft classic is The Wizard of Oz, and Mr. Updike’s book reads like a rewrite. In the original, a good little girl and her familiar, accompanied by three amputated males, go seeking a wizard who turns out to be a charlatan. The witches in Oz really have superhuman powers, but the male figures do not. Mr. Updike’s Land of Oz is the real America, but the men in it need a lot more than self-confidence; there’s no Glinda the Good, and the Dorothy-like ingenue is a “wimp” who gets her comeuppance. It’s the three witches of Eastwick who go back, in the end, to the equivalent of Kansas—marriage, flat and gray maybe, but at least known.


The Witches of Eastwick could be and probably will be interpreted as just another episode in the long-running American serial called “Blaming Mom.” The Woman-as-Nature-as-magic-as-powerful-as-bad-Mom package has gone the rounds before, sometimes accompanied by the smell of burning. If prattle of witchcraft is heard in the land, can the hunt be far behind? Mr. Updike provides no blameless way of being female. Hackles will rise, the word backlash will be spoken; but anyone speaking it should look at the men in this book, who, while proclaiming their individual emptiness, are collectively, offstage, blowing up Vietnam. That’s male magic. Men, say the witches more than once, are full of rage because they can’t make babies, and even male babies have at their center “that aggressive vacuum.” Shazam indeed!


A Martian might wonder at the American propensity for tossing the power football. Each sex hurls it at the other with amazing regularity, each crediting the other with more power than the other thinks it has, and the characters in this book join in the game with glee. The aim seems to be the avoidance of responsibility, the reversion to a childlike state of Huckleberry Finn—like “freedom.” What the witches want from the Devil is to play without consequences. But all the Devil can really offer is temptation; hot-tubbery has its price, and the Devil must have his due; with the act of creation comes irreversibility, and guilt.


Mr. Updike takes “sisterhood is powerful” at its word and imagines it literally. What if sisterhood really is powerful? What will the sisters use their “powers” for? And what—given human nature, of which Mr. Updike takes not too bright a view—what then? Luckily these witches are only interested in the “personal” rather than the “political”; otherwise they might have done something unfrivolous, like inventing the hydrogen bomb.


The Witches of Eastwick is an excursion rather than a destination. Like its characters, it indulges in metamorphoses, reading at one moment like Kierkegaard, at the next like Swift’s Modest Proposal, and at the next like Archie comics, with some John Keats thrown in. This quirkiness is part of its charm, for, despite everything, charming it is. As for the witches themselves, there’s a strong suggestion that they are products of Eastwick’s— read America’s—own fantasy life. If so, it’s as well to know about it. That’s the serious reason for reading this book.


The other reasons have to do with the skill and inventiveness of the writing; the accuracy of the detail; the sheer energy of the witches; and, above all, the practicality of the charms. The ones for getting suitable husbands are particularly useful. You want a rich one for a change? First you sprinkle a tuxedo with your perfume and your precious bodily fluids and then . . .
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Laughter vs. Death


W

 hen I was in Finland a few years ago for an international writers’ conference, I had occasion to say a few paragraphs in public on the subject of pornography. The context was a discussion of political repression, and I was suggesting the possibility of a link between the two. The immediate result was that a male journalist took several large bites out of me. Prudery and pornography are two halves of the same coin, said he, and I was clearly a prude. What could you expect from an Anglo-Canadian? Afterward, a couple of pleasant Scandinavian men asked me what I had been so worked up about. All “pornography” means, they said, is graphic depictions of whores, and what was the harm in that?


Not until then did it strike me that the male journalist and I had two entirely different things in mind. By “pornography” he meant naked bodies and sex. I, on the other hand, had recently been doing the research for my novel Bodily Harm, and was still in a state of shock from some of the material I had seen, including the Ontario Board of Film Censors’ “outtakes.” By “pornography” I meant women getting their nipples snipped off with garden shears, having meat hooks stuck into their vaginas, being disemboweled; little girls being raped; men (yes, there are some men) being smashed to a pulp and forcibly sodomized. The cutting edge of pornography, as far as I could see, was no longer simple old copulation, hanging from the chandelier or otherwise: it was death, messy, explicit, and highly sadistic. I explained this to the nice Scandinavian men. “Oh, but that’s just the United States,” they said. “Everyone knows they’re sick.” In their country, they said, violent “pornography” of that kind was not permitted on television or in movies; indeed, excessive violence of any kind was not permitted. They had drawn a clear line between erotica, which earlier studies had shown did not incite men to more aggressive and brutal behavior toward women, and violence, which later studies indicated did.


Sometime after that I was in Saskatchewan, where, because of some of the scenes in Bodily Harm, I found myself on an open-line radio show answering questions about “pornography.” Almost no one who phoned in was in favor of it, but again they weren’t talking about the same stuff I was, because they hadn’t seen it. Some of them were all set to stamp out bathing suits and negligees and, if possible, any depictions of the female body whatsoever. God, it was implied, did not approve of female bodies, and sex of any kind, including that practiced by bumblebees, should be shoved back into the dark, where it belonged. I had more than a suspicion that Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Margaret Laurence’s The Diviners, and indeed most books by most serious modern authors would have ended up as confetti if left in the hands of these callers.


For me, these two experiences illustrate the two poles of the emotionally heated debate that is now thundering around this issue. They also underline the desirability and even the necessity of defining the terms. “Pornography” is now one of those catchalls, like “Marxism” and “feminism,” that have become so broad they can mean almost anything, ranging from certain verses in the Bible, ads for skin lotion, and sex texts for children to the contents of Penthouse, Naughty ‘90s postcards, and films with titles containing the word Nazi that show vicious scenes of torture and killing. It’s easy to say that sensible people can tell the difference. Unfortunately, opinions on what constitutes a sensible person vary.


But even sensible people tend to lose their cool when they start talking about this subject. They soon stop talking and start yelling, and the name-calling begins. Those in favor of censorship (which may include groups not noticeably in agreement on other issues, such as some feminists and religious fundamentalists) accuse the others of exploiting women through the use of degrading images, contributing to the corruption of children, and adding to the general climate of violence and threat in which both women and children live in this society; or, though they may not give much of a hoot about actual women and children, they invoke moral standards and God’s supposed aversion to “filth,” “smut,” and deviated perversion, which may mean ankles.


The camp in favor of total “freedom of expression” often comes out howling as loudly as the Romans would have if told they could no longer have innocent fun watching the lions eat up Christians. It, too, may include segments of the population who are not natural bedfellows: those who proclaim their God-given right to freedom—including the freedom to tote guns, drive when drunk, drool over chicken porn, and get off on videotapes of women being raped and beaten—may be waving the same anticensorship banner as responsible liberals who fear the return of Mrs. Grundy, or gay groups for whom sexual emancipation involves the concept of “sexual theater.” Whatever turns you on is a handy motto, as is A man’s home is his castle (and if it includes a dungeon with beautiful maidens strung up in chains and bleeding from every pore, that’s his business).


Meanwhile, theoreticians theorize and speculators speculate. Is today’s pornography yet another indication of the hatred of the body, the deep mind-body split, that is supposed to pervade Western Christian society? Is it a backlash against the women’s movement by men who are threatened by uppity female behavior in real life, so like to fantasize about women done up like outsize parcels, being turned into hamburger, kneeling at their feet in slavelike adoration, or sucking off guns? Is it a sign of collective impotence, of a generation of men who can’t relate to real women at all but have to make do with bits of celluloid and paper? Is the current flood just a result of smart marketing and aggressive promotion by the money men in what has now become a multibillion-dollar industry? If they were selling movies about men getting their testicles stuck full of knitting needles by women with swastikas on their sleeves, would they do as well, or is this penchant somehow peculiarly male? If so, why? Is pornography a power trip rather than a sex one? Some say that those ropes, chains, muzzles, and other restraining devices are an argument for the immense power female sexuality still wields in the male imagination: you don’t put these things on dogs unless you’re afraid of them. Others, more literary, wonder about the shift from the nineteenth-century magic woman or femme fatale image to the lollipop-licker, airhead, or turkey-carcass treatment of women in porn today. The proporners don’t care much about theory; they merely demand product. The antiporners don’t care about it in the final analysis either; there’s dirt on the street, and they want it cleaned up, now.


It seems to me that this conversation, with its Youre-a-prude/You’re a pervert dialectic, will never get anywhere as long as we continue to think of this material as just “entertainment.” Possibly we’re deluded by the packaging, the format: magazine, book, movie, theatrical presentation. We’re used to thinking of these things as part of the “entertainment industry,” and we’re used to thinking of ourselves as free adult people who ought to be able to see any kind of “entertainment” we want to. That was what the First Choice pay-TV debate was all about. After all, it’s only entertainment, right? Entertainment means fun, and only a killjoy would be antifun. What’s the harm?


This is obviously the central question: What’s the harm? If there isn’t any real harm to any real people, then the antiporners can tsk-tsk and/or throw up as much as they like, but they can’t rightfully expect that the no-harm position is far from being proven.


(For instance, there’s a clear-cut case for banning—as the Canadian government has proposed—movies, photos, and videos that depict children engaging in sex with adults: real children are used to make the movies, and hardly anybody thinks this is ethical. The possibilities for coercion are too great.)


To shift the viewpoint, I’d like to suggest three other models for looking at “pornography”—and here I mean the violent kind.


Hate literature Those who find the idea of regulating pornographic materials repugnant because they think it’s fascist or Communist or otherwise not in accordance with the principles of an open democratic society should consider that Canada has made it illegal to disseminate material that may lead to hatred toward any group because of race or religion. I suggest that if pornography of the violent kind depicted these acts being done predominantly to Chinese, to blacks, or to Catholics, it would be off the market immediately under the present laws. Why is hate literature illegal? Because whoever made the law thought that such material might incite real people to do really awful things to other real people. The human brain is to a certain extent a computer: garbage in, garbage out. We only hear about the extreme cases (like that of American multimurderer Ted Bundy) in which pornography has contributed to the death and/or mutilation of women and/or men. Although pornography is not the only factor involved in the creation of such deviance, it certainly has upped the ante by suggesting both a variety of techniques and the social acceptability of such actions. Nobody knows yet what effect this stuff is having on the less psychotic.


Sex education Studies have shown that a large part of the market for all kinds of porn, soft and hard, is drawn from the sixteen-to-twenty-year-old population of young men. Boys used to learn about sex on the street; or (in Italy, according to Fellini movies) from friendly whores; or, in more genteel surroundings, from girls, their parents, or, once upon a time, in school, more or less. Now porn has been added, and sex education in the schools is rapidly being phased out. The buck has been passed, and boys are being taught that all women secretly like to be raped and that real men get high on scooping out women’s digestive tracts.


Boys learn their concept of masculinity from other men; is this what most men want them to be learning? If word gets around that rapists are “normal” and even admirable men, will boys feel that to be normal, admirable, and masculine they will have to be rapists? Human beings are enormously flexible, and how they turn out depends a lot on how they’re educated, by the society in which they’re immersed as well as by their teachers. In a society that advertises and glorifies rape or even implicitly condones it, more women get raped. It becomes socially acceptable. And at a time when men and the traditional male role have taken a lot of flak and men are confused and casting around for an acceptable way of being male (and, in some cases, not getting much comfort from women on that score), this must be at times a pleasing thought.


It would be naive to think of violent pornography as just harmless entertainment. It’s also an educational tool and a powerful propaganda device. What happens when boy educated on porn meets girl brought up on Harlequin romances? The clash of expectations can be heard around the block. She wants him to get down on his knees with a ring; he wants her to get down on all fours with a ring in her nose. Can this marriage be saved?


Addiction Pornography has certain things in common with such addictive substances as alcohol and drugs: for some, though by no means for all, it induces chemical changes in the body, which the user finds exciting and pleasurable. It also appears to attract a “hard core” of habitual users and a penumbra of those who use it occasionally but aren’t dependent on it in any way. There are also significant numbers of men who aren’t much interested in it, not because they’re undersexed but because real life is satisfying their needs, which may not require as many appliances as those of users.


For the “hard core,” pornography may function as alcohol does for the alcoholic: tolerance develops, and a little is no longer enough. This may account for the short viewing time and fast turnover in porn theaters. Mary Brown, chairwoman of the Ontario Board of Film Censors, estimates that for every one mainstream movie requesting entrance to Ontario, there is one porno flick. Not only the quantity consumed but also the quality of explicitness must escalate, which may account for the growing violence: once the big deal was breasts, then it was genitals, then copulation, then that was no longer enough, and the hard users had to have more. The ultimate kick is death, and after that, as the Marquis de Sade so bor-ingly demonstrated, multiple death.


The existence of alcoholism has not led us to ban social drinking. On the other hand, we do have laws about drinking and driving, excessive drunkenness, and other abuses of alcohol that may result in injury or death to others.


This leads us back to the key question: what’s the harm? Nobody knows, but this society should find out fast, before the saturation point is reached. The Scandinavian studies that showed a connection between depictions of sexual violence and increased impulse toward it by male viewers would be a starting point, but many more questions remain to be raised as well as answered. What, for instance, is the crucial difference between men who are users and men who are not? Does using affect a man’s relationship with actual women, and if so, adversely? Is there a clear line between erotica and violent pornography, or are they on an escalating continuum? Is this a “men versus women” issue, with all men secretly siding with the proporners and all women secretly siding against? (I think not; there are lots of men who don’t think that running their true love through the Cuisinart is the best way they can think of to spend a Saturday night, and they’re just as nauseated by films of someone else doing it as women are.) Is pornography merely an expression of the sexual confusion of this age or an active contributor to it?


Nobody wants to go back to the age of official repression, when even piano legs were referred to as “limbs” and had to wear pantaloons to be decent. Neither do we want to end up in George Orwell’s 1984, in which pornography is turned out by the state to keep the proles in a state of torpor, sex itself is considered dirty, and the approved practice it only for reproduction. But Rome under the emperors isn’t such a good model either.


If all men and women respected each other, if sex were considered joyful and life-enhancing instead of a wallow in germ-filled glop, if everyone were in love all the time, if, in other words, many people’s lives were more satisfactory for them than they appear to be now, pornography might just go away on its own. But since this is obviously not happening, we as a society are going to have to make some informed and responsible decisions about how to deal with it.
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Review:
 Difficult Loves
 by Italo Calvino


Difficult  Loves is a beautifully translated collection of early stories by the highly regarded Italian writer Italo Calvino. Mr. Calvino is perhaps best known in North America for his antinovel If on a Winters Night a Traveler, for his pseudo-geography Invisible Cities, and for Italian Folk Tales, which really are. What you think of the fictions of the mature Calvino will depend partly on whether you consider flirtation a delightful way of passing the time or a boring waste of it, and whether, after a magic show, you feel charmed or had. It’s possible to get the sense you’re being toyed with, that Mr. Calvino is fiddling with you and doesn’t much care whether or not Rome is burning; that “reality” and “truth” are, for him, categories irrelevant to the hermetic world of art. There’s something to be said for this stance: why should a rose—or Isak Dinesen, for that matter—have to demonstrate social relevance? Still, if you go too far into the palace of artifice you can turn into a rococo clock, a fate Mr. Calvino has so far been adroit enough to avoid.


All the more interesting, then, to open Difficult Loves expecting tricks with string, and to realize that instead you are watching a writer in the process of getting where he later got. These are very early stories indeed: the earliest were written in 1945, when Mr. Calvino was a damp-eared twenty-two, and the latest date from the 1950s, when he was in his early thirties.


Of the four sections in the book, the first, “Riviera Stories,” is the most realistic in its inclinations. The stories are hardly stories at all but studies, carefully observed and detailed sketches of people in certain landscapes, social situations, and postures. Already Mr. Calvino is displaying a sensual delight in description—a painterliness, if you like—but these pieces are for the most part fragmentary, like Leonardos studies of hands. Among them, two—“A Goatherd at Luncheon” and “Man in the Wasteland”—are less embryonic, but it is not until the second section, “Wartime Stories,” that the fingerprints of a major talent begin to be visible. From the subject matter—peasants and partisans versus German soldiers and Italian Fascists— you might expect shrapnel and gore, death and squalor, and some is in fact provided. But the surprise is the freshness—the sweetness, even—that is present despite it. “Animal Woods,” about a German soldier lost in a forest in which the peasants have hidden their animals, has the clear charm of a fairy tale, and “One of the Three Is Still Alive” manages to turn another German—a naked, harried one this time—into a sort of momentary Adam.


In the third section, “Postwar Stories,” we find ourselves in an urban landscape reminiscent of early Fellini films and populated with waifs and strays, eccentrics, fat and/or distorted prostitutes, and men given to bizarre excesses. The baroque blends with the grotesque in the sensuous gluttony of “Theft in a Pastry Shop.” And “Desire in November” is every fur fetishist’s dream come true.


Finally, in the fourth section, “Stories of Love and Loneliness,” Mr. Calvino hits what was to become increasingly his stride. Of the eight stories in this section, five explore the borderline that divides (or does it?) illusion from reality, the imagination from the outside world, art from its subject matter. The photographer who ends by being unable to photograph anything but other photographs and destroys his love affair in the process; the man who can’t enjoy a real woman because he’s too involved in reading about an imaginary one; the nearsighted man who must choose between seeing and being seen; and the poet for whom woman, nature, silence, and serenity form one set, while men, civilization, words, and suffocation form another—these are early articulations of the illusionist’s dilemma, of the complex relationship of the artist to a world he can’t quite believe in as long as he views it as material for an art that is not quite believable either. It is the artist’s love for the “real” world that drives him to transform it into an artifact, and, paradoxically—according to logic—to deny it. As the photographer says, the minute you start saying of something, “’Ah, how beautiful! We must photograph it!’” you are already close to the view of the person who thinks that everytliing that is not photographed is lost, as if it had never existed.


Difficult Loves has some of the fascination of a photo album (the author at twenty-two, the author at twenty-six, the author at thirty), but it has a lot more to offer than that. The quirkiness and grace of the writing, the originality of the imagination at work, the occasional incandescence of vision, and a certain lovable nuttiness make this collection well worth reading, and for more than archaeological reasons.
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That Certain Thing Called
 the Girlfriend




And Ruth said, Entreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God: Where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried: the Lord do so to me, and more also, if aught but death part thee and me.—Ruth 1:16–17


Men are irrelevant. Women are happy or unhappy, fulfilled or unfulfilled, and it has nothing to do with men.—Fay Weldon, Down Among the Women





I n recent years, much of the energy of women novelists—and they have been energetic—has come from the sense that they were opening forbidden doors, saying the hitherto unsayable, raising to the level of art, or at least of the written word, material that was considered either too dirty or too abnormal or just too trivial to merit inclusion. “Women’s weeds” is a phrase that has stuck with me from high school Shakespeare days: it suggests vacant lots rank with random and negligible but tough and persistent flowers. Novels by women of the past fifteen years have been full of women’s weeds.


These writers have led us, with a certain relentless glee, through the scrublands of domesticity, replete with porridge pots and soggy diapers and the thorny jungles of heterosexual love, and through the architecture of the family: mother-daughter, father-daughter, sibling-sibling. At no time in literary history have women been examined, from toenails to neuroses, in such microscopic detail. But what lies beyond the last frontier? What turns out to be the latest on the list of unmentionables in female life now seen to deserve mention? Could it be . . . best girlfriends?


It seems so. In the last small while there has been a spate of novels by such leading writers as Toni Morrison, Joyce Carol Oates, Gail Godwin, and Alice Walker examining the relationships between women—not the sisters, the cousins and the aunts, the grannies and the mothers of books such as Joan Chase’s During the Reign of the Queen of Persia and Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping, not the lovers in the many novels featuring lesbians that have appeared since Radclyffe Hall’s Well of Loneliness and Rita Mae Brown’s Rubyfruit Jungle—but women bound together by ties more tenuous, though no less intense. Chums, as they used to be called; though in the hands of these writers, the term acquires a somewhat darker tone. Of course, best girlfriends are not new to the novel, or to novels of certain sorts.


We’re familiar with them from books we read as girls. “I solemnly swear to be faithful to my bosom friend, Diana Barry, as long as the sun and moon shall endure,” says Anne of Green Gables in her passionate prepubescent but also pre-Freudian way, recalling not only the Book of Ruth but also Romeo and Juliet. The original novelistic treatment of girls’ boarding schools is perhaps the first section of Jane Eyre, which chronicles Jane’s friendship with the dying Helen. But the English boarding-school novel is full of these highly charged worshipful duos, as epitomized by the works of the British children’s author Enid Blyton, and by Antonia White’s exemplary novel Frost in May. By and large, however, the novel’s assumption has been that when you become a woman, you put away girlish things, and replace Diana with Gilbert Blythe, sickly Helen with sickly Mr. Rochester.


The nineteenth century was less queasy on this subject, both in literature and in life, than was the mid-twentieth, as witness Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley and, recently, Doris Grumback’s historical re-creation of a devoted—and much admired—pair in The Ladies. Queen Victoria’s famous pronouncement that exempted women from antihomosexual laws because the queen didn’t believe there were such things as lesbians reflected the contemporary belief that women’s friendships of all kinds were beyond sexual suspicion; and Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, in Disorderly Conduct: Visions of Gender in Victorian America, has chronicled the extent to which real-life women, faced with marriage to men from whom they felt distant because of their widely disparate upbringings and spheres of activity, relied on other women for intimacy and emotional intensity.


“The female friendship of the nineteenth century, the long-lived, intimate, loving friendship between two women, is an excellent example of the type of historical phenomena that most historians know something about, few have thought much about and virtually no one has written about,” Mrs. Smith-Rosenberg writes. “It is one aspect of the female experience which, consciously or unconsciously, we have chosen to ignore. Yet an abundance of manuscript evidence suggests that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century women routinely formed emotional ties with other women. Such deeply felt same-sex friendships were casually accepted in American society. Indeed, from at least the late eighteenth through mid-nineteenth century, a female world of varied and yet highly structured relationships appears to have been an essential aspect of American society. These relationships ranged from the supportive love of sisters, through the enthusiasms of adolescent girls, to sensual avowals of love by mature women. It was a world in which men made but a shadowy appearance.” What was true in America was true also in England, as many collections of letters testify.


Considering the prevalence of these friendships, “both sensual and platonic,” as Carroll Smith-Rosenberg says, what’s remarkable about the nineteenth-century novel, at least those that have come down to us, is that it doesn’t deal with them more fully. Catherine Earnshaw in Wuthering Heights and Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss are splendid isolates; so is Jane Eyre after childhood. In Middlemarch George Eliot’s Dorothea Brooke has a confidante in her sister, as do many of Jane Austen’s heroines, but the main stories are about male-female courtship; friends are sidekicks. Isabel Archer, in Henry James’s Portrait of a Lady, has one good friend, but this is a minor thread. Many female friendships in novels by men are seen as downright sinister: Amelia in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, for instance, is trifled with quite callously by Becky Sharpe, her schoolgirl friend; James’s Milly Theale in Wings of the Dove is exploited and betrayed by her female friend, and in Carmilla by Sheridan Le Fanu the devoted and passionate female friend turns out to be, literally, a vampire. Adult women, so the novel in general had it, should concentrate their attentions on men, not only because that was where love and money were to be found, but also because women were either minor players, broken reeds, or snakes. The gap between life as it was lived by women, and life as portrayed in novels by both men and women, is of interest.


Possibly, Victorian novelists wrote so little about women’s friendships because the perceived subject matter of the novel as a form—from Moll Flanders to Madame Bovary—was relentlessly heterosexual, though male-male friendships were frequently depicted. Perhaps it was female-audience demand: women’s friendships were all real-life, romance was escape. Or perhaps it was connected to the fact that the publishing establishment was overwhelmingly male.


But that was the nineteenth century; what about the twentieth? When I was growing up in the 1950s, Ruth’s eloquent pledge of loyalty to her mother-in-law Naomi (her mother-in-law!) had become a pop song, sung breathlessly by a woman and obviously directed to a man. As for mothers-in-law, they were jokes told by men. Serious literature was not Enid Blyton but Hemingway and Fitzgerald or, for the existentially minded, Sartre and Beckett. Female-female relationships were the cattiness of The Women by Clare Boothe Luce or Lillian Hellman’s Little Foxes, and best girlfriends were for discussing the real business of life—boyfriends.


Freudianism had swept through same-sex relationships like the plague, and neither men nor women loaded these with too much intimacy or intensity on pain of being thought abnormal. Then years earlier there had been the Second World War, and although it had thrown women back on each other’s company, it may have caused them to idealize the absent male even more than usual. Despite the Wonder Woman comic and its all-girl Amazon island, woman-woman friendship was considered something you did in your spare time, old-age old-maidishness with another old maid a thing to be dreaded.


That was the official version, but it was probably not the only real one. Mary McCarthy’s 1963 novel The Group, a forerunner of the current crop of women-centered novels, suggests that even in the 1950s a substratum of women’s friendships underlay all the surface heterosexual cheerleading. Miss McCarthy examines this web of female relationships with irony and a by no means uncritical eye, but it’s clear at least to the women in the book that part of the meaning of their lives comes not from their status in the world of men, but from their status in their own world, a world that persists beyond their college years far into their adult existence. That their queen bee and chief arbiter of taste turns out to be a lesbian is perhaps inevitable given the Freud-haunted times.


From England there was Fay Weldon’s 1972 Down Among the Women, which follows a batch of women through domestic peregrinations and interactions with one another. Marilyn French’s Women’s Room came later, during the heat of some rediscoveries, among them the fact that women are important to one another. Both these books, however, are wide-ranging social-overview novels; they deal with many kinds of relationships. But they give those between women friends considerably more space than was customary in fiction. The latest batch includes novels less schematic than The Group, less homebound than Down Among the Women, less overtly political than The Women’s Room, and they focus on single relationships rather than multiple ones. Perhaps for this reason, the female relationships seem deeper, more passionate and complex. Two recent novels by black women writers suggest their scope and central interests. In Alice Walker’s Color Purple, for instance, the best, most loving, most enduring relationship in the life of the heroine, Celie, is that with her husband’s onetime mistress Shug Avery, a relationship that includes sex but is by no means limited to it. And in Toni Morrison’s dense and tragic novel Sula the emphasis is on the girlhood friendship between Nell and Sula, which passes through estrangement but returns to Nell’s final realization, after Sula’s death, of Nell’s love for her:




‘All that time, all that time, I thought I was missing Jude.’ And the loss pressed down on her chest and came up into her throat. ‘We was girls together,’ she said as though explaining something. ‘O Lord, Sula,’ she cried, ‘girl, girl, girlgirlgirl.’


It was a fine cry—loud and long—but it had no bottom and no top, just circles and circles of sorrow.





In both these novels, one of each pair of women is more conventional, the other more exotic, flamboyant, and rebellious. In each case they share a man: Shug is Celie’s husband’s mistress, Sula seduces Nell’s husband on a whim. But in both there is a sense that the friendship creates a synthesis, a completion, that is larger than each woman separately. “Never was no difference between you,” Sula’s grandmother says to Nell. “Just alike.” These are not icing-sugar friendships, all sweetness and teacups. They are complex and important, and they include pain, anger, and feelings of betrayal, jealousy, and hatred, as well as love.


Sociologists might have something to say about why black women writers were among the first on this turf: they might cite the prevalence of households headed by women, the necessity of female support systems. Perhaps black women writers were less likely to accept the premises of the traditional novel because they were more interested in expressing truths about the life they saw around them, truths not available to them in white fiction. But meaningful friendships between women were not and are not exclusive to black society; there are even statistics on it, for what they are worth. In recent polls, 53 percent of the women questioned said that their closest friendships were with women, and women appeared to have closer friendships with women than men did with men. This may be self-evident to women who count themselves among the 53 percent; what is not self-evident is why it has taken so long for these friendships to appear as central plot lines in mainstream fiction.


But now they have. When such things turn up in successful television shows, such as Cagney and Lacey and Kate and Allie, you can assume someone is gambling on the possibility that large chunks of the female viewing audience must now be interested in—surprise!—other women. And when Bantam Books makes a bid for blockbuster status with a novel along the same lines, you can be sure of it. Iris Rainer Dart’s Beaches (1985), a sort of young adult novel for adults, offers a not-unexpected pairing: conventional, repressed, somewhat wimpy Bertie playing adoring Amelia to Cee Cee Bloom’s extroverted, clever, brash, and taboo-breaking Becky Sharp. Cee Cee is that figure so beloved in American popular mythology, the foulmouthed but good-hearted sequined floozy who comes through in a pinch, a sort of Mae West crossed with Bette Midler; Bertie, on the other hand, is Good Housekeeping crossed with Mademoiselle. After many ups and downs, including estrangement over Cee Cee’s presumed dabbling with Bertie’s unbelievably awful husband (she’s innocent, and Walt Disney has an option on the film), Bertie dies and Cee Cee is left with Bertie’s daughter, who is a cross between the two of them. We are right back in the world described by Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, in which men have “but a shadowy appearance.”


Men drop even more deeply into the shadows in novels about lesbians. Jane Rule’s elegant and intricate 1970 novel This Is Not for You traces the interactions between two friends—Kate, the adorer, secretly lesbian, who eventually chooses solitude, and Esther, the adored one, a spiritual idealist who eventually chooses a silent order of nuns. Something like this is the underlying state of affairs in The Magnificent Spinster by May Sarton (1985), which is perhaps less novel than tribute. The adorer is the aptly named Ruth, once a student of the worshiped Jane Reid, who later becomes her lifelong but never fully accessible friend. Ruth, too, discovers her own lesbianism; Jane Reid, too, remains out of reach as a lover. Both novels are, in their different ways, meditations on spiritual virginity, on what saintli-ness and untouchability do to their devotees. It is the very admirability of the adored women, their childlike innocence, that sets them apart.


When the relationship is between an older woman and a younger one, the story often takes on unmistakably romantic overtones. That there is no overt sex only makes the comparison with novels about heterosexual romance more valid, since the hallmark of such novels—at least until recently—has been suppressed passion: witness Gone with the Wind. Just so, The Finishing School by Gail Godwin (1985) involves an intriguing older woman and a young girl’s infatuation with her. Ursula de Vane not only has a pretentious name, she also has pretensions. She is forty-four and short of success, whereas Justin is fourteen and impressionable. Ursula takes on Justin as a sort of protegee; but this attempt to play Pygmalion, to make Justin her creature and shadow, is ultimately sinister because it is self-serving, and it has tragic consequences when Ursula’s feet of clay are revealed and Justin cannot forgive the destruction of her own partially self-created illusion. Yet the two are kindred spirits, as Anne of Green Gables would have said, in spite of their betrayals of one another. “Despite everything that happened,” Justin says later of Ursula, “I have absorbed you. As long as I live you live in me.” At the end of the book she says, “Such possessions are rare now. I mean by another person.” The “possession” has, finally, been educational for her, though possibly not for Ursula.


Finally, in an even darker vein, Joyce Carol Oates, in Solstice (1985), gives the theme yet another turn of the screw, as she is wont to do with themes. This is a shadowy, rich, suggestive book in which the word possession does not need quotation marks. If there’s an echo of any nineteenth-century motif here, it’s not from the devoted letter-writers collected by Carroll Smith-Rosenberg; rather it’s from the vampire novel Carmilla, except that this time the vampirism is mutual. These two women have their psychic fangs sunk deeply into each other’s necks.


Again, the pairing is complementary. The apparently weaker, more conventional, more insecure one is Monica, recently divorced and still shaky. The dominating eccentric is Sheila, a painter (watch out for those artists) with black eyes, “strong cheek bones,” and a “long straight nose,” who has dirty boots and who first appears riding up on a horse, just like the gothic hero she at first resembles. What she appears to hold for Monica is “a childlike offer of complicity, mutual recognition.”


It doesn’t take long for these two to get their hooks into each other. In a relationship that is erotic without being sensual or sexual—this is an eroticism of the psyche only—they slide into intimacy and then toward disaster. Each wants total territorial rights to the other, which each withholds. Sheila even goes so far as to hire a detective agency to keep an eye on Monica. To tease and torture Monica and keep her interested, Sheila hints at suicide, but Monica goes farther: she gets sick, refuses to call for help, and almost dies. Though all this is taking place ostensibly in Pennsylvania, not Transylvania, the inner landscape is one of moors, crags, and deserts—Bronte country, Bram Stoker country. Sheila has the last word: “We’ll be friends for a long, long time,” she says, “unless one of us dies.” Considering what they’ve been through with each other, this is menacing rather than reassuring—a horror-house echo of Anne of Green Gables’s pledge to little Diana.


Indeed, in this group of novels, the best-girlfriends motif turns out to be much less milk and water than you might have supposed back in 1955. The treatment runs the gamut from selfless idealism to pointy-toothed ego-devouring. What women may want in a friend is “that unconditional defender who always comes through,” in the words of Iris Rainer Dart’s promotional material; what they may get instead is something a good deal more problematical. Perhaps the reason it’s taken women novelists so long to get around to dealing with women’s friendships head on is that betrayal by a woman friend is the ultimate betrayal. In sexual love, betrayal is almost expected; if we don’t allow for it, it’s not for want of warning, because treacherous lovers are thoroughly built into popular mythology, from folk songs to pop songs to torch songs to Mom’s advice. But who warns you about your best friend? Nell’s clinching accusation to the dying Sula is, “We were friends.” Because friendship is supposed to be unconditional, a free gift of the spirit, its violation is all the more unbearable.


Despite their late blooming, women’s friendships are now firmly on the literary map as valid and multidimensional novelistic material.
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True North




Land of the silver birch,
Home of the beaver,
Where still the mighty moose
Wanders at will,
Blue lake and rocky shore,
I will return once more;
Boom-diddy-boom-boom
Boom-biddy-boom-boom
Boo-OO-oo-oo-oom.


—Archaic Song





W e sang this once, squatting around the papier-mâché magic mushroom in the Brownie pack, while pretending to be in Cub Scouts, or while watching marshmallows turn to melted Styrofoam on the ends of our sticks at some well-run, fairly safe summer camp in the wilds of Muskoka, Haliburton, or Algonquin Park. Then we grew up and found it corny. By that time we were into Jean-Paul Sartre and the lure of the nauseous. Finally, having reached the age of nostalgia, we rediscovered it on a cassette in The Children’s Book Store, in a haunting version that invested it with all the emotional resonance we once thought it possessed, and bought it, under the pretense of giving our children a little ethnic musical background.


It brought tears to our eyes, not for simple reasons. Whales get to us that way, too, and whooping cranes, and other things hovering on the verge of extinction but still maintaining a tenuous foothold in the world of the actual. The beavers are doing all right—we know this because they just decimated our poplars—but the mighty moose is having a slimmer time of it. As for the blueness of the lakes, we worry about it: too blue and you’ve got acid rain.


Will we return once more, or will we go to Portugal instead? It depends, we have to admit, partly on the exchange rate, and this makes us feel disloyal. I am, rather quixotically, in Alabama, teaching, even more quixotically, a course in Canadian literature. Right now we’re considering Marian Engel’s novel Bear. Since everything in Canada, outside Toronto, begins with geography, I’ve unfolded a large map of Ontario and traced the heroine’s route north; I’ve located the mythical house of the book somewhere on the actual shore of Georgian Bay, northern edge. I’ve superimposed a same-scale map of Alabama on this scheme, to give the students an idea of the distances. In the north, space is larger than you think, because the points of reference are farther apart.


“Are there any words you came across that puzzled you?” I ask.


Blackfly comes up. A large black fly is proposed. I explain blackflies, their smallness, their multitude, their evil habits. It gives me a certain kick to do this: I’m competing with the local water moccasins.


Mackinaw. A raincoat? Not quite.


Loon. Tamarack. Reindeer moss. Portage. Moose. Wendigo.


“Why does she make Lucy the old Indian woman talk so funny?” they ask. Lucy, I point out, is not merely Indian but a French-speaking Indian. This, to them, is a weird concept.


The north is another country. It’s also another language. Or languages.


Where is the north, exactly? It’s not only a place but also a direction, and as such its location is relative: to the Mexicans, the United States is the north, to Americans, Toronto is, even though it’s on roughly the same latitude as Boston.


Wherever it is for us, there’s a lot of it. You stand in Windsor and imagine a line going north, all the way to the pole. The same line going south would end up in South America. That’s the sort of map we grew up with, at the front of the classroom in Mercator projection, which made it look even bigger than it was, all that pink stretching on forever, with a few cities sprinkled along the bottom edge. It’s not only geographical space, it’s also space related to body image. When we face south, as we often do, our conscious mind may be directed down there, toward crowds, bright lights, some Hollywood version of fame and fortune, but the north is at the back of our minds, always. There’s something, not someone, looking over our shoulders; there’s a chill at the nape of the neck.


The north focuses our anxieties. Turning to face north, face the north, we enter our own unconscious. Always, in retrospect, the journey north has the quality of dream.


Where does the north begin?


Every province, every city, has its own road north. From Toronto you go up the 400. Where you cross the border, from here to there, is a matter of opinion. Is it the Severn River, where the Laurentian Shield granite appears suddenly out of the earth? Is it the sign announcing that you’re halfway between the equator and the North Pole? Is it the first gift shop shaped like a wigwam, the first town—there are several—that proclaims itself the Gateway to the North?


As we proceed, the farms become fewer, rockier, more desperate-looking, the trees change their ratios, coniferous moving in on deciduous. More lakes appear, their shorelines scraggier. Our eyes narrow and we look at the clouds: the weather is important again.


One of us used to spend summers in a cottage in Muskoka, before the road went in, when you took the train, when there were big cruise ships there, and matronly motor launches, and tea dances at the hotels, and men in white flannels on the lawns, which there may still be. This was not just a cottage but also a Muskoka cottage, with boathouse and maid’s quarters. Rich people went north in the summers then, away from cities and crowds; that was before the cure for polio, which has made a difference. In this sort of north, they tried to duplicate the south, or perhaps some dream of country life in England. In the living room there were armchairs, glass-fronted bookcases, family photos in silver frames, stuffed birds under glass bells. The north, as I said, is relative.


For me, the north used to be completely in force by the Trout Creek planing mill. Those stacks of fresh-cut lumber were the true gateway to the north, and north of that was North Bay, which used to be, to be blunt, a bit of an armpit. It was beef-sandwich-on-white-bread-with-gravy-and-canned-peas country. But no more. North Bay now has shopping malls, and baskets of flowers hanging from lampposts above paving-stone sidewalks downtown. It has a Granite Club. It has the new, swish, carpeted buildings of Laurentian University. It has gourmet restaurants. And in the airport, where southbound DC-9s dock side by side with northbound Twin Otters, there’s a book rack in the coffee shop that features Graham Greene and Kierkegaard, hardly standard airport fare. The south is moving north.


We bypass North Bay, which now has a bypass, creeping southerliness, and do not go, this time, to the Dionne Quints Museum, where five little silhouettes in black play forever beside an old log cabin, complete with the basket where they were packed in cotton wool, the oven where they were warmed, the five prams, the five Communion dresses.


Beyond North Bay there is a brief flurry of eccentricity—lawns populated with whole flocks of wooden-goose windmills—and then we go for miles and miles past nothing but trees, meeting nothing but the occasional truck loaded with lumber. This area didn’t used to be called anything. Now it’s the Near North Travel Area. You can see signs telling you that. Near what? we wonder uneasily. We don’t want to be near. We want to be far.


At last we see the Ottawa River, which is the border. There’s a dam across it, two dams, and an island between them. If there were a customs house, it would be here. A sign faces us saying Bievenue, out the back window there’s one saying Welcome. This was my first lesson in points of view.


And there, across the border in Quebec, in Témiscaming, is an image straight from my childhood: a huge mountain made of sawdust. I always wanted to slide down this sawdust mountain until I finally did, and discovered it was not like sand, dry and slippery, but damp and sticky and hard to get out of your clothes. This was my first lesson in the nature of illusion.


Continue past the sawdust mountain, past the baseball diamond, up the hill, and you’re in the center of town, which is remarkable for at least three things: a blocks-long public rock garden, still flourishing after more than forty-five years; a pair of statues, one a fountain, that look as if they came straight from Europe, which I think they did; and the excellent, amazingly low-priced hamburgers you can get at the Boulevard Restaurant, where the decor, featuring last year’s cardboard Santa Claus and a stuffed twenty-three-pound pike, is decidedly northern. Ask the owner about the pike and he’ll tell you about one twice as big—forty-five pounds, in fact—that a fellow showed him strapped to the tailgate of his van, and that long, too.


You can have this conversation in either French or English: Témiscaming is a border town and a northern one, and the distinctions made here are as likely to be north-south as French-English. Up in these parts you’ll hear as much grumbling, or more, about Québec City as you will about Ottawa, which is, after all, closer. Spit in the river and it gets to Ottawa, eh?


For the north, Témiscaming is old, settled, tidy, even a little prosperous-looking. But it’s had its crises. Témiscaming is the resource economy personified. Not long ago it was a company town, and when the company shut down the mill, which would have shut down the town, too, the workers took the unprecedented step of trying to buy it. With some help they succeeded, and the result was Tembec, still going strong. But Témiscaming is still a one-industry town, like many northern towns, and its existence is thus precarious.


Not so long ago, logging was a different sort of business. The men went into the woods in winter, across the ice, using horse-drawn sledges, and set up camp. (You still come across these logging camps now and then in your travels through the lakes, abandoned, already looking as ancient as Roman aqueducts; more ancient, since there’s been no upkeep.) They’d cut selectively, tree by tree, using axes and saws and the skills that were necessary to avoid being squashed or hacked. They’d skid the trees to the ice; in the spring, after the ice went out, there would be a run down the nearest fast river to the nearest sawmill.


Now it’s done with bulldozers and trucks, and the result is too often a blitzed shambles; cut everything, leave a wreck of dead and, incidentally, easily flammable branches behind. Time is money. Don’t touch the shoreline, though; we need that for tourists. In some places, the forest is merely a scrim along the water. In behind it’s been hollowed out.


Those who look on the positive side say it’s good for the blueberries.


Sometimes we went the other way, across to Sudbury, the trees getting smaller and smaller and finally disappearing as you approached. Sudbury was another magic place of my childhood. It was like interplanetary travel, which we liked to imagine, which was still just imagination in those days. With its heaps of slag and its barren shoulders of stone, it looked like the moon. Back then, we tell the children, before there were washer-dryers and you used something called a wringer washer and hung the sheets out on something called a clothesline, when there weren’t even colored sheets but all sheets were white, when Rinso white and its happy little washday song were an item, and “whiter than white” was a catch-phrase and female status really did have something to do with your laundry, Sudbury was a housewife’s nightmare. We knew people there; the windowsills in their houses were always gray.


Now the trees are beginning to come back because they built higher smokestacks. But where is all that stuff going now?


The Acid Rain Dinner, in Toronto’s Sheraton Centre, in 1985. The first of these fund-raising events was fairly small. But the movement has grown, and this dinner is huge. The leaders of all three provincial parties are here. So is the minister of the environment from the federal government. So are several labor leaders, and several high-ranking capitalists, and representatives of numerous northerly chambers of commerce, summer residents’ associations, tourist-camp runners, outfitters. Wishy-washy urban professionals who say “frankly” a lot bend elbows with huntin’, shootin’, fishin’, and cussin’ burnt-necks who wouldn’t be caught dead saying “frankly.” This is not a good place to be overheard saying that actually acid rain isn’t such a bad thing because it gets rid of all that brown scum and leeches in the lake, or who cares because you can water-ski anyway. Teddy Kennedy, looking like a bulky sweater, is the guest speaker. Everyone wears a little gold pin in the shape of a raindrop. It looks like a tear.


Why has acid rain become the collective Canadian nightmare? Why is it—as a good cause—bigger than baby-seal-bashing? The reasons aren’t just economic, although there are lots of those, as the fishing-camp people and foresters will tell you. It’s more than that, and cognate with the outrage aroused by the uninvited voyage of the American icebreaker Polar Sea through the Northwest Passage, where almost none of us ever goes. It’s territorial, partly; partly a felt violation of some area in us that we hardly ever think about unless it’s invaded or tampered with. It’s the neighbors throwing guck into our yard. It’s our childhood dying.


On location, in summer and far from the glass and brass of the Sheraton Centre, we nervously check our lakes. Leeches still in place? Have the crayfish, among the first to go, gone yet? (We think in terms of “yet.”) Are the loons reproducing? Have you seen any young? Any minnows? How about the lichen on the rocks? These inventories have now become routine, and that is why we’re willing to fork out a hundred dollars a plate to support our acid-rain lobbyists in Washington. A summer without loons is unthinkable, but how do you tell that to people who don’t know it because they’ve never had any to begin with?


We’re driving through Glencoe, in the Highlands of Scotland. It’s imposing, as a landscape: bleak, large, bald, apparently empty. We can see why the Scots took so well to Canada. Yet we know that the glens and crags round about are crawling with at least a thousand campers, rock climbers, and other seekers after nature; we also know that, at one end of this glen, the Campbells butchered the MacDonalds in the seventeenth century, thus propelling both of them into memorable history. Go walking here and you’ll find things human—outlines of stone fences now overgrown, shards of abandoned crofts.


In Europe, every scrap of land has been claimed, owned, reowned, fought over, captured, bled on. The roads are the only no-man’s-land. In northern Canada, the roads are civilization, owned by the collective human we. Off the road is other. Try walking in it, and you’ll soon find out why all the early traffic here was by water. “Impenetrable wilderness” is not just verbal.


And suppose you get off the road. Suppose you get lost. Getting lost, elsewhere and closer to town, is not knowing exactly where you are. You can always ask, even in a foreign country. In the north, getting lost is not knowing how to get out.


You can get lost on a lake, of course, but getting lost in the forest is worse. It’s tangly in there, and dim, and one tree does begin to look remarkably like another. The leaves and needles blot up sound, and you begin to feel watched—not by anyone, not by an animal even, or anything you can put a name to, just watched. You begin to feel judged. It’s as if something is keeping an eye on you just to see what you will do.


What will you do? Which side of the tree does moss grow on, and here, where there are ferns and the earth is damp, or where it’s dry as tinder, it seems that moss grows everywhere, or does not grow at all. Snippets of Boy Scout lore or truisms learned at summer camp come back to you, but scrambled. You tell yourself not to panic; you can always live off the land.


Easier said than done, you’d soon find. The Canadian Shield is a relatively foodless area, which is why even the Indians tended to pass through it, did not form large settlements except where there was arable land, and remained limited in numbers. This is not the Mekong Delta. If you had a gun you could shoot something, maybe, a red squirrel perhaps; but if you’re lost you probably don’t have a gun, or a fishing rod either. You could eat blueberries, or cattail stems, or crayfish, or other delicacies dimly remembered from stories about people who got lost in the woods and were found later in good health although somewhat thinner. You could cook some reindeer moss if you had matches.


Thus you pass on to fantasies about how to start a fire with a magnifying glass—you don’t have one—or by rubbing two bits of stick together, a feat at which you suspect you would prove remarkably inept.


The fact is that not very many of us know how to survive in the north. Rumor has it that only one German prisoner of war ever made it out, although many made it out of the actual prisoner-of-war camps. The best piece of northern survival advice is: Don’t get lost.


One way of looking at a landscape is to consider the typical ways of dying in it. Given the worst, what’s the worst it could do? Will it be delirium from drinking salty water on the high seas, shriveling in the desert, snakebite in the jungle, tidal waves on a Pacific isle, volcanic fumes? In the north, there are several hazards. Although you’re probably a lot safer there than you are on the highway at rush hour, given the odds, you still have to be a little wary.


Like most lessons of this sort, those about the north are taught by precept and example, but also, more enjoyably, by cautionary nasty tale. There is death by blackfly, the one about the fellow who didn’t have his shirt cuffs tight enough in the spring and undressed at night only to find he was running with blood; the ones about the lost travelers who bloated up from too many bites and who, when found, were twice the size, unrecognizable, and dead. There is death from starvation, death by animal, death by forest fire; there is death from something called “exposure,” which used to confuse me when I heard about men who exposed themselves: why would they intentionally do anything that fatal? There’s death by thunderstorm, not to be sneered at: on the open lake, in one of the excessive northern midsummer thunderstorms, a canoe or a bush plane is a vulnerable target. The north is full of Struwwelpeter-like stories about people who didn’t do as they were told and got struck by lightning. Above all, there are death by freezing and death by drowning. Your body’s heat-loss rate in the water is twenty times that in air, and northern lakes are cold. Even in a life jacket, even holding on to the tipped canoe, you’re at risk. Every summer the numbers pile up.


Every culture has its exemplary dead people, its hagiography of landscape martyrs, those unfortunates who, by their bad ends, seem to sum up in one grisly episode what may be lurking behind the next rock for all of us, all of us who enter the territory they once claimed as theirs. I’d say that two of the top northern landscape martyrs are Tom Thomson, the painter who was found mysteriously drowned near his overturned canoe with no provable cause in sight, and the Mad Trapper of Rat River, also mysterious, who became so thoroughly bushed that he killed a Mountie and shot two others during an amazing wintertime chase before finally being mowed down. In our retelling of these stories, mystery is a key element. So, strangely enough, is a presumed oneness with the landscape in question. The Mad Trapper knew his landscape so well he survived in it for weeks, living off the land and his own bootlaces, eluding capture. One of the hidden motifs in these stories is a warning: maybe it’s not so good to get too close to Nature.


I remember a documentary on Tom Thomson that ended, rather ominously, with the statement that the north had taken him to herself. This was, of course, pathetic fallacy gone to seed, but it was also a comment on our distrust of the natural world, a distrust that remains despite our protests, our studies in the ethics of ecology, our elevation of “the environment” to a numinous noun, our save-the-tree campaigns. The question is, would the trees save us, given the chance? Would the water, would the birds, would the rocks? In the north, we have our doubts.


A bunch of us are sitting around the table, at what is now a summer cottage at Georgian Bay. Once it was a house, built by a local man for his family, which finally totaled eleven children, after they’d outgrown this particular house and moved to another. The original Findlay wood-burning cookstove is still in the house, but so also are some electric lights and a propane cooker, which have come since the end of the old days. In the old days, this man somehow managed to scrape a living from the land: a little of this, a little of that, some fishing here, some lumbering there, some hunting in the fall. That was back when you shot to eat. “Scrape” is an appropriate word: there’s not much here between the topsoil and the rock.


We sit around the table and eat fish, among other things, caught by the children. Someone mentions the clams: there are still a lot of them, but who knows what’s in them anymore? Mercury, lead, things like that. We pick at the fish. Someone tells me not to drink the tap water. I already have. “What will happen?” I ask. “Probably nothing,” they reply. Probably nothing is a relatively recent phrase around here. In the old days, you ate what looked edible.


We are talking about the old days, as people often do once they’re outside the cities. When exactly did the old days end? Because we know they did. The old days ended when the youngest of us was ten, fifteen, or twenty; the old days ended when the oldest of us was five, or twelve, or thirty. Plastic-hulled superboats are not old days, but ten-horsepower outboard motors, circa 1945, are. In the back porch there’s an icebox, unused now, a simple utilitarian model from Eaton’s, ice chamber in the top section, metal shelves in the bottom one. We all go and admire it. “I remember iceboxes,” I say, and indeed I can dimly remember them; I must have been five. What bits of our daily junk—our toasters, our pocket computers—will soon become obsolete and therefore poignant? Who will stand around peering at them and admiring their design and the work that went into them, as we do with this icebox? “So this was a toilet seat,” we think, rehearsing the future. “Ah! A lightbulb.” The ancient syllables thick in our mouths.


The kids decided some time ago that all this chat is boring, and have asked if they can go swimming off the dock. They can, though they have to watch it, as this is a narrow place and speedboats tend to swoosh through, not always slowing down. Waste of gas, in the old days. Nobody then went anywhere just for pleasure; it was the war, and gas was rationed.


“Oh, those old days,” says someone.


There goes a speedboat now, towing a man strapped in a kneeling position to some kind of board, looking as if he’s had a terrible accident or is about to have one. This must be some newfangled variety of waterskiing.


“Remember Klim?” I say. The children come through, trailing towels.


“What’s Klim?” one asks, caught by the space-age sound of the word.


“Klim was ‘milk’ spelled backward,” I say. “It was powdered milk.”


“Yuk,” they say.


“Not the same as now,” I say. “It was whole milk, not skim; it wasn’t instant. You had to beat it with an eggbeater.” And even then some of it wouldn’t dissolve. One of the treats of childhood was the little nodules of pure dry Klim that floated on top of your milk.


“There was also Pream,” says someone. How revolutionary it seemed.


The children go down to take their chances in the risky motorized water. Maybe, much later, they will remember us sitting around the table, eating fish they themselves had caught, back when you could still (what? catch a fish? see a tree? What desolations lie in store, beyond the plasticized hulls and the knee-skiers?). By then we will be the old days, for them. We almost are already.


A different part of the north. We’re sitting around the table, by lamplight—it’s still the old days here, no electricity—talking about bad hunters. Bad hunters, bad fishers, everyone has a story. You come upon a campsite, way in the back of beyond, no roads into the lake, they must have come in by float plane, and there it is, garbage all over the place, beer cans, blobs of human poop flagged by melting toilet paper, and twenty-two fine pickerel left rotting on a rock. Business executives who get themselves flown in during hunting season with their high-powered rifles, shoot a buck, cut off the head, fill their quota, see another one with a bigger spread of antlers, drop the first head, cut off the second. The woods are littered with discarded heads, and who cares about the bodies?


New way to shoot polar bear: you have the natives on the ground finding them for you, then they radio the location to the base camp, the base camp phones New York, fellow gets on the plane, gets himself flown in, they’ve got the rifle and the clothing all ready for him, fly him to the bear, he pulls the trigger from the plane, doesn’t even get out of the g.d. plane, they fly him back, cut off the head, skin it, send the lot down to New York.


These are the horror stories of the north, one brand. They’ve replaced the ones in which you got pounced upon by a wolverine or had your arm chewed off by a she-bear with cubs or got chased into the lake by a moose in rut, or even the ones in which your dog got porcupine quills or rolled in poison ivy and gave it to you. In the new stories, the enemies and the victims of old have done a switch. Nature is no longer implacable, dangerous, ready to jump you; it is on the run, pursued by a number of unfair bullies with the latest technology.


One of the key nouns in these stories is “float plane.” These outrages, this banditry, would not be possible without them, for the bad hunters are notoriously weak-muscled and are deemed incapable of portaging a canoe, much less paddling one. Among their other badnesses, they are sissies. Another key motif is money. What money buys these days, among other things, is the privilege of no-risk slaughter.


As for us, the ones telling the stories, tsk-tsking by lamplight, we are the good hunters, or so we think. We’ve given up saying we only kill to eat; Kraft dinner and freeze-dried food have put paid to that one. Really there’s no excuse for us. However, we do have some virtues left. We can still cast a fly. We don’t cut off heads and hang them stuffed on the wall. We would never buy an ocelot coat. We paddle our own canoes.


We’re sitting on the dock at night, shivering despite our sweaters, in mid-August, watching the sky. There are a few shooting stars, as there always are at this time in August, as the earth passes through the Perseids. We pride ourselves on knowing a few things like that, about the sky; we find the Dipper, the North Star, Cassiopeia’s Chair, and talk about consulting a star chart, which we know we won’t actually do. But this is the only place you can really see the stars, we tell each other. Cities are hopeless.


Suddenly an odd light appears, going very fast. It spirals around like a newly dead firecracker and then bursts, leaving a cloud of luminous dust, caught perhaps in the light from the sun, still up there somewhere. What could this be? Several days later, we hear that it was part of an extinct Soviet satellite, or that’s what they say. That’s what they would say, wouldn’t they? It strikes us that we don’t really know very much about the night sky at all anymore. There’s all kinds of junk up there: spy planes, old satellites, tin cans, man-made matter gone out of control. It also strikes us that we are totally dependent for knowledge of these things on a few people who don’t tell us very much.
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